Tracking Subjects – Strategies to Avoid Loss to Follow Up


Subject attrition is an inevitable part of any research study.  Recruitment, retention and tracking of comparison populations is often a more difficult task than with intervention participants. Below are some techniques that may be useful in minimizing loss to follow up.

· Review existing contact logs: look for patterns that may provide clues for hard to reach participants (i.e. has subject been called on weekends, evenings, when was the last time they were reached, etc).

· Persistence pays off! Occasionally, numbers that have been disconnected may work a few weeks later – if attempts to reach are met with an error message or perpetual busy signals, keep trying!

· Step 1:  Dial directory assistance to check for changed contact info

· Step 2:  Using Internet resources (search engines, white pages, etc.) Links are provided below

	http://people.yahoo.com
	www.smartpages.com/whitepages

	www.switchboard.com
	www.anywho.com

	www.reversephonedirectory.com
	www.whitepages.com

	www.theultimates.com/white
	www.whowhere.com


· Step 3:  Direct mail contact – items such as birthday cards, newsletters, “we’ve been trying to reach you” letters or postcards, etc. Returned mail also serves to identify changes in address – make arrangements for forwarding address information with your post office and mark your envelopes with a request.  Let participants know that they are actively involved in the study.

· Offering incentive/encouragement for subjects to provide updates in contact information before they move. This can include a the distribution of postage paid address change postcards for mail in.  If you have any contact with a participant always ask if they plan to move in the next 6 months and update your database or contact sheets. 

· Step 4:  Use with caution and do not abuse: Emergency contacts* – Consider having participants provide alternate/emergency contacts during enrollment. More often than not, contact persons will be able to either provide the most current telephone/address information or deliver your message to the participant.  Common language – can you provide the name, phone number and address of someone who will always know how to reach you.  For example, your parents, grandparents, a friend or other relative.

* Keep in mind that emergency contacts have not enrolled in the study and may not be aware that their information was provided to you: use this precious resource as a last resort and with discretion!

· Step 5:  Home visit/face-to-face interviewing – In cases where this is not used as a primary data collection method, participants may request visits when telephone interview is attempted. It may be useful to grant these requests as received (rather than attempt to persuade into telephone interview).  When used as a “close out” method, face-to-face requires additional coordination and efficiency.  Remember you are trying to reach people you have not been able to get a hold of.  Do not expect more than a 5% increase in your completion rate.  Home visits can be rather expensive when used as a “last resort”.

These methods for tracking vary across time commitment, staffing requirements, expense, etc.  Establishing a plan of action tailored to your coalition’s needs may help to consolidate and organize your tracking efforts. It may also be useful to create a “hard to reach” label or half-sheet form to record the time and date of each contact attempt/method and staple to the participant’s call sheet.

Subject Contact Forms – Suggested Protocol for Interviewers

Notes made on call sheets should be informative and succinct.  Below are some reminders about call notes, their importance, suggestions about what to include.

Include the person with whom you spoke in the Call Notes – Note the relationship between the respondent and the person with whom you spoke, as well as the gender.  Names, if provided, are often helpful in making contact with the correct person on the next call.  Any descriptor noted will allow you to make the next call more personal.  

What was said by the interviewer – How much of the introduction was given to the participant.  If there is any doubt about the accuracy of the household listing, be sure to note this so that the next interviewer can verify all contact information.  Any other information given to the informant should also be written in the call notes.

What was said by the informant – Note any concerns that were expressed and whether or not the answer provided by the interviewer seemed sufficient to allay the informant's concerns.  If a refusal is given, note the reason(s) for the refusal and suggest approaches that might be effective in converting the refusal.  Also, please note who gave the refusal, was it the participant or someone else in the household.  Whenever possible, write the comments verbatim on call sheet.

Action to be taken in future calls – If an appointment was set, note the time and date and indicate whether this is a firm appointment or simply a suggested time to call back.  

Other suggestions that might help get the interview – Make note of information such as the respondent's normal working hours or household routines that might interfere with obtaining an interview (e.g., meal times, children's schedules, etc.).  These are usually given during the course of the discussion, make note of this information.

Answering machine messages – The first time an answering machine or recording is heard, write a brief summary of the recorded message (note name on machine, etc.)  Duplicate call notes are not needed if the same recording has been reached on several different calls.  You should indicate in the call record if you left a message on the answering machine.  RULE OF THUMB:  Do not leave an answering machine message on your first call.  Try reaching the participant a couple of times before leaving a message.  Make sure to develop an answering machine script that will protect your participant’s confidentiality.

Verifying Addresses – If there is an address listed in the sample sheet for the respondent, but we do not have a working number and the contact person has stated that the respondent does not have a phone number.  Please verify address information with contact person.  “Does __________ still live at _______________?”  IF NO, “Do you know _________’s address?”
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