EDITORIAL

Fewer people than before take part in health surveys. Many researchers seem to experience that
potential participants must be offered more than an appeal to solidarity and their sense of responsibility.

Is community spirit a thing of the past?

Voluntary communal work is a well-known phenomenon: a joint
effort in which the individual contributes to the common good. As
researchers we have often experienced that volunteers state that the
reason for participating is that their contribution may benefit others.
However, participation in epidemiological studies has been decreasing
over the last 30—40 years (1). If this is due to a decline in community
spirit in the population, measures that increase participants’ external
motivation — for example, remuneration in the form of gifts or money
— should boost overall participation.

In this issue of the Journal of the Norwegian Medical Association,
Gjestein and colleagues publish the results of a study of incentives
in a medical questionnaire survey of risk factors for colorectal can-
cer (2). They recruited participants from two groups: one group
including people who had failed to reply to an invitation to undergo
colonoscopy, and a group that was drawn from the population at ran-
dom. The groups were then further divided into the following three
sub-groups: lottery scratch cards were enclosed with the invitation
(unconditional incentive), a prize draw for an iPad if they answered
the questionnaire (conditional incentive), or no incentives at all.
Among the 6795 participants, the response rate was lower for those
who had not answered previously as had been anticipated. However,
there were no differences between the different incentive groups.

Does this mean that we should stop rewarding participants in stu-
dies? Not necessarily. The researchers chose a Flax lottery ticket
as an unconditional incentive. The results of previous studies, also
in Norway, have revealed that gifts of money are probably a better
choice (3, 4). This was also the conclusion of the authors of a new
Canadian study, in which enclosing $2 with the invitation gave an
odds ratio of participation of 1.4 (95 % CI 1.2—1.7), while a lottery
scratch card did not influence the response rate (5). This is not
altogether surprising. For most people a lottery scratch card will
end in disappointment — while the few who win may become so
excited that they completely forget about the questionnaire.

The prospect of benefitting one’s own health can also be an incen-
tive for participating in health surveys. Some studies offer clinical
examinations that participants would not otherwise receive. There-
fore, it is surprising that almost half of those who had not responded
carlier to an offer of colonoscopy screening nevertheless answered
the relevant questionnaire survey. In their case, expectations about
the time element and discomfort associated with the examination
may have carried more weight than any possible medical benefit.

Our experience indicates that the problem of recruiting to health sur-
veys is not that people actively decline but that many do not answer
at all. Consequently, it may be wise to use resources to ensure that
potential participants have actually received the request and have
made up their minds about it. Gjestein and colleagues called every-
one they had not heard from after two weeks, and offered them the
option of responding by telephone. This increased participation by
15 percentage points. It is an interesting additional finding. How-
ever, most researchers already make use of some kind of reminder —
usually a new request in writing. Telephoning people can be regar-
ded as inappropriate pressure, it is probably more expensive than

a letter and it is uncertain whether a telephone interview produces
the same responses as a questionnaire that is returned in the post.
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A Danish survey showed that people who took part in telephone
interviews used extreme response categories more often, and alter-
natives such as «Don’t know» less often (6). It would be of great
interest if Gjostein and colleagues further developed their findings
and compared the effect and cost of postal reminders in comparison
with telephone requests.

The absence of effects for incentives, and possibly an improved
response rate in the case of personal requests may indicate that the
problem is not a decline in community spirit. There are many other
good reasons for the fall in overall participation — and opportunities
to remedy this (1): The population are swamped by market surveys
— online, by post and telephone. The volume of research projects
has also increased while confidence in the research results has pro-
bably declined. At times, questionnaire surveys can be so extensive
and detailed that this factor alone can be a deterrent. If the study is
designed in such a way that it implies repeated requests, it should
come as no surprise if the drop-out rate gradually increases as time
passes (7).

Perhaps a communal effort among researchers is what we need.
Together we can augment information about the importance of
recruiting as many participants as possible if we are to acquire
robust indicators on the health of the population and find the causes
of common illnesses. Together we can also channel our efforts to
promote fewer, better and more targeted health surveys through
increased cooperation and improved utilisation of data.

Ragnhild E. @rstavik
ragnhild.orstavik@tidsskriftet.no
Geir Wenberg Jacobsen

Ragnhild E. @rstavik (born 1964) is medical editor of the Journal of the
Norwegian Medical Association and a senior researcher at the Norwe-
gian Institute of Public Health

Geir Wenberg Jacobsen (born 1945) is medical editor of the Journal of
the Norwegian Medical Association and professor emeritus at the Faculty
of Medicine, NTNU Norwegian University of Science and Technology,
Trondheim.

References

1. Galea S, Tracy M. Participation rates in epidemiologic studies. Ann Epidemiol
2007; 17: 643-53.

2. Gjpstein DK, Huitfeldt A, Leberg M et al. Incentiver og deltagelse i en medisinsk
spgrreundersgkelse. Tidsskr Nor Legeforen 2016; 136: 1082-7.

3. Edwards PJ, Roberts |, Clarke MJ et al. Methods to increase response to postal
and electronic questionnaires. Cochrane Database Syst Rev 2009; 3: MR0O00008.

4. FinsenV, Storeheier AH. Scratch lottery tickets are a poor incentive to respond
to mailed questionnaires. BMC Med Res Methodol 2006; 6: 19.

5. GuoY, Kopec JA, Cibere J et al. Population survey features and response rates:
a randomized experiment. Am J Public Health 2016; e1-5.

6. Feveile H, Olsen O, Hogh A. A randomized trial of mailed questionnaires versus
telephone interviews: response patterns in a survey. BMC Med Res Methodol
2007; 7: 27.

. Holmen TL, Bratberg G, Krokstad S et al. Cohort profile of the Young-HUNT
Study, Norway: a population-based study of adolescents. Int J Epidemiol 2014;
43:536-44.

1059




<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /None
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /OK
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.6
  /CompressObjects /Tags
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.0000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType true
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams false
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments true
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages true
  /ColorImageMinResolution 300
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 150
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages true
  /GrayImageMinResolution 300
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 150
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages true
  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile (None)
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName ()
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /CreateJDFFile false
  /Description <<
    /CHS <FEFF4f7f75288fd94e9b8bbe5b9a521b5efa7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065876863900275284e8e9ad88d2891cf76845370524d53705237300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c676562535f00521b5efa768400200050004400460020658768633002>
    /CHT <FEFF4f7f752890194e9b8a2d7f6e5efa7acb7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065874ef69069752865bc9ad854c18cea76845370524d5370523786557406300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c4f86958b555f5df25efa7acb76840020005000440046002065874ef63002>
    /DAN <>
    /DEU <>
    /ESP <>
    /FRA <>
    /ITA <>
    /JPN <FEFF9ad854c18cea306a30d730ea30d730ec30b951fa529b7528002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020658766f8306e4f5c6210306b4f7f75283057307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a30674f5c62103055308c305f0020005000440046002030d530a130a430eb306f3001004100630072006f0062006100740020304a30883073002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee5964d3067958b304f30533068304c3067304d307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a306b306f30d530a930f330c8306e57cb30818fbc307f304c5fc59808306730593002>
    /KOR <FEFFc7740020c124c815c7440020c0acc6a9d558c5ec0020ace0d488c9c80020c2dcd5d80020c778c1c4c5d00020ac00c7a50020c801d569d55c002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020bb38c11cb97c0020c791c131d569b2c8b2e4002e0020c774b807ac8c0020c791c131b41c00200050004400460020bb38c11cb2940020004100630072006f0062006100740020bc0f002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e00300020c774c0c1c5d0c11c0020c5f40020c2180020c788c2b5b2c8b2e4002e>
    /NLD (Gebruik deze instellingen om Adobe PDF-documenten te maken die zijn geoptimaliseerd voor prepress-afdrukken van hoge kwaliteit. De gemaakte PDF-documenten kunnen worden geopend met Acrobat en Adobe Reader 5.0 en hoger.)
    /NOR <>
    /PTB <>
    /SUO <>
    /SVE <>
    /ENU (Use these settings to create Adobe PDF documents best suited for high-quality prepress printing.  Created PDF documents can be opened with Acrobat and Adobe Reader 5.0 and later.)
  >>
  /Namespace [
    (Adobe)
    (Common)
    (1.0)
  ]
  /OtherNamespaces [
    <<
      /AsReaderSpreads false
      /CropImagesToFrames true
      /ErrorControl /WarnAndContinue
      /FlattenerIgnoreSpreadOverrides false
      /IncludeGuidesGrids false
      /IncludeNonPrinting false
      /IncludeSlug false
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (InDesign)
        (4.0)
      ]
      /OmitPlacedBitmaps false
      /OmitPlacedEPS false
      /OmitPlacedPDF false
      /SimulateOverprint /Legacy
    >>
    <<
      /AddBleedMarks false
      /AddColorBars false
      /AddCropMarks false
      /AddPageInfo false
      /AddRegMarks false
      /ConvertColors /ConvertToCMYK
      /DestinationProfileName ()
      /DestinationProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK
      /Downsample16BitImages true
      /FlattenerPreset <<
        /PresetSelector /MediumResolution
      >>
      /FormElements false
      /GenerateStructure false
      /IncludeBookmarks false
      /IncludeHyperlinks false
      /IncludeInteractive false
      /IncludeLayers false
      /IncludeProfiles false
      /MultimediaHandling /UseObjectSettings
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (CreativeSuite)
        (2.0)
      ]
      /PDFXOutputIntentProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK
      /PreserveEditing true
      /UntaggedCMYKHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UntaggedRGBHandling /UseDocumentProfile
      /UseDocumentBleed false
    >>
  ]
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice


