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Participant Recruitment 
Resource Center:
go.unc.edu/prrc

Want to Talk it Through? 
go.unc.edu/recruitment-intake

https://go.unc.edu/prrc
https://go.unc.edu/recruitment-intake


Flyers Social Media Print 
Advertisements

TV/Radio 
Advertisements

Digital 
Advertisements Letters Info Sheets & 

Consent Aids

Research for 
Me @UNC or 

other websites

Phone Scripts Face to Face 
Conversations

MyChart 
Recruitment

Physician 
Referral

What is considered recruitment?
Anything intended to engage a potential participant in a specific study prior to signing the informed consent document



UNC IRB SOPs: Recruitment guidance is found on 
pages 21-25

UNC Health Privacy Policy

Answers to patient FAQs (UNC)

Recruitment Etiquette (UNC)

FDA Information Sheet: Recruitment

FDA Information Sheet: Compensation

Office of Research Support and Compliance (UNC)

Reminders

Participation is voluntary. 

Recruitment is the first step in the informed 
consent process.

All recruitment strategies and materials 
need to be reviewed by the IRB. Changes 

need to be re-reviewed.

Not sure about something? Just ask!

https://ohresop.web.unc.edu/wp-content/uploads/sites/16150/2018/05/Complete_Current_SOP.pdf
https://www.unchealthcare.org/app/files/public/de5cc2bb-4fe8-4218-9648-75a9889abedd/Notice-of-Privacy-Practice.pdf
https://adminliveunc.sharepoint.com/:w:/r/sites/tracsrecruitment/CDW%20Resources/Answers%20to%20Patient%20FAQs_CDW.docx?d=wbd7b65eaf1de4bab9a84267aa2b4b153&csf=1&web=1&e=Dz9pVv
https://adminliveunc.sharepoint.com/:w:/r/sites/tracsrecruitment/CDW%20Resources/Recruitment%20Etiquette_CDW.docx?d=wa255d427ebf44afaa0ac828b60bae7db&csf=1&web=1&e=VW3IYB
https://www.fda.gov/regulatory-information/search-fda-guidance-documents/recruiting-study-subjects
https://www.fda.gov/regulatory-information/search-fda-guidance-documents/payment-and-reimbursement-research-subjects
mailto:Collaborations@unchealth.unc.edu


Recruitment and Retention in the Study Lifecycle
The choices you make matter 



When should you think about recruitment?



Compensation

COMMENSURATE 
WITH EFFORT, 

SENSITIVITY, OR 
RISK

NOT COERCIVE
AT LEAST LIVING 

WAGE

• Payment schedule and method

• Alternatives to individual compensation

• Compensation does not have to be monetary!

“We pay for what we value in America. If everyone in the room is making $50-100/hr and I’m getting just a sandwich? 
That’s disrespectful.”

– NC TraCS Community Stakeholder, 2022

I’m an expert on me, my family, my community. Pay me for my expertise.
- NC TraCS Community Stakeholder, 2022



• Identify and engage a representative and well-rounded group of participants 
who are diverse in their Demographic, Experiential, and Cognitive 
characteristics

• Set up infrastructure and be intentional in acknowledging biases as to 
ensure equal opportunity for participation in research for all

• Create a study, strategy, and environment that considers the context of all 
potential participants by removing barriers, expanding to diverse audiences, 
and meeting each individual where they are with what they need

Take steps throughout to:



Recruitment Planning
Guiding participants from interest to investment



Where will you 
recruit?

How will you 
recruit?

How will you 
describe the 

study?

How will 
potential 

participants 
contact you?

What resources 
do you have 
available?

What tools will 
you use to keep 

participants 
invested and on 

track?

How will you 
monitor accrual 

and pivot? 

Recruitment Planning



From Communicate Health, August 2021



Your audience is made up of individuals

Information 
consumption

Prioritization 
and 

receptivity

Messages 
and 

motivations

Timing and 
context

Tailor your recruitment strategies and materials to 
the participants you need to reach! Try more than 

one thing. Get creative and be intentional with 
delivery, message, and format.

• Where do you consume information?

• When are you most responsive to or dismissive of 
advertisements or solicitations?

• What makes something trustworthy? Or not?

• What makes something interesting/appealing? Or not?

• Do you typically take action right away?



• Active Recruitment
• You identify and pursue individual potential participants
• Ex. - EHR screening; CDW lists, physician referral, targeted community events

• Passive Recruitment
• You rely on potential participants to contact you and express interest
• Ex. - Flyers, social media, digital study listings, listservs, advertising

• Word of Mouth and Participant Networks
• Encourage participant ambassadors; create peer to peer networks, create registries, 

create advisory boards

• Effort Tracking to inform future studies

Approaches
Customize your approach to the study, audience, and your capabilities



• Direct contact via phone, letter, secure email

• In-person/in-clinic recruitment

• Chart review or registries

• Flyers, pamphlets, info cards

• Social Media Campaigns

• Advertising (print, TV, radio, buses)

• Websites and Screening Tools

• Physician referral

• Lunch ‘n’ Learns

• Attend staff meetings or in-services

• Listservs

• Consult with patient advisory boards

• Plug into existing networks

• Community events and outreach

Research for Me @UNC 
Recruitment Listing

Carolina Data Warehouse for 
Health

UNC Mass Email ResearchMatch.org

MyUNCChart Partner with colleagues to 
conduct sub-study

Recruitment Outreach Tools and Methods

go.unc.edu/prrc

https://go.unc.edu/prrc


Define Your Message(s)
One size does not fit all



Common Questions
1) Will people understand my study?
2) Will it get me the response rate I want?
3) Is it too much information?
4) Is it inclusive and relatable?

Important Questions
1) How will people feel about my study? Do they care?
2) Does it anticipate their questions?
3) What is their frame for this conversation? 
4) Do they need other information before they can consider my pitch?
5) Is it coercive? Offensive? Affected by positionality?
6) What are they getting out of this?
7) Am I offering information in a logical, digestible way?

Messaging in Recruitment



Emotions of Change

An effective message:
- Improves understanding
- Improves engagement 
- Leads to meaningful buy-in
- Improves recruitment and 

retention rates

Be creative and determine what 
resonates with your target 
audience(s)



Selling Your Study
You have a product (the study) and you need your 

customer (the participant) to buy it (enroll).  

It’s your job to introduce the product in a way that 
conveys value to the participant and encourages 

them to choose to take time out of their day/life to 
participate. 

To do this, define the needs of your customer(s), the 
characteristics of your product, prioritize the 

relevance of each element, and define the core 
messages that are likely to resonate.

They always get to choose whether or not to buy, but 
how your frame it and time it has an impact on 

receptivity and interest.

Participant-centric 
and engaged 

Purposeful 
consideration of 

information 
framing

Meeting people 
where they are

An informed and 
skilled recruiter

Awareness, 
flexibility, 

persistence, 
responsiveness

Tailored rather 
than one-size-fits-

all



1. Research Participants Needed!

2. Having a baby changed your life. How did it change your brain?

3. Having a baby changed your life. Help us learn how it changes your brain.

4. Baby blues got you down?

5. Babies bring joy….and exhaustion. Can we help you lift the fog?

6. Have a baby under 1?

7. We need to take better care of new parents - help us figure out how we can help.

What stands out?



Design Your Materials
Get them to stop and pay attention



You have 2 seconds to catch 
someone’s attention



EYE CATCHING EASY TO READ EASY TO ACT RELEVANT

Elements of Good Materials

Image & white space Clear & Engaging Hook, Call to Action, 
Contact Info Is it in the right place?



• Hook/Headline
• Basic study summary in lay language
• What you’ll ask participant to do
• Simple inclusion/exclusion criteria
• Contact information
• Compensation (if any)
• Study location
• IRB number, PI name, and IRB 

contact information

Pique their interest

Answer these questions:
oWhat is the study about?

oWhat do you want from me?

oWhy should I care?

oHow do I get involved?

Encourage action

Required Elements

22

The Goal



• Be consistent across all recruitment materials you create 
• Rule of 7 – need to see a message 7 times before they’ll act

• Create a study logo and/or catchy title
• To promote legitimacy and trust in the study

Branding



5 Lenses for Message Clarity
1. Readability

• Review recruitment materials for visual appeal (white space, bullets, tables) and 
use words with fewer syllables. Use readability programs.

2. Plain Language

• Review content, paragraph structure and word choice for simple, upfront 
language. Ensure content is at 6th-8th grade reading level.

3. Health Literacy

• Recognize your audience’s understanding of medical jargon & adapt materials 
accordingly. Use words and examples that are familiar in everyday life.

4. Relatability & Inclusivity

• Use terms that are relatable and identify language that may potentially be 
offensive.

5. Communication

• Ascertain the mindset and behaviors of your audience. Speak slowly, pause for 
questions and practice, practice, practice!

Readability

Plain Language

Health Literacy

Relatability & 
Inclusivity

Communication





Know What You Need
Monitor progress and trends; Advocate for necessary adjustments



What can you do?

27

Analyze

Collect data on your 
recruitment and 
retention efforts. Be 
consistent.

Accept

Accept the things 
you 
cannot (realistically) 
change and 
remember that 
some attrition is 
normal

Address

Address the things 
you can change 
preemptively based 
on your knowledge 

Advocate

Advocate for 
adjustments and 
what you know to 
be true or for a new 
approach. 
Easy and effective 
are not the same 
thing.

Adjust

Use everything you 
learn from this 
experience to inform 
how you approach 
recruitment 
planning for the 
next study



• Enrollment rate – are you on track with your timeline?

• How did people find out about you?

• Why do people decline?

• Why are people ineligible?

• Your effort (time)

• Implementation of various recruitment methods/materials/messaging

• Cost per method; cost per enrolled participant

• Feedback provided from participants

Metrics to Track

28



• Be intentional about continuous evaluation of your recruitment efforts. Even the best-laid plans 
require attention and fine-tuning. 

• Arm yourself with data. Not only will this help you to be more efficient and directed in your 
efforts, but it will allow you to make a strong case to your PI, Sponsor, or the IRB when changes 
are needed.

• Changes might be as simple as changing the value statement or as foundational as changing an 
eligibility criteria

You are the expert here



Lean on NC TraCS
We’re here to help!

TraCS has programs that offer specific 
support in every step of your research 

project. Each of our services:

(1) provides expert consultations
(2) develops novel methods and 

technologies for translational 
science

(3) educates and trains the 
translational research workforce

Whether you are in the middle of a 
project or just starting out, our 
dedicated staff is ready to help.

TraCS Overview

TraCS Menu of Services

Consultation Request Form 
(any service)

https://tracs.unc.edu/docs/NC_TraCS_Institute_brochure_2020_8.5x11.pdf
https://internal.tracs.unc.edu/docs/toolkit/NC_TraCS_Institute_services_menu_201909.pdf
https://tracs.unc.edu/index.php/request


• Participant Recruitment Resource Center: 
go.unc.edu/prrc

• Design Resources

• Plain Language Resources

• Resources and Best Practices for diversifying participants

• Templates

• IRB policies (pgs 21-25)

• Compensation Best Practices

• NC TraCS: tracs.unc.edu

Thank You!

NRP Researcher Appreciation Week!
May 16-20, 2022

https://nrp.tracs.unc.edu/researcher-appreciation/

Request a Free Recruitment Consultation: go.unc.edu/recruitment-intake
Recruitment Office Hours – 3rd Wednesday of every month (Zoom link)

https://go.unc.edu/prrc
https://adminliveunc.sharepoint.com/sites/tracsrecruitment/SitePages/Design-Resources.aspx
https://adminliveunc.sharepoint.com/sites/tracsrecruitment/SitePages/Plain-Language-Resources.aspx
https://adminliveunc.sharepoint.com/:w:/r/sites/tracsrecruitment/_layouts/15/Doc.aspx?sourcedoc=%7B1078C576-C939-4802-878A-F216616D0571%7D&file=Translation%20and%20Interpretation%20Services%20-%20Research%20at%20UNC.docx&action=default&mobileredirect=true
https://adminliveunc.sharepoint.com/sites/tracsrecruitment/SitePages/ISP.aspx?csf=1&web=1&e=RPrqzU
https://adminliveunc.sharepoint.com/sites/tracsrecruitment/SitePages/Recruitment-material-templates.aspx
https://ohresop.web.unc.edu/wp-content/uploads/sites/16150/2018/09/0701-IRB-Review-Process.pdf
https://adminliveunc.sharepoint.com/:w:/r/sites/tracsrecruitment/_layouts/15/Doc.aspx?sourcedoc=%7BDCC2046C-3570-4BCE-BCF3-25D33C20C78E%7D&file=Research%20Compensation%20V2.0.docx&action=default&mobileredirect=true
https://tracs.unc.edu
https://nrp.tracs.unc.edu/researcher-appreciation/
https://go.unc.edu/recruitment-intake
https://zoom.us/j/92193407496


Resources



• Webinars and Trainings:
• Material Design
• Messaging and Value Proposition
• Plain Language
• Trial Innovation Network Webinars

• DEI and Bias Tools for Self-Introspection
• Harvard's Project Implicit (quick tests to see where your biases may lie)
• Allegories on Race and Racism (TEDxEmory – Dr. Camara Jones)
• UNC DEI Certificate Program through our DEI Office

Deeper Dives

https://adminliveunc.sharepoint.com/sites/tracsrecruitment/SitePages/Webinars-&-Training.aspx?csf=1&web=1&e=kARAga
https://implicit.harvard.edu/implicit/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GNhcY6fTyBM
https://www.med.unc.edu/inclusion/programs-initiatives/trainings/






PRINT DIGITAL
Material selected and designed based on where it will be 

placed or presented
Graphic designed for the promotion platform (Facebook, 

Instagram, etc.)

Create 1-2 versions for different placement options and 
different material types. Create more than one option for slightly different audiences

Use images that fit your target audience Use images that fit your target audience. Consider more out-
of-the-box options to optimize advertising efforts

QR code & link to screener/more information Link to screener/more information

Ask a screening question about where potential participants 
found out about the study

Ask a screening question about where potential participants 
found out about the study

Designing Print and Digital Materials
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