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ABSTRACT ARTICLE HISTORY
Digital data donations offer valuable insights for social science Received 9 December 2024
research but are difficult to secure. This paper tested tailored Accepted 1 September 2025
recruitment messages aimed at increasing willingness to donate KEYWORDS

digital trace data by addressing concerns about low digital skills Data donation; survey

and trust in science. Two strategies were evaluated: a priori tailor- tailoring; digital trace data;
ing, which tailors the invitation message based on participants’ survey experiment;
profiles, and post-hoc tailoring, which addresses participants’ spe- participant compliance

cific reasons for refusal. For the a-priori approach, two pre-
registered survey experiments were conducted on participants
with low digital skills and low trust in science, treating these groups
with tailored recruitment messages addressing these concerns.
Although statistically insignificant, these treatments resulted in
a 6% and 11% increase in intention to donate. Out of an original
sample of 5,595 participants asked to donate their data, the post-
hoc strategy targeted those who initially refused, showing
improved engagement, especially among those with concerns
about their low digital skills. Collectively, these post-hoc messages
led to 5% of participants who initially refused to agree to participa-
tion, and 28% to agree to be recontacted at a later stage. We
conclude by discussing practical details for the implementation of
these strategies.

1. Introduction

Digital trace data donations (henceforth: data donations) involve the voluntary sharing of
personal digital footprints by individuals (such as social media activities, browsing
history, and other online behaviors) for research purposes. Under regulations like the
General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR) implemented by the EU in 2016, users now
have the right to request and download their data from platforms, which in turn can be
shared for research purposes. These data provide researchers with rich insights into

CONTACT Ernesto de Ledn @ e.deleon@uva.nl @ Nieuwe Achtergracht 166, 1018 WV Amsterdam, Netherlands

This article has been corrected with minor changes. These changes do not impact the academic content of the article.
@ Supplemental data for this article can be accessed online at https://doi.org/10.1080/13645579.2025.2568497

© 2025 The Author(s). Published by Informa UK Limited, trading as Taylor & Francis Group.

This is an Open Access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution License (http://creativecommons.org/
licenses/by/4.0/), which permits unrestricted use, distribution, and reproduction in any medium, provided the original work is properly
cited. The terms on which this article has been published allow the posting of the Accepted Manuscript in a repository by the author(s) or
with their consent.


http://orcid.org/0000-0003-3152-0722
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-5944-8163
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-4633-9339
https://doi.org/10.1080/13645579.2025.2568497
http://www.tandfonline.com
https://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/13645579.2025.2568497&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2026-06-15

504 (&) E.DELEONETAL.

human behavior that are otherwise challenging to capture through traditional survey
methods. The increasing volume and variety of digital trace data offer significant
potential for advancing scientific knowledge across various domains, from communica-
tion science (Pfiffner & Friemel, 2023) to public health (Bach et al 2025).

A challenge for researchers wanting to make use of data donations is convincing
participants to take part in these studies (Boeschoten et al., 2022; Hase & Haim, 2024).
For example, as the process for requesting and sharing these packages is technical and
time-consuming (Araujo et al, 2022), and because the data might contain sensitive
information, a lot of participants are unwilling to take part in such studies (Ohme
et al., 2021). This is a problem not only for recruitment but also for the generalizability
of scientific findings, as this resistance introduces systematic sample bias (Gil-Lopez
et al.,, 2023; Ohme et al., 2021; Adam et al.,, 2025). While individuals’ willingness to
participate in data donations is influenced by multiple factors, previous work has pointed
to the important role played by individuals’ digital skills (Ohme et al., 2021; Strycharz
et al.,, 2024) and their trust (Welbers et al., 2024), specifically in scientific institutions
(Strycharz et al., 2024), as burdens for participation. In this paper, we argue and test that
tailored recruitment messages specifically targeted to these groups might encourage
participation from these groups who routinely self-select out of these studies.

We test the effectiveness of two tailoring approaches: a priori and post hoc tailoring. In
a priori tailoring, we identify groups who are less willing to participate (specifically: low
digital literacy and low trust in science) and design recruitment messages that address
their specific concerns. Post hoc message tailoring involves addressing participants’
concerns after they have expressed reluctance to participate. This post hoc method
involves allowing participants to report their reasons for not wanting to participate and
then addressing these concerns with tailored messages. Through two studies, we find
evidence suggesting these approaches help to mitigate participation reluctance in data
donation studies. The pre-registration plan and replication materials can be found here:
https://osf.io/ctx3m and here: https://osf.io/d5ju7/

2. Background
2.1 Tailoring messages to increase data donation compliance

As research on digital trace data donation grows, limited focus has been placed on
optimizing recruitment messaging to appeal to individuals who are hesitant to partici-
pate. Research suggests that messaging that addresses individual concerns directly (‘tai-
lored messaging’) can be highly effective in improving recruitment and engagement
(Savard & Kilpatrick, 2022). Tailored messaging leverages the idea that participants are
more likely to engage when their specific needs, concerns, or reservations are acknowl-
edged. For example, survey researchers working with hard-to-reach groups, such as racial
minority groups for medical research in the United States, have seen success by custo-
mizing recruitment approaches to address participants’ identities and concerns
(Cunningham-Erves et al., 2022). This targeted approach respects individual hesitancies
and reassures participants, thereby building trust and fostering a sense of agency.
Applying this logic to data donations, we propose that addressing specific reasons for
participant hesitation, such as concerns about low digital skills, privacy, or lack of trust in
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science, could meaningfully increase compliance. Such an expectation is in line with past
work that has shown that how data requests are framed can influence data donation
willingness (Kmetty et al 2024). This study, therefore, extends tailored recruitment
strategies to the realm of data donation, exploring whether customized messaging can
engage a broader participant base. We specifically ask:

RQ1: Does tailored recruitment messaging increase participation among those less will-
ing to donate their data?

This study focuses on two approaches to tailoring: a priori and post hoc. With a priori
tailoring, we identify specific participant characteristics (such as low trust in science or
low digital skills) prior to showing recruitment messages, and then deliver targeted
messages to these groups. In post hoc tailoring, participants first indicate their concerns
or hesitations, allowing us to tailor our messaging based on their expressed reasons for
reluctance. Our study investigates whether these tailored approaches lead to greater
compliance in data donation, and which method is more effective in addressing hesi-
tancies specific to each participant group.

RQ2: Do a priori and post hoc tailoring differ in effectiveness?

2.2 Digital skills

Research indicates that individuals with low digital efficacy, or confidence in their ability
to use digital technologies, are less likely to participate in digital trace data donations.
Wenz et al. (2019) and Strycharz et al (2024) found that people who doubt their digital
skills are less inclined to engage in similar data (mobile-based) sharing activities, as they
may feel overwhelmed by the technical aspects of the process or uncertain about how to
navigate data-sharing mechanisms. This lack of confidence can lead to anxiety and
avoidance behaviors, further reducing the likelihood of participation. Additionally,
individuals with low digital efficacy may not fully understand the benefits of data
donations, which can diminish their motivation to contribute. Furthermore, low usage
of digital platforms also contributes to reluctance in data donation. Studies by Pinter
(2015), Jackle et al. (2019), and Wenz, Jackle, and Couper (2019), highlight that indivi-
duals who infrequently use social media or other digital platforms are less familiar with
the data they generate and, consequently, less likely to see the value in sharing data
collected via research apps (for which we assume the mechanisms are similar to data
donation). Users with low self-assessed digital skills might also lack the habitual engage-
ment required to feel comfortable with data-sharing practices. Their limited interaction
with digital platforms can result in a lack of awareness about the potential benefits of data
donation, making them less likely to participate.

Past work has found that leveraging social norms can be an effective strategy for
increasing efficacy (e.g. Karasek et al., 2012), and thus we assume could encourage data
donation. Social norms appeal, which, in our case, involves informing potential partici-
pants that others have successfully donated their data, can create a sense of community
and shared purpose. By highlighting that others are already contributing, individuals may
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feel more compelled to join in. This approach taps into the human tendency to conform
to perceived social standards, especially when individuals are unsure about a decision
(Stok et al., 2014). While social norms messaging can boost participation broadly, we
speculate that those with low digital efficacy may be particularly sensitive to cues that
reduce perceived barriers and enhance confidence. Past work has also shown that
focusing on purely technical ease, for example, by offering technical support (Hase &
Haim, 2024) has limited effects on donation rates. Instead of focusing solely on technical
simplicity or skills needed (which could risk reinforcing feelings of inadequacy) we aimed
to show that people with diverse backgrounds and abilities had successfully completed
the task. Therefore, emphasizing collective participation and highlighting that similar
others have already succeeded can reassure potential donors, particularly those with low
digital efficacy or infrequent digital platform use, that they too can successfully con-
tribute without difficulty. We hypothesize:

Hypothesis 1: Tailoring the invitation message to individuals with low digital skills with
a social norms appeal will increase participation willingness.

2.3 Trust in science

The integrative model of organizational trust conceptualizes trustworthiness through
ability, integrity, and benevolence, highlighting how perceptions of researchers’ motives
and values underpin trust judgments (Borum et al., 2010). Trust in science therefore
extends beyond assessments of technical competence; it taps into individuals’ expecta-
tions that scientific institutions will wield their authority with integrity, benevolence, and
a commitment to shared values (Mayer et al.,, 1995). Science-related populism frames
scientific institutions as an elitist enclave whose truth-speaking sovereignty is contested
by ‘ordinary people, recasting transparency efforts as mechanisms of control rather than
genuine accountability (Mede & Schiéfer, 2020). Empirical work demonstrates that
individuals endorsing populist framings of science exhibit significantly lower trust in
scientists’ integrity and benevolence, interpreting even neutral research agendas as self-
serving or adversarial (Mede, 2024; Zillich et al., 2024). Hierarchical worldviews and
science-related populism have been identified as consistent predictors of lower trust in
science across multiple national contexts, underscoring how distrust is grounded in
broader ideological and identity-based commitments (Dal & Nisbet, 2025; Wang et al.,
2025).

Such politicization of trust undermines data-driven initiatives, reducing individuals’
willingness to share sensitive digital traces with institutions that are perceived as adver-
sarial (Wang et al., 2025). The ‘othering’ of scientific institutions that occurs compounds
reluctance to donate personal data by portraying researchers as distant elites whose goals
diverge from those of everyday communities. This alienation, rooted in populist narra-
tives that magnify the divide between the virtuous people and corrupt elites (Mede &
Schifer, 2020), could lead individuals to question the broader implications of sharing
their digital traces, beyond concerns about privacy or transparency (Keusch et al., 2024).
Research in citizen science contexts suggests that emphasizing the impartiality and
inclusive nature of scientific endeavors (such as highlighting that research both serves
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and relies on diverse communities) can restore trust and motivate contributions, as
participants feel represented and valued (Bedessem et al., 2023; Cologna et al., 2025).

Emphasizing the unbiasedness and inclusivity of science in recruitment messages can
therefore be an effective strategy for data donations (Silber et al., 2022). By highlighting
that research is conducted with the goal of impartiality and that it aims to benefit all
segments of society, potential donors may feel more assured about the integrity and
purpose of the data collection process. Additionally, showcasing how diverse commu-
nities contribute to and benefit from scientific research can foster a sense of inclusivity
and personal relevance. This approach can help dismantle the ‘othering’ perception,
making scientific institutions seem more accessible and trustworthy.

Hypothesis 2: Tailoring the invitation message to individuals with low trust in science
with an appeal of unbiasedness and inclusivity of science will increase willingness to
donate data.

3. Methodology
3.1 Study 1. A-priori tailoring

To study the effectiveness of a-priori tailoring, we conducted two survey experiments
where we varied the invitation message to participate in digital trace data donation to two
key groups of interest: those with low trust in science and those with low digital skills (see
Table 1). The aim was to determine whether tailoring invitation messages to groups that
are known to have low compliance rates could increase participation. The first survey
experiment was tailored to those with low trust in science. Here, the treatment condition
includes a recognition that some citizens do not trust science, it highlights transparency,
and includes statements emphasizing the need to understand and represent those whose
opinions are often left unheard. This is an appeal based on the literature discussed on the
links between science skepticism and populism. The second survey experiment was
tailored to individuals with low digital skills. Here, the treatment group received
a message that included a recognition that not everyone has the same digital skills and
followed this with a normative appeal, highlighting that many participants have success-
fully completed the data donation task. The control condition for both was a restatement
of previous information.

3.2 Study 2. Post-hoc tailoring

To study the effectiveness of post-hoc tailoring, we made use of response conversion
screens (RCS). Participants who declined to participate in the data donation study were
asked why they did not want to do so. They were presented with 8 options linked to
digital literacy and trust in science, as well as other reasons for non-participation. When
participants click on an option, a RCS would be presented, providing participants with
a counter-argument addressing the voiced concerns. This enables participants to select
the specific reasons they do not want to participate and receive a tailored message
addressing this concern. Following this, participants were asked again if they would be
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Table 1. Experimental treatment conditions for study 1 on a-priori tailoring.

Control: Restatement of

Previous Information

In summary, the LISS panel aims to
explore the impact of social media on
society. Unlike big tech companies, LISS
researchers utilize the data you share for
scientific purposes seeking to enhance
societal understanding of social media
and the internet. If you share data with
researchers you can make sure that we
uncover how these platforms affect our
lives and society.

Treatment 1: Low Trust in

Science

We understand that sometimes people
can have more or less trust in science.
That is why we are committed to
transparent research that also takes into
account the experiences and opinions
of people who are not always heard. By
participating, you contribute to a study
that is based on the opinions and
experiences of all kinds of different

Treatment 2: Low Digital
Skills

We understand that digital tasks like these
can sometimes seem difficult and
overwhelming. In previous questionnaires,
hundreds of LISS panel members have
already succeeded in requesting and
donating data packages. These
panelists all have different
backgrounds and technological skills.
If you participate in this study, you will be one

of the many who are helping science
understand the digital world

people in the Netherlands. That makes
the research better.

Recognizes low digital skills

Recognizes low trust in science .
Normative appeal

Highlights transparency
Appeals to represent the opinions
of those unheard

willing to participate. Table 2 presents an overview of the response conversion screens
and their tailored messages. Here, the responses ‘I find it complicated’, ‘T use social media
(very) little’, and ‘Im too old to join’ relate to cues around digital literacy, while T am
concerned about my privacy’ and ‘T am concerned about what will happen to my data’

Table 2. Texts from response conversion screens presented to participants.

Selected Reason

Tailored Response

| find it complicated

| don't have time to participate

| am concerned about what will
happen to my data

| am concerned about my privacy

| don't see the point of it

| use social media (very) little

I'm too old to join

My data is not interesting or
important

We have made this research as easy as possible. You will receive clear instructions
with pictures for each step. If you have any questions while following the steps,
you can always contact the Centerpanel helpdesk.

We understand that your time is valuable. That is why we have made sure that
your contribution to this research takes as little time as possible. You can
request and donate the packages within a few minutes. You will receive 5
euros per package on top of the normal reward for completing the
questionnaire.

As researchers, we adhere to strict ethical guidelines to ensure that your data is
only used for research. You can delete the data you do not want to share. We
do everything we can to protect your data and only use the data for scientific
research.

Your privacy is very important to us. All data will be treated and stored with the
utmost confidentiality. Personal or sensitive data such as names, email
addresses, bank or insurance details, passwords or pornography will never be
stored. In addition, you can delete the data you do not want to share.
Participating in this research does not mean that you are endangering your
privacy.

Your contribution to this research is very valuable. By better understanding the
influence of social media, we as a society can better weigh the pros and cons of
social media. In addition, you will receive an additional reward of 5 euros per
shared data packet.

Even if you are a low social media user, your data is valuable. Your data is an
important piece of the puzzle and provides insight into the experience of
people who are less active on social media. This way, we ensure that our
research reflects the experience of everyone.

Your age provides a unique insight into how social media is experienced by
different generations. Your participation is therefore invaluable. You will
receive clear instructions with pictures for each step. If you have any questions
while following the steps, you can always contact the Centerpanel helpdesk.

All data is valuable to the research. Your data helps us understand the different
ways people interact with social media. This way we ensure that our research
reflects everyone’s experience.
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relate to concerns about trust in science. It is important to note that no RCS was
introduced that appeal to the unbiasedness and inclusivity in science, as was done in
Study 1.

4. Sample and data
4.1 Study 1. A priori-tailoring

To test the effectiveness of tailored messaging, we make use of the full LISS panel - the
LISS panel (Longitudinal Internet Studies for the Social Sciences) is a representative
sample of Dutch individuals who participate in monthly internet surveys. The panel is
administered and managed by the non-profit research institute Centerdata (Tilburg
University, the Netherlands) and is based on a true probability sample of households
drawn from the population register by Statistics Netherlands. The panel consists of
~7,500 panel members from 5,000 Dutch households (Scherpenzeel & Das, 2010). Such
a large sample is necessary for these experiments, as they require large participation rates
from individuals with low trust in science and with low digital literacy — population
groups that are notoriously hard to access. Importantly, the LISS panel has existing
survey measures on the individuals making up the panel. These existing measures were
used to identify participants with low trust in science and low digital skills. The survey
items and procedures that were used to identify these groups can be found in Appendix 1.
It is important to note that for this study, these measures had already been collected -
future use of a-priori tailoring requires survey space to gather these measurements.

The Study 1 portion of Figure 1 shows the breakdown of the LISS panel to our final
survey experiment samples. Firstly, we randomize participants into two groups. We then
split Sample 1 into two by identifying the bottom quartile of the population with the least
trust in science (Sample 1A). We then randomized treatment into this tailored group:
half the sample received the treatment message tailored to those with low trust in science
(Sample 1A_T), while the control group received a repackaging of previous information
(Sample 1A_C). The same procedure was followed for the experiment on low digital
literacy: the bottom quartile of digital skills was taken in order to identify the population
group with the lowest digital skills (Sample 2A). Individuals in this group were then
randomly assigned to the treatment message tailored to those with low digital literacy
(Sample 2A_T), while the control group received a repackaging of previous information
(Sample 2A_C). Participants were then asked whether they wanted to participate and
were subjected to a series of manipulation checks. Those who failed the manipulation
checks were excluded from the analysis, resulting in N =337 for the low science trust
experiment (37% failing the manipulation check), and N =284 for the low digital literacy
experiment (43% failing the manipulation check). Analyses were conducted both for the
full sample and those who passed the manipulation checks in Appendix 5.

4.2 Study 2. Post hoc tailoring

In order to test the effects of post hoc tailored messaging, we made use of the full sample.
In other words, any participant from the original sample who refused to participate
would receive a RCS, as shown in ‘Study 2’ section of Figure 1.
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’ Full LISS Panel (N = 5,595)
Sample 1 Sample 2
Identify Low Trust in Science and Low Digital Literacy Groups{
4 /
Samp:)e 1A: Sample 1B: Sample 2B: Samlf‘!)e 2‘}3
Lowest Quartile =t i . . Lowest Quartile
e Remaining Eartlmpants Remaining ;gartlmpants Digital Literacy )
(25%) (75%) (75%) (25%) =
Q
* randomized * * randomized + "i
Sample 1A_T: Sample 1A_C: Sample 2A_C: Sample 2A_T:
Invitation to Invitation to Invitation to D te Control Versi Invitation to Invitation to
Donate Donate (IRLEUEIN 1@ RIELS (CLeIliie) WS e Donate Donate
Treatment 1 Control Control Treatment 2
\ Agree to Donate? J
v No
Participant selects from the following reasons: m
Too % Data Low Social Data Privacy
oclod ‘ Complicated IReltEED Rojline Uninteresting Media Use Concerns Concerns
v v v v v v 2
c
Tailored Tailored Tailored Tailored Tailored Tailored Tailored Tailored Q
Response Response Response Response Response Response Response Response =
N
| Agree to Donate? |

Figure 1. Full overview of sample selection and design logic for studies 1 and 2.

5. Results

Figure 2 shows the total number of participants who agreed to participate in the data
donation study. In total, 3,696 participants expressed interest in being invited to the data
donation study, 63% of the sample. About 1,899, 32% of the sample, refused to partici-
pate, and 5% of the sample was excluded as they were not the target audience (did not use
the platforms from which data donations will be collected: Facebook, Instagram, Google,
Youtube or Tiktok).

5.1 Study 1. A priori tailoring survey experiments

Figure 3A illustrates the impact of tailored recruitment messaging on a sample of
participants with low digital skills. The consent rate for the group who received the
control condition is approximately 50%, while the treatment group (who were shown
a recruitment messaging emphasizing the ease of the process) shows an increased
consent rate of about 56%, resulting in a 6 percentage point increase. This increase
aligns with our expectations that tailored messages addressing low digital skills would



INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF SOCIAL RESEARCH METHODOLOGY e 511

Responses to Invitation to Participate in Data Donation Study

3696

3000

2000 —]

Frequency

1000 —

\ i
Wants to be invited Does not want to be invited Not target
Response

o —]
\

Figure 2. Willingness to participate in data donation study.

positively influence participants’ willingness to donate their data. However, the
observed difference, while in the anticipated direction, is not statistically significant
(p-value = 0.127). This statistical insignificance suggests that the increase in consent
rate, although evident, might not be reliable or generalizable beyond the sample
studied.

Figure 3B illustrates the experimental results for those who have low trust in
scientific institutions. The consent rate for the control group is approximately 57%,
while the treatment group (who received an invitation text highlighting transparency
and the need to hear from those usually not represented by science) exhibits a higher
consent rate of about 68%, resulting in an 11 percentage point increase. This increase
aligns with our expectations that tailored messages addressing trust in science would
positively influence participants’ willingness to donate their data. The observed
difference, while promising, has a p-value of 0.062 and is therefore statistically
insignificant.

The lack of statistical significance in both studies means that H1 and H2 are rejected:
we were unable to find conclusive evidence that these tailored messages can increase
participation intention. Nevertheless, it is important to note that both of the effects were
in the correct direction. Moreover, both of these experiments revealed small effect sizes,
with standardized effect sizes (Cohen’s D) of 0.30 for the low digital skills experiment,
and 0.22, for the low trust in science experiment. A post-hoc power analysis was
conducted, revealing a power of 0.528 and 0.657, respectively. Small effect sizes, such
as the one’s identified in these experiments, are harder to detect with small samples —
these lower power levels suggest that future replications should aim for larger sample
sizes or more refined interventions (to increase the expected standardized effect size) to
be able to better generalize the conclusions.
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A. Particicipants with Low Digital Skills B. Particicipants with Low Trust in Science

80% 80%
o o -
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(=] a

0% 0%
Control Tailored Control Tailored
Treatment Treatment
Group Group

Figure 3. Treatment effects for A) low digital skills, and B) low trust in science.

5.2 Study 2. Post hoc tailoring

Figure 4 illustrates the distribution of responses from participants after being shown
tailored messages addressing their reluctance to donate data. About 1,223 participants
(67%) indicated they did not want to participate in the study despite being presented with
a tailored message addressing their self-reported concern with donating their data. About
90 participants (5%) expressed a desire to be invited to participate, suggesting that the
tailored messages successfully convinced a small fraction to join the study. Meanwhile,
516 participants (28%) were undecided and stated they would decide later if they would
participate, indicating that a considerable number of participants are open to reconsider-
ing their decision and may potentially be swayed to participate at a later stage. Overall,
the tailored messages had a mixed impact: while a majority of participants still refused to
participate, a small percentage showed willingness to join, and a significant portion
moved into the ‘undecided’ camp.

Figure 5 shows response rates by each response conversion screen. In terms of reasons
selected, answers related to low digital literacy were the most commonly selected (Low
social media use, too old, and too complicated), compared to responses relating to low
trust in science (privacy concerns, data worries, no point). While digital skills reasons
were the most common culprit for reluctance, they also had the largest amount of
response conversions. About 39% of participants who said donating their data was too
complicated agreed to participate (5%) or to be asked again later (35%), with similar
figures (5% and 30%) for participants responding being too old, and worrying that they
did not use social media enough (6% and 27%). Conversion was less successful for other
stated reasons: only 1% of respondents who had data worries were converted (29% to
‘maybe’), a number that is even lower for privacy concerns (1.5% and 25%). Please see
Appendix 4 for the distributions of reasons selected for refusal.
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Number of Conversion Screens Selected per Participant
1250 1223
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Figure 4. Participant response after seeing conversion Screens.

Response After Seeing Conversion Screens

Complicated

Too Old

Low Social Media
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No Time Let me think about it?
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1
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Privacy Concerns

No Point

o
B
>
700

S

Percentage of Participants

Figure 5. Participant response per conversion screen.
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Both of these studies provide pieces of evidence to answer RQ1 (‘Does tailored
recruitment messaging increase participation among those less willing to donate their
data?’). They suggest that both the a-priori approach and post-hoc approach can be
a valuable way to increase participation among groups that routinely select out of these
studies - or, at the very least, reduce outright refusal. Regarding RQ2 (‘Do a priori and
post hoc tailoring differ in effectiveness?’), the answer depends on what is considered
success. If we are only comparing agreement to participate, the a-priori approach was
more successful, with an average increase of 9%, while the post-hoc approach only led to
a 5% increase. Nevertheless, if we consider as a converstion participants that stated ‘T will
decide later’ after previously answering that they were not interested, the evidence
supports the post-hoc approach as being more effective, as 28% of participants who
had initially refused stated they would be interested in being asked again at a later point.
While a T will decide later’ response is of value to research teams as they then have
a second opportunity to make their case to respondents, it cannot not be considered on
the same level of a full conversion, making direct comparisons difficult.

6. Discussion

Digital trace data donations (the voluntary sharing of personal digital footprints for
research purposes) are vital for advancing social science and the study of large online
platforms with limited data access. However, a significant challenge in employing this
method is convincing participants to engage in these studies, especially given the
technical nature and potential privacy implications of data donations (Hase & Haim,
2024). Our research contributes to this area of research by arguing that the use of tailored
recruitment messaging (Cunningham-Erves et al., 2022), which directly addresses parti-
cipants’ hesitancy to participate, can increase data donation compliance. Such considera-
tions are especially important if they can yield meaningful increases in compliance
among hard-to-reach groups, as their routine exclusion from these studies might intro-
duce bias in the form of non-response error (Boeschoten et al., 2022). Across two studies,
the findings from this research indicate that tailored recruitment messages addressing
specific participant concerns indeed can, at the very least, modestly enhance participant
willingness to donate digital trace data, but that success is linked to both the specific
tailoring approach, and who the interventions are tailored towards.

Using existing survey data on participants, we identified two key groups that have
lower participation rates in data donation studies (participants with low digital skills and
participants with low trust in science) assuming their concerns in an a-priori manner,
and tailoring recruitment messages to address these concerns. Across two tailored survey
experiments aimed at increasing compliance rates within these groups, relatively small
effect sizes were identified. Tailoring recruitment messages to groups who usually self-
select out of these studies (those with low trust in science and with low digital skills)
resulted in a 11 and 9 percentage-point increase in agreement to donate. These differ-
ences, however, were not statistically significant. Such statistical insignificance might be
due to the nature of the treatment itself, which was rather brief, rather than the design of
the approach. This suggests that while the concept of addressing concerns proactively is
sound, the specific messages used may not have been compelling enough to drive
significant changes in behavior. The logistical challenges of the a priori approach further
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complicate its implementation. Accurately identifying participants’ profiles before
engagement requires additional survey time, which can be a barrier in practice.
Moreover, this approach asks researchers to assume the specific concerns participants
have. These limitations underscore the complexity of employing tailored messaging
strategies in the context of digital trace data donation, particularly for individuals who
may need more intensive support to feel confident in their ability to donate data.

In the post-hoc approach, 28% of participants who initially refused to participate said
that they were willing to reconsider and should be re-invited at a later point, while 5%
directly agreed to participation. By allowing participants to express their reservations and
then tailoring messages to those specific concerns, this approach was effective in increas-
ing willingness to donate data. This method offers a potentially more practical imple-
mentation strategy, as it leverages direct feedback from participants to tailor responses,
making it easier to address the specific barriers faced by individuals, as well as easier to
implement in surveys. This approach was especially successful for individuals who
expressed reservations due to issues relating to low digital skills: seeing the study as too
complicated, being too old to participate, or having low social media use.

In summary, our study contributes practical insights to the literature on digital trace
data donation by highlighting the effectiveness of tailored messaging strategies.
Specifically, we demonstrate that a post hoc approach can significantly enhance partici-
pant engagement by leveraging direct feedback to create more relevant and reassuring
recruitment messages. These findings offer practical implications for researchers seeking
to improve compliance rates in data donation studies, suggesting that personalized,
feedback-driven strategies are helpful in overcoming the barriers faced by potential
participants.

A key limitation of this study is that it measured participants’ intent to participate in
a data donation study, rather than actual participation. While the tailored messages
showed promise in increasing the intention to donate data, it remains uncertain whether
this intent would translate into actual data donation behavior. Future research should
focus on tracking actual participation rates to validate the effectiveness of tailored
messaging strategies in real-world settings. Furthermore, in the post-hoc approach,
most of the participants that were converted away from ‘no’ selected the ‘maybe’ option.
While for this research team, this was considered a positive outcome as it allowed us to
re-contact them at a later stage about participation, it is important to acknowledge that
many might have selected this option out of social desirability or the desire to quickly end
the survey, rather than a real desire to reconsider donating their data. An additional
limitation of this study is in its attempt to study those with low digital skills while making
use of a long-running online panel of participants. While the LISS Panel does work to
minimize this (for example, by providing internet connectivity and hardware to panel
members for whom this is not available), it is likely we were unable to reach individuals
with the lowest digital skills.

Future research should further explore how tailored messaging strategies can move
beyond increasing intention and instead drive actual behavior in data donation.
Longitudinal studies that track participants from initial recruitment through to the actual
donation process are needed to determine whether increased willingness translates into
real-world compliance. Additionally, future studies should seek to refine the content,
format, and delivery mechanisms of tailored messages (for example, such as using
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multimedia elements, interactive consent interfaces) to better address participants’ bar-
riers to participation. Moreover, more studies should prioritize integrating hard-to-reach
populations, such as those with low trust in science or those who fall outside of conven-
tional online panels, to ensure findings based on these data are more representative.
While some work has started tackling this challenge (for example, by not relying on
panels at all, see Welbers et al., 2024), more work is needed in terms of creative solutions.
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