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Using Incentives

A common way to encourage participation in research is to use incentives. Incentives can be useful in increasing participation rates, and may encourage individuals who might typically be less likely to take part in research projects. Incentives can be structured in a number of ways:

· You could set up a free prize draw, for example all people participating in the research could be entered into a raffle to win a prize

· All participants could be provided with a gift voucher.  It is worth bearing in mind that it may not always be appropriate to give money, and gift vouchers offer a good alternative

· Monetary reward for participation, in some cases a monetary reward if possible may be useful, particularly if you need to recompense somebody's time if they for example lose out on wages as a consequence of taking part in the research
· Small token gifts such as pens, key rings may work as small incentives or with some groups (such as children) or for example offering other 'in kind' benefits.
Knowing your target group of participants will be important in establishing whether you might need incentives and which incentive would be the most successful.

There is evidence to show that paying respondents, particularly in structured surveys such as interviews and questionnaires increases response rates.  The usual argument against paying respondents is that it introduces bias, this is because the results may be less reliable given the opportunity for exploitation i.e. someone might only be interested in the reward rather than providing the response that you need, it can also, in some cases increase the chances of someone getting involved in the research who should not be.  However, some indications suggest, that by using incentives to encourage a broad range of people to get involved in the research you may be able to decrease the level of bias by achieving a sample of participants which is more reflective of your target group as a whole.  These are issues which you should consider when you are thinking about whether to use incentives.  The potential needs to be balanced against the benefits of increased participation, and this will largely be dependent upon the target group of participants.
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