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1. Introduction  

Participant recruitment refers to any process that creates awareness of research being conducted and 
facilitates the identification and enrolment of participants into any given research study. Ineffective 
participant recruitment can act as an early roadblock in the life cycle of a research study; therefore, careful 
considerations must be made in terms of how any information related to the study is communicated, both 
to the scientific community as well as any prospective participants. In 2015, Haddad et al. conducted an 
analysis on barriers to recruitment by reviewing 694 head and neck cancer trial entries on ClinicalTrials.gov 
and identified that 91 studies experienced early closure, 23 of which (25.3%) cited insufficient accrual of 
participants as the main cause(1). This showcases the importance of developing effective participant 
recruitment materials in clinical trials and research studies in general.  

While effective participant enrolment is essential for a successful research project, researchers must also 
ensure sound ethical practices are employed when developing recruitment materials and designing 
recruitment methodology. The three major federal funding agencies in Canada (Canadian Institutes of 
Health Research (CIHR); the Natural Sciences and Engineering Research Council of Canada (NSERC), and 
the Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council of Canada (SSHRC)), collectively referred to as the 
“Tri-Agency”, developed a joint policy for responsible conduct of research, the Tri-Council Policy 
Statement: Ethical Conduct for Research Involving Humans (TCPS 2)2. This policy relies on three core 
principles for conducting research involving humans: respect for persons; concern for welfare; and justice. 
Research teams must keep these three principles in mind to support responsible conduct of research 
within the SCA.  Researchers also have an ethical duty to be mindful of the population they are recruiting. 
Cancer patients, specifically, are a uniquely vulnerable population required to balance many aspects of 
their health while receiving treatment or focusing on recovery.  

Researchers must also be aware of barriers to enrolment with cancer patients when designing their 
recruitment materials. Ford et al. (2007) identified nine primary barriers to recruitment in clinical cancer 
trials with the top three being mistrust of research, the perceived harms in participating, and costs to 
participating(3).  Being mindful of these barriers and designing materials to address them could contribute 
to more successful participant enrolment efforts. There are many methods and mediums by which 
information related to research studies can be communicated to participants and aid in participant 
recruitment while adhering to ethical practices, some of which will be outlined in this document.  

2. Purpose 

The purpose of this guideline is to outline best practices for participant recruitment and provide 
researchers with guidance on developing recruitment materials and engaging with potential participants 
within the SCA. As a trustee of personal information and personal health information as governed by 
Saskatchewan’s Local Authority Freedom of Information and Protection of Privacy Act (LA FOIP) and the 
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Health Information Protection Act (HIPA), respectively, the SCA is committed to ensuring that research 
recruitment practices and materials are in alignment with these pieces of legislation. SCA-approved 
recruitment templates are provided at the end of this document. These templates ensure that the SCA’s 
brand is accurately represented, and that the necessary elements of ethical recruitment are upheld. The 
SCA’s Research Support Unit (RSU) will coordinate the feasibility assessment and approval process for 
recruitment of participants for research studies at the SCA, including engaging the Clinical Research 
department for the review and approval of the patient recruitment methods. 

3. Best Practices for Participant Recruitment 

Following the guidance provided by TCPS 2, Research Ethics Board (REB) approval must be obtained for 
all research studies involving humans(2). In the REB application, researchers must outline how potential 
participants will be identified and ensure that a full and detailed recruitment plan is included. All current 
and relevant details and physical (or digital) recruitment materials must be reviewed and approved by the 
REB. In addition, recruitment materials such as posters, pamphlets/flyers, information cards, or social 
media posts that a researcher wishes to have disseminated within the SCA must be submitted to the RSU 
for review and will be included in the SCA’s feasibility assessment coordinated by the unit. The REB 
Application and corresponding Certificate of Approval must accompany the submission to the RSU. Please 
note that while recruitment materials may have already been approved by the REB, the SCA may still 
recommend changes to ensure alignment with SCA Brand Guidelines (more information on this below).  If 
recruitment materials have not been approved by the REB and are still in draft form, the RSU can also 
assist with ensuring appropriateness prior to submission (more information on this below). In this case, 
for a timely review, materials must be drafted prior to reaching out to the RSU as the SCA has limited 
resource to assist with material development.     

For participant recruitment to occur within any SCA facilities, research teams must receive a Letter of 
Approval (LOA) issued by the RSU, which documents endorsement of the REB-approved recruitment 
materials and use of any recruitment support from relevant SCA departments. This review and approval 
process can be initiated by completing the RSU intake form (https://ca.research.net/r/rsuintake) and 
selecting the ‘Conduct a Research Project’ activity.  

The RSU will determine a project’s feasibility based on several factors, including but not limited to: how 
likely or possible it is to identify the population that the project wishes to study; whether physical or digital 
space is available for posting recruitment materials; and whether the project as a whole aligns with the 
SCA’s mission (to provide leadership in health promotion, early detection, treatment, and research for 
cancer), vision (a healthy population free from cancer) , and values (Courage, Integrity, Vision-driven, 
Innovation, and Collaboration). If the RSU determines that the project is not aligned with the 
aforementioned factors, the project may be deemed non-feasible. Additionally, while the RSU may 
support projects in dissemination of recruitment materials and identifying suitable populations, it will not 
directly recruit participants or serve as the point of contact for any given research study. If a project 

https://ca.research.net/r/rsuintake
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requires this type of support, it should be identified during the feasibility review and the RSU will assist 
with identifying alternative support resources from alternative departments or partners. 

During the review and feasibility assessment, the RSU will consult with the relevant departments, such 
as the Communications department, to ensure any recruitment materials align with SCA values and brand 
identity, including the use of proper logo formatting, language, and methods of communication. The RSU 
will communicate to the research team whether their submitted materials can be used or require 
modifications based on any recommendations from the Communications department. The RSU may also 
assess feasibility with the SCA’s physician groups or Clinical Research department if prospective and direct 
patient recruitment is requested by the research team. 

Recruitment materials directly from a study sponsor, such as informational brochures, posters, and other 
recruitment packages intended to support clinical trials may be provided to clinical research teams. 
Clinical trial studies and the use of their associated recruitment materials must follow the SCA Clinical 
Research Department’s review and approval process.  

3.1  Guidance for Research Team Members Approaching Potential Participants in 
SCA Operational Areas  
The Clinical Research department supports all patient engagement activities for research at the SCA. All 
patient recruitment materials and procedures must go through the Clinical Research department’s review 
and approval process. Passive forms of research recruitment (through posters, brochures, digital media, 
etc.) may be facilitated by groups outside of the Clinical Research department, based on the feasibility 
assessment completed by the RSU. 

3.2  Guidance for Staff in Operational Areas where Research is Occurring  
Potential research study participants, such as patients in SCA facilities or clinics, may approach SCA staff 
that are not directly involved in a given research project (such as clinic nurses, administrative staff, or 
clinicians) to ask questions or seek clarifications related to a study. In these instances, SCA staff are 
advised to direct individual(s) to a research study team member to express their interest in volunteering 
for the study or learning more about the study. This is often through an email address or telephone 
number displayed in the recruitment materials; however, it can be done via in-person consultations with 
a study coordinator or the study PI, if available on-site.  

Furthermore, it is best practice for clinic staff that are not directly involved in the conduct of research to 
avoid answering specific questions they are unsure of, such as any reimbursement or risks/benefits 
involved in participating in a study, as complications can arise if patients are given conflicting information. 
Non-research staff should defer any inquiries related to the study to the research team, as they will have 
the most updated materials and information.  

If additional clarity or guidance is required, non-research staff are encouraged to direct questions to the 
RSU at RSU@saskcancer.ca.  

mailto:RSU@saskcancer.ca


 

  Page 4 of 10 SaskCancer.ca 
 

3.3 Avoiding Undue Influence 
‘Respect for persons’ is one of the three core principles of TCPS 2, which includes respect for their 
autonomy(2). Respect for autonomy in the context of participating in research means that no individual 
should feel pressure or an expectation to consent to research outside of their own interests or 
voluntariness. TCPS 2 outlines that undue influence occurs when recruitment is performed by a party that 
possesses some level of authority over the potential participant, causing the participant to feel 
constrained to follow instruction for fear of punishment. Undue influence may occur if the patient is 
susceptible to being persuaded to join a study, whether the research team member is aware of it or not. 
For example, a patient may have a perception that they “owe” their physician for providing them with a 
treatment and may decide to join a study despite their having little to no real interest in it. To avoid this, 
research team members should emphasize the patient’s right to refuse or withdraw from the study during 
recruitment, and that their choice will not impact their care or relationship with their healthcare provider. 

In a 2009 manuscript detailing nurse-patient engagement, the author emphasizes how clinical nurses are 
often the first and primary point of contact for patients entering the research enterprise, and how they 
are then positioned to be the best advocate for the patient(5). Clinic nurses that are directly involved with 
the research project (study coordinators or clinical research nurses) or indirectly involved (unit nurses) 
have an ethical responsibility to ensure that the patient’s best interests truly align with the research 
project they are engaging with(6). This standard applies to all members of the research team, particularly 
the Principal Investigator and individual directly recruiting participants. Researchers, whether they are 
study coordinators, research nurses, physicians, or other care providers, must ensure that the patient is 
fully informed of their choice to participate or not, and that the line between their standard of care visits 
and research visits are clearly distinguished.  Within the SCA, only the Clinical Research Nurses in the 
Clinical Research Department are allowed to facilitate engagement directly with patients. 

4. Methods of Recruitment  

Effectively identifying potential participants is an important starting point for recruitment; however, 
researchers must keep in mind that privacy and confidentiality is critical when planning for this stage of a 
project. The patient population being targeted will depend on the nature of the research project; 
therefore, researchers must tailor their recruitment materials and methods to accommodate this. For 
example, if a project is recruiting a population between the ages of 51-70, solely communicating via email 
may not be ideal. Researchers must also decide, depending on their study design, whether a passive or 
active recruitment model is best suited for their project. Examples of passive recruitment include things 
like using posters in public view or making social media posts to allow participants to identify themselves. 
These methods of recruitment pose a low risk of breaching a patient’s right to privacy; however, 
depending on the study design, one may need a more active form of recruitment to reach recruitment 
targets. Examples of an active recruitment style would include mailing brochures or flyers related to the 
project to targeted individuals. Researchers must understand that any recruitment activity should be 
comprised of a variety of tactics and delivery methods to appeal to as many of the target audiences as 
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possible. With support from the Communications Department, the RSU may assist in identifying effective 
recruitment tactics and delivery methods to reach the target audience. The RSU will coordinate the 
feasibility review of the proposed recruitment methods.    

4.1 Key Considerations when Creating Recruitment Materials 
Certain information must be present and accessible to the target population of the study when designing 
recruitment materials. Generally, recruitment materials should be written at a grade 8 reading level(5). 
This helps ensure the information being communicated is read and understood by as many people as 
possible. Simple wording and sentence structure will help make information more digestible and 
understandable to the wider public, increasing the likelihood of recruitment success. Other important 
considerations for what should be included in recruitment materials are:  

• The title and brief description of the study (including goals and/or objectives of the research 
and what the researchers aim to achieve from the results of the study)  

• A description of what activities the participant can expect to be required to perform, such as 
physically demanding tasks, questionnaires/surveys, self-reported attitudes, etc.  

• The time commitment expected from the participant 
• Primary contact details for the point-of-contact within the study team  
• Study team information (department, PI information/affiliation, any other 

departments/institutions providing support to the project) 
• Study team affiliation (e.g., Saskatchewan Cancer Agency, University of Saskatchewan, 

Saskatchewan Health Authority, etc.) 
• Sponsor information or funder name/grant title if project is being funded 
• Research Ethics Board information and whether the study has been approved or exempted 

See Appendices A1 & A2 for examples of an SCA-approved poster template and phone/in-person script 
that can be used to aid in recruitment.  

4.2 Appropriate Methods for Potential Participant Engagement at the SCA 

Researchers seeking to recruit participants at the SCA are encouraged to use electronic methods of 
recruitment such as digital media that can be shared via digital screens, social media, or website platforms, 
provided that such materials have been approved by the REB and RSU. Some recruitment methods 
deemed appropriate by the RSU include:  

• Promotion using social media posts 
 Posts related to research projects are limited; the SCA’s ability to share research project 

information via its social media accounts will be determined based on competing demands 
and available capacity.  

 SCA Communications will also determine which posts go on which platform (platforms are 
targeted towards different ages and demographics); 

 Any social media-based advertising for SCA-related projects must be approved by the 
Communications department;  
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 The poster templates, as included in Appendices A1 and A2, must be used when promoting 
through the SCA’s social media accounts;  

 Advertising a study through social media would need to be done in a manner that protects 
confidentiality of anyone responding through this medium; and 

 The Communications department may also recommend reposting already-available content 
from the lead institution’s social media page.  

• Displaying recruitment materials through SCA digital screens 
 Within each clinical facility, the SCA maintains digital screens that can display promotional 

information for patients and others visiting the facilities;  
 The digital screens display PowerPoint slides that rotate through various content, therefore 

static display of the same information is not possible. It’s important to include the most 
relevant message that the patients would need, including where to obtain more study 
information;  

 It is recommended to use the poster templates included in Appendices A1 and A2 and 
include a QR code on digital poster displays, as this allows the Communications department 
to measure the effectiveness of the recruitment method, if needed;  

 QR codes linking to more information about the study may be included in newsletters, social 
media posts, or digital displays, if approved; and  

 SCA discourages physical poster-based materials (see SCA’s Corporate Communications 
policy (CMNS-001-1PO-1)); therefore, electronic recruitment methods are recommended. 

• Brochures or information cards  
 If support is required to hand out brochures or information cards at clinics or department 

reception desks, the impacted department(s) will be consulted during feasibility review. The 
Communications department would also be consulted to evaluate content appropriateness.  

• Digital posters or articles in SCA or department-specific newsletters 
 If a researcher would like to circulate study information via an internal newsletter, the 

Communications department will be consulted to determine feasibility and approach. For 
example, if a study targets internal SCA staff members for recruitment, the Communications 
department may recommend including an article on the Staff Room (intranet) platform, and 
the specific requirements would be provided (e.g., length of post, pictures, formatting, etc.). 

Mailing approved recruitment materials to patients  
Where a researcher is considering recruitment through mail-out, the RSU must be engaged at the earliest 
opportunity to ensure an appropriate feasibility assessment can be undertaken due to the number of 
operational considerations involved. 

Additional Considerations 
• Only SCA employees with research-specific roles are allowed to engage with patients for research 

study promotion or recruitment within SCA facilities. Should you wish to consider alternative 
methods of recruitment at the Saskatchewan Cancer Agency, please contact the RSU.  

• If a researcher plans to engage external organizations for participant recruitment or study 
promotion, the researcher is responsible for understanding and complying with each 
organization’s approval processes and recruitment-related considerations. 
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5. Resources 

1. Saskatchewan Cancer Agency “Staff Room”, Communications Department resource tools page 
http://thestaffroom/Communications/Self-Serve%20Tools.aspx  
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7. Appendices 

Appendix A1. Recruitment Poster Template for SCA-led Projects 
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Appendix A2. Recruitment Poster Template for SCA-partnered Projects  
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