

	
	
	


	[image: University of Texas Rio Grande Valley Research Logo. ]
	Office of Research Compliance
Institutional Review Board 



Snowball Recruitment
(Overview, Ethical Considerations, and IRB Guidelines)
Snowball Recruitment Overview
Snowball recruitment, also known as snowball sampling or chain-referral sampling, is a non-probability sampling technique in which current study participants are asked to help identify potential participants from within their social or professional networks.
This recruitment approach may be approved by the Institutional Review Board (IRB) when appropriate justification is provided. Snowball recruitment may be appropriate for minimal-risk research studies, particularly when procedures are designed to protect participant autonomy and minimize burden.
Examples of two primary approaches to snowball recruitment:
· Participant-mediated contact (lower risk approach):
In this method, the investigator asks an enrolled participant to inform others about the study and to share the researcher’s contact information or to provide IRB-approved materials for potential subjects (e.g., fliers, letters of explanation). Interested individuals must then contact the investigator directly. This approach generally raises minimal ethical concerns.
· Investigator-initiated contact (higher risk approach):
In this method, the investigator asks an initial participant to request permission from potential participants to disclose their contact information. The investigator then reaches out to them directly. This approach raises greater ethical concerns because it may compromise confidentiality if the initial participant shares others' contact information without their consent.
Considerations when proposing the use of snowball recruitment in your IRB application:
· The use of snowball sampling must be clearly justified within the protocol.
· The research protocol must clearly explain how snowball recruitment will be implemented, and how it aligns with the study design and the target population.
· Investigators must describe procedures to minimize risks to privacy, confidentiality, and autonomy, including risks of disclosing third-party information without consent.
· Recruitment methods should avoid situations where individuals are contacted without prior consent, as this can compromise confidentiality and place participants at risk.
· The informed consent should state that participants may be asked to identify other potential participants, but they may decline because referrals are voluntary and not a condition of participation.
· No incentives or compensation may be provided to participants for referrals, in order to avoid undue influence.
When Snowball Recruitment Is Not Appropriate:
· The study involves vulnerable populations where disclosure could increase risk (e.g., immigration/documentation status). 
· The research includes highly sensitive information, where referral could expose:
a)  An individual’s private status (e.g., HIV status, pregnancy termination, extramarital relationships)
b)  Illegal or stigmatized behaviors (e.g., substance use, underage drinking), increasing the risk of harm if identities are disclosed. 
· Individuals providing referrals are in a position of authority, which may create coercion or undue influence.
· Recruitment methods should not rely on participants to actively contact or recruit others, as participants may forget or lack availability to complete these tasks.
· Participants should not be required to perform additional work, such as making multiple phone calls (e.g., contacting both potential participants and the research team), especially when no direct benefit or necessity is demonstrated.


Snowball Recruitment Informed Consent Example
Possible Informed Consent Language:
· Participant-mediated contact (lower risk approach): 
“We are seeking individuals who may be eligible for a research study. If you know someone who might qualify, you may share this study information with them. Please do not provide us with their name or contact information. Anyone interested should contact the research team directly for more information. All participation is voluntary, and refusal to provide permission will not affect the individual’s current or future relationship with the study.”
· Investigator-initiated contact (higher risk approach):
“We are seeking individuals who may be eligible for a research study. If you know someone who might qualify, please let them know about the study. Any identified individual must first give explicit permission for their contact information to be shared with the research team. Please request their permission before sharing their contact information with the research team. All participation is voluntary, and refusal to provide permission will not affect the individual’s current or future relationship with the study.”

Snowball Recruitment Email Template Example
For requesting an enrolled participant to share study information:
Dear [Mr./Ms. Last Name],
Thank you for your participation in [Name of Study].
I am reaching out to ask whether you would be willing to pass along information about this study to any friends, family members, or colleagues who may be interested. There is no obligation to share this information, and your decision will not affect your participation in this research study.
We are currently seeking individuals who:
[Insert inclusion/exclusion criteria]
Participation involves [survey/interview/etc.] and will take approximately [time]. All participation is voluntary, and responses will be kept confidential.
If they are interested, they may contact me directly using the information below.
Thank you for your time and consideration.
Sincerely,
[Principal Investigator Name]
[Role]
[Institution]
[Contact Information]
For Flyer Sharing: 
Dear [Mr./Ms. Last Name],
Thank you for your participation in [Name of Study].
I am reaching out to ask whether you would be willing to pass along information about this study to any friends, family members, or colleagues who may be interested. There is no obligation to share this information, and your decision will not affect your participation in this research study.
Thank you for your time and consideration. 
Sincerely,
[Principal Investigator Name]
[Role]
[Institution]
[Contact Information]
For Survey/Screening Link Sharing: 
Dear [Mr./Ms. Last Name],
Thank you for your participation in [Name of Study].
I am reaching out to ask if you would be willing to pass along information about the study link below with others who may be interested in participating. There is no obligation to share this information, and your decision will not affect your participation in this research study. If you choose to do so, please feel free to forward this message.
Study Link: [Insert URL]
Thank you for your time and consideration.
Sincerely,
[Principal Investigator Name]
[Role]
[Institution]
[Contact Information]
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