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Persuasive appeals emphasizing descriptive social norms (what most other people do in the same situation) are effective in promoting pro-environmental behavior (cf., Cialdini, 2003). This paper reports two field experiments that tested the effectiveness of norm-based persuasive messages in the context of evaluation research. Participants at an interdisciplinary conference were randomly assigned to one of two groups. The experimental group received a message highlighting a descriptive social norm: “Every year, over 75% of conference participants complete the post-conference survey. Join your fellow participants in improving the quality of future conferences by filling out this survey” before receiving an online survey evaluating the conference. The control group received a generic message without any norm-based appeals. Three months later, participants were randomly assigned to receive either a descriptive norm-based message or a generic message requesting them to complete another post-conference survey.  
As expected, participants receiving a message highlighting a descriptive social norm when being invited to complete an online survey were more likely to complete the survey as compared to participants receiving only a generic message with no descriptive social norm. Further, to the extent that participants receive a double dose of the descriptive norm treatment at both time points, they are more likely to complete the conference survey, especially in comparison with those participants who did not receive the descriptive norm intervention at either time point.  
This study provides a clear, straightforward, and evidence-based strategy for increasing response-rates in evaluative questionnaires. Further, this study provides an example of how to conduct a low-cost add-on “practice component study” (Henry and Mark, 2003) to evaluate specific evaluation processes with the aim of modifying, improving, or discontinuing certain procedures and practices. 
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