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Abstract
Recruiting participants for psychological research is a well-known and frequently reported challenge 
associated with the research process. This is especially challenging when recruiting younger 
populations, often leading researchers to rely on educational settings for recruitment and data 
collection. This commentary explores the challenges of conducting research in schools, the potential 
drawbacks of this reliance, and proposes an alternative approach to address these challenges. We 
propose an alternative recruitment method utilising public engagement sessions with established 
groups, such as Scouting and Girlguiding communities, to facilitate data collection. This recruitment 
model has the potential to transform recruitment dynamics, overcome many of the barriers associated 
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with school-based testing and offer researchers an alternative pathway to optimise data collection in 
psychological research with young people.

Keywords public engagement; developmental research; methodology review; Scouting; Girlguiding

Conducting research in schools
Successful psychological research relies on recruiting large participant samples. Traditionally, schools have 
provided a convenient setting to access diverse groups of young people (Milnes & Kendal, 2012; Testa & 
Coleman, 2006). However, recruitment is frequently cited as the most challenging and time-consuming 
aspect of research (Lovato et al., 1997; Prescott et al., 1999; Watson & Torgerson, 2006). This is particularly 
true in developmental research, where recruiting young participants involves additional barriers including 
cooperation with gatekeepers and obtaining parental consent (Campbell, 2008; Rice et al., 2007).

Failure to recruit sufficient samples threatens the validity of research findings (Hoenig & Heisey, 
2001), with time-sensitive funding or reporting deadlines potentially exacerbating these risks, especially 
if an underpowered study compromises integrity or must be abandoned altogether (Gul & Ali, 2010; 
Torgerson et al., 2001). For developmental researchers working within narrow age windows, delays can 
further disrupt the intended scope and timing of data collection if required age groups are inaccessible.

Schools offer a valuable context for investigating children’s social, psychological and cognitive 
development, providing insights into learning, intervention and support strategies. Additionally, their 
naturalistic setting supports research on peer dynamics and behaviour outside the home (Abraham & 
Kerns, 2013; Baines et al., 2009). School-based studies also ease socioeconomic and logistical burdens 
on caregivers, enabling broader participation (Gaias et al., 2020; Sugden et al., 2013), and help recruit 
regionally representative samples (Alibali & Nathan, 2010). Access to children from diverse backgrounds 
is vital for examining how culture, ethnicity and socioeconomic status shape development (Sugden 
& Moulson, 2015). Despite these advantages, challenges tied to school-based research are seldom 
discussed systematically. This commentary addresses such challenges and offers an alternative model.

Afterschool clubs
Given the increasing demands on schools and the logistical barriers associated with conducting research 
within them (discussed later on), it is reasonable to question whether schools remain optimal settings 
for recruitment and delivery of research. Exploring alternative models is therefore essential. One such 
approach is utilising public engagement within after-school clubs to recruit and conduct research.

Research has found that around 66 per cent of young people attend extracurricular clubs 
(Department for Culture, Media & Sport, 2024). These activities support mental health, learning and 
social development (Boelens et al., 2022; Magaji et al., 2022; Mahoney et al., 2005). Specifically, Scouting 
and Girlguiding groups provide structured development opportunities, including for children from 

Key messages
	• Testing in schools has been a popular method to conduct research with children, however, there are 

many limitations, and they may no longer be the most appropriate method to rely upon.

	• We describe how public engagement events held in Scouting and Girlguiding communities could 
instead be used to conduct research, including suggestions regarding the method for how this can 
be implemented.

	• Participating in public engagement events has benefits for both researchers and participants 
involved.
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disadvantaged backgrounds who may have fewer opportunities. Notably, 434 new Scout sections have 
opened in areas ranked in the bottom 30 per cent of the Index of Multiple Deprivation (Scout Association, 
2023), reflecting efforts to improve access and inclusion.

Afterschool clubs offer greater flexibility than schools in the activities they can host (Chi iu, 
2013), making them well-suited for developmental research. Crucially, participation does not interrupt 
core academic learning, meaning children are not disadvantaged by participating. As many clubs are 
volunteer-run, designing simple, interactive research activities can reduce the planning burden, encourage 
collaboration and make data collection more accessible and engaging.

This commentary outlines the challenges of recruiting and conducting developmental research 
in UK schools and describes an alternative to mitigate many of these challenges. Specifically, recruiting 
and collecting data within public engagement sessions with local afterschool clubs such as Scouting 
and Girlguiding communities. This method helps researchers foster mutually beneficial opportunities for 
researchers, participants, gatekeepers and the local community. It also supports knowledge exchange and 
engagement with STEM subjects by embedding data collection within enjoyable activities that promote 
curiosity. The following section expands on these ideas by contrasting the challenges of conducting 
research in schools with the more flexible infrastructure offered by Scouting and Girlguiding settings.

Conducting research in schools

Identifying and accessing participant groups

One of the first challenges when conducting developmental research in schools is identifying appropriate 
institutions to approach. While permission is essential, gaining it can be both time-consuming and difficult 
(Milnes & Kendal, 2012). For early career researchers, this is often compounded by limited networks or 
professional standing, which may affect confidence and access (Oates & Riaz, 2016). Schools commonly 
decline requests due to time constraints, perceived burden, concerns about student wellbeing or a lack 
of alignment with institutional priorities (Brevik, 2013).

Requests are often ignored when initial contact is made with the wrong staff member, making it 
vital to identify the appropriate point of contact. This task is complicated by variations in schools and 
district structures. While permission is typically granted by the headteacher, some schools, specifically 
in larger districts, require approval from governing bodies (Bonnell et al., 2018). Researchers may also 
need consent from classroom teachers (Midford et al., 2000). Contacting the wrong member of staff can 
be seen as a misuse of time and reduce the likelihood of participation (Rice et al., 2007). Navigating this 
process often involves multiple rounds of communication, delaying timelines, especially when working 
across multiple sites (Alibali & Nathan, 2010).

The proposed public engagement model within Scout and Girlguiding communities departs 
from the hierarchical processes typical of the school-based recruitment often seen in psychological, 
developmental research. Instead, decision-making is centralised in a single group leader with authority 
to respond. This challenges the assumption, often implicit in developmental research, that access 
must be negotiated through bureaucratic, institutionally mediated routes (Alibali & Nathan, 2010). 
Studies involving Scouting and Girlguiding movements report significantly higher participation rates 
(Ievers-Landis et al., 2005), highlighting the connection between procedural simplicity and research 
feasibility.

Obtaining consent

Conducting research in schools also requires caregiver consent, and child assent, a time-consuming 
process for both researchers and teachers (Bonnel et al., 2018; Lamb et al., 2001; Lonergan & Cumming, 
2017; Pincus & Friedman, 2004). Teachers typically become intermediaries to help obtain consent, which 
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can discourage involvement despite safeguarding intentions (Alibali & Nathan, 2010). Researchers may 
also encounter resistance from caregivers (Edwards et al., 2023), and the need to repeat this process 
across multiple schools to meet recruitment quotas.

By shifting data collection to public engagement sessions within Scouting and Girlguiding settings 
for instance, the administrative burden on teachers is therefore removed. Importantly though, this 
approach does not simply transfer responsibilities to other gatekeepers but gives researchers greater 
autonomy to liaise directly with parents on ethical matters. Such engagement promotes transparency, 
builds trust and supports higher consent return rates (see ‘Method’ for procedural detail).

Attitudes of stakeholders

One significant barrier to conducting research in schools is teachers’ hesitancy to participate, often due 
to growing pressure to deliver intensive curricula and meet performance standards (National Institute of 
Health Research, 2021). In the UK, national exams occur at key developmental stages – Year 2 (optional), 
Year 6, Year 11 and Year 13 – which are critical for research but often inaccessible due to exam preparation. 
These pressures have worsened post-Covid, with learning loss equivalent to one-fifth of a school year, 
disproportionately affecting children from less-educated families (Engzell et al., 2021). Therefore, research 
may be viewed as a distraction or additional burden, particularly given teachers’ increasing workloads 
and the negative impact on their wellbeing (Creagh et al., 2023), making extensive testing or observation 
appear impractical. Another barrier is the perceived lack of relevance; teachers often see research as 
misaligned with their priorities, describing it as abstract, unclear or overly complex (Mediha, 2006), with 
the challenges outweighing any perceived benefits (Midford et al., 2000).

These constraints highlight the value of alternative settings for data collection where participation 
is framed more positively. By recruiting and collecting data within public engagement sessions, the 
institutional pressures schools face is removed. Voluntary leaders at Scouting and Girlguiding communities 
often welcome research, viewing it as enriching and educational. Activities tied to badge progression or 
programme aims are especially well received, aligning with the ethos of these groups (Asensio-Ramón 
et al., 2021; Shapiro et al., 2015). Reframing research as added value rather than disruption encourages 
collaboration and supports more flexible, dialogic engagement.

Logistical barriers

Even with consent secured, logistical barriers often persist in school-based developmental research. School 
calendars, filled with exams, assemblies and extracurriculars, complicate planning and limit researcher 
flexibility (Alibali & Nathan, 2010; Midford et al., 2000). Access to certain groups may be restricted during 
the school week or term, and coordinating across institutions with differing schedules further disrupts 
timelines (Harackiewicz & Barron, 2004). While patience is essential, these demands can be difficult to 
reconcile with grant deadlines and publication cycles.

By contrast, our approach shifts research into afterschool clubs such as Scout and Girlguiding groups, 
which operate on regular weekly schedules, typically in early evenings. Free from national assessments 
and rigid term structures, these settings allow advanced planning without disrupting core activities. This 
consistency enables adaptable scheduling, repeated contact and multi-site delivery. Organised youth 
groups offer distinct logistical advantages, making them a more feasible context for developmental 
research (Mahoney et al., 2005).

Going beyond the classroom
Given increasing demands on schools, it is reasonable to question whether they remain the most 
effective environments for research. Conducting research through public engagement events held within 
afterschool clubs such as Scouting and Girlguiding groups offer a flexible, accessible alternative. These 
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groups provide structured activities in less constrained settings and do not interfere with academic 
instruction, meaning children are not disadvantaged by participation. They are also better equipped 
for innovation, making them well-suited for implementing and evaluating developmental psychology 
research in ways that are engaging, inclusive and contextually appropriate.

Benefits of public engagement and knowledge exchange

Public engagement events provide a compelling alternative to school-based research, offering not only 
logistical advantages but also broader social value. They support inclusive participation, promote diversity 
in research and encourage researchers to engage meaningfully with the wider community (Devonshire 
& Hathway, 2014). While still an emerging method, successful examples exist. McDonald et al. (2023), for 
instance, describe ‘Summer Scientist Week’ at the University of Nottingham, where research with children 
aged 4–11 is integrated into interactive science activities.

These events benefit participants as well. Children involved in public engagement report increased 
enthusiasm, curiosity and understanding of science (Blaxland et al., 2021; Idema & Patrick, 2019; Jensen 
& Buckley, 2014; Young et  al., 2017). Indirect evidence also suggests long-term academic benefits, 
including enhanced retention (McLaughlin et al., 2018). Public engagement may also support long-term 
aspirations in underrepresented groups; McDonald et al. (2023) and Kiernan et al. (2023) highlight its role 
in encouraging young girls to pursue STEM education.

Institutions also benefit. Public engagement strengthens community trust, supports societal impact 
agendas and aids in recruiting students and staff (Beere et al., 2011; Devonshire & Hathway, 2014). It 
promotes a scientifically informed public and helps ensure that research remains grounded in real-world 
needs, all with minimal institutional risk.

An alternative approach to recruitment and data collection
Public engagement events in established community groups, such as Scouting and Girlguiding, is common 
within academia; however, we suggest integrating this with scientific research as an alternative method 
to recruitment and data collection in schools. These groups offer access to underutilised populations, 
enabling the recruitment of large, diverse samples. Beyond data collection, we advocate for integrating 
interactive, educational activities that inspire young people’s interest in STEM (Abraham & Kerns, 2013; 
Asensio-Ramón et al., 2021; Shapiro et al., 2015). Such events benefit participants and enhance appeal for 
young people, caregivers and community leaders.

Scouting and Girlguiding groups typically meet weekly for 1–2 hours, catering to ages 4–18 across 
different sections (e.g. Beavers, Cubs etc.). With over 300,000 Girlguiding and 435,000 Scouting members 
in the UK, and a growing membership (Girlguiding, 2023; Scout Association, 2023), these organisations 
offer a compelling and sustainable alternative to school-based research.

Consent and recruitment

Ethical approval was sought for both public engagement activities and experimental research through 
one ethics application, granted by the University of Nottingham, School of Psychology Ethics Committee 
(Reference: F1563). Gatekeeper consent was obtained from Scouting and Guiding leaders. Prior to the 
event, a researcher visited each group to conduct a short talk to families explaining the nature of the 
session and when it would be held, allowing them to ask questions and opt out by choosing not to attend 
the night of science. Opt-in parental consent was then obtained for data collection via a Qualtrics form sent 
to parents. Finally, opt-out consent was used for public engagement activities. Young people for whom 
we did not have written parental consent could therefore still take part in the outreach programme, but 
their data was not collected. This approach respects autonomy and inclusivity, ensuring that participation 
in educational activities is not contingent on data contribution, while still upholding ethical standards of 
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informed consent and transparency. Importantly, using this method, parental consent was approximately 
70 per cent for participation within the full session, which, in addition to giving consent for the young 
people to have their data recorded during the session, also included questions regarding demographic 
information such as age, sex, Index of Multiple Deprivation (obtained through postcodes), the AQ-child 
(Auyeung et al., 2008) and the SWAN (Swanson et al., 2012).

Recruitment for the sessions was completed largely through word of mouth and online advertising 
via social media platforms, with Scout and Girlguiding groups opting into the sessions, rather than being 
approached by researchers. This method has led to extremely positive leader engagement, both in 
communications prior to the sessions and in leaders’ engagement during sessions.

Method

We propose an outreach programme, similar in structure to that proposed by McDonald et al. (2023), 
to facilitate data collection with such organisations. Throughout the course of their normal Scouting 
and Girlguiding evening, children rotate through multiple activity bases designed to be both engaging 
and educational. The programme aims to boost research participation while also offering a fun learning 
experience. Each activity base is designed to encourage engagement and interest in science and to align 
with badge requirements. These bases consist of 1) a gamified research study; 2) a scientific learning 
activity; and 3) a science-based conversation.

Young people rotate between these three bases during the session, lasting approximately 20 
minutes, and catering to groups of approximately 30 young people (10 young people per base). The 
structure of these sessions can be adapted based on the age of the group, duration of sessions, the 
research being conducted and the expertise of the researchers. For example, in groups that meet for 
only one hour, it may be appropriate to have only two bases; and for groups with small numbers of 
participants, some components may be combined as a whole-group activity. In the instances where 
spare time is left, researchers can run a group game to mirror the normal structure of Scouting and 
Girlguiding evenings. This flexibility allows for delivery across a wide range of ages and group sizes. 
Furthermore, once the initial research project has been completed, the outreach programme activities 
and experiment can be adapted allowing researchers to return to groups on multiple occasions, without 
repetition of activities.

A gamified research study

This component of the programme allows for data collection. Within our view of outreach, this component 
exposes young people to psychological research methods and allows hands-on experience of how 
scientific experiments are conducted. The study used is designed to allow for group participation and, 
where possible, should be gamified to be engaging for young people. For example, a visual search task 
could be gamified through the introduction of cartoon characters needing assistance from the participant 
to reach a goal.

A scientific learning activity

Within this component, young people take part in a scientific learning activity. In the context of 
psychological research, this is designed to encourage children to question how their brain works, and 
to promote enjoyment in science. If possible, this could link to the research area of the gamified study. 
Continuing with the previous example, where the gamified research study investigates visual perception, 
then visual illusions could be used to explore the human visual system. For example, the Necker Cube 
Illusion could be presented, with children being asked to describe what they see. Following this, an 
explanation about ambiguity of the image can be provided. These descriptions should be adjusted in 
complexity according to the child’s age.

https://doi.org/10.14324/RFA.10.1.2


Research for All 
https://doi.org/10.14324/RFA.10.1.2

Beyond the classroom  7

A science-based conversation

The final base involves an open conversation where researchers disseminate ongoing research within 
their department at the university. This facilitates knowledge exchange, in an accessible way for young 
people, and allows them to explore topics such as neuroscience, or the ‘day in the life of a scientist’ with 
qualified academics. The complexity of such explanations can be tailored to the age of the children within 
the session, with the aim to encourage potential future careers in STEM subjects.

Participant demographics
To date, 568 young people from Scout and Girlguiding groups have participated in our research via 
the public engagement method. Convenience sampling was used to recruit participants, with group 
availability and distance from the academic institution acting as determining factors. Of our participants, 
20 per cent were from the 50 per cent most deprived small areas in England as indicated by the Index 
of Multiple Deprivation. Additionally, gender was well represented in our research with 49.3 per cent of 
participants being male and 49.1 per cent female, with the remaining 1.6 per cent choosing not to supply 
this information.

While we acknowledge that members of Scouting and Girlguiding often come from less deprived 
backgrounds (47 per cent of our participants came from the 20 per cent least deprived areas in the country), 
recruitment through this method could be used to tackle specific areas of deprivation to develop a more 
representative sample when conducting research as Scouting and Girlguiding is increasingly opening 
sections in the most deprived areas of the UK (Scout Association, 2019). This approach may therefore 
capture young people typically underrepresented within research when required to attend research 
institutions for testing (Emery et al., 2023). As demonstrated by our current research whereby Scout and 
Girlguiding groups were equally visited, this method of recruitment can be used either to recruit an 
evenly balanced gender distribution or be used to target specific demographics of participants required 
for the research study.

Despite these benefits, some limitations remain. Scouting and Girlguiding communities may not 
yet fully reflect the ethnic and cultural diversity of the wider population. Scout Impact reports demonstrate 
that when considering ethnicity, members do not currently reflect the diversity within the general 
population (Scout Association, 2023), however, both organisations have committed to addressing this, 
with initiatives aimed at improving representation across ethnicity, gender identity and socioeconomic 
status. These include opening more groups in deprived areas, offering diversity and inclusivity training, 
and actively recruiting from underrepresented communities (Scout Association, 2024). In this context, 
these organisations show strong potential as evolving, inclusive environments for research, offering a 
promising and practical alternative to school-based data collection.

Benefits to leaders
This approach is designed to be mutually beneficial for both researchers and club leaders. For researchers 
it is low-cost, with expenses relating to travel and engagement materials. For Scouting and Girlguiding 
leaders, as unpaid volunteers responsible for planning and delivering structured sessions, many welcome 
the involvement of external organisations. Researchers relieve leaders of the need to prepare content 
for the session, while fulfilling supervision requirements simply by attending. Sessions often introduce 
content that leaders may lack the time, expertise or resources to deliver, making these collaborations 
particularly valuable.

Feedback from Scouting and Girlguiding leaders supports the longevity of this model. In post-
session questionnaires, 95 per cent of leaders said they would welcome researchers back. One Brownie 
leader commented, ‘the session meant the Brownies could access something we could not provide as 
leaders’. Aligning session content with badge requirements further adds value, allowing young people 
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to progress in an engaging, hands-on way. Leaders described the session as ‘a great way to educate the 
girls on how our brains work & also about possible careers in neuroscience’ (Brownie leader), and ‘fun, 
educational, and thought-provoking’ (Guide leader).

Practical implications and conclusion
This commentary highlights the practical benefits of diversifying recruitment through public engagement, 
particularly with Scouting and Girlguiding groups. These settings broaden access beyond schools and 
enhance participation by combining research with enjoyable, interactive activities. In doing so, they 
may foster greater interest in STEM and support stronger engagement than traditional methods. This 
approach also benefits researchers, gatekeepers, families and participants alike, supporting inclusive, 
collaborative and scalable data collection while also removing the burden often placed on schools to 
conduct research within.

Research in schools often involves complex logistics, including rigid schedules and layered 
permissions. In contrast, afterschool clubs offer more flexible timelines and simplified coordination. 
This approach is also cost-effective, requiring little investment beyond travel and basic materials, often 
obtainable through institutional lending, making it accessible for researchers with limited funding.
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