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Abstract

Ethnic minorities are often underrepresented in survey research, due to the challenges many researchers face in including 
these populations. While some studies discuss several methods in comparison, few have directly compared these methods 
empirically, leaving researchers seeking to include ethnic minorities in their studies unsure of their best options. 

In this article, I briefly review the methodological and ethical reasons for increasing ethnic minority representation in social 
science research, as well as challenges of doing so. I then present findings from ten studies which empirically compare 
methods of sampling and/or recruiting ethnic minority individuals. Finally, I discuss some implications for future research. 

Key Words:  Ethnic minorities, Hard-to-survey populations, Sampling.

1.  Introduction

1.1 Importance of including ethnic minorities

Inclusion of demographic subgroups in research, either within studies focused on representative samples of these 
subgroups, or through larger subsamples within population surveys, is necessary both for improving survey data 
quality (Willis et al., 2014) and addressing human rights concerns (European Commission, 2021). In particular, the 
collection of data disaggregated based on racial or ethnic identity is essential to the production of statistics that support 
equality and anti-discrimination policies (European Commission, 2021). However, individuals with a migration 
background or who are members of ethnic minority groups are frequently underrepresented in survey research, even 
though members of these demographic subgroups may – in aggregate – comprise a sizeable percentage of the 
population.2 Despite the importance of achieving diversity, inclusion, and equity in social science research, the field 
as a whole has struggled to incorporate ethnic minority populations and other demographic subgroups. Instead, many 
researchers have quietly accepted the exclusion of these groups from social science research, or at best, relied on “ad 
hoc convenience samples” that Sudman and Kalton (1986, p. 402) describe as “totally inadequate.” In the next section, 
I address the challenges of including ethnic minorities in social science research. 

1.2 Challenges in including ethnic minorities

Demographic subgroups, have long been acknowledged by survey methodologists and statisticians as being difficult 
to include in surveys for numerous reasons, including sampling, linguistic, and access barriers which strain limited 
resources. In conjunction with rising research costs and falling participation and response rates, incorporating 
demographic subgroups into social science research has become increasingly challenging. While these challenges are 
not limited to ethnic minorities (Tourangeau et al., 2014), ethnic minority individuals may be particularly “hard-to-
survey”. Willis et al. (2014) categorize hard-to-survey persons and groups as (1) hard-to-select, including hard-to-
sample and hard-to-identify; (2) hard-to-recruit, including hard-to-locate and hard-to-persuade; and (3) hard-to-
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interview. Although multiple categorizations are possible for many demographic subgroups, ethnic minorities in 
particular appear more likely to present intersectional challenges.  

Many countries – even those that classify individuals based on racial or ethnic identity – may not have available 
sampling frames for ethnic minority individuals. Where racial or ethnic identity is available for census tracts, or ethnic 
minority individuals cluster in specific geographic locations, stratified or clustered sampling methods, or time-location 
sampling, may be possible. Countries that maintain population registries, such as many European countries, often do 
not include – or even collect – racial or ethnic identity information in their registries, for reasons of data protection 
(Simon, 2012). Additionally, many countries do not clearly define terms related to racial and ethnic identity (Aspinall, 
2002; Connelly, et al., 2016). While English-speaking countries often ask individuals to self-identify according to 
defined racial or ethnic groups, this is less common in continental Europe. Instead, European countries often rely on 
categories such as “immigrants” or those with a “migration background” (Simon, 2012). These terms may not resonate 
with individuals without direct migration experience, i.e., second or subsequent generation individuals, and may leave 
white-appearing ethnic minorities who experience discrimination – such as Jewish and Roma peoples – in a 
methodological blind spot (Aspinall 2002).  

Even when groups of interest may be clearly defined, individual members of these ethnic groups may be challenging 
to find. Many ethnic minority groups are what Kalton and Anderson (1986) consider “rare”, i.e., they comprise less 
than 10 percent of the total population. As most probability-based sampling methods are resource intensive, including 
ethnic minorities in studies of the general population is often not cost effective (Nam et al., 2013). Some ethnic 
minorities groups, such as Roma/Sinti, and Bedouin, are also highly mobile, making them additionally challenging to 
locate.  

Finally, ethnic minority individuals are often systematically and significantly overrepresented among the most 
vulnerable or deprived members of society. They may face linguistic difficulties, particularly if they are also 
immigrants or excluded from educational opportunities; they may be unwilling to participate in research or speak to 
strangers due to historic experiences of discrimination (McDougal et al., 2001; Lynn et al., 2018).  

Despite these difficulties, an ever-expanding body of literature discusses and advances methods of including hard-to-
survey groups into social science research (e.g., Marpsat and Razafindratsima, 2010; Reichel and Morales, 2017). The 
bulk of this research, appears to focus on proposing and developing sampling methods for improving representation 
of demographic subgroups, including ethnic minorities. While these methods are essential to addressing the challenges 
of improving representation of hard-to-survey groups, they address a wide-range of demographic subgroups, not 
exclusively ethnic minorities. Moreover, only a few studies have directly compared these methods empirically. As a 
result, researchers seeking to improve representation of ethnic minorities in their studies may be overwhelmed by the 
methodological possibilities and unsure how best to evaluate their options. 

2.  The Present Study

2.1 Extant empirical comparisons of methods 

Motivated by the lack of clear guidance for determining which sampling and recruiting methods are appropriate under 
what circumstances, I conducted a review of the related literature. I wanted specifically to understand how different 
methods compare in their effectiveness. I therefore focus on studies which (1) directly and empirically compare 
sampling and recruiting methods of (2) ethnic minority populations. Based on searches on Web of Science and Google 
Scholar, as well as reviewing citations of relevant studies, I was able to identify nine papers which meet this criteria. 
I additionally include findings from an unpublished study I conducted (Leonard, 2021). Table 2.1-1 presents these 
results. 



Table 2.1-1  
Studies providing empirical comparisons of methods of sampling ethnic minorities

Study Method 
Target 

Population
Study 

Location
Findings Study Costs 

Brand et al. 
(2019) 

Registry; 
CBO 

People of 
Turkish 
origin 

Essen, Berlin, 
Heidelberg, 
Germany 

Registry had lower response 
rate but less bias; CBO 

over-represented women 
and most marginalized

Not given 

Cabral et al. 
(2003) 

Registry; 
RDD; CBO 

African; 
Latino 

Americans 

San Francisco, 
United States 

All methods over-
represented lower socio-

economic status; CBOs had 
highest eligibility and 

enrolment rates

Not given 

Harris et al. 
(2003) 

Health 
organizations; 

snowball; 
media 

African 
American 
smokers 

Midwestern 
United States 

Health organizations over-
recruited socio-economic 

status disadvantaged, 
networks more successful 
than health organizations. 
Media ads most successful

Health 
organizations 
+ networks 
(159 USD); 
media (22 

USD)

Hughes et al. 
(1995) 

Registry; 
CBO; 

snowball 

Black 
Caribbean/ 
African; S. 
Asian; E. 

Asians

Bristol, 
England 

Snowball produced most 
interviews, no discussion of 
sample variance by method 

Not given 

Leonard 
(2021) 

Registry; 
RDS; 

internet; TLS 

People of 
Portuguese 

origin 
Germany 

Only internet sample of 
adequate size for subgroup 

analysis; registry under-
represented individuals with 

recent migration, lower 
German language skills

Registry (70 
Euro); RDS (7 
Euro); internet 
(2Euro); TLS 

(15 Euro) 

Lindsay et al. 
(2020) 

CBO; 
snowball; 
internet

Brazilian 
immigrant 
families

Massachusetts, 
Rhode Island, 
United States

No discussion of sample 
variance by method 

Not given 

McDougal et 
al. (2001) 

RDD; 
snowball 

White and 
African 

Americans 
aged 70+  

Cleveland, 
United States 

RDD produced insufficient 
sample of African 

Americans. Additional 
respondents recruited via 

snowball sampling. 
Snowball sampling over-

represented those with close 
community ties

Not given 

McKenzie 
and Mistiaen 

(2007) 

SRS with 
household 

listing; 
snowball; 

TLS

Nikkei 
(Japanese-
Brazilian) 

households 

Sao Paulo, 
Parana, Brazil 

TLS and snowball over-
represented those with close 

community ties 

SRS (212 
USD); 

snowball (100 
USD); TLS 
(30 USD)

Vu et al. 
(2021) 

CBO; 
internet; 
snowball 

People of 
Vietnamese 

origin 
United States 

All methods over-
represented women, higher 

socio-economic status. 
CBOs had lowest overall 

response rate; internet 
groups had highest followed 

by snowball

Not given 



Table 2.1-1  
Studies providing empirical comparisons of methods of sampling ethnic minorities

Study Method 
Target 

Population
Study 

Location
Findings Study Costs 

Weinmann et 
al. (2019) 

Registry; 
RDS 

Syrian 
immigrants 

Munich, 
Germany 

RDD under-represented 
individuals with German 

citizenship, registry under-
represented socially 

vulnerable individuals, 
including lower socio-

economic status

Not given 

2.2 Summary of findings 

The majority of studies focus on the methodological options available for sampling ethnic minorities and thus 
increasing representation and inclusion of research studies. Therefore, these studies employ both nonprobability- and 
probability-based methods as available. The most commonly used nonprobability-based methods include referrals 
from community-based organizations (CBOs) which may include social clubs, community health clinics, or other 
similar organizations; nonprobability-based network methods (e.g., snowball sampling); and both traditional and non-
traditional (e.g., social media, internet) media advertising. Only McKenzie and Mistiaen (2007) and Weinmann et al. 
(2019) focus on achieving representative samples of their target populations. As a result, these studies use only 
methods which are capable of yielding probability-based samples, including variations of random sampling (e.g., from 
population registry lists, random-digit-dialing (RDD), or stratified random sampling (SRS) of census tracts); 
respondent-driven sampling (RDS); or time-location sampling (TLS; also called center sampling). RDS is a network-
based method which uses a link-tracing design to produce Markov chains to allow the researcher to determine the 
sampling probability of each respondent (Gile and Handcock, 2010). In TLS, researchers randomly sample locations 
identified as places where the target population frequents. Individuals are then sampled at each location, and based on 
their frequency of visits, a sampling probability is developed (Baio, et al., 2011). 

Community-based methods seem to consistently increase inclusion of more vulnerable individuals, but also over-
represent those with close community ties (McKenzie and Mistiaen, 2007; Brand et al., 2018). These findings are not 
inconsistent, as socially disadvantaged individuals may be more likely to depend on community or mutual aid (Hodges 
2016; Zemore et al. 2021). Similarly, network-based methods such as snowball and RDS increase response rates and 
reach of vulnerable individuals (Hughes et al., 1995; Harris et al., 2003). However, both community-based methods 
and network-based methods require a sufficient number of individuals in a specific geographic area who are also 
active in community life (Brand et al., 2018). This may decrease these methods’ utility for developing nation-wide 
studies, or among groups whose members are dispersed or not well-connected. Media-based recruitment and sampling 
methods may be more successful at producing geographically dispersed samples.  

While all authors report success in improving inclusion of their target populations, no study claims to produce fully 
representative samples, and all identify significant biases resulting from either over- or under-representation of certain 
subsections of the target populations (see Table 2.1-1). Furthermore, although only three of the 10 studies (Harris et 
al., 2003; Leonard, 2021; McKenzie and Mistiaen, 2007) reviewed provided a breakdown of costs of by method, 
traditional probability-based sampling methods which require more intensive preparation, such as name-based pre-
classification of lists or stratification, were consistently more expensive. Network-based sampling methods, which 
may allow for probability-based sampling, varied in their cost-effectiveness. Recruitment through media – social or 
traditional – appears to be the least expensive method, but this method is only able to produce nonprobability samples. 
For studies in which accessing the widest possible range of individuals, i.e., maximizing representation and inclusion, 
rather than statistical generalizability, is the primary goal, community-based methods or media recruiting may be most 
effective (Harris et al. 2003). 

3. Conclusion 

3.1 Implications for future research 



While research based in the U.S., focused on non-rare racial and ethnic minority groups, is still the largest subcategory 
of literature, a growing number of studies have begun to target rare ethnic minority groups. Although the rarity of a 
group is not the only challenge researchers seeking to increase inclusion of minority individuals face, it is a significant 
one. Improving knowledge and understanding of how to target rare ethnic minority groups in particular will allow 
researchers in a growing number of countries and regions to improve the diversity of their surveys. However, 
improving representativity within social science research remains difficult. Even with the use of probability-based 
methods which are able to produce representative samples of majority populations, the studies included in this review 
were unable to produce unbiased samples of their target populations. Statistically “representative” samples derived 
from probability-based methods may not fully capture the diversity of a minority group, while nonprobability-based 
methods often result in increased “representation” (inclusion) of a more broadly diverse sample that cannot be 
considered representative. The gap between representativity and representation must be addressed to improve data 
quality and produce generalizable research results.  

It remains an open question of how best to combine probability- and nonprobability-based samples, or even multiple 
nonprobability-based samples, should the use of nonprobability-based samples be necessary to produce more diverse 
samples. It is possible that using a multimethod approach as is common in multinational, multiregional, and 
multicultural (3MC) studies may produce more representative and generalizable results. Additionally, recent work by 
Lohr (2021) and Rao (2021) suggest ways in which multi-frame sample estimators may be adopted to improve 
weighting of nonprobability-based samples, particularly in the absence of adequate probability samples.  

Finally, while the use of more efficient and effective sampling and recruiting does increase the likelihood of including 
ethnic minorities, addressing only the selection and recruitment of ethnic minorities does not solve challenges 
presented by communication difficulties or lack of trust in social science research. It is important that the field of 
survey methodology, and social science research more broadly, continue to conduct comparative studies of methods 
of including ethnic minorities and other demographic subgroups in research. Particularly, consideration of lessons 
learned, or guidelines for selecting and adapting methodological options will allow future researchers to improve 
inclusion of ethnic minorities and draw conclusions about best practices more reliably.  
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