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Reaching hard to reach populations: 
theoretical background
Household-based survey designs are notoriously ineffective in studying 
hard-to-reach groups (e.g. irregular migrants, roma…) 

Two main issues:

• How to contact them: 
In most demographic studies based on household surveys  such marginalized 
population segments are lost by definition or, at best, are grossly underrepresented

• How to interact and collect information from them:
An additional set of problems concerns the willingness of individuals from 
marginalized, hard-to-reach groups to provide information to survey interviewers, 
especially about the type of sensitive matters that define their marginality: it can 
be argued that the same social characteristics and constraints that hinder access to 
these individuals may also impair their willingness or ability to answer survey 
questions (Agadjanian & Zotoya, 2012)



Reaching hard to reach populations: 
theoretical background
Concrete problems are:

- Lack of sampling frames: the use of population lists for sampling is 
considered a gold standard for obtaining representative probabilistic 
samples of a given target population. However, quite commonly, adequate 
sampling are unavailable (Reichel and Morales, 2017). 

- registers of the resident population may be inaccurate or outdated (migrants are more 
mobile than natives), biased or simply not in place

- The necessary information for identifying a specific sub-population may not be 
available from the existing registers 

- Difficulties in contacting & talking with people:
- Gatekeepers 

- Mistrust, diffidence

- Long and unusual working hours 

- Lack of language skills (both of interviewers or of interviewees) 



The Regional Observatory for Integration 
and Multietnicity of Lombardy (Italy)

The first attempts to carry out sample surveys in Lombardy date back to the 
beginning of the ‘90s

The mission was

- to increase the knowledge of the phenomenon of  migration in Italy

- to produce data based on a robust methodology

The context where the activity of what would later become the Regional 
Observatory for Integration and Multiethnicity (ORIM) was characterized by: 

- scarcity of official data

- poor knowledge of what was, at that time, a new phenomenon for Italy  

- high presence of undocumented migrants: even in case of good data quality 
(?) we were missing a piece of the puzzle



The Center Sampling Method (Blangiardo)

By the Center Sampling (CS) method we can imagine that: 
- the universe of foreign citizens is made up of a list of H statistical 

units
- each one by necessity (working, eating, collecting information, 

leisure's activities…) keeps a set of contacts with some non-residential 
locations  or gathering places located in the area called “centres” 
where  we can meet them

- after extensive ethnographic research we know the main centres and 
we can gather them by typologies



Menonna 2006



Sequence Names List of centres possibly attended 

 W(i) Centre 1 Centre 2 Centre 3 … … Centrek-1 Centre k 

1 a 1 0 0 … … 0 1 

2 b 0 0 1 … … 0 0 

… … … … … … … … … 

i … … 1 0 … … 1 0 

… … … … … … … … … 

H-1 w 0 1 1 … … 0 0 

H z 1 1 0 … … 1 1 

  Tot. H(1) Tot. H(2) Tot. H(3) … … Tot. H(k-1) Tot. (k) 

 

This means that, instead of selecting n sample units by rows (i.e. n names from the 

unknown list) we can: a) select n columns/centres (known) and then b) choose randomly 

h individuals in found the selected centres.

List of units 

(unknown)

*-----------------------------------List of centres (known)------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

*

In each column the value is 1 if the subject usually visit that centre, and 0 otherwise 

(we can also consider “how much time” is spent in each centre. In this case the 

attendance can be formally expressed by a value 0≤X≤1) . It follows that the total of a 

given column identifies the number of individuals (among the H constituting the 

universe of reference) visiting that  centre.

Typology of places 
where the person was 
contacted 

Once a sufficiently wide and heterogeneous set of ‘centres’ is identified, the universe of foreign citizens, whose 

nominative list is non available, can be formally described by the following table:



According to this assumption the preliminary step is to identify all (or a sufficiently large 

set of) the centres located in the chosen territory and visited by the migrants.

Caveat! The centres may be attended selectively by some subset of the target population 

(by age, nationality, economic conditions)

The challenge of this method is to undertake adequately the ethnographic study to find and 

list the universe of relevant locations that cover the target population.

The second step is to choose the individuals at random in this center

the number of interviews in a certain centre depends on its size

- If the centre is considered to be small, a small number of interviewees will be chosen. On the contrary, 

the bigger the centre, the more migrants visit it, the more individuals will be interviewed.

Later, the interviewees (chosen individuals) are asked to answer to a set of questions 

(questionnaire) 

They are also asked which of the k centres (indicated on a specific annex to the 

questionnaire) they normally visit.



Which places in the territory do 

you usually attend?

• Centres who offer help, support, services  

and information to migrants

• Schools & training centres

• Places of worship

• Ethnic shops

• Leisure centres (cinemas, gyms, pubs..)

• Shopping malls

• Outdoor meeting places

• Markets

• Workplaces open to public

• Associations, cultural centres

• Shops offering services (phone centres, 

laundries…) 

• Private locations (homes, marriages, private 

parties…)



The sample that we collect by CS 

technique is potentially biased so

sample weights are associated with each 

sample unit. 

The interviewees are given: 

- a profile according to the centres they 

visit (all the individuals who visit the 

same centres are given the same profiles). 

- an individual probability of inclusion in 

the sample has been determined as 

dependent:
1) directly on the number of selected centres

the person really visits; and

2) inversely on the number of individuals 

from the population who visit that centre.

It can be shown that by the adoption of these 

weights the sample that comes out by CS 

technique can be considered as representative of 

the whole universe and fully comparable to a 

hypothetical traditional simple random sample 

for which, in the contrary the (generally 

unknown) list of units is strictly required (Baio

et al., 2011).



Strengths 

- Clear and tested methodology (CS)

- No need for sampling frames

- Potential coverage of undocumented migrants, non resident migrants, naturalized citizens, 
first and second generations, EU citizens (recent Member States)

Weaknessess

- Data are cross-sectional 

- This is not an household survey: lack of accurate information at the family level; when 
present, information are collected from one respondent only (e.g. on children, partner etc..)

- Calculation of weights can be difficult (a code in R exists)

- It has been tested on large target populations. Not tested when the target population is 
really small, hardly attend any centre or is selected according to some characteristics that 
define their marginality (e.g. drug users, sex workers…). In Italy irregular status is 
something that is punishable by law but not socially stigmatized.



Subject and territorial reference No. of sample units Year Resarch Institute
Local areas
Foreign migrants living in Metropolitan area of Milan 500 1991 - 1992 IReR-OETAMM 
Foreign migrants living in the municipality of Monza 200 1992 IReR-OETAMM
Foreign migrants living in the municipality of Brescia 300 1993 IReR-OETAMM
Foreign migrants living in Metropolitan area of Milan 1000 1996 ISMU
Foreign migrants living in the province of Milan 2,000 per year 1997-2000 ISMU
Foreign migrants living in the province of Lodi 500 per year 1999 & 2001 ISMU
Foreign migrants living in the province of Mantua 500 per year 2000 & 2001 ISMU
Foreign migrants living in the province of Lecco 500 per year 2000 & 2001 ISMU
Foreign migrants living in the province of Varese 500 2000 ISMU
Foreign migrants living in the province of Cremona 500 2000 ISMU
Foreign migrants living in the province of Biella 500 2006 Provincial Observatory
Foreign migrants living in the province of Cuneo 1,000 2007 Provincial Observatory
Foreign migrants living in the province of Venise 800 2007 Provincial Observatory
Foreign migrants living in the province of Alessandria 540 2008

“Integration indicators” on migrants living in Italy Milan, Bologna, Ancon, Turin, Rome, Latina, Naples 3000 1993-1994
National Academic Research Group on
foreign migrants living in Italy

Lombardy Region

Foreign migrants living in Lombardy region

8,000 per year 2001-2005, 2010-2011 ISMU
9,000 per year 2006-2009 ISMU

7,000 2012 ISMU

3,500/4,000 per year 2013-2016 ISMU

1900 2017 ISMU
Specific subgroups

Egyptians, Filipinos, Ecuadorians living in the municipality of Milan 900 2007
Eurostat and Department of Sociology of
the University of Trento

Egyptians and Ghanaians living in 5 Italian municipality Milan, Rome, Caserta, Modena, Vicenza 1,000 1997

“Insertion in the labour mareket, income and remittances sent by foreign immigrants in Italy” Migrants
coming from the former Yugoslavia, Albania, Poland, Romania and Morocco and residing in Rome and in
some provinces of the Veneto and of Campania regions

1,920 1997/1998 Univesità Napoli Federico II 

National level

30 provinces in Southern Italy and 10 provinces in Centre – Nord Italy “2003 regularization effects”. 30,000 2005 ISMU

“Integrometro Survey” National sample of 33 local areas (province, municipality) 12,000 2008/2009 ISMU

PER.LA Survey National sample of 18 local areas (provinces) 13,000 2009 ISMU, CENSIS and IPRS
International level

“Immigrant Citizens Survey” for Italy, Portugal and Hungary 3,000 2011
King Boudain Foundation and Migration
Policy Group



Towards a better estimation of prevalence of female genital 
mutilation in the European Union 2014-2017 (FGM-Prev; 
founded under the Daphne programme) PI Els Leye

A more difficult challenge compared to ORIM:

- Only selected nationalities (quota)

- Only female interviewees

- A very difficult topic to approach  (Female Genital Mutilation is forbidden in Europe)

- Fieldwork in two countries: initially it was planned France & Italy, later Belgium and 

Italy



Methodology: 

- Initially strong emphasis on robust statistical 

methodologies: the first attempt was to test a 

combination of TLS (Time location sampling 

also known as time-space sampling) and RDS 

(Respondent Driven Sampling)

Partial failure:

- In the initial phases (pretest) of the survey it 

was soon evident that the two methods were 

too rigid and in the end it was impossible to 

apply them in our fieldwork 

Location needed to be selected 

according to the aim of the study 

and to the target population (e.g. 

hospitals with cultural mediators 

of selected nationalities, 

communities meeting points…)



Time location sampling (TLS)

- It’ requires the casual extraction of the time & place where an 

interviewer should visit the venue 

- It requires a very detailed list of venues

- It implies a considerable amount of time in extracting and replacing 

venues that are not accessible or are not accessible in the hour 

selected 

Respondent-driven sampling (RDS), combines "snowball sampling" 

with a mathematical model that weights the sample to compensate for 

the fact that the sample was collected in a non-random way.

- It requires specific questions in the questionnaire and the use of 

coupons to link respondents that proved very difficult to handle for the 

interviewers



In Italy the survey was successful (1,400 interviews): what worked 

was a combination of facility based sampling and snowball 

sampling:

- As for the center sampling we collected a list of places where we 

could meet women but we let the interviewer free of suggesting 

and choosing some of them autonomously

- After a women was interviewed she was asked if she knew some 

other women that could be interviewed 

- The number of interviews by nationality was determined 

according in two stages, according to technical consideration on 

the prevalence that was to be estimated at the nationality level.

- The idea was to compensate the loss of statistical robustness by 

trying to intercept different networks of women (different 

ethnicities, and networks)



So far we have only focused on methodologies trying to 

understand how to work without sampling frames

Possibilities are: 

- to use aggregation centres

- To use networks of interviewees and interviewers   

However another big issue on the field is

- How to speak with interviewees avoiding their refuse to be 

interviewed

- How to be accepted in centres



In both ORIM and FGM-Prev what proved to be crucial was:

- A field coordinator with a specific knowledge and solid experience of 

migration surveys

- Building trust: people who are responsible of centres might not let our 

interviewers in. They need to know how we will use data, they need to trust our 

institution (formal centres) or trust the interviewer (informal centres)

- A consolidated network of trained interviewers from immigrant communities

(insiders). Most of them are cultural mediators or work with migrants (help 

desks, NGOs).

-Possibility to interview in native languages

-Possibility to establish a relation based on trust with the interviewee (we also 

ask sensitive questions)

- The possibility to have access to informal venues (parties, women meetings, 

weddings, informal aggregation centers) and avoid gate-keeping, thanks to the 

reputation/citizenship of the interviewers (insiders)



In Belgium the survey was not successful 

- Restricted time on the field & no previous experience with 

immigrants surveys

- Not enough time to recruit the interviewers, or to contact the 

people responsible of the centres and win their trust (many 

centres refused to collaborate): this phase requires a lot of time 

and efforts

Earning the access to centres and building an outstanding team of 

interviewers is key 



Data collection on street based sex workers

- Very visible population but stigmatized

- Difficulty in getting in touch with sex workers

Solution:

- Here we relied entirely on NGOs (insiders, not part of the community but having the 

trust of the target population)

- The idea: using data routinely collected by different NGOs (no additional expenses for 

the research) 

- Inviting all NGOs working on the territory & offering a service of support on the 

road (“Street Units”)

- Proposing them to harmonize their data collection tool in order to build a common 

database (usually they all collect some information of some kind)

- Using capture-recapture methodology to produce unbiased estimations of 

population size

- We produce data & analyses for the NGOs as a compensation for their work



- Each NGO goes in the streets with a camper/van one or 

twice a week offering support (coffee, condoms, medical 

assistance, information on laws and projects supporting 

those who want to leave the sex work)

- Each NGO covers a part of the city (no overlapping)

- Each women is given an ID (the first given name is usually 

collected) and each time the women is met the some 

information are collected (multiple “captures” for each ID)

- If the sex worker has met another street unit the information 

is collected, trying to link different part of his/her story

- Information collected: gender, year of birth, nationality, 

year of arrival, number of children, previous work in 

another territory, use of services offered by the Street Unit 

& an evaluation given by an operator about the sex worker 

exploitation status (i.e. is he/she exploited by someone or 

he/she works autonomously?) 



Output

- An estimation of the number of street based sex workers in a territory 

continuously updated

- Basic information about the characteristics of the population

- Evaluation of flows, turnover, % of self declared minors, etc..
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Limitations

- Different NGOs are not always willing to work together and share 

data, working on cooperation and mutual trust is important 

- NGOs’ workers and volunteers are often not interested in collecting 

data, they see this activity as a useless burden: they have to be 

trained and sensitize about data usefulness 

- Table or laptop should be available along with a common interface

- Data have to be processed very carefully by researchers looking to 

mistakes and overlaps

- Some part of cities where street workers work might not be covered, 

patterns changes fast



Conclusions & take-home messages

- Surveying hard to reach population is possible

- As all surveys using “non classical statistical samples” loss 

of statistic robustness might occur. Researchers should be 

aware of limitations of their data and results

- Field preparation and choice of interviewers are key points: 

especially if we are exploring a new issue a lot of time has 

to be allocated to this two aspects

- The use of insiders or people of trust is important 



• livia.ortensi1@unimib.it

for your attention

Questions are very welcomed


