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Introduction

2

• Social surveys should aim to represent a diverse range of experiences 
from different groups (UK Government 2022). This is important for the 
following reasons: 

• Statistical: Failure to include certain population sub-groups can introduce biases or 
limit the generalisability of findings

• Policy: Overlooking insights from under-represented groups can lead to poorly 
informed or detrimental policies

• Equality: Excluding marginalised o disadvantaged groups can reinforce and 
perpetuate inequalities (Adley et al. 2023)

• Ethical: When individuals encounter barriers that exclude them from research, they 
are also being restricted from exercising their rights in society in general (Aidley & 
Fearon 2021) 



Inclusivity and accessibility
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Inclusivity Accessibility

• Involves enabling “the full range of human diversity 
to be included and reflected in research, considering, 
and learning from people of all backgrounds and 
perspectives” (UK Government Analysis Function 
2024)

• A component of inclusivity
• A state in which an individual’s functional capacity 

and the functional demands of participation in an 
activity are matched, so the individual can effectively 
complete the activity (Rios et al. 2016)



Inclusivity and accessibility
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• Inclusivity and accessibility are fundamental objectives of modern survey 
research. Their importance has been increasingly recognised across the 
UK statistical and research landscape:

• Inclusivity was established as one of the four core principles in the 2020-25 UK 
Statistics Authority strategy

• It also formed a cornerstone of the Government Social Research Strategy 2021-25
• In 2021, the National Statistician convened an Inclusive Data Taskforce to 

recommend measures for achieving a step-change in the inclusivity of UK data and 
evidence

• This focus aligns with the principles of respondent-centred design, which has 
become a significant approach in survey methodology (2021)

• In 2024, the Government Analysis Function published official guidance on inclusivity 
in surveys to support best practice

•

https://uksa.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/07/UKSA-Strategy-2020.pdf
https://uksa.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/07/UKSA-Strategy-2020.pdf
https://uksa.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/07/UKSA-Strategy-2020.pdf
https://uksa.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/07/UKSA-Strategy-2020.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/gsr-strategy-2021-2025-social-research-in-and-for-government
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/gsr-strategy-2021-2025-social-research-in-and-for-government
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/gsr-strategy-2021-2025-social-research-in-and-for-government
https://uksa.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/wp-content/uploads/2021/09/1618-Inclusive-Data-Taskforce-Recommendation-Report-web-v1-00.pdf
https://uk.sagepub.com/en-gb/eur/respondent-centred-surveys/book269937
https://uk.sagepub.com/en-gb/eur/respondent-centred-surveys/book269937
https://uk.sagepub.com/en-gb/eur/respondent-centred-surveys/book269937
https://analysisfunction.civilservice.gov.uk/policy-store/inclusivity-and-accessibility-in-survey-development/
https://analysisfunction.civilservice.gov.uk/policy-store/inclusivity-and-accessibility-in-survey-development/


Inclusivity and accessibility
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• However, there are trade-offs in place as engaging population subgroups 
with barriers to participation in social surveys will likely involve costly 
measures (Lynn 2024)

• The United Nations’ Guidelines to Make Surveys on Households and 
Individuals More Accessible (2025) highlight that measures for improving 
survey accessibility should be practical with internal resources, 
acknowledging time, staffing, and budget constraints faced by survey 
agencies

https://unstats.un.org/iswghs/documents/Accessibility-Guidelines.pdf
https://unstats.un.org/iswghs/documents/Accessibility-Guidelines.pdf
https://unstats.un.org/iswghs/documents/Accessibility-Guidelines.pdf


Aims and objectives
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• We review inclusive survey practices documented in international 
academic literature and UK survey practice reports

• We identify measures implemented in social survey research to include 
population sub-groups willing to participate, but unable to do so

• We discuss whether these measures can be helpful for obtaining high 
quality data from representative samples
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Blind and visually impaired
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• Prevalence:
• Approximately 2% of working-age adults and 9% of those of state pension age 

in the UK report having a visual impairment (Cabinet Office 2023).
• Visual impairment is associated with:

i. Reduced access to education
ii. Poorer quality of life, and
iii. Lower social participation (e.g. Assi et al. 2021; Desrosiers et al. 2009; Simui et 

al. 2018). 
• These factors that may in turn affect engagement with social surveys.
• The impact on daily functioning varies depending on severity, age, and 

comorbidities, meaning support needs differ across individuals (Pigeon et al. 2025).



Blind and visually impaired
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• Issues:
• Traditional survey materials, whether paper-based or un-adapted electronic formats, 

often present readability and usability challenges for people with visual impairments 
(Kaczmirek and Wolff 2007).

• Individuals may rely on assistive technologies such as:
i. Screen readers,
ii. Braille displays, or 
iii. Audio formats to access information.

• However, these tools can sometimes limit the ability to retain an overview of text 
layout and structure (Wu et al. 2020; Kaczmirek and Wolff 2007).



Blind and visually impaired

10

• Issues: Findings from ONS qualitative research (Davies and Giji 2024; 
Robinson 2024):

• Accessibility challenges with survey materials:
• Text-to-speech apps struggled with coloured boxes and column layouts, often omitting content.
• Coloured backgrounds reduced contrast for magnifier users.
• Participants preferred black text on a white background and found larger print helpful.
• Positive response to accessibility statements: 
• The inclusion of an accessibility statement at the top of invitation letters was well received.
• This explained how to request alternative formats such as large print or Braille.
• Mixed experiences with online completion:
• Technology users preferred online modes when surveys were compatible with screen readers and zoom 

functions, valuing the independence and convenience this offered.
• In contrast, low digital users found online completion stressful and discouraging.



Blind and visually impaired
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• Measures:
• Provide clear overview and navigation support:
• Begin questionnaires with information on survey length (e.g., number of questions and pages)
• Use consecutive numbering for each question, and
• Insert empty lines before new questions to aid orientation for assistive technology users (Kaczmirek and 

Wolff 2007).
• Optimise question and answer formatting: 
• Reformulate answer options so that beginnings and ends contain distinct letters to make them easier to 

differentiate.
• Ensure questions and their response options remain visually grouped (Kaczmirek and Wolff 2007).



Blind and visually impaired
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• Measures:
• Consider text characteristics and device compatibility: 
• Sans serif fonts such as Arial are recommended;
• Consider offering reversed-contrast text (white letters on black background) as a preference option;
• Design surveys to be compatible with smartphones and built-in accessibility features, as these are 

frequently used reading devices (Wu et al. 2020; American Council of the Blind 2011).
• Provide explicit format options and instructions: 
• Include clear guidance on completion methods (e.g., for braille typewriters);
• Specify the number of possible responses per item;
• Offer alternative formats such as large print, braille, and audio versions; and
• Make accessibility options clearly signposted from the outset (Kaczmirek and Wolff 2007; Davies and 

Giji 2024).
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d/Deaf and hard of hearing
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• Prevalence:
• Communication preferences exist on a continuum: 

• Some d/Deaf and hard of hearing individuals rely solely on spoken language.
• Others are fluent sign language users with limited proficiency in the national spoken or written 

language (Irasiak et al. 2021).
• In the UK, 2% of working-age adults and 11% of people of state pension 

age report having a hearing loss (Kirk-Wade et al. 2024).

• Heard of hearing refers to individuals with mild to severe hearing loss.
• deaf (lowercase d) describes the physical condition of profound hearing loss.
• Deaf (uppercase d) refers to those who identify with the Deaf community and use 

sign language as their first language.
Definitions adapted from WHO (2025) and Woodward and Horejes (2016)



d/Deaf and hard of hearing
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• Issues:
• Those who are less proficient in the national written or spoken language are at 

particular risk of exclusion from research that relies on standard language-based 
data collection methods:

• Evidence suggests lower average reading ability within this group (Hutchinson 2023; Worsfold et al. 
2018).

• Questionnaires are rarely offered in sign language and typically rely on written 
formats (Lederberg et al. 2013; Bernabé and Orero 2019; Dostal et al. 2025).

• Written language differs from sign language in grammar and structure:
• This can create comprehension challenges and contribute to the under-representation of this sub-

group in survey research (McKee et al. 2011; Young and Temple 2014).



d/Deaf and hard of hearing
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• Issues: Findings from ONS qualitative research (Davies and Giji 2024; 
Robinson 2024):

• Invitation letters
• These were often inaccessible to BSL users due to reliance on written English;
• Participants suggested offering information in both BSL and English; and 
• Including a BSL logo to signal engagement.
• Knock-to-nudge reminders 
• These received mixed feedback: some were receptive if forewarned, while others raised safety 

concerns about unannounced visits.
• Online completion was 
• Generally accessible as it did not rely on hearing
• BSL users still faced challenges with written English and expressed a preference for BSL translation 

videos alongside questions.
• Low digital users
• They found the online mode a barrier and expressed a preference for interviewer-administered modes.



d/Deaf and hard of hearing
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• Measures:
• Video display. 
• Used in a study by the US National Centre for Deaf Health Research (NCDHR; Grabyill et al. 2010), 

which developed a touch-screen American Sign Language (ASL) survey interface to deliver health risk 
questions in sign language.

• Signing avatars. 
• Used in a study in Poland to support individuals who use Polish Sign Language (PSL) as their first 

language (Irasiak et al. 2021).
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Motor control impairments
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• Prevalence:
• Motor control impairments affect the ability to:

i. Move.
ii. Manipulate objects.
iii. Interact with physical environments.
iv. Including tasks such as clicking, pointing, or using small keyboards 

(Sarsenbayeva et al. 2022).
• Conditions include cerebral palsy, spinal cord injury, Parkinson's disease, multiple 

sclerosis, and post-stroke hemiparesis (Sarsenbayeva et al. 2022).
• In the UK, approximately 5% of working-age adults and 15% of people of state 

pension age report experiencing a motor control impairment (Kirk-Wade et al. 
2024).



Motor control impairments
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• Issues:
• Difficulties with fundamental computer tasks such as clicking, pointing, and typing 

can make web survey participation challenging (Sarsenbayeva et al. 2022; WHO 
2011).

• Many associated conditions involve symptoms like fatigue, reduced motor speed, 
and diminished performance, which may further hinder engagement with surveys 
(Price and Sears 2009).

• Although individuals with motor impairments often rely on digital tools for daily 
activities, inaccessible survey design can create barriers to participation (Abascal 
and Nicolle 2005).



Motor control impairments
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• Measures:
• Accessible design efforts have shifted from desktop to mobile devices: 

• This reflects changing patterns of device use (Sarsenbayeva et al. 2022; 
Mankoff et al. 2010).

• Accessible technology is often cost-inefficient due to customisation needs. 
• Many users prefer mainstream devices over specialised ones for social and 

cost reasons.
• Embedding accessibility from the outset is more effective than retrofitting later 

(Glinert and York 2008; Kane et al. 2009; Newell and Gregor 1999).
• Survey design should leverage users' strengths, avoid one-size-fits-all 

approaches, and incorporate personalisation to address individual needs (Price and 
Sears 2009; Wobbrock 2006; Gajos et al. 2012).
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Mental health and 
neurodevelopmental conditions 
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• Prevalence:
• Mental health conditions range from common mental health conditions (CMHC, 

including depression, anxiety, and OCD) which cause emotional distress but typically 
do not affect insight or cognition, through to more severe and specific disorders 
involving alterations in thinking, mood, or behaviour, as well as neurodevelopmental 
conditions like ADHD and autism (Perales and Baffour 2018; Satcher 2000; Ridout et 
al. 2025)

• In the UK, approximately 12% of working-age adults and 5% of people of state 
pension age report experiencing a mental health issue (Kirk-Wade et al. 2024)



Mental health and 
neurodevelopmental conditions 
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• Issues:
• Individuals with poor mental health or mental health conditions face additional 

barriers to survey participation, often due to symptoms that affect motivation, 
interest, and cognitive capacity for processing questions (Perales and Baffour 2018)

• The survey response process involves four key stages:
• comprehension, 
• retrieval, 
• judgement, and 
• response (Tourangeau, Rips and Rasinski 2000). 

• Symptoms can disrupt any or all of these stages, for example, by reducing 
motivation to engage, hindering recall of relevant information, or leading to 
incomplete answers and lower data quality (Perales and Baffour 2018).



Mental health and 
neurodevelopmental conditions 
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• Issues. Findings from ONS qualitative research (Davies and Giji 2024; 
Robinson 2024):

• Postal invitations evoked anxiety for some (e.g., OCD fears about touching mail, 
associations with past negative experiences), though official appearance also 
prompted some to open them

• Repetition of information across communications was described as stressful; the 
knock-to-nudge reminder approach was viewed negatively and could be anxiety-
provoking

• Being invited to participate could foster a sense of inclusion and purpose; the survey 
topic and incentives also influenced participation decisions

• Views on online completion were mixed: some found it inaccessible or impersonal, 
while others valued its flexibility and reported a sense of achievement from 
completing it



Mental health and 
neurodevelopmental conditions 
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• Measures:
• Easy to read materials include images to support the meaning of text. Although 

designed for individuals with learning disabilities, they can be helpful for other 
participants by presenting information with reduced linguistic complexity. Guidance is 
available from the Disability Unit and Cabinet Office (2021). 

• Audio computer-assisted interviewing (ACASI) enables respondents to listen to 
survey questions through a headset and/or read them on a computer screen, and to 
directly enter their responses using the computer interface (Epstein et al. 2001).

• Proxy responses can provide information about a sampled individual who cannot 
participate due to physical or mental illness, limited language ability or unavailability 
during fieldwork (McManus and Brugha 2025).
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Literacy limitations
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Literacy is “the ability to identify, understand, interpret, create, communicate and 
compute, using printed and written materials associated with various contexts. Literacy 
involves a continuum of learning in enabling individuals to achieve his or her goals, 
develop his or her knowledge and potential, and participate fully in community and wider 
society” (UNESCO 2005, p. 21).

• Prevalence: OECD defines literacy across six levels, with Level 3 required 
to understand lengthy and/or complex texts:

• 18% of adults in England (around 6.6 million) had literacy levels at or below Level 1 
(poor literacy skills – can only understand short, simple sentences) (OECD 2024).

• 6% of were below Level 1



Literacy limitations
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• Issues:
• Adults with lower literacy skills are often under-represented in social surveys, 

particularly in self-completion formats (e.g., Helmschrott and Martin 2014; Blom et al. 
2016; Christmann et al. 2024; Cornesse and Schaurer 2021; Luijkx et al. 2021; Stein 
et al. 2025).

• Even when selected, they are more likely to decline participation, fail to return 
questionnaires, or drop out of longitudinal studies (Durrant et al. 2010; Sjetne et al. 
2019; Luijkx et al. 2021).

• For those who do take part, understanding survey questions can be difficult, 
increasing the risk of misinterpretation and lower data quality (Graesser 2006; 
Lenzner, Kaczmirek, and Galesic 2011).

• There is also a risk that some may feel pressured to participate without fully 
understanding the implications of the study, which could compromise the ethical 
principle of voluntary participation (Foe and Larson 2016).



Literacy limitations
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• Measures:
• Multimedia support, such as audio-assisted computer self-interviewing (ACASI) or 

video content, to aid comprehension in self-administered web surveys (Lessler et 
al. 2000; Lindberg and Scott 2018; Dahlhamer, Galinsky, and Joestl 2019).

• Inclusion of interviewer-led modes in mixed-mode designs (such as face-to-face or 
telephone interviewing) alongside supported (or interviewer-assisted) self-
completion options (e.g. de Leeuw, Suzer-Gurtekin, and Hox 2018).

• Ensure all survey materials (including invitation letters, participant information 
sheets, and the questionnaire itself) are assessed for reading age compliance. In 
the UK, the average reading age is nine years old. To improve accessibility, content 
should use plain English, simple vocabulary, and short sentences, while avoiding 
abbreviations, colloquialisms, and region-specific terms. This practice is now 
widely adopted across UK surveys.
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Linguistic minorities
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• Prevalence
• 98.8% of usual residents of England and Wales aged three years and over can 

speak English (English or Welsh in Wales), according to the 2021 Census (Office for 
National Statistics 2021).

• 98.6% of usual residents of Scotland aged three years and over can speak English, 
according to the 2022 Census (Scottish National Records 2022).



Linguistic minorities
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• Issues
• Individuals from cultural and linguistic minorities often find it difficult to participate in 

surveys if they do not speak or understand the language used in the materials 
(Erens 2013).

• Even when contacted, they may be unable to fully understand the implications of 
their participation or provide informed consent without additional support (Erens 
2013).

• Those who do respond may be reluctant to share information on topics they perceive 
as sensitive, due to cultural differences (Bengochea, Fernández, and Montiel 2025).

• The issue of trust, described as a “lack of trust outside (their own) ethnic group or 
community”, has been highlighted in qualitative research conducted in the UK as a 
key barrier to participation (Bennett 2024).



Linguistic minorities
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• Measures:
• Translations can improve participation amongst linguistic minorities, thereby 

reducing non-response bias and improving sample representativeness.
• Translating survey materials is a complex and expensive process, as translations 

must (Lopez et al. 2008): 
a) Accurately reproduce the source text
b) Use the natural forms of the target language
c) Express all aspects of meaning in a way that is easily understood by respondents



Linguistic minorities

35

• Measures:
• Current best practice guidelines advocate for the TRAPD model (Harkness 2003; 

Behr 2018), originally developed for the European Social Survey:
• Translation (T): Two skilled translators produce independent parallel translations
• Review (R): The two translators meet with survey and subject-matter experts to reconcile their 

differences into a single reviewed draft
• Adjudication (A): An adjudicator signs off on the reviewed translation
• Pretesting (P): The translated questionnaire is tested to assess comprehension, interview flow, 

and potential data quality issues
• Documentation (D): The entire process is documented, including staff profiles, procedures, 

challenges, key decisions, and adaptations



Linguistic minorities
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• Measures: Surveys offering translations of survey materials and 
questionnaires in the UK include:

• ONS surveys in Wales offering translation of materials to the Welsh language
• Health and Care Experience Survey in Scotland
• Scottish Health Survey (Scotland)
• Active Lives Survey
• Food and You Survey
• Survey for Londoners
• Understanding Society 
• GP Patient Survey
• Early Life Cohort Feasibility Study

• Uptake on translated materials is generally low (up to 1.8% in the GPPS)
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Digital exclusion
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Digital divide

Digital access

Digital literacy

Digital assimilation

• Prevalence
• Digital access in the UK continues to grow. In 2024, 94% of UK adults had home 

internet access and 95% owned a smartphone
• However, an estimated 15% of UK adults lack the essential digital skills to use online 

tools effectively (Office for Communications 2011, 2020, 2024). 

• Availability an internet connection
• Nature and functionality of digital devices used to access it
• Ease with which the devices can be accessed
• Autonomy and reliability of internet connectivity

• Confidence and ability in using digital tools
• Awareness of ethics, safety, and acceptable use

• Using digital technologies to enhance social connection 
and values

Definitions from Connolly et al. (2023)



Digital exclusion
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• Issues
• Offline and online populations differ not only in demographic characteristics such as 

age, sex, education, migration status, and household size, but also in substantive 
respects, including political attitudes and consumer behaviours (Bach, Cornesse, 
and Daikeler 2024; Eckman 2016; Leenheer and Scherpenzeel 2013).

• Even among individuals with internet access, those with limited digital literacy or 
assimilation may choose not to respond to online surveys. This reluctance can stem 
from concerns about data privacy or from the perception that using the internet offers 
them little benefit (e.g. Bosnjak et al. 2013; Cornesse and Schaurer 2021; Zhang et 
al. 2009).



Linguistic minorities
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• Measures:
• Equipment provision: Providing an internet-enabled device and connection to 

those who lack them can help eliminate mode effects; however, this approach is 
costly and logistically challenging (Leenheer and Scherpenzeel 2013; Revilla et al. 
2016; Eckman 2016; Blom et al. 2017)

• Mixed-mode designs: Offering a non-web option (such as a self-administered 
paper questionnaire) can improve accessibility. From an inclusivity perspective, 
making this option available upfront or clearly signposting it from the outset may help 
reduce the risk of exclusion (Dillman, Smyth, and Christian 2014).

• Facilitating questionnaire access:
• Using QR codes to access the questionnaire (as opposed to typing long links).
• Including access links in SMS or email reminders where a named sampling frame is available.
• Ensuring that online surveys are compatible with multiple devices and screen sizes.



Recommendations
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• The imperative of accessibility and inclusivity:

“Data producers should ensure that data collection instruments are accessible to all, 
recognising differences in language, literacy, and the relative accessibility of different 
modes and formats. For example, using multi-mode surveys as standard practice and 
implementing additional adjustments to enable the participation of adults and children 
with a range of disabilities, and those who experience other forms of exclusion, 
including digital exclusion” (UK Statistics Authority 2021, p. 29)

UK Statistics Authority. 2021. Inclusive Data Taskforce - Recommendations Report: Leaving No One behind. How Can We Be More 
Inclusive in Our Data? https://uksa.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/wp-content/uploads/2021/09/1618-Inclusive-Data-Taskforce-
Recommendation-Report-web-v1-00.pdf



Recommendations
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• Facilitating access (based on the Government Social Research Strategy, 
2021; and the Inclusive Research Guidance from the UK Government, 
2022):

• Questionnaire access via short URLs, QR codes, and easy login processes
• Accessibility of all materials, including letters and the questionnaire
• Keep materials short and concise to reduce demands on participants
• Test content for reading age compliance (average UK reading age is nine years)
• Use easy read/simple language with clear, short sentences (under 25 words)
• Clearly state in accessible language why, how, and when personal data will be used
• Collect data on all protected characteristics without making questions burdensome



Recommendations
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• Mixed-mode designs including interviewer-led modes can maximise 
participation by catering to different preferences and ensuring at least one 
option adapts to each respondent's requirements.

• More specialised measures, including questionnaire translations, 
audio/video versions of questionnaires, or tailored apps, should be 
considered on a case-by-case basis, taking into account:

• Survey organisation costs
• Broader costs for society
• Legal requirements
• Time horizon
• Population heterogeneity



Further research
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• Qualitative research has identified diverse needs and adaptations for 
different sub-groups, but quantitative research remains limited

• Further research is needed to develop a framework determining:
• How to balance inclusivity with precision, as measures to include certain groups may 

require smaller sample sizes to offset costs
• Whether priority should go to the largest excluded groups, those posing greatest 

statistical bias risk, or groups protected under equality legislation. Measures to 
include some sub-groups can effectively exclude others

• How best to engage groups with lower literacy, given their high prevalence and 
exclusion risk

• How to implement inclusivity practices effectively in longitudinal surveys



Upcoming
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• Our evidence review and survey practice guides will soon be published on 
the Survey Futures website
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