
Reasoning behind the recommendation

[bookmark: _Hlk39494668]Including a pen

Postal questionnaires are frequently utilized within research as a means of collecting data, they can reduce observer and social desirability bias when patient responses are anonymised. There are sometimes difficulties in participants returning questionnaires which results in a poor response rate and poor trial retention. If participants have not responded to the initial questionnaire posted they may be followed up with reminder letters, further questionnaires and follow up reminder phone calls. All of these methods have a resource burden associated with them. Methods to increase the return of questionnaires are important in reducing these resource burdens and to also maintain the integrity and power of the study by retaining participants. 

Pens are a method that can be used to increase response rate and retain participants within a randomised trial and have been shown to reduce the need for reminders and follow up methods. Participants receive a pen may be more likely to fill a questionnaire in quickly as they have the means to do so with the addition of the pen. The pen also serves as a visual reminder of the questionnaire and may lead participants to remember to fill in and post their questionnaire. 


Intervention acceptability

There are no reports across the trials (12714 participants) that the intervention of receiving a pen was undesirable to participants. Some participants rang to thank research teams for sending a pen. 


Certainty of evidence

There are five studies than examined the effect of retention in including a pen with study questionnaires. A risk of bias has been performed on these studies and they were deemed a low risk of bias. A GRADE assessment considered the evidence as ‘High’ for an elderly population and ‘moderate’ in a younger population. 


Costs

The cost of retaining a participant within a study is £25, research indicates that response rate is increased by 2%. This is a small amount to retain a participant within a research study and increase the validity of the results. 


Our recommendation

The addition of a pen with a questionnaire is a low cost method that can be used to retain participants within a trial (approximately £25/participant). We recommend that trialists include a pen when mailing out questionnaires to participants to aid trial retention. 

We recommend further studies are undertaken within a younger population. 
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