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ABSTRACT
We aim to share our experience of participants recruitment for the Prospective Study about Mental 
and Physical Health (PAMPA) cohort study using social media. The recruitment strategies were 
based mainly on social media. The inclusion criteria were being 18 years old or more and resident 
of Rio Grande do Sul state. In the survey’s official Facebook® and Instagram® page some strategies 
were adopted, such as weekly posting schedule, use of hashtags, organic publications, and boosted 
publications. Over the first 13 days of study, 1773 people were reached by an organic engagement. 
Boosted campaigns increased the average interactions reaching a total of 34,376 people, leading to 
857 clicks on the survey’s link. Social media is a useful tool for participants recruitment strategy in 
epidemiological researches. However, internet-based approaches aiming to reach a more heteroge-
neous sample should be developed.
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RESUMO
O objetivo deste estudo é compartilhar nossa experiência de recrutamento de participantes através das redes 
sociais para coorte PAMPA (Estudo Longitudinal sobre a Saúde Física e Mental). As estratégias de recruta-
mento utilizadas basearam-se principalmente nas redes sociais. Os critérios de inclusão eram ter 18 anos ou 
mais de idade, e ser residente no estado do Rio Grande do Sul. Na página oficial do estudo, no Facebook® e 
Instagram®, foram adotadas algumas estratégias como programação de postagens semanais, uso de hashtags, 
publicações orgânicas e publicação impulsionada. Nos primeiros 13 dias de desenvolvimento do estudo, 1.773 
pessoas foram alcançadas por um envolvimento orgânico. As campanhas pagas aumentaram a média de in-
terações, atingindo um total de 34.376 pessoas, resultando em 857 cliques no link da pesquisa. Redes sociais 
são uma ferramenta útil para recrutamento em pesquisas epidemiológicas. No entanto, abordagens baseadas 
em internet e que visem atingir uma amostra mais heterogênea devem ser desenvolvidas.

Palavras-chave: Rede social; Estudos longitudinais; Projetos de pesquisa; Métodos.

Introduction
The COVID-19 pandemic changed the way people 
are communicating. As people should stay home due 
to social distancing rules imposed by governments to 
reduce the new coronavirus (Sars-CoV-2) spread, use 
of social media has increased1. Such increase was also 
observed in research groups, which started or intensify 
the use of these tools to share their works, and reach 
possible research participants. However, even before 
the COVID-19 pandemic, online surveys were alrea-

dy used, and their applicability to the science field has 
been explored previously2. Nevertheless, at the same 
time social media appears as an easy and lower cost 
way of recruiting research participants and sharing stu-
dy results, these methods present some challenges and 
might incur in selection bias3,4.

In this paper, we aim to share our experience of 
participant’s recruitment of the PAMPA (Prospective 
Study about Mental and Physical Health) cohort study 
using social media. The assessments of this study were 

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-4612-7301
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-6295-9792
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-4279-2707
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-8352-6774
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-3515-9308


2

Leite et al. Rev Bras Ativ Fís Saúde. 2020;25:e0154	 Social media for research

planned to be fully online, since face-to-face approach-
es are not allowed to avoid the virus spread.

Methods
The Rio Grande do Sul state government adopted a 
social distancing flag system, in which each region 
received a flag color (yellow, orange, red or black)5. 
Seven health macro-regions were established (Sul, 
Centro-Oeste, Vales, Metropolitana, Missioneira, Nor-
te and Serra, in Portuguese). This study was approved 
by the local Ethics and Research Committee (CAAE: 
31906920.7.0000.5313).

The sample size calculation was based considering 
the prevalence of the three primary outcomes of the 
PAMPA cohort study (i.e., depression and anxiety, low 
back pain, and healthcare system access). The required 
sample size was estimated in 1,764 participants6. An 
ideal number of participants was estimated for each 
state region, as follows: Sul (n = 165), Norte (n = 198), 
Centro-oeste (n = 156), Missioneira (n = 143), Metropol-
itana (n = 777), Vales (n = 142), and in Serra (n = 185), 
as illustrated in Figure 1.

The inclusion criteria were being at least 18 years-
old and resident at the Rio Grande do Sul state. Due to 
internet-based recruitment, no specific exclusion crite-

ria were adopted. More details on the study’s method-
ology might be found elsewhere6.

Although participants have been recruited by a 
four-arm approach, the social media have received spe-
cial attention during data collection. In addition to the 
three other recruitment strategies used (Universities 
e-mail contact, local media, and personal contacts), a 
social media strategy was designed via Facebook® and 
Instagram®, aiming to share the questionnaire link 
with as many people as possible. For this purpose, the 
researchers involved in the PAMPA cohort study, have 
been on weekly online meetings to previously plan all 
publications in the social media pages. 

In order to increase publications’ reach and study 
visibility, some strategies for publishing and dissem-
inating content were used. Initially, a weekly posting 
schedule was structured, in which posts were supposed 
to encourage participation. From that, visually attrac-
tive posts were made to arouse followers’ curiosity and 
make them engage in the study and answer the ques-
tionnaire7. In every publication, short texts with hyper-
links were used in the first lines of the paragraph, to 
direct the reader to the study’s questionnaire link. 

During the data collection period, the Rio Grande 
do Sul maps were weekly posted aiming to inform peo-

SUL 
(n = 165) 

CENTRO-OESTE 
(n=156) 

MISSIONEIRA 
(n = 143 ) 

NORTE 
(n= 198) 

SERRA   
(n= 185) 

METROPOLITANA 
(n = 777) VALES 

(n = 142) 

Number of 
participants 

required in each 
macro-region of the 
Rio Grande do Sul 

state  

Figure 1 – Example of informative map’s post with the number of participants required in each macro-region of the state of Rio Grande do 
Sul, Brazil, 2020.
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ple about the research progress, showing the prevalence 
of reached respondents in each region of the state. As 
well as engage participants in both platforms (Face-
book® and Instagram®), weekly posts were planned to 
explain the study’s aim, as well as  its scientific method, 
contribution of scientific research, how the results could 
help the population, what is a cohort study, and who are 
the PAMPA research team were posted. This strategy 
aimed to approximate university and the state popu-
lation, to demonstrate reliability to the participants. 
These publications were posted in business days during 
the data collection period. Also, stories on Instagram® 
had an important function to promote interaction with 
people that follow the PAMPA cohort official page. 

Hashtags (#) were also used to facilitate searches for 
content and mentions, as well as to direct the study’s 
link to municipal and state agencies. When a keyword 
is used on the hashtag search bar, the content exposed 
in the post should be displayed. This is a highlighting 
strategy to signal the topics that the post is dealing 
with. In addition, hashtags contribute to people in the 
search of specific themes and related content8. Thus, 
hashtags favor to broaden the reach of posts, and pos-
sibly, activate the target audience on social media9,10.

All posts were shared in the “stories” option of 
study’s social media accounts, always followed by men-
tions and location pinning. These posts were also sent 
via Instagram®’s “direct” to public agencies profiles and 
the state of Rio Grande do Sul official media, as well as 
shared by several public Facebook® groups. The posts 
were interspersed between informational and content. 
Informative posts contained the image of Rio Grande 
do Sul map, which was personalized to represent the ad-
vances in the response rates of the survey in each mac-
ro-region. As the response rates increased, the colors 
of the map became more intense. Maps were posted 
twice a week, and were designed so that participants 
could visually monitor the data collection progress. In 
addition, each of the seven health macro-regions had 
its own map displaying the responses progress. In par-
allel, three content posts were made weekly, presenting 
the study objectives, team, importance of community 
participation, among others, briefly and informatively.

An organic strategy was adopted for most of the posts. 
Nevertheless, organic engagement requires to maintain a 
regular frequency in posts to reach a higher number of 
followers. Further, when the number of recruited partic-
ipants plateaued, the boosted posts strategy was adopted. 
To minimize selection bias, we only filter the campaign 

for regions where the number of participants were lower 
than the overall average of achieved. No filters for sex, 
age, and personal interests were applied.

Results 
We completed the recruitment phase with 2,321 par-
ticipants. Most of them were female (76.6%, 95%CI: 
74.4; 78.7), white skin color (76.6%, 95%CI: 74.4%; 
78.7), middle-aged (38.2 years old, 95%CI: 37.5; 38.9), 
and with high school (90.6%, 95%CI: 89.0; 92.0). Over 
the first 13 days of study development, 1,773 (76.4%) 
respondents were reached by organic engagement. Ho-
wever, from the 14th day onwards, a plateau in the num-
ber of responses was noted, in five of the seven regions. 
Therefore, a video was created to spread the study, 
being the first boosted post. Unlike organic posts, the 
boosted ones require a financial investment, so that it is 
entitled to a place of prominence and greater visibility.

The amount invested to promote the posts in our 
social media accounts was R$ 11.50 Brazilian reais per 
day in two different campaigns. In the first, posts were 
promoted for a total of seven days and targeted the re-
gions with the lowest rate of survey responses (i.e. Norte 
and Missioneira). In the second and last campaign, we 
switched the target regions to Metropolitana, Serra, and 
Vales during the last 10 days of data collection. These 
regions were selected intentionally due to the lower 
number of interactions on the survey’s Facebook® page. 
These paid campaigns increased the average interactions 
reaching a total of 34,376 people, leading to 857 clicks 
on the survey’s link and 50 comments in the publica-
tions. Nevertheless, we noted that in the two consecu-
tive days when 40 and 50 users clicked in our survey’s 
link, no responses from the questionnaire were recorded. 

Discussion
The demographic characteristics of our sample were 
similar to the general population of the Rio Grande 
do Sul state (i.e., majority women and white)11. Most 
of participants were reached by organic publications. 
Even though this strategy had no financial cost, resear-
chers needed to be aware when designing the posts to 
increase visibility and consequently, participant’s enga-
gement12. For this purpose, some dissemination stra-
tegies were defined, such as a fixed time for the posts 
(at the beginning of the day) and sharing the photos 
on stories option to increase their visibility. In contrast, 
it was expected, by using boosted posts, that a larger 
number of participants were reached, in less time13.
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Even with boosted publication, the target number 
of participants in each region was not achieved. Some 
reasons for this might be suggested. First, the research 
team did not have contacts or active working network 
with other institutions located in some regions (i.e., 
Missioneira, Norte, Vales). Also, people living in regions 
with federal universities are more used to participate in 
researches, which might explain the low response rate 
in those regions without these institutions. Second, the 
Missioneira, Serra, and Vales were regions with more 
rural zones. This might have affected the spread of the 
survey’s link as the use and access of internet in rural 
areas is lower than urban areas14.

Although the required number of participants in 
some regions were not achieved, a larger number of 
people in less time were reached13. The value invested 
in social media campaign may vary according to the 
number of people to be reached. In this way, social me-
dia companies such as Facebook® encourage the user to 
do a greater financial investment to achieve a broader 
population. The stability observed in the number of re-
spondents, even using a boosted post may indicate that 
although the survey’s link spread is important for visi-
bility, it may not represent a greater sample size. 

Therefore, further researches may focus on un-
derstanding the determinants for participation in 
online-based surveys, so that a more efficient sample 
recruitment strategy can be designed to facilitate a 
broader and greater sample size. We also faced some 
challenges in this process, which should be listed. We 
experienced blockages for activities such as following 
new users’ profiles (Instagram®), and sending messag-
es with the survey questionnaire link, on both social 
networks (Instagram® and Facebook®). Such networks 
mistook us for robots15, possibly because more than one 
researcher logged in the study’s profile, as the activities 
were carried out systematically. In addition to posts, 
finding and following new profiles, were among the 
actions carried out to reach new possible respondents. 
Also, a message with the study link and explaining the 
purpose of the study was shared with as many people as 
possible through the messaging system. These contacts 
made through the sending of messages were made on 
both social networks already mentioned, were directed 
to the City Halls in each region of the state, univer-
sities, research groups, businesses, stores, restaurants, 
personal profiles, among others, so that the link of the 
study reached the participants in different contexts,  
without any distinction among profile type.

The number of responses achieved by two promot-
ed posts was less than expected as the target number of 
participants in the directed regions were not reached 
after the boosted posts. However, this may be related 
to the need of a greater financial investment on social 
media, so that posts can reach more people. Also, we 
have to note that as with other research methodologies, 
researching in a completely online context presented 
some easiness, as well as limitations2,3. The first point 
to be highlighted is the selection bias due to the poten-
tial different characteristics by the responders and not 
responders. For this purpose, it is important to keep in 
mind that internet use is not equally distributed in the 
Brazilian population. Internet is less used by older peo-
ple, individuals with low income and educational level, 
and living in rural areas14. Another important factor for 
conducting online recruitment is to ensure that partic-
ipants’ data are secure and private4. Furthermore, face-
to-face interviews were not allowed by the National 
Ethics Commission. Then, social media made possible 
to perform a state-level, population-based study during 
the COVID-19 pandemic.

In conclusion, besides the challenges to conduct a 
web-based survey, social media is a useful and low-cost 
strategy for recruitment in epidemiological researches. 
As physical activity patterns have been affected during 
the COVID-19 pandemic, researches in the field of 
physical activity and health are warranted to bring light 
into the discussion on possible strategies to restore and 
improve physical activity practice at populational level 
as restrictions are eased. Although approaches aiming 
to reach a more heterogeneous sample might be de-
veloped, we expected our findings provide support to 
future internet-based researches in this field. 
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