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Recruiting Asian-American Adolescents
for Behavioral Surveys
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Asian societies have distinct languages, cultural traditions, and histories.
An important empirical question is whether the various ancestral countries yield
immigrants who differ in psychologically interesting ways. For any research issue
inspiring speculation that cultural background is important, we can try to examine
whether differences across subgroups are large relative to differences among in-
dividuals within the same subgroup. In order to explore such issues, researchers
must be able to recruit sufficient numbers of representatives of each subgroup.
We discuss lessons learned while carrying out a study that sought several hundred
adolescents from four East Asian subgroups (Weiss, 2001).

LOCATING POTENTIAL PARTICIPANTS

Many Asian-Americans live in ethnic communities. Within the Los Angeles
area, there are street signs identifying Chinatown, Koreatown, Little Saigon, and
Little Tokyo. Residential association occurs for various reasons, such as speaking a
familiar language in the neighborhood, easy access to traditional foods and cultural
events, and recruitment by friends and relatives. Not only is it more efficient to
recruit targeted participants in these particular areas, but also residents may have
closer ties to their culture and therefore be more representative. However, not all
Asian-Americans live in such enclaves. Those who are more acculturated may be
more scattered. Therefore, exclusive reliance upon recruitment within the ethnic
community may yield a sample that is biased with respect to factors associated
with acculturation.
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Generally, adolescent participants will be recruited through schools (Riesch,
Tosi, & Thurston, 1999). There is little practical alternative to accessing adolescents
through schools, although it is known that at least for some issues, school dropouts
behave differently from attenders (Swaim, 1997). A pragmatic issue is the search
for schools whose students are drawn from the subgroups sought for the study.
Beyond simply seeking out the schools in neighborhoods known to contain the
desired population, we have found the Internet useful. School districts commonly
display the ethnic composition of their student bodies.

ISSUES OF ACCULTURATION

The category of Asian-American encompasses descendants of immigrants
who came to the United States in the 1850s as well as immigrants who ar-
rived yesterday. Degree of acculturation can be a powerful predictor of behavior
(Florsheim, 1997; Wong, 1999), so for many issues it is useful to gather information
about this variable.

Two aspects of acculturation might be expected to affect the behavior of Asian
American immigrants with respect to research participation. The length of time the
individual has spent in the United States is important, although it may be tempered
by the degree of contact with people and institutions outside the ancestral culture.
Because adolescents go to school, they inevitably are exposed to American culture
and the English language, whereas their parents may be able to survive within an
enclave that is not very different from the home country. This intergenerational
difference is relevant to gaining consent from parents to allow their children to
serve as participants in research projects. If the parents of potential participants
are not fluent in English, then it will be necessary to provide information and
consent forms in their own languages.

For recent immigrants, the extent of differences between the ancestral culture
and that of the United States also may play a role in cooperation. While Americans
are generally familiar with and appreciative of research, enriched explanation and
justification of the project within the informational materials provided to parents
may be advisable. Associating the project with the prestige of a university may be
valuable, especially with respect to immigrant parents (Berg, 1999).

SECURING COOPERATION FROM SCHOOLS

The process of recruitment via schools generates an array of seldom-discussed
practical challenges. Our experience with the recruiting effort (Weiss, 2001) has
provided valuable insights that are relevant to any study in which intermediaries
control access to participants.
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There is an administrative chain of command to be negotiated. At the investi-
gator’s home institution, the Institutional Review Board (IRB) must be convinced
of the value of the study. IRBs tend to be especially cautious when children are
involved (Rogers, Schwartz, Weissman, & English, 1999). Items exploring sexual
behaviors or drug usage raise concerns. The risk/benefit ratio of the research must
be clarified to the IRB’s satisfaction. One should not think of the IRB merely as a
hurdle, however. Their approval carries considerable weight with the educational
administrators whose support is needed. Additionally, IRB members may have
useful contacts with community representatives.

School districts have a hierarchical structure. At the top is the district (or
subdistrict) superintendent, whose approval is critical. Weiss (2001) was able to
contact four superintendents regarding the study, by mail and phone. Two agreed
to cooperate, and two refused. In two other districts, the decision was left to
principals. Refusal by the superintendent is the end of the line for that district, but
assent does not guarantee access to participants. The school principal also controls
access, whether at the high school, junior high, or middle school level. The most
successful strategy has included an initial brief telephone conversation asking
for face-to-face contact. Prior to the meeting, the researcher sends a letter to the
principal describing the study and the specific goals within the particular school.
Documentation of approval by the IRB and other agencies, along with citations
of additional schools that have already agreed to cooperate, lends credibility to
the project. Similarly, if the research has received financial support, the prestige
attaching to funding may help to convince the principal that the study is worthwhile.

Most principals are favorably disposed toward research. However, they are
very busy. It is the researcher’s responsibility to demonstrate that cooperation
requires minimal effort on the part of the principal. If a principal declines to
cooperate, there is no recourse. A positive response may be accompanied by a
request for the researcher to carry out subsequent negotiations with a designated
member of the staff, usually a health coordinator or vice principal. Cementing the
scientific connection by promising to provide results at the conclusion of the study
is not only a courtesy, but will promote a long-term relationship that may be useful
in future work. Ten of the 13 principals approached by Weiss (2001) agreed to
cooperate.

Once the principal decided to allow access, teacher cooperation was universal.
Teachers must get the students to bring in consent forms signed by parents and
set aside classroom time for administering questionnaires. Some teachers prefer to
handle the questionnaires themselves, while others permit a member of the research
team to pass them out and collect the responses. It is vital that instructions to
participants be written clearly and comprehensively, because the researcher cannot
count on having an opportunity to address questions that participants may have.

A possible reason that we have been able to get so much cooperation from
school personnel is our routine reliance on extrinsic rewards. The inducements
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we offer are too small to be viewed as bribes, but still this issue must be handled
with delicacy. We have offered token payments at the time when school officials
expressed their intention to cooperate with data collection, conveying our gratitude
for their understanding and support of our research project. The rewards have not
been given in cash, as that might be seen as inappropriate. The usual pattern
was to give an art product, such as a small plate or scarf, worth about $10–$15,
during the first meeting with the principal. The second meeting was arranged
by the principal, who identified the teachers of the classes containing students
within the ages sought. At that second meeting, the principal usually received an
envelope containing a $50 gift certificate from a chain store; each teacher received
an envelope containing a $30 gift certificate. At that time, the teachers also were
given the research materials. Later, after the data were collected, teachers were
given an art product as a parting gift.

SECURING COOPERATION FROM PARENTS

For most studies involving adolescents, parental consent must be affirmed.
This entails providing written information about the study, as well as an explanation
of the right to refuse to allow participation. The researcher needs to be sensitive
to cultural issues in preparing these materials. Asian-Americans are in general not
eager to avail themselves of psychological services (Sue, Fujino, Hu, Takeuchi,
& Zane, 1991), and psychology as a field is viewed with skepticism (Atkinson,
Ponterotto, & Sanchez, 1984; Tsui & Schultz, 1985). On the other hand, there
is respect for medicine, so casting the study as one regarding health issues may
enhance participation rates. At the same time, one must be careful to explain that
there are no potential health risks, as there might be in a medical study.

Parents may be concerned that the child’s responses will have adverse con-
sequences. The study may examine illegal acts, such as drug use, or difficulties
in family functioning, that parents might not like to reveal. It is therefore very
important to emphasize the privacy guarantees regarding the data. Anonymity of
responses is the most effective of these guarantees (Ong & Weiss, 2000), but may
require careful explanation to help parents to distinguish signed consent forms
from anonymous response forms. The consent form should also explain that the
researcher has no interest in individual reports, and that the data will be analyzed
and presented only on a group basis. It may help to illustrate positive societal
contributions made by comparable studies.

It may be tempting to rely upon passive procedures to gain parental consent
(Severson & Ary, 1983), if the IRB permits this approach. Passive consent means
that unless there is evidence that the parent has explicitly refused to allow par-
ticipation, the decision rests solely with the potential participant. Passive consent
procedures circumvent parental apathy (Severson & Biglan, 1989), and have the
pragmatic advantage that they do not require the student messenger to bring the
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consent form home, get it signed, and bring it back in order to permit participation.
Active consent from parents can also be obtained by mail or phone (Moberg &
Piper, 1990); however, such efforts can be costly (Ellickson & Hawes, 1989). Pas-
sive procedures yield substantially higher participation rates (Kearney, Hopkins,
Mauss, & Weisheit, 1983). It has also been suggested that they provide samples
that are more representative as well (Anderman et al., 1995; Dent et al., 1993),
probably because the less compliant children are not as likely to return the consent
forms.

On the other hand, active consent requirements are more honest, in that the
researcher can be certain the parent of every participant has seen the consent form
and truly given approval. Active consent avoids the potential problem that parents
who were not informed about the study subsequently raise the kind of objections
that make IRBs very nervous (Jason, Pokorny, & Katz, 2001; Mammel & Kaplan,
1995).

The IRB charged with oversight of the Weiss (2001) study considered the
researcher’s application to use passive consent procedures, but did not grant the
request. Using students as messengers, signed parental approval was obtained for
some 65% of the approximately 4500 class members who received the consent
form. Unfortunately, we do not know how many of the forms failed to reach parents.
Ideally, nonconsent reflects a deliberate choice, perhaps occasioned by reluctance
to have the child report on what the parent thought the study would be asking about
(Cochran, Mosteller, & Tukey, 1953). We view participation rate as an outcome
that should be reported routinely.

SECURING COOPERATION FROM PARTICIPANTS

We have found it useful to emphasize that the study provides an opportunity
for the participant’s voice to be heard. Especially for Asian-American students,
whose parents often expect children to accede to their opinions, this sense of
empowerment serves to strengthen the appeal of participation. The adolescent
must also be assured that divulging past behaviors and attitudes will not have
adverse consequences, and that neither parents nor teachers will be able to attribute
responses to individuals. As the questionnaires are distributed, we announce that
either chocolate bars or snack bars will be available upon completion. Participation
is spurred by both incentives and the opportunity to express one’s opinion (Cauce,
Ryan, & Grove, 1998; Groves, Singer, & Corning, 2000). None of Weiss’s (2001)
students who returned a consent form refused to complete the questionnaire.

Usually, a class will contain students who are not members of the target group.
It is generally a good idea to attempt to recruit the entire class. That strategy avoids
possible paranoia on the part of the students who may feel singled out, and is often
logistically easier. Filtering can be carried out during the data-analytic phase of the
project. In addition, it may turn out that someday, the data sitting in the archives
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will be just what is needed to answer a question that had not been considered at
the time of the study.

THE RESEARCH TEAM

If a study aims for responses from members of several subgroups, it may
be useful to enlist collaborators with appropriate language fluency. Parents whose
English is weak may give consent without full understanding, but the consent will
not be informed even though a signature is sufficient to satisfy legal requirements.

We do not know whether having a person with an Asian face administer-
ing the materials makes a difference. Matching the ethnicity of the researcher
and the participant has proven valuable for African-Americans in clinical studies
(Thompson, Neighbors, Munday, & Jackson, 1996). Issues of trusting the re-
searcher have been raised for other ethnic groups (Levkoff, Levy, & Weitzman,
2000; Stoddart et al., 2000), but we are unaware of data bearing on this question for
Asian-Americans. Similarly, historical antipathies among subgroups, e.g., Chinese
vs. Japanese (Deng, 1997), may affect participation and veracity.

CONCLUSION

Although every researcher who ventures beyond the introductory psychology
subject pool must face the issue, there are few published guidelines for effective
recruitment. It might be worthwhile to systematically investigate whether the fea-
tures we have recommended, especially those involving financial costs, really do
have an impact. We know that sampling biases can affect research conclusions;
we know little regarding the ways in which our recruiting procedures can affect
the integrity of our samples.
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