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Purpose

► Outline successes and lessons learned recruiting, tracking, and assessing “hard-
to-survey” study participants

► Identify correlates related survey participation
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“Hard-to-survey” Populations

► Sampling concerns
► Rarity
► High mobility

► Identification 
problems
► Stigmas

► Difficulties locating 
and contacting
► Frequent moves
► Gatekeepers

► Recruitment issues
► Mistrust of 

researchers

► Interview challenges
► Language barriers

Tourangeau, 2014
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Literature Review: Survey Nonresponse

Williams and Brick, 2018

► Nonresponse has increased over time for 
both face-to-face and telephone surveys

► Telephone surveys have suffered from 
more dramatic increases in nonresponse 
than face-to-face surveys

► Ratio of contact attempts per completed 
survey has increased

► Scarce literature on methods for surveys of 
urban youth

Figure 3. Response Rate Trends from 

2000 through 2014.
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Literature Review: Improving Response Rates

► Tailored methods to contact members of 
different groups

► Customized outreach plans

► Using local informants to assist with planning

► Providing helplines and questionnaires in 
multiple languages

► Increase the effort level of data collection

Williams and Brick, 2018; Tourangeau, 2019

Figure 7. Ratio of Total Study Contact 

Attempts per Completed Interview.
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Project POWER

► IES- and NICHD-funded Randomized Control 
Trial

► Conducted over a 4-year period with 8th

grade students in Baltimore City Public 
Schools

► Participants were assigned to one of two 
groups
► Mindfulness and emotion regulation  

(RAP Club; intervention)
► Health education                              

(Healthy Topics; active control)
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Schools
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Partner Schools

Key

Cohort 1

Cohort 2

Cohort 3

Cohorts 1-3

Average School
Size

463

FARMS eligible 
students

62%
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Recruitment and Assessment

Participant
Enrollment

Baseline 
survey

Post-Test
Survey

4-Month
Follow Up 

Survey

12-Month 
Follow Up 

Survey

Cohort 1 124 122 (98%) 113 (91%) 107 (86%) 44 (35%)

Cohort 2 149 148 (99%) 127 (85%) 141 (95%) 90 (60%)

Cohort 3 163 162 (99%) 157 (96%) 147 (90%) In Progress

TOTAL 436 432 (99%) 397 (91%) 395 (91%) 134 (50%)*

*Cohort 1 and 2 data only
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12-Month Follow-Up Survey

► NICHD grant funding received to 
conduct a 12-month follow-up survey 
after the end of the first year of the 
study

► Goal of assessing student mental 
health and behavior a year after 
participating in the intervention
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► Recruitment
► Groups affected by 

structural racism
► Justified concerns 

about exploitation 
as research 
participant

► Research institution 
with reputation for 
harming the 
community

Survey Administration Challenges

► Outreach
► Housing instability
► Disconnected 

phones
► Dangerous 

neighborhoods

► Assessment
► Time-consuming 

(45mins – 1hr)
► Lack of email/internet 

access
► Distractions and other 

ways to spend time
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Cohort 1 Challenges Cohort 2 Adjustments

Limited Contact Information
- Phone numbers and addresses over a 
year old
- Many home visits

New Contact Information Sheets
- Collected at 4-month follow-up
- Instagram
- Emails
- Alternate contacts

Additional Consent Required
- Parents needed to provide consent
- Extra contact needed and an opportunity 
to refuse
- Time consuming

More Systematic Approach
- Participant

- Email – online questionnaire 
- Phone
- Instagram

- Parent/Guardian - Alternate Contact

Results
- 44/118
- 37% response rate

- 29 in-person, 1 mail-in, 14 online

Results
- 90/146
- 62% response rate

- 90 online
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Contact Methods

► Contact Information
► Phone numbers

● Calls
● Voicemails

► Addresses
● Home visits
● Mailings

► Follow-up Information
► Emails

● Questionnaire 
distribution

► Social Media
● Instagram

► Search Databases
● LexisNexis

► Alternate Contacts
● Relatives
● Friends
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Participant Engagement

► Community Partnerships
► Groups held in schools with 

endorsement of principals and 
teachers

► Local community members acted 
as “mentors” for participants to 
increase comfort and confidence in 
program

► Helped overcome mistrust of Johns 
Hopkins and research in general

► Incentives
► Participants were given snacks and 

other incentives throughout the 
program

► Could earn gift cards for reaching 
attendance goals

► Developed trust and goodwill with 
research team

► $25 e-gift card upon completion of 
12-month follow-up survey
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Study Sample Demographics
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Demographics by Survey Participation
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Nonresponse

Most cohort 1 
refusals were 
parents refusing 
to provide 
consent

No difference 
in nonresponse 
patterns by 
race
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When were surveys completed?
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Survey Administration Productivity
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Baseline Self-Reported Mental Health Correlates with 12-Month 
Follow-Up Survey Participation
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Baseline Teacher-Reported Mental Health Correlates with 12-Month 
Follow-Up Survey Participation
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How did location impact participation?

• Interpolation map predicting 12-
month survey participation based 
on location

• Yellow/green areas indicating 
increased likelihood of 
participation

• Downtown, northwest (far from 
office), and southeast (Spanish-
speaking population) have notable 
areas of low response rates

• Need more data points for a more 
accurate interpolation

Cohort 1Cohort 2
Both cohorts
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Discussion

► Tailored approaches to recruitment, tracking, and interviewing are critical for 
best results
► Contact methods
► Timing
► Culturally appropriate

► A mixture of traditional and nontraditional contact methods helped maximize 
our ability to contact participants

► It appears that some mental health correlates are associated with 12-month 
follow-up survey participation, but further data and analysis are needed to 
confirm
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