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I  AM NOT SELLING ANYTHING:   EXPERIMENTS 
IN TELEPHONE INTRODUCTIONS 

Edith D. de Leeuw and Joop J. Hox 

Telephone surveys have become more and more popular in the last thirty years,
reaching their zenith in the s. At the end of the twentieth century, telephone
surveys were the major mode of data collection for sample surveys in North America
and Western Europe (Nathan, ). The main advantages, compared to face-to-face
interviews, are lower costs and stricter interviewer control. In addition, extensive
research has improved telephone survey methods considerably (e.g., Groves, Biemer
et al., ), and telephone surveys can produce high quality data (Leeuw, ; Leeuw &
Zouwen, ). 

In the new millennium, telephone interviewers are faced with new problems that
threaten the validity of the method. The growing number of unsolicited calls (e.g., tell-sell,
telemarketing, polls) may lessen the willingness to cooperate. The American Statistical
Association () mentions the near saturation calling conducted by telemarketers as
one of the causes of declining survey cooperation rates. An indication of the growing irrit-
ation with unsolicited calls is that millions of Americans immediately registered when
the Federal ‘do-not-call’ registry started in June  (Schulman, ; Robinson,
). Although not yet at the high American level, unsolicited phone calls are becoming a
nuisance factor in Europe too. Recent studies in the Netherlands showed that each Dutch
adult receives five uninvited phone calls a year on average. Although some sub-conditions
will receive considerably more calls, depending on age, profession, and status, overall
a Dutch household will answer eleven unsolicited calls a year on average (Steenis, ).

Therefore, it is not surprising that there is a growing negative attitude towards market
research in the Netherlands. When asked about market research,  percent of the
respondents say that they are asked to cooperate far too often. Even more worrisome is
that  percent are convinced that market research is selling under the guise of research
(Brennecke, ). This will influence the interpretation of the intent of a call; in psycho-
logical terms it will change the cognitive script that guides the reactions to uninvited
calls. More often potential respondents will react to uninvited telephone calls, using the
‘they want to sell me something’-script, because experience taught them to expect a
sales-pitch and not a serious and legitimate survey. 

Telephone interviewers are more limited than face-to-face interviewers in the tools they
have at their disposal to correct this erroneous script and to convince a potential respondent
that this is a legitimate survey. Telephone interviewers have fewer opportunities, fewer
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means and less time to convince reluctant respondents than face-to-face interviewers.
Telephone interviewers cannot take advantage of visual cues and nonverbal communi-
cation to evaluate the situation and persuade a potential respondent (for successful face-to-
face strategies, see Snijkers, Hox, & Leeuw, ; Campanelli, Sturgis, & Purdon, ).
In their introduction, telephone interviewers can only use auditive and paralinguistic
communication to convey their message. They cannot show identity cards, or use other
visual cues. In other words, it all depends on what is being said in the introduction and
how it is said. In addition, since a telephone interviewer has far less time than a face-to-
face interviewer, the message should be very short to prevent break-offs (for telephone
interviewer strategies, see Hox, Leeuw, & Snijkers, ). Typically, in face-to-face
interviews the initial interaction is completed within two to five minutes, while in tele-
phone interviews the majority of the decisions to cooperate or refuse are made within one
minute (Groves, ). Finally, when random digit dialing is used, this sampling method
precludes the use of advance letters to introduce and legitimize the survey (Groves &
Couper, ; Nathan, ; Pondman, ). 

One of the few tools a telephone interviewer has available to establish legitimacy at
the outset is simply stating, ‘I am not selling anything.’ Although initial experiments in
the USA were positive (Gonzenbach & Jablonski, ) and some research firms both in the
USA and Europe already use a non-solicitation statement in the introduction, others
refrain from it because they are afraid to alert respondents (Goold, ). To provide
empirical data, we designed a controlled large-scale experiment and tested the effect of
the ‘I am not selling’-message on the response in a series of  split ballot experiments in
the Netherlands. 

METHOD 

DATA COLLECTION 

We wanted to test a ‘not selling’-introduction in standard random sampling household
telephone surveys. To establish the legitimacy of the survey at the outset we used the
following introduction: ‘Good-evening/morning/afternoon, this is . . . from . . . We are
conducting a survey on . . . We are not selling anything. To ensure we get a scientific sample,
I would like to speak to . . . (next birthday-selection or other selection method).’ In this
introduction the message ‘we are not selling anything’ is reinforced by the words ‘scienti-
fic sample’, to convey that a serious, legitimate survey is being conducted. For those
surveys in which no respondent selection at all was used, the introduction was simply
‘Good-evening/morning/afternoon, this is . . . from . . . We are conducting a survey
on . . . We are not selling anything.’ 

In order to test the ‘not selling’-introduction a series of  split-run experiments were
conducted at different periods (spring, summer, fall, winter) in . These experiments
were coordinated by the Dutch public information center ‘Your Opinion Counts’
(Uw Mening Telt), ensuring that individual data of research institutes would not be dis-
closed. Data were collected at ten Dutch market research firms who are all members of the
Netherlands Association for Market Research Companies. All firms agreed to conduct a
split ballot experiment, using the experimental introduction in a random half of their
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sample, and their standard introduction (without ‘not selling’) in the other half. During
the fieldwork, a senior researcher, responsible for that particular survey, filled in a quest-
ionnaire on topic and saliency of the survey and on fieldwork procedures used (e.g., timing
of calls, maximum number of attempts, respondent selection). 

All  experiments followed the same procedure: ‘cold’ calling for household
surveys. This implies that only new samples were contacted, no advance letters were
used, and no incentives were used. All firms always used a short scripted text in their
standard introduction. The topics of the surveys varied, covering the normal range of
market and opinion research. The populations investigated also covered the usual range
from general population to specific conditions. In total, the results are based on ,

contacted, that is, the total number of people the interviewers reached and spoke to over
the phone. 

ANALYSIS 

For both the experimental condition (not selling) and the control condition (standard
introduction) the following figures were registered for this study: the total number called
minus the number of known ineligibles (e.g., fax, business number), the number of com-
pleted interviews, the number of partial interviews, the number of break-offs, the
number of refusals, the number of non-contacts, and the number of other non-interviews
(e.g., physically unable, language problems). Because the number of partial interviews
was very small, we counted a partial interview as break-off. 

Unit nonresponse is the failure to obtain any measurement on a sample unit (Dillman,
Eltinge, Groves, & Little, ). There are several indices for (non)response, each
emphasizing a different source of nonresponse (Smith, ). From a practical point of
view the response rate is of interest. The response rate is the number of completed inter-
views divided by the number of eligible reporting units in the sample. This figure is most
often used in presentations, reports, articles, and papers. However, to evaluate the effect-
iveness of the ‘not selling’ argument, it is better to focus on the cooperation rate, where
the number of completed interviews is divided by the total number of contacted known
eligibles, instead of the number of known eligible units. After all, to evaluate the effective-
ness of an argument, one should concentrate on the cases that are subjected to the argu-
ment in the introduction: the contacts. 

We computed for both the experimental and control groups the following indices
(see American Association for Public Opinion Research [AAPOR], , on standard
definitions for the precise definitions): response rate (RR, or minimum response rate,
AAPOR, ), cooperation rate (COOP, or minimum cooperation rate, AAPOR,
), contact rate, that is the proportion of all cases in which some responsible household
member was reached (AAPOR, ), and refusal rate. The refusal rate was calculated as
proportion of refusals based on the total of eligible units contacted. In addition, we calcu-
lated an other-non-interview rate, indicating nonresponse for other, miscellaneous, reasons
and break-off rate, an index for partial interviews caused by disconnection initiated by
the respondent during the interview, in a manner similar to the refusal rate (AAPOR,
). It should be noted that in each case we computed the most conservative estimate,
therefore partial interviews were not counted as interviews. Also only known ineligible
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cases were counted as ineligible and no estimate of the proportion of ineligibles was made
(cf. AAPOR, , p. ). 

To assess the global effectiveness we performed paired sample t-tests between the
estimates for the experimental (no selling) and control (standard introduction) condi-
tions. As the same agencies used both the non-solicitation and the standard introduction,
the observations are not independent and a paired sample t-test is advised rather than the
independent sample t-test. For the follow-up analyses, we used logistic regression with
cooperation rate as dependent variable (Tabachnick & Fidell, ). The goal of these
follow-up analyses was to detect possible interactions with background variables, such as
saliency of topic, and type of population. In other words, the goal was to investigate for
which type of survey the ‘not selling’ argument is most effective (Hox & Leeuw, ).
Adding the factor ‘agency’ to the logistic regression equation controlled the dependency
among the ten agencies. 

RESULTS 

EFFECTIVENESS OF INTRODUCTION 

First of all, we tested whether there was any difference between the experimental (‘not
selling’) and control (standard introduction) conditions in contact rate. There was no
statistically significant difference between the two conditions (p = .); in both condi-
tions the mean contact rate was  percent. In other words, the randomization in the split
run experiments was successful. 

In the next step we compared the experimental (‘not selling’) and control (standard
introduction) conditions on response rate, cooperation rate, refusal rate, break-off rate
and other-non-interview rate. There was a significant difference for the response rate,
the cooperation rate, and the refusal rate. There was no significant difference for the
other-non-interview rate (Table ). 

There is a statistically significant improvement of response in the ‘not selling’ condition.
The increase in response was  percentage points on average. This improvement was

TABLE  Paired sample t-test 

Note: Response rate (RR according to AAPOR standard definitions) was based on the number of eligibles,
while the other four indices were calculated with the number of contacted in the denominator. Cooperation
rate is COOP  (AAPOR, ). 
p-value of t-test for five response indices. N =  experiments. The analysis was based on , contacted
persons across  experiments, taking the multilevel structure into account (Hox, ).

 ‘Not selling’-introduction Standard introduction p 

 Mean SD Mean SD  

Response rate . . . . .
Cooperation rate . . . . . 
Refusal rate . . . . . 
Break-off rate . . . . . 
Other-non-interview . . . . . 
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mainly caused by a lower number of refusals in the ‘not selling’ condition. Although the
number of break-offs was also less, this difference was very small and did not reach statis-
tical significance. 

Summing up: on average, across all topics and research firms, adding the ‘not selling’
argument to the introduction is successful and increases the response in telephone inter-
views by  percentage points. 

INFLUENCE OF SURVEY CHARACTERISTICS ON THE GAIN IN RESPONSE 

The decision to respond depends on many factors; besides the interviewer’s introduction
other survey characteristics play a role (Groves & Couper, ; Leeuw, ; Leeuw &
Heer, ). Such survey characteristics may interact with the efficacy of the ‘not selling’
argument. For instance, when the topic is very salient for the respondent, the ‘not selling’
argument may have far less influence than with a non-salient topic. In some studies in
this experiment, it was possible to mention the sponsor (e.g., university, European
Union) and establish legitimacy in this way; theoretically these studies did not need the
‘not selling’ argument (cf. Pinkleton, Reagan, Aaronson, & Ramo, ). Also, the
research firms themselves differ in ‘image’ with the general public; some are well known
from election polls and opinion research for the media (newspapers, television); others
do not have this advantage. 

To investigate these effects, all studies were coded by two independent coders on
saliency ( = not salient, . . . ,  = very salient indeed), on whether or not an official spon-
sor could be identified, and on type of population investigated. The coders also coded
the number of words in the introduction before the actual ‘not selling’ argument was
given. One should remember that each research firm in this experiment placed the ‘not
selling’ argument in their usual standard introduction. Some agencies used a more elabo-
rate or longer introduction than others. This enables us to investigate the hypothesis
that the ‘not selling’argument is more effective if it is used as quickly as possible in the
introduction. 

It is often argued that some knowledge about the survey-burden may influence
interviewer behavior. For instance, when an interview is long or has difficult questions,
interviewers may be more reluctant or hesitant in their introduction (Groves & Couper,
, p. ). We asked the senior researcher responsible for each survey to fill in a short
questionnaire with background information on the survey, including average length of
interview in minutes, number of open and closed questions, cognitive burden on
respondent ( =very simple questions, . . . ,  =very difficult questions). This enabled us
to investigate the effect of expected interview burden. 

We performed logistic regression analysis with cooperation rate as dependent variable.
In the first step we only investigated main effects; the following variables showed a signi-
ficant (p < .) result. Overall cooperation is influenced by saliency of topic, type of
population (general vs. special), and local vs. nationwide study. Highly salient topics
result in a higher response; when a special population (e.g., members of an organization)
is interviewed, this also results in a higher response. In contrast, a nationwide study
results in a lower response than a local study. These are all factors that depend on the
research question itself and cannot be changed by a researcher. 
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In addition, we found that the duration of the interview did influence response, but
that cognitive burden (type of question, difficulty) did not. The effect of expected length
of interview may be caused by differences in interviewer behavior; when interviewers
know that an interview will take some time, they can—subconsciously—be less assured
and more hesitant in their introduction. It can also be an effect of initial questions of the
potential respondent. ‘How long does it take’ is one of the most commonly asked quest-
ions during the introductory ‘spiel’. Potential respondents who pose this question will of
course react to the answer. Unfortunately we do not have tape recordings of the intro-
ductions available to check this assumption. 

In addition, there is a significant ‘agency’ effect; some agencies do better than others.
But for all agencies, the experimental ‘not selling’ introduction did improve respondents’
cooperation significantly. 

In the next step, we investigated if the experimental introduction worked better in
certain situations. In other words, we investigated the interaction of the variable experi-
mental condition with background variables such as saliency, type of population,
respondent selection. Again we used p < .. Furthermore, we were interested in
whether the place of the non-solicitation argument influenced the effectiveness. In tele-
phone introductions, the interviewer has only a very short time to convey a message and
convince a respondent; we therefore expect that the earlier the non-solicitation argument
is presented the better it will work. Place of argument was measured as the length, that is
the number of words, of the introduction before the ‘not selling’ argument 

There was indeed a strong and significant interaction with the placement of the ‘not
selling’ argument in the introduction. The argument worked best when it was given right
at the start of the introduction. However, there were no significant interactions with type
of population or respondent selection. The ‘not selling’ argument works equally well for
the general population as for special groups, and when further respondent selection (e.g.,
next birthday method) was used. Finally, we did find a significant interaction with

TABLE  Logistic regression on cooperation rate 

Note: Cooperation rate was conservatively calculated as COOP or minimum cooperation rate (AAPOR, ).
The significance of the categorical variable ‘agencies’ was tested with a likelihood-ratio test. Nonsignificant
explanatory variables are not included. The exception is ‘length of introduction’. The interaction experimental
condition*length of introduction is significant, and interactions should always be interpreted with the direct
effects of the variables that make up the interaction as a system (Jaccard, Turrisi, & Wan, ). Therefore the
nonsignificant direct effect of ‘length of introduction’ is included in the regression. 

 b SE p 

Experimental condition . . <. 
Saliency of survey topic . . <. 
Special population . . <. 
Nationwide sample −. . <. 
Duration of interview −. . <. 
Length of introduction before ‘not selling’ information . . . (n.s.)
Experimental condition * Saliency of topic . . . 
Experimental condition* Length of introduction −. . <. 
Agencies chi () =. <. 
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saliency, which indicates that the experimental introduction worked better with more
salient topics. The non-solicitation argument seems more successful with more salient
topics (e.g., European Community, health), and has less effect with the less salient (e.g.,
usage or buying of certain food products). 

CONCLUSIONS AND DISCUSSION 

Adding the message ‘I am not selling anything’ to the introduction does reduce refusals.
There was a significant interaction with placement in the introduction: the ‘not selling’
argument works best when given right at the start of the introduction. A non-solicitation
statement at the beginning of the introduction provides interviewers with a simple and
effective tool to reduce nonresponse. People often refuse immediately after the
announcement of the interviewer. For instance, when analyzing telephone introductions
and the verbal interactions between interviewers and potential respondents, Maynard
and Schaeffer () found clear evidence that refusals occur very early in the opening of
the phone call. Our finding provides empirical evidence that non-solicitation statements
placed early in the introduction sequence work best to counteract this phenomenon. 

Strictly speaking, the experimental condition contained two manipulations: ‘not selling
anything’, and, in the case of further respondent selection on the phone, the words
‘scientific sample.’ In half of the cases ( experiments), the interviewer had to select a
respondent within the household (next birthday method) and used the words ‘scientific
sample’ in the selection procedure. We found that there was no significant interaction
between the experimental condition and respondent selection (see also above). Further
control analyses, using paired sample t-tests separately for the experiments with random
respondent selection, and thus with the words ‘scientific sample’, and for the experiments
without the words ‘scientific’ sample, led to the same conclusion in both cases. There
was on average an increase of  percentage points in all cases where the non-solicitation
(not selling anything) argument was used. In other words, the overall effect of the non-
solicitation argument was comparable for surveys using further respondent selection and
therefore using in addition the word scientific sample and for surveys that did not use the
word scientific sample. Overall, the non-solicitation argument (not selling) appears to be
far more important than the word ‘scientific.’ 

The message ‘I am not selling anything’ has a positive effect on the willingness to
cooperate in a telephone survey. People definitely react to the telephone introduction
and they do listen to what is being said. The overall effect of ‘I am not selling’ was rela-
tively small:  percentage points. However, it is very easy to implement, and cost effective.
Another, more costly method to convey reassurance is an advance letter. Sending an
advance letter in the s could have an effect of an increase in response of – percent-
age points (Heberlein & Baumgartner, ). However, much depends on the content
and length of the letter (Dillman, Gallegos, & Frey, ; Lynn, Turner, & Smith, )
and advance letters can even have a negative effect on response (for an overview, see
Groves & Couper, ). Recent research in the UK (Lynn et al., ) showed that the
effect of a well-written advance letter is currently around  percentage points, an effect
that is comparable with the effect of the ‘not selling’ argument in the Dutch experiments.
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Furthermore, advance letters are only feasible when the postal addresses of the sample
units are known, this excludes all telephone surveys using random digit dialing (RDD). 

Summing up: as it is easy to implement and not costly, we strongly advise using a ‘not
selling anything’argument in the introduction of a telephone interview. We also advise
using this non-solicitation argument as early as possible in the introduction. 
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