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Abstract  
     

Over the last few years, data collection agencies have gained experience with asking for 

linkage consent in face-to-face and telephone surveys; however, the same is not true for 

web surveys. Asking for linkage consent in a web survey raises important methodological 

questions, namely, what is the optimal way of asking for linkage consent that maximizes 

consent rates and minimizes consent bias? We addressed this question using a national 

probability sample of people living in Germany. Web survey respondents were asked for 

consent to link their survey data to official employment records. Respondents were 

randomly assigned to receive different wordings of the consent question. We found that 

when the consent request is phrased in such a way that emphasizes a particular benefit of 

linkage (reduced questionnaire and time savings) respondents provide consent at a higher 

rate compared to neutral phrasing.  
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1. Introduction  

     

In a recent set of experiments, Sakshaug, Tutz, and Kreuter (forthcoming) examined 

various features of an administrative data linkage consent request implemented in a 

telephone survey. The features included the placement and wording of the consent 

question. In the placement experiment, respondents were randomized to receive the 

consent question at either the beginning or at the end of the interview. Contrary to 

conventional wisdom, linkage consent rates were found to be about 10 percentage points 

higher when the consent question was asked at the beginning versus at the end of this 

telephone survey. In the wording experiment, a particular benefit of linkage was read to 

respondents during the consent request: time savings. Respondents were told that data 

linkage was being requested in order to “keep the interview as short as possible.” Against 

their expectation, the authors found no effect of this wording on consent rates. 

 

One explanation of this null finding formulated by the authors was that the wording 

experiment was confounded by interviewer behavior or respondent listening. That is, the 

time-saving benefit phrase may not have been read by interviewers, or not heard (or 



processed) by respondents. Such processing errors are not uncommon in interview 

surveys (Tourangeau, Rips, and Rasinski, 2000; Sudman, Bradburn, and Schwarz, 1996). 

To overcome the potential for confounding, a purer test of this particular wording may 

therefore be better placed in a self-administered context (e.g., web).  Self-administration 

(e.g., paper, web) has the advantage that respondents can read the questions themselves 

and, if read, certain phrases can be highlighted better than controlling an interviewer to 

emphasize the wording (INSERT CITATIONS). Furthermore, web surveys, in particular, 

are likely to yield a stronger effect of this type of benefit wording as a respondent’s 

willingness to participate in web surveys has been shown to be sensitive to the length and 

duration of online questionnaire (Yan et al., 2011). 

 

To investigate this possibility, we replicated the wording experiment in a web survey 

using a stronger manipulation (self-administration and highlighting) to increase the 

likelihood that respondents will read the benefit phrase prior to making their consent 

decision. Identifying aspects of the linkage consent question that can be modified to 

improve consent rates in web surveys is a worthwhile objective as mixed-mode surveys 

(with web as one mode) and administrative data linkage are both considered cost-

effective strategies and are likely to be used in conjunction as data collection costs 

continue to escalate. 
 

 

2. Data and Methods 
 

We replicated the same experiment conducted by Sakshaug, Tutz, and Kreuter 

(forthcoming) to determine whether the time-saving benefit wording of the consent 

question increases respondents’ propensity to link their administrative records in a self-

administered context. We use data from a population-based web survey that randomized 

respondents to different wording conditions. The study, commissioned by the Institute for 

Employment Research in Nuremberg, Germany, was carried out by the LINK institute 

from February to April, 2012.  

 

A stratified random sample of 11,836 persons was drawn from federal databases used by 

the German social security administration (Oberschachtsiek et al., 2009). The sample 

represents the second replicate used in the telephone survey by Sakshaug, Tutz, and 

Kreuter (forthcoming). Both replicates consisted of persons drawn from three strata. The 

three strata were defined by various employment histories relevant to the main 

questionnaire content (but not to this experiment). The first stratum represents persons 

who received some form of income support within the last three years. The second 

stratum represents persons who had a recent unemployment spell and received 

unemployment benefits. The third stratum represents persons who were employed by at 

least two employers and never received income support or unemployment benefits during 

the last ten years.   

 

A paper-based advance letter was mailed to all sampled cases with instructions for 

accessing the web survey instrument.  The advance letter also offered the opportunity to 

call a toll free number to conduct the interview on the telephone. A total of 132 

interviews were completed by phone and these cases were excluded from the experiment. 



No special nonresponse follow-up procedures were carried out. A total of 1,092 

respondents completed the entire web survey for a response rate of 9.01 percent (AAPOR 

R1). Another 220 cases started the interview but broke-off early. We analyze the 

combined sample of completes (n=1,092) and break-offs (n=178) that received the 

consent question for a total of 1,270 respondents.  

 

Upon the start of the web survey, respondents were randomized to one of two wording 

conditions: benefit or neutral. In the “benefit” condition, respondents were presented with 

the following linkage request at the beginning of the survey (ENGLISH 

TRANSLATION):  

 

“To keep the interview as brief as possible, we would like to use for the analysis of the 

survey data parts of the data which are available at the Institute for Employment 

Research in Nuremberg, Germany.  

 

This is for example additional information of previous periods of employment, 

unemployment, and participation in active labor market policy programs during 

unemployment. In order to merge this data to the interview data I would cordially ask 

you to agree. Do you agree with it?” 

 

The benefit phrase “To keep the interview as brief as possible,” was bolded to highlight 

this time-saving benefit to respondents in the hope that they would read it. In the 

“neutral” condition, this phrase was omitted. Contrary to the null finding found for the 

telephone survey reported in Sakshaug, Tutz, and Kreuter (forthcoming), we hypothesize 

that this highlighted benefit phrase will have a positive effect on consent rates due to the 

fact that respondents have been shown to be sensitive to the length of an online 

questionnaire (Yan et al., 2011). However, it should be noted that the questionnaire is not 

shorter for this subset. All respondents received the same length questionnaire whether or 

not they provided linkage consent. The basic rationale behind the benefit wording is that 

high consent rates make it possible to shorten the overall questionnaire; thus, there is no 

ethical issue here. 

 

Respondents were assigned to the benefit and neutral wording groups with probabilities 

0.75 and 0.20, respectively. The remaining 0.05 proportion of respondents were assigned 

to a placement condition, where respondents received the neutral wording consent 

question at the end of the questionnaire. The placement results are not analyzed here due 

to small sample size and lack of statistical power. Thus the case base for our analysis here 

is formed by a total of 1,194 respondents with 961 receiving the benefit wording and 233 

the neutral wording. A larger portion of respondents was assigned to the benefit wording, 

because it was expected to achieve the highest number of consents, which was desirable 

for another (unrelated) experiment embedded within the survey (Felderer, 2012).  
  

We perform bivariate analyses to assess whether the wording experiment affected 

respondents’ willingness to provide consent. Consent rate differences between the 

experimental groups are tested using a two-sample Z-test. One-sided tests are performed 

because the hypothesis has a clear direction, i.e. the benefit wording will yield higher 

consent rates than the neutral wording. All analyses were performed using Stata 12.1. 



 

3. Results 
 
A total of 757 (out of 1,270), or 59.6 percent of, respondents consented to the data linkage 

request. The consent rates varied slightly but not significantly [χ2(2) = 1.91, p = 0.384] across 

strata, with 61.7% in Stratum 1, 60.2% in Stratum 2, and 57.4% in Stratum 3. About 31.9% 

(n=405) explicitly refused to give consent, 2.1% (n=26) did not understand the consent question, 

2.0% (n=25) answered “don’t know,” and 4.5% (n=57) did not provide an answer. All of these 

groups are coded as “no consent” in the analyses presented below.  

 

Table 1 presents the results from the wording experiment. The linkage consent rate for 

respondents who received the benefit wording was 61.6%. The consent rate for the neutral 

wording group was 55.4%. The 6% difference between the two consent rates is statistically 

significant (one-sided Z-score = 1.75; p = 0.040). That is, emphasizing a particular benefit of data 

linkage (time-savings) for respondents produced a higher consent rate relative to not mentioning 

the benefit at all.  

 

Table 1. Contingency table of consent by wording condition. 

Wording condition No consent 

(N; %) 

Consent 

(N; %) 

Total 

(N) 

Benefit 369; 38.4 592; 61.6 961 

Neutral  104; 44.6 129; 55.4 233 

Total (N) 473 721 1,194 

One-sided z-test statistic, 1.747; p-value = 0.040; Statistical power = 0.41 

 

A potential backfiring effect of making the time-saving benefit salient to respondents is 

that they may be more likely to drop out if they perceive the survey is taking longer to 

complete than it should. Table 2 therefore presents breakoff rates by experimental 

condition. The overall breakoff rate was 14.6%. The highest breakoff rate occurred in the 

benefit group (15.2%) followed by the neutral group (12.9%). These breakoff rates were 

not statistically significantly different from each other, indicating that adding the time-

saving phrase to the consent statement did not significantly increase the rate of dropouts.   

 
Table 2. Breakoff rates by experimental condition. 

Condition N Breakoff Rate (%) SE 95% CI 

Benefit/Beginning 961 15.2 1.2 12.9, 17.5 

Neutral/Beginning 233 12.9 2.2 8.5, 17.2 

 

4. Discussion  

 
In this study we assessed the impact of manipulating the wording of the linkage consent 

question on respondents’ willingness to give linkage consent in a web survey. We found 

that emphasizing the time-saving benefit of linkage in the consent request increased 

consent rates by about 6 percent on the web. This finding contradicts the result found in a 

similar experiment conducted in a telephone survey by Sakshaug, Tutz, and Kreuter 

(forthcoming). Finally, we found no statistical evidence that emphasizing the time-saving 

benefit of linkage results in a higher rate of breakoffs on the web. 

 



One possible reason why a significant wording effect was found in the present web 

survey, but not in a similarly designed telephone survey (Sakshaug, Tutz, and Kreuter, 

forthcoming) may be due to mode differences and/or differences in respondent 

composition between the two studies. To account for these factors, we combined the 

experimental data and performed a propensity score analysis. A logistic regression model 

of mode (web/telephone) was fit based on a limited set of demographic (e.g., age, sex, 

education) and employment variables obtained from the sample frame. All covariates 

were significantly related to the recruitment mode. Following guidance from Rosenbaum 

and Rubin (1983), five homogeneous propensity score groups were formed. We repeated 

the analysis of the wording experiment within each propensity score group and combined 

the results using the MatchIt software package in R (Ho et al., 2007). In this analysis, we 

found no significant difference between the benefit and neutral wording conditions. Thus, 

the null finding in Sakshaug, Tutz, and Kreuter (forthcoming) is unlikely due differences 

in mode or respondent composition, but may be due to other factors that couldn’t be 

controlled for (e.g., whether interviewers read the benefit wording script). Taken 

together, the results indicate that benefit wording may be more likely to succeed in a web 

survey than in a telephone survey, but more replication in the web context is clearly 

needed to assess the robustness of the wording effect. 

 

This study has some limitations. First, the results may not be generalizable to other 

populations, other consent requests, and questionnaire content studies because they are 

based on a sample of German residents who have specific employment histories. Second, 

no refusal conversion procedures were performed during the recruitment to this survey. 

While it is conceivable that more reluctant respondents have lower consent rates [see 

Kreuter, Tutz, and Sakshaug (forthcoming) for a discussion of this point], from a 

theoretical perspective we would assume that reluctant respondents are even more 

affected by time saving arguments and thus believe that the 6% difference to be a lower 

bound for the effect of wording. 

 

In conclusion, there appear to be advantages to highlighting particular benefits to 

respondents when asking for linkage consent in a web survey. Other surveys could 

highlight the time-saving benefit of linkage if they feel this could save long employment 

history modules. 
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