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Abstract
Certain social groups are often difficult for researchers to access because of their social or physical location, vulnerability, or
otherwise hidden nature. This unique review article based on both the small body of relevant literature and our own experiences
as researchers is meant as a guide for those seeking to include hard-to-reach, hidden, and vulnerable populations in research. We
make recommendations for research process starting from early stages of study design to dissemination of study results. Topics
covered include participant mistrust of the research process; social, psychological, and physical risks to participation; participant
resource constraints; and challenges inherent in nonprobability sampling, snowball sampling, and derived rapport. This article
offers broadly accessible solutions for qualitative researchers across social science disciplines attempting to research a variety of
different populations.
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Certain social groups continue to be excluded from social

research, and these include women, sexual minorities, and eth-

nic minorities, among others (Bailey, 2008; Cundiff, 2012;

Liamputtong, 2007). Excluded groups are often difficult for

researchers to access when traditional sampling methods are

ineffective or inappropriate because of the group’s social or

physical location, vulnerability, or otherwise hidden nature.

In this article, we review sampling and recruitment challenges

that have been identified in the small body of literature devoted

to hard-to-reach, hidden, and vulnerable populations. We also

draw on our own experiences as graduate students conducting

qualitative research with such groups. Beyond offering case

studies of a specific sampling method or a review relevant to

one specific population, this article provides a unique perspec-

tive of practical insights relevant to researching various hard-

to-reach, hidden, and vulnerable populations. This article offers

broadly accessible solutions for qualitative researchers across

disciplines attempting to include often excluded groups in their

research and may be particularly useful for novice or graduate

student researchers.

To begin, we frame the populations for which this article is

relevant by defining key terminology that has been used inter-

changeably in the past. When a population is difficult to access,

researchers generally describe them as hard to reach

(Shaghaghi, Bhopal, & Sheikh, 2011; Sydor, 2013). Popula-

tions may be hard to reach because of their physical or social

locations (e.g., remote geographical location, social elites), but

they may also be hard to reach because they are vulnerable (i.e.,

disenfranchised, subject to discrimination or stigma; Liamput-

tong, 2007; Stone, 2003) or hidden (i.e., populations with no

defined limits or sampling parameters; Faugier & Sargeant,

1997; Heckathorn, 1997). For example, abused women may

be difficult for researchers to access because (a) of factors

related to social location, such as being cut off from commu-

nication with outsiders like inquiring researchers (hard to

reach); (b) they are disenfranchised and potentially at risk for

greater harm if they identify their experiences (vulnerable); and

(c) no record of their experience exists because many do not

report their abuse (hidden). We assert that in most cases these

classifications, while distinct, are not mutually exclusive and

thus recommendations made in this article apply to hard-to-
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reach, hidden, and vulnerable groups alike and particularly to

groups that occupy all three classifications at once.

The challenges in researching hard-to-reach, hidden, and

vulnerable populations can be divided into two broad cate-

gories: individual barriers to participation and sampling issues.

Because we draw on our own research experiences as well as

published literature, we preface this article by positioning our-

selves within the context of our experiences. We then examine

the barriers that arise when trying to access hard-to-reach, hid-

den, and vulnerable populations and provide suggestions for

overcoming these challenges. Finally, we discuss applied chal-

lenges of sampling hard-to-reach, hidden, and vulnerable popu-

lations, followed by our suggested solutions.

Authors’ Positioning

We are four graduate students in an applied social psychology

PhD program. Our experiences stem from research we con-

ducted individually at the master’s level (i.e., for theses and a

practicum) in the same program. The populations we have

developed expertise in are sexual minorities and female cisgen-

der survivors of intimate partner violence (IPV). Specifically,

our recruiting experiences focused on lesbian, gay, and bisex-

ual (LGB) elementary school teachers; lesbian and gay (LG)

first-generation immigrants; female IPV survivors; female IPV

survivors who utilized IPV service agencies; and university

women who experienced sexual IPV. Two of the authors

self-identify with at least one of the identities targeted in their

research and as such were considered ‘‘insiders’’ to the

population.

We draw on our recruitment experiences with derived rap-

port through community agencies, Internet/listservs, snowball

sampling, word of mouth, psychology participant pool, and

posters. Our research methods all involved in-person inter-

views, and analytical frameworks included narrative, thematic

analysis, phenomenology, and grounded theory. We position

ourselves as researchers for social justice and were motivated

by personal desires to give voice to silenced identities and to

contribute to social change.

Individual Barriers to Participation

Labeling the Population

One of the first challenges researchers face when conducting

research with hard-to-reach, hidden, and vulnerable popula-

tions is identifying potential participants within that popula-

tion. For example, research demonstrates that identifying

sexual assault survivors is difficult because women do not

always label or identify their experiences as assault, abuse, or

even a form of sexual victimization (Harned, 2004; Orchowski,

Untied, & Gidycz, 2013; Wood & Rennie, 1994). Thus, recruit-

ment may be limiting if study advertisements call for women

who have been ‘‘sexually assaulted,’’ ‘‘raped,’’ or ‘‘sexually

victimized’’ because this language does not capture women

who do not identify their experiences in those ways. Similar

challenges exist in the recruitment of other hidden populations.

For example, the language that lesbian, gay, bisexual, and

transgender (LGBT) individuals use to self-identify may vary

greatly across race, culture, age, political affiliation, education

level, and geographical region (Matthews & Cramer, 2008;

Meyer & Wilson, 2009). Additionally, sexual identity, beha-

vior, and attraction do not always overlap (Laumann, Gagnon,

Michael, & Michaels, 1994), so, for example, research adver-

tising for gay and lesbian-identified individuals may not reach

all individuals with same-sex attraction or who engage in same-

sex sexual behaviors.

Mistrust of the Research Process

A second well-documented barrier to vulnerable group partic-

ipation in research is mistrust of the research process (Bonevski

et al., 2014; Hynes, 2003; Jenkins et al., 1998; Rainbow Health

Ontario, 2012). In many cases, this mistrust stems from histor-

ical violations by researchers and can affect willingness to

participate and/or to disclose identities to researchers. For

example, female victims of IPV and domestic violence out-

reach workers, who could serve as gatekeepers in the recruit-

ment of the population, have reported mistrust of research due

to negative assumptions about the academic process (Sullivan

& Cain, 2004; Sutherland & Fantasia, 2012). In the second

author’s work with these groups, she heard concerns that the

research findings would be useless or even harmful to their

community or that results would not reach the ‘‘right’’ people

in order to foster any positive change (N. Jeffrey, personal

communication, November 2013).

Ethnic minority groups share the concern that research find-

ings may not benefit their community (Corbie-Smith, Moody-

Ayers, & Thrasher, 2004; Jacklin & Kinoshameg, 2008) and a

similar concern was heard by the third author in her research

with LG first-generation immigrants—participants were con-

cerned about who would have access to, and ultimately benefit

from, study results (M. Choubak, personal communication,

November 2013). Immigrant or ethnic minority populations

may also be less likely to trust researchers who do not speak

their language (Shedlin, Decena, Mangadu, & Martinez, 2011).

Other sources of mistrust common to ethnic minorities, indi-

genous populations, and immigrants include a history of being

mistreated in research, breaches of confidentiality, and a ten-

dency of the research community to pathologize certain popula-

tions (Bonevski et al., 2014; Scharff, Mathews, Jackson,

Hoffsuemmer, & Martin, 2010). Mistrust may also be com-

pounded by intersectionality. For example, ethnic minority par-

ticipants and older adults who also live in rural communities

may be particularly hard to reach because some rural commu-

nities foster a cultural climate of mistrust of outsiders (Dibartolo

& McCrone, 2003; Loftin, Barnett, Bunn, & Sullivan, 2005).

Participation Risks

Hard-to-reach, hidden, and vulnerable populations often face

heightened social, psychological, and physical risks when
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identified as a member of a particular social group, thus making

them more hesitant to identify themselves to researchers.

Social risks include loss of status, privacy, or reputation if

others learn about, for example, one’s stigmatized identity or

illegal behavior as a result of research participation (Bonevski

et al., 2014; Meyer & Wilson, 2009). For example, LGBT

individuals often face discrimination in the workplace, harass-

ment, and violence (Herek, 2009), and for those who keep their

sexual/gender identities hidden, participation in research

related to their identities puts them at increased risk for this

negative treatment. As another example, intravenous drug users

are very careful to avoid social contacts with those outside their

drug using social group because they risk legal complications if

exposed (Thompson & Collins, 2002). Also at risk for legal

complications, undocumented immigrants may avoid partici-

pation in research for fear that their identification will lead to

deportation (Shedlin et al., 2011).

Research with vulnerable or hidden groups often seeks to

address sensitive research questions relating to their vulnerable

or hidden status. In some cases, the sensitive nature of the

research topic is what makes a population hidden or hard to

reach (Sydor, 2013). In other cases, research topics of a sensi-

tive nature compound researchers’ difficulty in reaching

already hidden and hard-to-reach populations by making poten-

tial participants more hesitant to participate (Faugier & Sar-

geant, 1997; Lee, 1993; Tortu, Goldsamt, & Hamid, 2001).

When potential participants avoid research because of its sen-

sitive subject matter, they are often doing so to avoid the psy-

chological risk of distress from recalling and retelling painful,

frightening, or humiliating stories (World Health Organization,

2001). For example, in a study of women’s experiences using

IPV services by the second author, women who declined par-

ticipation reported reasons including wanting to move on,

being tired of talking about their experiences, and wishing to

forget about a negative period in their life (N. Jeffrey, personal

communication, November 2013). Physical risks may also be

heightened for hard-to-reach, hidden, and vulnerable groups.

For example, within the context of survivors of IPV, partici-

pants may face additional physical violence from an abusive

partner if their partner discovers their participation in such

research (Langford, 2000; Sullivan & Cain, 2004).

It is important to remember that identities are often inter-

secting (creating doubly vulnerable populations) and therefore

these social, psychological, and physical risks intersect as well.

For example, risk is intensified for sexual minority elementary

school teachers, above and beyond the vulnerability of sexual

minorities in other professions. This is due to unfounded, stig-

matizing stereotypes that create fear among parents in the

school community (e.g., the stereotype that LG people are more

likely to be pedophiles; Schlatter & Steinback, 2010; Wright,

2010). Heightened risk for this population includes psycholo-

gical risk (e.g., emotional discomfort such as worry, anxiety,

and shame) and social stigma (e.g., job loss or workplace dis-

crimination; Duke, 2007; Gray, 2014; Hooker, 2010).

The risks outlined earlier become realities when anonymity

or confidentiality is not maintained. Although maintaining

confidentiality is a benchmark of ethical research with human

participants, certain factors inherent in researching hard-to-

reach, hidden, and vulnerable populations can challenge the

feasibility of absolute anonymity or confidentiality. For exam-

ple, qualitative research methods are well suited to studying

hidden populations because research questions are often

exploratory due to the understudied nature of the population

(Rich & Ginsburg, 1999; Smith, 2008). Yet, many qualitative

methods necessitate face-to-face interaction with participants

(e.g., in-person interviews, focus groups, observational field

research) and therefore disallow anonymity or place limits on

confidentiality. Limits on anonymity and confidentiality also

exist when populations are contained in small communities

where members tend to know one another. This is particularly

problematic when using snowball or chain-referral sampling,

where each participant has been referred (and therefore identi-

fied) by another (Berg, 1988; Sutherland & Fantasia, 2012).

For example, in using chain referral to recruit women who

engaged in prostitution and other illegal activity, confidential-

ity had to be assured and tested every day to minimize impact

on the relationships of participants who would not only see

each other in the street but also in legal settings such as court

or prison (Faugier & Sargeant, 1997).

Participant Resource Constraints

Attrition and absenteeism for research-related appointments

may be worsened due to circumstances unique to vulnerable

groups (Angucia, Zeelan, & De Jong, 2010; Bonevski et al.,

2014). Common participant resource constraints affecting par-

ticipation in research include finding child care and forgetting

about or deprioritizing research when faced with other priori-

ties and stresses of daily life (Bonevski et al., 2014). For exam-

ple, victims of IPV and refugees often have to juggle many

appointments related to abuse and the refugee claim process,

respectively (N. Jeffrey, personal communication, December

2013; M. Choubak, personal communication, September

2013). Another common resource constraint is a lack of con-

sistent transportation for those in socially disadvantaged posi-

tions (Dibartolo & McCrone, 2003; Loftin et al., 2005).

Solutions for Overcoming Individual Barriers
to Participation for Hard-to-Reach, Hidden,
and Vulnerable Populations

Despite the challenges that are often inherent in researching

hard-to-reach, hidden, and vulnerable populations, there are

several tactics that researchers can utilize at different stages

of the research process to solve or lessen these challenges. For

instance, from the early stages of study design, researchers

need to narrow down sampling parameters and set eligibility

requirements for the participants. In order to maximize recruit-

ment success, researchers need to ensure that recruitment is

inclusive of all who fit within sampling parameters. One way

to accomplish this is to expand eligibility requirements to

include as many labels as possible; for example, in recruiting
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advertisements for LG first-generation immigrants, the third

author (Choubak, 2014) included descriptors pertaining to sex-

ual behavior and attraction in addition to Western, self-

identification labels such as LGBTQ, lesbian, and gay. In some

cases, researchers can also distribute a prescreen questionnaire

to a larger population and use survey responses to determine

eligibility for research on a subhidden or vulnerable popula-

tion. For example, rather than advertising specifically for

women who had experienced sexual assault, the second author

(Jeffrey & Barata, in press) distributed a survey to female

university students and selected participants for the main qua-

litative study based on survey responses to questions about

sexual experiences. Despite our suggestion to avoid narrow

labels in recruitment, it is important to note that in some cases

it is a specific identity that the research question is about. For

example, the first author (Gray, 2014) was interested in how

identifying with the often stigmatized labels of LGB impacted

work life. In situations such as this, it may be acceptable to

recruit using specific labels as long as the researcher justifies

the reason for doing so and recognizes that labels may limit the

diversity of the resulting sample.

Grov, Bux, Parsons, and Morgenstern (2009) conducted a

qualitative evaluation to determine why recruitment of high-

risk, drug-using, gay and bisexual men was moving slowly.

Results indicated that the language on recruitment posters

failed to attract participants for two reasons: (1) men who did

not identify as drug using, engaging in high-risk sexual beha-

viors, or gay/bisexual did not feel eligible for the study and (2)

the language was associated with stigma in their community.

Recruitment improved when researchers changed the poster

title to: ‘‘Ever used ecstasy? And are you a gay/bi man? Tell

us about it. 1 hour research study—no judgments . . . ’’

(p. 1860). Avoiding stigmatizing language may seem obvious,

but what is perceived to be stigmatizing within a certain com-

munity may not be obvious to a researcher who is positioned

outside that community. In the fourth author’s study of resili-

ence in survivors of IPV (Crann, 2012), recruitment posters

described the experience of participants (i.e., ‘‘adult women

who have experienced abuse by an intimate partner’’) rather

than potentially limiting identities such as ‘‘victim’’ or ‘‘survi-

vor.’’ This was particularly important in the context of resili-

ence research because women who self-identify as something

other than ‘‘survivor’’ may not have felt they were eligible for

the study.

Once sampling parameters are known and recruitment is

underway, other individual-level barriers, such as mistrust of

the research process, may inhibit individuals from responding

to recruitment efforts. Communication of study findings and

greater community and participant involvement in the research

process can also help alleviate some of the mistrust that certain

groups have toward research (Jacklin & Kinoshameg, 2008;

Shalowitz & Miller, 2008). Corbie-Smith, Moody-Ayers, and

Thrasher (2004) suggested relaying research results in formats

that are accessible by and useful for the community being

researched. Even when the researcher cannot guarantee the

positive impact of the results, honesty and transparency of the

researcher can ease some mistrust. For example, in her research

evaluating domestic violence victim services by interviewing

the women who utilized them, the second author openly

explained to concerned participants that the final report would

be presented to the agency but that there was no guarantee

about what would be done with the findings. Another strategy

for gaining participant trust in the utilization of results is to give

participants a sense of ownership in the research process. This

can be done by allowing participants to be acknowledged for

their contributions to the research (if they choose to be identi-

fied) and by allowing participants to review the final results

before publication (Sullivan & Cain, 2004).

When possible, it is a good idea to build rapport with poten-

tial participants before attempting to recruit. This process

requires becoming immersed in the community, which may

be facilitated by representatives of the population of interest.

Community partners who represent the population can help

recruit participants who are hesitant due to mistrust of research

(Bonevski et al., 2014; Dibartolo & McCrone, 2003; Shedlin

et al., 2011). In this way, community partners become gate-

keepers who help inform and protect the vulnerable population.

In addition to utilizing community partners as gatekeepers for

recruitment, the development of a community advisory board

can help to develop a study design that is most appropriate for

the population, as well as assist with dissemination of results

(Corbie-Smith et al., 2004; Sullivan & Cailin, 2004). Thus,

taking time to build trust is crucial not only for recruitment

purposes but also for the researcher (particularly a novice one)

to get to know the group and to learn about and address poten-

tial safety/risk issues of data collection for both participant and

researcher.

Some researchers have come up with creative ways of influ-

encing trust within the researched population, such as changing

the language used to advertise the research and recruit partici-

pants. For example, Shedlin, Decena, Mangadu, and Martinez

(2011) changed academic words such as ‘‘research’’ and

‘‘interview’’ to ‘‘conversation’’ and ‘‘dialogue,’’ respectively.

While they were still clear about the processes and purposes of

the work, the language may have sounded less intimidating to

potential participants. Similarly, Sutherland and Fantasia

(2012) changed their label of ‘‘researcher’’ into ‘‘the nurses

doing the research’’ which was a person-centered identity more

familiar to their population of interest. In the same study,

Sutherland and Fantasia also noted that recruitment improved

when researchers at the recruitment site began knitting instead

of working on their laptops. This tactic made the researchers

seem nonthreatening and familiar and increased participant

trust and willingness to participate in the research.

Once members of the population have been identified and

issues of mistrust have been addressed, researchers must attend

to the heightened participation risks for hidden or vulnerable

participants. The processes involved in carefully assessing

threats to confidentiality will also serve to reduce many partic-

ipation risks and, in doing so, can lead to more successful

recruitment (Sutherland & Fantasia, 2012). Perhaps the most

generally used measure of maintaining confidentiality is to
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deidentify data or to use pseudonyms in place of participant

names. It is also important for researchers to use great caution

when storing identifying documents. For example, the first

author transferred audio recordings (which constitute identify-

ing information) to a secure, encrypted computer system imme-

diately after recording. By securing data while still on the site

of data collection—which was often a public space—this

author avoided traveling with unsecured data. In addition to

deidentifying participant names, thorough deidentification

includes altering or removing names of cities, service provi-

ders, and even unique storylines expressed during qualitative

data collection that may be identifiable. If working with very

small samples, researchers may choose to present demographic

information in ranges (e.g., age range) and, if geographical

location is an important focus of the study (not to be deidenti-

fied completely), small towns and cities may instead be pre-

sented as broad geographical regions.

When advertising the research for recruitment purposes,

researchers may consider advertising only in private or safe

spaces. For example, the first author (Gray, 2014) recruited

LG teachers through LGBT community groups as opposed to

places of employment. An alternative is to advertise using

vague language that does not specify the research topic. For

example, the second author (Jeffrey & Barata, in press)

recruited women to participate in a study about sexual assault

without specifically advertising the topic of sexual assault.

Instead, she used the phrase ‘‘intimate experiences in dating

relationships with men, including sexual experiences that may

have been unwanted or distressing’’. Although the fourth

author (Crann, 2012) explicitly advertised the study as research

on intimate partner violence on recruitment posters, the tear-

away tabs with research contact information said ‘‘Resilience

Study’’ to avoid ‘‘outing’’ women as survivors or increasing

risk of violence from a partner if found in her possession. These

precautions can help to avoid identification of the participants

during initial contact attempts, such as via recruitment e-mails

or through posters that participants may be seen interacting

with.

Control of research materials beyond study advertisement

and recruitment is also important. Other research materials that

require careful consideration include consent forms, any docu-

mented communications with participants, interview guides,

raw data, and transcripts. Control over these materials means

that they will be securely stored, designed in a way that mini-

mizes opportunity for identification of participants or details

about the research topic, and shared with participants only

under secure conditions. Secure conditions for sharing research

materials with participants requires being acutely aware of the

particular risks for a specific population; for example, when

researching female victims of IPV, it is important to consider

that abusers may find research materials and react with further

abuse. It is important to keep information vague until the par-

ticipant communicates that they will be uninterrupted and in a

safe space to hear and talk about the details of the research

topic (Sullivan & Cain, 2004). The second and fourth authors,

when conducting research with this population, advised women

take a copy of the consent form and other research documen-

tation only if they felt it safe for them to have. In some cases,

when e-mail is used as a recruitment tool, potential participants

may be advised to use a trusted email account for research-

related communications, such as an account created under a

pseudonym or a personal email instead of a work e-mail, as

was done by the first author. We suggest making this recom-

mendation to participants before an initial e-mail is sent con-

taining information that would link the recipient to the

vulnerable group or to the sensitive research topic.

Finally, when research requires interaction with participants

(e.g., interviews), the location of interaction is important to

consider in order to reduce the risk of others learning about the

nature of the research. When possible, participants may be

invited to suggest locations for in-person procedures, as they

are the experts on where they feel safest and most comfortable.

For example, an in-person procedure at a participant’s home

may be safer for those at risk of discrimination in public or

workplace settings, while a location not in the participant’s

home (and not on a shared home computer via Internet) may

be a safer and more confidential environment for women who

may be living with an abusive partner. In a creative use of

location, Shedlin et al. (2011) conducted interviews with His-

panic immigrants in a restaurant serving their traditional foods:

‘‘a legitimized and proven ‘safe space’ for potential partici-

pants’’ (p. 355). It is also important to note that, while research-

ers should strive to maintain the safety of their participants

(particularly important for vulnerable groups), researchers also

need to be conscious of maintaining their own safety when

conducting research in the field. This might include developing

a safety plan with a colleague should issues arise and keeping a

list of safety and counseling resources for both the researcher

and the participants.

Once participants have been recruited and initial contact

made, attrition is a heightened challenge with participants who

are hard to reach. While it is crucial to respect participants’

autonomy in deciding to withdraw from participation, there are

some creative steps that can be taken to lessen obstacles to

participation. In our experience and that of other researchers

(e.g., Loftin et al., 2005), researchers should provide transpor-

tation reimbursements (e.g., taxi fare, bus tickets, and gas cou-

pons) or arrange for transportation through church vans, school

busses, or medical transport vans if other transit systems are

nonexistent or unreliable for participants living with low income

and inconsistent access to transportation. In the same way,

researchers can offer participants child care (or reimbursement

for child care) during participation. For populations with con-

straints on their transportation, it may be desirable to conduct

data collection procedures in a convenient location where parti-

cipants already congregate (Dibartolo & McCrone, 2003). By

reducing the requirements of transportation and external child

care, two common barriers to participation are removed.

Beyond attrition, some populations are harder to schedule

meetings or interviews with than others; for example, transient,

homeless, or low-income populations without consistent access

to e-mail or phones are decidedly more difficult to schedule and
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follow-up with beyond recruitment. Having multiple forms of

contact for participants, including phone, e-mail, address, and

contact persons such as community gatekeepers can aid with

this (Loftin et al., 2005; Odierna & Schmidt, 2009; Sullivan,

Rumptz, Campbell, Eby, & Dividson, 1996). For participants

with no access to phones and no permanent address, it is also

possible to provide a toll-free phone number that can be called

from any pay phone, which connects the participant directly to

the researcher (Lankenau, Sanders, Hathazi, & Bloom, 2010).

In order to provide incentive for participation in phone inter-

views among a transient population, Des Jarlais, Perlis, and

Settembrino (2005) distributed debit cards to participants that

enabled electronic payment immediately following the inter-

view. Beyond reducing resource-related barriers for partici-

pants, we found that researchers could improve attrition and

absenteeism rates by making reminder and confirmation calls

prior to scheduled meetings with participants who have access

to phones. Researchers may decide to remind participants sev-

eral days prior and follow-up with a confirmation call on the

day of. Based on the second author’s experience conducting

interviews, we also suggest scheduling extra time between

back-to-back interviews to accommodate late participants.

Sampling Issues

Researchers can continue to learn how to best access and meet

the needs of their population of interest throughout the process

of recruiting. Therefore, development of the sampling strategy

for hard-to-reach, hidden, or vulnerable populations should

always be an ongoing, iterative part of the research process

(Faugier & Sargeant, 1997; Hoppitt et al., 2012; Lee, 1993).

We discuss limitations and benefits of the various sampling

strategies that have been commonly relied upon for such popu-

lations. The specific procedures involved in individual recruit-

ment methods are not described in this article, although we

reference sources that include details on recruitment methods

mentioned here.

Snowball and Respondent-Driven Sampling

Even when using small samples in qualitative research,

researchers may want a nonhomogenous sample that represents

the characteristics and diversity of the population. For example,

many quantitative and qualitative studies with LGBT individ-

uals have been criticized for the homogeneity of their samples

in terms of race, ethnicity, socioeconomic status, and geogra-

phy (Meezan & Rauch, 2005; Sullivan & Losberg, 2003).

Some of the sampling methods commonly used with hard-to-

reach and hidden populations can lead to undesired sample

homogeneity. Snowball sampling, for example, involves

acquiring an initial sample that then recruits their social net-

works to also participate in the study. Relying on referrals from

the initial sample can be problematic when the initial sample

itself is homogeneous (Erickson, 1979). These types of samples

generally comprise of individuals who are more willing to

speak about their experiences or who are more interested in

the topic and can result in self-selection bias (Meyer & Wilson,

2009). Additionally, snowball sampling may underrepresent

highly isolated individuals and may produce biased samples

because individuals might wish to protect others by not refer-

ring them (i.e., masking; Erickson, 1979).

Derived Rapport

Just as we proposed developing rapport with community rep-

resentatives to ease participant mistrust of the research process,

this tactic can also be essential to reaching hard-to-reach

groups. For some populations, researchers cannot ethically

access the population without prior consent from an institution.

For example, children and youth must be accessed through

derived rapport, which unfolds as a complex negotiation

between guardians, schools, and research ethics boards (Sip-

pola, 2006). For other populations, derived rapport is an

optional tool. We recruited LGB teachers with help from a

teachers’ union, and survivors of IPV through women’s centers

and shelters, violence against women agencies, community

abuse councils, and immigration services (Crann, 2012; Gray,

2014). Like snowball sampling, community-based, derived

rapport sampling can also produce biased samples, whereby

individuals who are more engaged with the community are

more likely to be sampled (Meyer & Wilson, 2009). Addition-

ally, certain community venues may attract certain types of

people or characteristics (Meyer & Wilson, 2009). Derived

rapport can also be challenging, given that it amounts to ‘‘who

you know’’ as a researcher and that it can be difficult to build

trust and gain support from these gatekeepers in a short time

frame.

When utilizing derived rapport, researchers may encounter

institutional barriers outside their academic institutions

(Sutherland & Fantasia, 2012). Researchers cannot assume that

community organizations will have the time, resources, or will-

ingness to assist with relationship building or recruitment, even

if the organization or its patrons are likely to benefit from the

research (Faugler & Sargeant, 1997; Hoppitt et al., 2012). In

some cases, potential gatekeepers can be very protective of

their community members. A prime example is school boards

as gatekeepers for teachers or students. School boards often

have strict ethics review processes that occur only once per

year and even deterred the first author from applying for

approval altogether. Conducting research on communities that

are protected by an institution can require lengthy bureau-

cratic delays, and, particularly in the case of graduate

research, these timelines can be unfeasible. With some popu-

lations, community gatekeepers may be willing to assist a

researcher but may not have access to all members of the

population (Faugler & Sargeant, 1997). When groups have

multiple, intersecting marginalized identities, they are rele-

gated to a position of intersectional invisibility (Purdie-

Vaughns & Eibach, 2008). For example, LG first-generation

immigrants represent an intersection of identities and may be

unseen by the LGBT community, the immigrant community,

and mainstream society.
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Solutions for Overcoming Sampling
Challenges When Working With Hard-to-
Reach, Hidden, and Vulnerable Populations

Despite the potential biases and limitations of snowball sam-

pling, when populations are truly hidden and/or the research

topic is sensitive, snowball sampling may be the only feasible

method available (Faugier & Sargeant, 1997; Henricks &

Blanken, 1992). Some scholars argue that snowball sampling

is the ideal method available for such populations, despite its

challenges (Biernacki & Waldorf, 1981). Similar to snowball

sampling, respondent-driven sampling has been suggested to

reduce bias so that those with large, open networks are not

oversampled (Heckathorn, 1997). Respondent-driven sam-

pling begins with an initial sample and involves asking that

sample to refer or recruit a specified number of peers, result-

ing in several waves of participants, each wave recruited by

the last (Heckathorn, 1997; Johnston & Sabin, 2010). By

requiring multiple waves of referrals and tracking these refer-

rals to their source, respondent-driven sampling can reach

beyond one social group and avoids relying on any one parti-

cipant’s network over others. This technique requires less

time and funding than some other methods (and is, therefore,

more feasible for graduate student researchers) and may also

be more confidential because potential participants are not

required to divulge sensitive information directly to the

researcher before agreeing to participate (Salganik & Hecka-

thorn, 2004).

When utilizing derived rapport in sampling, the impor-

tance of building personal relationships with community

organizations early on in the research process cannot be

understated, and researchers must account for the time it takes

when setting research deadlines. Meaningful relationships

with the community being researched are long-term relation-

ships (Scharff et al., 2010; Shedlin et al., 2011). For example,

the third author spent several months prior to recruitment

giving presentations about the research and its implications

to stakeholders. In researching the homeless mentally ill pop-

ulation, Hough, Tarke, Renker, Shields, and Glatstein (1996)

suggested that rapport building could take years prior to for-

mal recruitment and data collection. Researchers must con-

tend with the institutional problem that timelines accounting

for such relationship building are not considered in typical

research design.

To optimize productivity during this lengthy rapport build-

ing phase, researchers should focus their efforts on organiza-

tions or community connections that are the most specific to the

population of interest and the identities within that population

(Hoppitt et al., 2012; Temple, 2011). For example, the first

author most successfully recruited LGB teachers through a

community group specifically for LGBT teachers as opposed

to general organizations for teachers or the larger LGBT com-

munity. Similarly, the third author most successfully recruited

LG first-generation immigrants through groups specifically tar-

geting LGBT newcomers as opposed to immigrant groups or

the larger LGBT community.

Nonprobability Sampling

The sampling methods we have outlined thus far are nonran-

dom, nonprobability sampling methods. In fact, random or

probability sampling is generally not possible among hidden

populations because no sampling frame exists, and it is often

not feasible among hard-to-reach populations because access is

limited (Benoit, Jansson, Millar, & Phillips, 2005; Crosby, Sal-

azar, DiClemente & Lang, 2010; Heckathorn, 1997). Despite

concerns from traditional quantitative researchers, however,

nonprobability sampling is less problematic in qualitative

research. The epistemological underpinnings and goals of most

qualitative research render random sampling inappropriate and

irrelevant (Marshall, 1996), and both assumptions (e.g., normal

distribution) and purposes (e.g., generalizability) relevant to

quantitative studies do not apply to qualitative studies that are

designed to explore the complexities of human experiences.

Although random and probability sampling are not always

possible or necessary, there are some sampling methods that

have been designed to reduce bias inherent in other nonprob-

ability methods such as snowball sampling and derived rap-

port. One option is to attempt to recruit a representative

sample. Target, adaptive, and time–space sampling involve

ethnographically mapping a population of interest and

recruiting a specified number of participants at identified

locations (Martsolf, Courey, Chapman, Draucker, & Mims,

2006; Semaan, 2010; Watters & Biernacki, 1989). These

methods are ideal when sampling frames do not exist (as for

hidden populations), as they provide probability estimates

(Meyer & Wilson, 2009; Semaan, 2010). Stueve, O’Donnell,

Duran, San Doval, & Blome (2001) reported similar or

higher response rates with time–space sampling in compari-

son to random-digit dialing of ethnic minority men who have

sex with men.

Although these sampling methods offer quasi-probability

sampling, they retain one of the main limitations of the non-

probability methods mentioned earlier—namely, targeting

venues or geographic areas in which members of the population

of interest are likely to congregate may result in accessing only

a certain type of participant due to differences between those

who are physically part of the community versus those who are

isolated (Meyer & Wilson, 2009). In order to reduce this bias,

researchers utilizing time–space sampling should maximize the

variability in venues/geographic areas or set quotas for demo-

graphic variables to ensure a diverse sample (Meyer & Wilson,

2009).

Researchers may also distribute a screening survey to a

larger (potentially random) sample in order to classify mem-

bers of the hard-to-reach or hidden population (Kalton, 2003).

For example, the second author (Jeffrey & Barata, in press)

distributed a survey on sexual experiences to a sample of uni-

versity women in order to identify women who had experi-

enced sexual assault. We caution, however, that response

bias may arise if participants can deduce the population of

interest from screening questions (Kalton, 2003). A way to

reduce the likelihood of such bias is to present the phases as

Ellard-Gray et al. 7



separate studies and provide participants with incentives for

participation in both the screening and the final phases.

Using Multiple Strategies

In addition to the solutions offered for common sampling chal-

lenges, perhaps the best way to maximize recruitment efforts is

to use a combination of sampling strategies (Bonevski et al.,

2014; Poorman, 2002; Shedlin et al., 2011). We mentioned

earlier that development of the sampling strategy for hard-to-

reach, hidden, or vulnerable populations should be an iterative

process (Faugier & Sargeant, 1997; Hoppitt et al., 2012). The

result of flexibility in sampling is often to try several sampling

methods before knowing which method will work best for a

specific population. We cannot prescribe the best strategy to

find each hard-to-reach, hidden, or vulnerable population as the

diversity in such populations is infinite. What we can prescribe,

however, is to not to rely too heavily on a single sampling

strategy. Flexibility and creativity is needed for successfully

identifying and recruiting these populations.

Conclusion

This article is meant as a guide for those seeking to include

hard-to-reach, hidden, and vulnerable populations in research

and may be particularly useful for novice or graduate student

researchers. We hope that by outlining and providing solutions

to some of the challenges one can expect to encounter,

researchers will be able to proactively design their studies

around the unique needs of such populations.

We have made recommendations to ensure that recruitment

efforts reach all who fit the sampling parameters. These rec-

ommendations included recruiting using vague or open-ended

identity labels and being aware of and avoiding stigmatizing

language in recruitment materials. We also recommended ways

of addressing participant mistrust, such as building rapport with

potential participants before attempting to recruit, and utilizing

community partners as gatekeepers to the population. To pro-

tect hard-to-reach, hidden, and vulnerable populations from

research related risk—and thereby to aid in successful recruit-

ment—we recommended extreme caution and attention to

maintaining confidentiality; for example, avoiding language

in study advertisements that might link a potential participant

to an incriminating or vulnerable identity. In order to combat

attrition and scheduling difficulties that are exacerbated by

circumstances related to a population’s vulnerability, we rec-

ommended that researchers provide transportation and/or

childcare reimbursements or conduct the research in a location

convenient to the participants.

Certain sampling strategies are commonly used for research

with hard-to-reach, hidden, and vulnerable populations. We

outlined the major challenges with snowball sampling and

derived rapport (and related recruitment tactics). While these

strategies may have weaknesses, they remain the most appro-

priate for the unique needs of such populations. We also

addressed nonprobability sampling and how certain

recruitment methods such as target, adaptive, or time–space

sampling can provide probability estimates. We also suggested

using multiple sampling strategies in tandem in order to max-

imize recruitment success.

Despite the inherent challenges, there is great benefit to

researching hard-to-reach, hidden, and vulnerable populations.

Recruitment and data collection should not be viewed as a

means to an end but as a process of engagement with often

silenced groups. Researchers can positively impact the well-

being of such groups. For example, participants in our own

research informed us that through the research process, we

increased the visibility of the populations and their needs and

in one case gave a participant confidence and a reason to value

their marginalized identity (M. Choubak, personal communi-

cation, November 2013; A. Gray, personal communication,

November 2013). Through our recruitment journeys, we were

able to advocate for the populations we were working with.

Initial networking during recruitment also facilitated future

dissemination of study results. By disseminating through mem-

bers and representatives of the community being researched,

results were more relevant and empowering to the community

than research results only published in academic journals. We

encourage researchers to consider their goals for any research

program involving a hard-to-reach, hidden, or vulnerable pop-

ulation and to be prepared and willing to address the inevitable

challenges and complexities of such research. Without such

preparedness, researchers can harm rather than empower the

participants. While reaching and researching hard-to-reach,

hidden, and vulnerable populations can be challenging, it is

important that researchers continue to develop practices to fos-

ter better relationships with such groups so that their voices can

be heard. This article is meant to continue this conversation.
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