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would lead respondents to give different 
answers than if they see the response 
options visually. Experiments testing 
whether using showcards in the face-to-
face interviews lead to different answers 
than asking the same questions without 
showcards however suggested that 
showcards did not affect responses. These 
findings were reassuring and paved the 
way for further testing of telephone as a 
potential mode of data collection. 

•  Early considerations for the design of 
Understanding Society included matrix 
sampling, where the questionnaire content 
is split up such that not all respondents are 
asked all questions; the main advantage is 
a shorter questionnaire for respondents. 
Wave 1 included an experiment to test the 
effect of a shorter questionnaire on non-
response and on leaving the survey in the 
following wave. The longer questionnaire 
did not appear to have detrimental effect 
and so was adopted. 

•  For several topics different versions of 
questions were experimentally tested and 
directly informed the design of questions 
in the main Study. These included 
modules about wealth, about unearned 
income and State benefits, and about 
household consumption. 

Later experiments have informed methods of 
reducing non-response in the main survey, 
for example: 

•  Ongoing experiments with the value and 
conditions for respondent incentives have 
led to further changes. One change to 
the main Study design based on these 
experiments is that adults who have not 
themselves given an interview for two 
years, but who are in a household where 
other people have been interviewed, are 
no longer sent an unconditional incentive 
with their advance letter. Instead they 
are now offered an incentive conditional 
on being interviewed. The money saved 

on incentives has been invested in other 
methods to increase response. 

•  We have tested the effects of different 
content, format and frequency of 
between-wave mailings, as well as of 
different ways of inviting respondents to 
sign up to a participant website that have 
informed the design of the main Study.

Further experiments have informed the way we 
ask respondents for consent to link their survey 
data to government administrative records:

•  Experimental testing showed that when 
we remind people of whether they said 
‘yes’ or ‘no’ in response to the consent 
question in previous interviews, they 
tend to give the same answer again. 
In contrast when we re-ask consent 
without reminding people of their previous 
answer, about half of non-consenters do 
give consent. Based on these findings, 
we use the between-wave mailings to 
periodically remind people of the consents 
they have given, and we re-ask consent 
in the interviews of those who have 
previously refused. 

•  A further experiment showed that consent 
rates were higher when the consent 
question appeared in context within the 
interview, than when it was asked at the 
end of the interview. Based on these 
findings we have now placed the consent 
question for linkage to Department for 
Work and Pensions’ records just after the 
questionnaire module on receipt of State 
benefits and pensions. 

The most influential series of experiments 
have been on the mode of data collection. 
The original plans were for Understanding 
Society to move from face-to-face only, 
to a design where part of the sample 
were interviewed by telephone, with non-
respondents followed up by face-to-face 
interviewing. However experimental testing in 
Wave 2 of the Innovation Panel showed that 

response rates would have been significantly 
lower with the telephone/face-to-face design. 
In addition, it was not possible to incorporate 
the self-completion questions (which are 
asked without an interviewer due to the 
sensitive nature of the questions) in the 
telephone setting. Telephone was therefore 
abandoned as a main mode of interview and 
we began testing the potential of web. 

Starting in Wave 5 of the Innovation Panel 
we allocated a random proportion of sample 
households to be invited to complete the 
survey online. Non-respondents to the online 
survey were then followed up by face-to-
face interviewers. The control group were 
interviewed face-to-face as in the main 
Study. This design has been replicated in 
Waves 6 to 10, with some amendments to 
test ways of increasing the proportion of the 
sample who completed the survey online. 
The results have been reassuring throughout, 
such that we have introduced a sequential 
mixed mode design (with web followed by 
face-to-face) in the main survey from Wave 
8. This includes some related design features 
tested in the Innovation Panel, such as the 
bonus for completing the survey online within 
a set number of weeks. 

IMPACT
Findings from Innovation Panel experiments 
influenced the design, approach and 
questions included in the main Understanding 
Society survey. 

Findings have also have informed the 
scientific community interested in survey 
methods. Other longitudinal household 
surveys have learnt from the experiments 
associated with the Understanding Society 
move to a web-first design. 

A number of International longitudinal 
household surveys are considering starting a 
panel for methodological experimentation of 
their own.

 “The experimental evidence from the Innovation Panel has 
greatly influenced design decisions we have made for the 
Understanding Society survey. Without this evidence we 

would have made some very different decisions that would 
have affected the quality of the Understanding Society data 

and the experience of our participants” 

Annette Jäckle, Professor of 
Survey Methodology 

WHAT IS THE  
INNOVATION PANEL?

The Understanding Society Innovation 
Panel is a platform for longitudinal 
experimental and methodological 

research. Its purpose is to develop key 
innovations in survey methods and content 
that will ensure the future success of 
the Understanding Society survey and to 
generate important new knowledge that 
is of use to other researchers and survey 
practitioners. It is also a base for associated 
studies using new and innovative mixed 
method approaches.

The first waves of the Innovation Panel 
were used by Understanding Society to 
develop and test aspects of the survey 
design. The experiments influenced the main 
Understanding Society survey and informed 
design decisions for other surveys. Since 
Wave 4, the Innovation Panel has had an 
open call for proposals for methodological 
research. These experiments inform the 
international scientific community interested 
in survey methods. 

KEY EXPERIMENTS USING THE 
INNOVATION PANEL
The early waves of the Innovation Panel were 
used to pretest survey design options for the 
main Study. This included both the survey 
procedures and the content and format of 
questions, for example:

•  Experiments with the value of incentives 
offered to respondents, and additional 
incentives for full-household completion, 
informed the decision about incentive 
levels for the main Study. As a result, 
sample members receive a £10 high 
street gift voucher on an individual basis.

•  For many questions in Understanding 
Society respondents can read the 
response options on a showcard. One key 
concern in preparing for the introduction 
of mixed mode data collection was 
whether presenting questions aurally, 
as is the case in a telephone survey, 

THE INNOVATION PANEL is a sample of 1500 
households used by researchers as a test-bed  

for INNOVATIVE WAYS OF COLLECTING DATA and  
for developing new areas of research.

It helps to develop LEADING EDGE SURVEY  
METHODS AND CONTENT that will ensure the  

success of Understanding Society and  
generate important new knowledge.

Experiments are carried out, QUESTIONS,  
PROCEDURES AND METHODS ARE TESTED  

in a context similar to the main  
Understanding Society survey.

Participants are asked the same questions  
using the same procedures as the main survey, 

however the Innovation Panel also includes 
experiments and METHODOLOGICAL TESTS 

DESIGNED TO DEVELOP AND EVALUATE 
METHODOLOGIES and new content for  

longitudinal survey research.

Data from the Innovation Panel are  
AVAILABLE TO RESEARCHERS for both 

methodological and substantive research.
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FURTHER INFORMATION
Data from all the Innovation Panel 
experiments are made available via the UK 
Data Service.

For more information on findings from 
Innovation Panel experiments, see section 
15 in the Innovation Panel User Guide; this 
includes a summary of publications resulting 
from the various experiments:  
https://www.understandingsociety.ac.uk/
documentation/innovation-panel

More information about the adoption of 
a web-first mixed modes survey design 
for the main Understanding Society 
Survey, informed by the Innovation Panel 
experiments is available in the case study 
‘Collecting survey data differently’. 

For more information on associated studies 
see: https://www.understandingsociety.
ac.uk/research/get-involved/associated-
studies

This case study is part of a series aimed at 
potential users of Understanding Society 
data, including: policy makers, researchers 
and people in a position to influence survey 
design. If you would like to discuss how we 
can help support and raise awareness of  
the impact of your research, please email 
info@understandingsociety.ac.uk
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