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VERSION 1 - REVIEW 

REVIEWER Cara Booker 
University of Essex, UK 

REVIEW RETURNED 16-Feb-2015 

 

GENERAL COMMENTS Review of Manuscript “The impact of distance and duration of travel 
on participation rates and participants’ satisfaction: Results from a 
pilot study at one study center in Pretest 2 of the German National 
Cohort”  
Manuscript: bmjopen-2014-007461  
 
This article examines the impact of distance travelled and the 
duration of travel to a study center to participate in a face-to-face 
interview. This analysis is part of a pilot study of the German 
National Cohort. They found that participation declined with distance 
travelled, however duration of travel was less problematic.  
 
This paper is interesting in that it addresses an issue that may occur 
for studies that require study participants to travel to the study site.  
 
Specific comments:  
Page 5, Lines 32-33: I am presuming that the times given are 
between times, i.e. 2 = 15-29 minutes and 3 = 30-44 minutes, etc.  
 
 
General comments:  
 
1. What is the generalizability of these results, not just for other 
studies, but also for other study centers within Germany? If a study 
has few participants from farther away does that impact the 
generalizability of the study? Is Hannover and the people who 
participated reflective of what may have happened if this pilot study 
would have been conducted at a difference site?  
 
2. As this is supposed to be a population-based survey are there 
concerns about the few numbers of young and middle adult (30-39) 
participants?  
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REVIEWER Anja Maria Steinsland Ariansen 
Norwegian Institute of Public Health 

REVIEW RETURNED 11-Mar-2015 

 

GENERAL COMMENTS In the context of declining participation rates in epidemiological 
studies, this study provides important empirical contributions which 
highlight the need for taking into account that the participation rates 
vary according to the distance between the participants’ place of 
residence and the study center. The study provides empirical 
estimates of the impact of the distances on participation rates in one 
particular German pilot study, thereby contributing to ensure that the 
main study is designed in a way that captures as many participants 
as possible.  
 
Background  
This section provides the necessary information about the 
importance of the research question. However, more details about 
the populations from the recruitment areas Hanover city, 
Isernhagen, Lehrte, and Naustadt, including level of education, 
income, age, and/or ethnicity. The authors should address the 
question of whether the populations of these recruitment areas are 
comparable with regard to characteristics that may influence 
inhabitants’ likeliness to participate in a health study.  
 
Methods  
Recruitment areas  
The distances described in the methods section do not correspond 
to the same distances illustrated in Figure 1. For example, the 
distance between Hanover City and the study center is estimated to 
be 7km in the methods section, but according to Figure 1 the same 
distance is 2km. Please make sure that the right numbers are 
included in the methods section as well as in the Figure.  
Recruitment and travel questionnaire  
Please explain more fully if informed consent was given by the 
participants.  
 
Statistical analysis  
The intervals described in the section about Statistical analysis are 
overlapping. The first category (<15 min) is contained in the second 
category (<30) and so on. Please write the full interval instead: 1= 
<15min. , 2=15-34min. etc. This way the intervals described in this 
section will also correspond to the intervals described in Figure 1. 
Please explain why the Mann-Whitney U test was chosen.  
 
Disscussion  
Effects of distance and duration of travel on participation rates  
Although the study center is located much closer to Hanover City 
than to Isernhagen and Leherte, the participation rates from 
Isernhagen and Leherte do not differ significantly from those of 
Hanover City. Accordingly, it seems relevant to question if the 
populations of Leherte and Isernhagen differ from that of Hanover 
City in ways that may influence the participation rates from these 
areas. Could it be that the relatively high participation rates from 
Lehrte and Isernhagen follows from higher socioeconomic status or 
older age of these populations, as compared to that of Hanover 
City?  
The role of hypothetical incentives  
The authors should pay more attention to the fact that participation 
rates were low (10.6-18.4%) in all recruitment areas, and that the 
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vast majority of the sample chose not to participate in the study, 
which speaks in favor of using stronger incentives in the main study. 
Instead of considering the need for future incentives in the light of 
the low participation rates, the authors of this study emphasize that 
most of the participants were satisfied with the current 
reimbursement, leaving the impression that they consider stronger 
incentives to be unnecessary in the main study. One should 
emphasize that it is difficult to draw conclusions about the 
usefulness of incentives based on the answers from the small part of 
the sample that actually chose to participate in the study in spite of 
the rather small reimbursement, because the participants of this 
study probably care less about reimbursements than the rest of the 
sample, which did not participate. The high percentage of non-
response in this pilot speaks in favor of strengthening incentives in 
the main study, including offering higher reimbursements, using 
mobile study centers, providing shuttle buses, etc.  
 
Conclusion  
The result section does not correspond very well to the conclusion. 
In the result section, no statistically significant differences in 
participation rates were found between Hanover City, Leherte, and 
Isenberg. In spite of this, the study concludes that the main study of 
GNC should be limited to Hanover City. What was the purpose of 
significance testing if the results have no implications for assessing 
the recruitment area of the main study? Please explain why the 
18.4% participation rate from Hanover City was considered to be 
acceptable, while the 17.00% participation rate in Isernhagen was 
considered to be too low, leading to exclusion of Isernhagen in the 
main study. Is not the potential bias that comes from limiting the 
study to Hanover City larger than the bias that comes from the 1.4% 
lower participation rate that applies to Isernhagen, particularly when 
the difference is not statistically significant? 
 
The reviewer also provided a marked copy with detailed comments. 
Please contact the publisher for full information about it. 

 

VERSION 1 – AUTHOR RESPONSE 

RESPONSES TO REVIEWER 1 (Ms. Cara Booker, University of Essex, UK)  

Specific comments:  

Reviewer comment: Page 5, Lines 32-33: I am presuming that the times given are between times, i.e. 

2 = 15-29 minutes and 3 = 30-44 minutes, etc.  

 

Response: That’s correct. We have made the necessary corrections in the revised version of the 

manuscript (page 6).  

1. What is the generalizability of these results, not just for other studies, but also for other study 

centers within Germany? If a study has few participants from farther away does that impact the 

generalizability of the study? Is Hannover and the people who participated reflective of what may 

have happened if this pilot study would have been conducted at a difference site?  

 

Response: We do believe that our local results represent some representativity for other centers in 

the GNC, as the general population, availability of public transportation, roadway infrastructure etc. 

are pretty similar throughout Germany. We do agree that low participation rates from farther away 

locations would likely reduce the generalizability of a study such as the GNC. This was the reason 

why Neustadt was excluded from further recruitment for the GNC, which is now stated in the 

Discussion more clearly. This was a pilot study specifically designed for one study center and its 
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recruitment area, and data were not collected from other study centers.  

 

2. As this is supposed to be a population-based survey are there concerns about the few numbers of 

young and middle adult (30-39) participants?  

 

Response: The age stratification was mandated by the recruitment scheme of the GNC. Clearly, the 

lower participation rate among the younger age groups is of great concern to the GNC, and it seems 

to reflect a current trend that younger people are reluctant to participate in health-oriented studies.  

 

RESPONSES TO REVIEWER 2 (Ms. Anja Maria Steinsland Ariansen, Norwegian Institute of Public 

Health)  

 

Reviewer comment:  

Background  

This section provides the necessary information about the importance of the research question. 

However, more details about the populations from the recruitment areas Hanover City, Isernhagen, 

Lehrte, and Neustadt, including level of education, income, age, and/or ethnicity. The authors should 

address the question of whether the populations of these recruitment areas are comparable with 

regard to characteristics that may influence inhabitants’ likeliness to participate in a health study.  

 

Response: We have used available census data in Germany 

(https://ergebnisse.zensus2011.de/#Home) to capture the population characteristics of these 

recruitment areas and expanded the relevant passages of the manuscript accordingly. The only socio-

demographic variables available for the recruitment areas were age, gender, unemployment rates and 

proportion of migrant populations (see Methods section). Age, gender and citizenship (as proxy for 

migrant background) were available for both participants and non-participants and could be 

incorporated in a multivariable logistic regression analysis to explore the role these might have played 

in non-participation in the study. Data on relevant socio-demographic variables such as income, 

unemployment and education data were not available for non-participants and hence could not be 

included in the model.  

 

Reviewer comment:  

Methods  

Recruitment areas  

The distances described in the methods section do not correspond to the same distances illustrated in 

Figure 1. For example, the distance between Hanover City and the study center is estimated to be 

7km in the methods section, but according to Figure 1 the same distance is 2km. Please make sure 

that the right numbers are included in the methods section as well as in the Figure. Recruitment and 

travel questionnaire  

Please explain more fully if informed consent was given by the participants.  

 

Response: The distances in figure 1 represent the median distances reported in the Results that were 

calculated according to postcodes for participants from the four areas whereas the distances stated in 

the Methods are estimated mean distances. We have now clarified that the estimated distances 

stated in the Methods are mean distances (page 5 of the revised manuscript). We have, also added 

text on the informed consent procedure (page 5 and Figure 1 of the revised manuscript).  

 

Reviewer comment:  

Statistical analysis  

The intervals described in the section about Statistical analysis are overlapping. The first category 

(<15 min) is contained in the second category (<30) and so on. Please write the full interval instead: 

1= <15min, 2=15-34min. etc. This way the intervals described in this section will also correspond to 
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the intervals described in Figure 1. Please explain why the Mann-Whitney U test was chosen.  

 

Response: We have changed the category intervals and have also explained the reasons for making 

use of the Mann-Whitney U test (Methods section, page 6 of the revised manuscript).  

 

Reviewer comments:  

Discussion  

1. Effects of distance and duration of travel on participation rates  

Although the study center is located much closer to Hanover City than to Isernhagen and Leherte, the 

participation rates from Isernhagen and Leherte do not differ significantly from those of Hanover City. 

Accordingly, it seems relevant to question if the populations of Leherte and Isernhagen differ from that 

of Hanover City in ways that may influence the participation rates from these areas. Could it be that 

the relatively high participation rates from Lehrte and Isernhagen follows from higher socioeconomic 

status or older age of these populations, as compared to that of Hanover City?  

 

Response: We have addressed this question now, but did not find evidence that higher 

socioeconomic status or older age could account for the relatively high participation rates in Lehrte or 

Isernhagen. Citizenship (used as proxy for migrant background) did differ in those areas compared to 

Hannover City, but the effect size was negligible.  

 

2. The role of hypothetical incentives  

The authors should pay more attention to the fact that participation rates were low (10.6-18.4%) in all 

recruitment areas, and that the vast majority of the sample chose not to participate in the study, which 

speaks in favor of using stronger incentives in the main study. Instead of considering the need for 

future incentives in the light of the low participation rates, the authors of this study emphasize that 

most of the participants were satisfied with the current reimbursement, leaving the impression that 

they consider stronger incentives to be unnecessary in the main study. One should emphasize that it 

is difficult to draw conclusions about the usefulness of incentives based on the answers from the 

small part of the sample that actually chose to participate in the study in spite of the rather small 

reimbursement, because the participants of this study probably care less about reimbursements than 

the rest of the sample, which did not participate. The high percentage of non-response in this pilot 

speaks in favor of strengthening incentives in the main study, including offering higher 

reimbursements, using mobile study centers, providing shuttle buses, etc.  

 

Response: We have added text regarding these issues, particularly about the pros and cons of use of 

using stronger incentives.  

 

Reviewer comment:  

Conclusion  

The result section does not correspond very well to the conclusion. In the result section, no 

statistically significant differences in participation rates were found between Hanover City, Leherte, 

and Isenberg. In spite of this, the study concludes that the main study of GNC should be limited to 

Hanover City. What was the purpose of significance testing if the results have no implications for 

assessing the recruitment area of the main study? Please explain why the 18.4% participation rate 

from Hanover City was considered to be acceptable, while the 17.00% participation rate in Isernhagen 

was considered to be too low, leading to exclusion of Isernhagen in the main study. Is not the 

potential bias that comes from limiting the study to Hanover City larger than the bias that comes from 

the 1.4% lower participation rate that applies to Isernhagen, particularly when the difference is not 

statistically significant?  

 

Response: We re-contacted the individuals responsible for drafting the final recruitment area of the 

Study Center Hanover for the GNC and were informed that it was decided to exclude Lehrte and 
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Isernhagen from future recruitment for the GNC for pragmatic reasons. Neustadt, on the other hand 

was excluded early on due to the low participation rate. We have clarified this in the revised 

manuscript. 

VERSION 2 – REVIEW 

REVIEWER Anja Maria Steinsland Ariansen 
National Institute of Public Health, Norway)  
University of Bergen, Norway 

REVIEW RETURNED 20-May-2015 

 

GENERAL COMMENTS Abstract  
The abstract is almost complete, except that it is confusing for the 
reader that the abstract and result part of the paper provides mean 
distances between the study centers, while the map at the end of the 
paper provides median distances. Please be consistent when 
measuring the distances between recruitment centers. Also, please 
add a comma after the word high in the first sentence following the 
subheading Conclusion on page 2.  
 
Discussion  
The discussion is generally justified by the result. The only exception 
is on page 8 where the authors state that response rates are not due 
to employment status, level of education, age or sex, and refer to 
Table 1. I think it would be more adequate to refer to Table 2 here. 
Table 1 only reveal descriptive statistics, and does not provide 
estimates of the impact of sociodemographic variables on 
participation rates.  
  

 

VERSION 2 – AUTHOR RESPONSE 

Abstract  

The abstract is almost complete, except that it is confusing for the reader that the abstract and result 

part of the paper provides mean distances between the study centers, while the map at the end of the 

paper provides median distances. Please be consistent when measuring the distances between 

recruitment centers. Also, please add a comma after the word high in the first sentence following the 

subheading Conclusion on page 2.  

 

Response: We now state median distances in the abstract, corresponding with the results in the main 

text and the figure in the revised manuscript.  

 

Discussion  

The discussion is generally justified by the result. The only exception is on page 8 where the authors 

state that response rates are not due to employment status, level of education, age or sex, and refer 

to Table 1. I think it would be more adequate to refer to Table 2 here. Table 1 only reveal descriptive 

statistics, and does not provide estimates of the impact of sociodemographic variables on 

participation rates.  

 

Response: As suggested, we have referred to Table 2 in the discussion. 
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