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Re-contacting participants from the longitudinal Belfast youth 
development study (BYDS) after a decade using electronic tracing
Dr Grace Kellya, Dr Julie-Ann Jordanb and Kathryn Higginsa

aCentre for Evidence and Social Innovation, Queen’s University Belfast; bIMPACT Research Centre, Northern Health 
and Social Care Trust

ABSTRACT
The longitudinal Belfast Youth Development Study (BYDS) followed 
a group of young people from age 11 to 21 years (from 2001 to 2011), 
charting their experiences of substance use, offending, education, and 
peer and family relationships. This allowed the investigation of risk and 
protective factors associated with different types of behavioural patterns 
and outcomes in adolescence and emerging adulthood. A feasibility study 
was carried out from 2018 to 2019 to test the success rate of electronically 
tracing 4,195 participants after almost a decade, in anticipation of carrying 
out an additional wave of data collection. The projected trace rate 
obtained using standard and forensic electronic tracing methods was 
considerably higher (86%) than traditional tracing methods (10%) for 
getting up-to-date contact details on participants. The electronic tracing 
methods were also cheaper (£9.72 per person traced) than traditional 
tracing methods (£20.62 per person traced). These findings will help 
maximise the potential of longitudinal social research.

KEYWORDS 
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Introduction

The Belfast Youth Development Study (BYDS) is a longitudinal cohort study investigating sub-
stance use behaviours from early adolescence to adulthood. It contains seven waves of data 
collection covering the period 2001–2011, when participants were aged 11 to 21 years. The original 
BYDS cohort would now be aged approximately 30 years.

While longitudinal studies such as BYDS are often considered the gold standard in research, 
maintaining contact with cohorts can be technically challenging and require significant resources. 
Without regular communication, re-contacting the original participants presents significant chal-
lenges. The difficulties may be greater when tracing young participants to adult years, as the 
information relied on for tracing may be restricted to their names, previous schools attended, or 
parental contact details (Barakat-Haddad et al., 2009). Studies suggest that young adults, particu-
larly females, may be more difficult to trace due to dynamic life-stage trajectories such as moves to 
higher education, employment and the formation of new partnerships (Cadarette et al., 2007; 
Mohan et al., 2017). This may partially account for the limited number of population cohorts in 
early adulthood (Medical Research Council, 2014).

The financial investment in longitudinal studies, together with the central role they play in 
helping us better understand the interacting processes over time on the range of health and 
wellbeing outcomes, has led to the use of new methods for establishing and maintaining cohort 
studies being viewed as an important way of maximising their value (Medical Research Council, 
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2014). Innovative methods to engage and retain cohort studies are considered essential to the 
integrity of research outcomes (Booker et al., 2011; Davis et al., 2002; Teague et al., 2018).

While the challenges of maintaining contact remain significant, advances in technology offer 
possibilities for increasing the success rates for follow-up of participants in longitudinal studies. For 
Harding et al. (2013); Harding et al. (2015) followed up on the Determinants of young Adult Social 
wellbeing and Health (DASH) study participants at ages 21–23 years; the study had collected data 
on these participants at ages 11–13 and 14–16 years. They were able to trace 81% (5414 of 6643) 
using electronic tracing, friendship networks, social media, and community campaigns. A meta- 
analysis of retention strategies in longitudinal cohort studies reported that utilising modern 
technologies to help trace participants lost to follow-up were associated with improved retention 
rates, recommending that researchers continue to be innovative in their efforts to increase engage-
ment and maintenance of cohort studies, particularly where strategies might reduce participant 
burden (Teague et al., 2018).

The tracing study conducted by Harding et al. (2013) took place before the introduction of 
General Data Protection Regulation as per the Data Protection Act (2018). The legal require-
ments embedded within the new legislation present additional complexity concerning establish-
ing the legal basis for recontacting survey participants. For example, where consent is used as 
a legal basis for recontacting participants, their explicit consent would be needed to share data 
with a third party (e.g., with a tracing company). Future contact tracing studies will need to 
establish a clear legal basis for the management and conduct of recontacting study participants 
before proceeding.

The present research team intend to run a further eighth wave of BYDS in order to gather data 
that can be used to develop an understanding of the challenges faced in emerging adulthood, 
including how these relate to respondents’ history in terms of substance use, mental health and 
family and life outcomes. Difficulties with tracing participants were evident for the BYDS sample 
after compulsory schooling finished (post 16), when the sample size dropped from 3829 at wave 5 to 
2,335 and 2,074 for waves 6 and 7, respectively. This was due to cohort members being more 
difficult to locate and engage with when they were no longer in school. It is recommended that 
contact with participants in longitudinal studies should be established regularly (e.g., once or twice 
a year) to maintain current contact details (Hunt & White, 1998). Therefore, contact tracing BYDS 
participants is likely to be even more challenging for the planned eighth wave of BYDS, as contact 
was last made with wave 7 participants almost a decade ago, and even longer ago for those who have 
not taken part since earlier waves. For these reasons, it was essential to develop and test out 
a contact tracing strategy for the BYDS sample to optimise the contact rate and, indirectly, the 
response rate.

A feasibility study using the BYDS was carried out between July 2018 and December 2019 to test 
contact procedures prior to running an eighth wave of the study. The study had four specific 
aims: 1) Establish the legal and ethical grounds for contact tracing in a post-GDPR research 
environment. 2) To use modern electronic tracing approaches to estimate the tracing success rate 
for the 4195 BYDS cohort members, for whom we had some form of contact details. 3) Compare the 
success rate of electronic tracing methods to the approach used historically (i.e. writing to last 
known address). 4) To examine the accuracy of the contact details gathered through tracing by 
conducting a small research study involving 10% of the traced participants.

Methods

The original BYDS study

All post-primary schools within three locations (one urban, two rural) participated in the study. The 
first phase of BYDS data collection occurred within schools. It included five annual waves of data 
collection of cohort members during a period encompassing the compulsory post-primary school 

2 G. KELLY ET AL.



period (school years 8–12; ages 12–16 years), with two further data points – after compulsory 
schooling at ages 17 and 21 years.

Information on home address of the participants was collected in waves 4, 5, 6 and 7 (respon-
dents aged 14–21 years old), to enable follow-up outside of school; hence, some loss to follow-up 
potential occurred where earlier entrants left participating schools before wave 4. For the seventh 
wave (respondents aged 20/21 years old), only respondents who had provided contact details in 
previous waves were invited to participate. Detailed information on the study design, sample size 
and retention rates can be found in Higgins et al. (2018).

Ethical and GDPR considerations for the feasibility study

In contrast to the original 7 waves of the BYDS, the present feasibility study took place post General 
Data Protection Regulation (2018) legislation. Hence, before commencement, the BYDS feasibility 
study had to be carefully considered to ensure GDPR compliance. It is standard practice for every 
wave of the BYDS, as well as for any additional sub-studies, to ask participants to provide contact 
details explicitly for being re-contacted in the future. Under GDPR legislation, explicit consent to 
share our data with the third-party tracing company would be required for data processed on the 
grounds of consent. However, waves 1–7 of BYDS were carried out before GDPR, and this 
particular requirement was not met. This meant that we could not use consent as our legal basis 
for tracing the BYDS cohort as we would need to send participant contact details to the tracing 
company (i.e. forenames, surnames, date of birth, and gender, and address and telephone number if 
available). It is our understanding that, historically, other tracing approaches had been available that 
allowed researchers to access tracing databases and perform searches. This would have negated the 
need to share contact details with a third party; however, this particular tracing approach was not 
available at the time this feasibility study was conducted.

We consulted with our Information Compliance Unit who advised that it would be more 
appropriate to process our longitudinal data on the legal grounds of ‘public task’ rather than 
‘consent’. Processing our data on the grounds of the ‘public task’ (Article 6 GDPR) was considered 
justifiable since the purpose of BYDS is to better understand mental health and substance-related 
issues in young people; hence, the research is very much in the public interest. Based on the 
Information Compliance Unit’s advice we completed a Data Privacy Impact Assessment (DPIA) 
with a direct link to our Privacy Statement printed on the feasibility study documentation so 
participants could access this without difficulty if they wished. Ethical approval for the tracing 
element of the present study was not required, as this did not involve collecting or analysing 
research data; the School of Social Sciences, Education and Social Work at Queen’s University 
Belfast’s ethics committee granted ethical approval for the research element of the present study in 
December 2018.

Procedure

Specialist electronic tracing using tracesmart
A specialist tracing company was used to try to obtain up-to-date contact details on 4,195 BYDS 
participants; the tracing company uses data from a variety of sources including electoral registers, 
banking records and online shopping forms to establish where an individual is likely to be living at 
present. The tracing exercise was completed in two phases. In phase one, we sent the tracing 
company a file containing the last known contact details (e.g., names, addresses) of 4,195 BYDS 
participants and the tracing company subjected these cases to an automated standard tracing 
procedure called ‘Smartcleanse’. The automated nature of this approach meant that the full BYDS 
datafile could be submitted for tracing to the tracing company’s specialist computer system, with 
results achieved very quickly and requiring minimal staff time from the research team or the tracing 
company. In the second phase, a randomly selected subsample of 400 of those who could not be 
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traced using the automated approach was sent to the tracing company to undergo a more thorough 
form of tracing called Forensic Standard tracing. The Forensic Standard approach involved 
a manual search by a highly trained agent at the tracing company on each individual to determine 
their status. With this approach searches were performed on data held internally by the tracing 
company, and by using data from external sources such as credit reference agencies. Data from 
phases one and two were used to compute a projected trace rate for the full sample (i.e. the rate 
anticipated if all those who could not be traced in phase one were submitted to Forensic Standard 
tracing). Discussions with the tracing company suggested that this two-phase approach would be 
the most cost effective, as it would be relatively inexpensive to submit the whole BYDS file to 
automated processing; then, further more detailed but also costly methods could be used where 
needed.

Comparison of tracing software approach with traditional methods
At the same time, we undertook an exercise to assess the value added of the tracing approach by 
using traditional methods (writing to last known address; telephone calls) to attempt to establish 
up-to-date contact details for a random subsample of BYDS participants (5% of 4,195 = 210). Some 
piloting was carried out before doing this so that the success of several address verification letter 
templates could be tested and the most successful template selected. Templates tested included A) 
Letter simply asking participants to verify/update their address. B) Letter asking them to verify/ 
update their address and informing them of entry into a free prize draw for a £50 Amazon shopping 
voucher on completion. C) Letter asking them to verify/update their address and on completion, we 
would donate £5 to a charity of their choice (participants could choose between a Cancer Support 
Charity; Samaritans; RSPCA Animal Welfare; Barnardo’s Children Charity; a Suicide Prevention 
Charity). Template C was the most successful and was sent to the 210 former BYDS participants. In 
addition, where phone numbers were available for the sample of 210 participants, we tried to phone 
them to clarify their present contact details.

Validation of tracing software results
The study also involved inviting 10% of traceable BYDS participants to take part in a research study 
containing content included in previous BYDS waves (see Higgins et al., 2018) and some new 
measures relating to trauma. The actual research measures and findings in relation to trauma will 
feature in a separate theoretical paper, which will follow on from this methodological paper. The 
sample size of the research element was set in advance of the tracing exercise, based on an 
estimation of how many BYDS participants would be traceable. Assuming a trace rate similar to 
that of Harding et al. (2013) (i.e. 81 percent) it was calculated that 10% of the traced sample would 
total 340 (4195 * .81 * .10). A pre-contact letter and information document was posted to 340 
former BYDS participants in relation to the research study. Following this, a field worker attempted 
to deliver the full research study pack (including questionnaire) to the former BYDS participants’ 
traced address. Information from this exercise informed the assessment of the accuracy of the 
tracing results.

Results

Tracing

Phase one – standard tracing (smartcleanse)
The automated tracing procedure established up-to-date contact details for 47% of the sample. 
Specifically, of the 4,195 cases, 30% were ‘living at the last address we held on them’ and 17% were 
‘traced to a new address’. For the remaining 53% it was not possible to get up-to-date information 
on the participant’s or their family’s whereabouts; for a small number it appears that they are now 
deceased. The exact breakdown of the tracing results is in Table 1 below:
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Figure 1 shows the standard trace results by last wave of participation – due to small numbers, 
this excludes those who last took part in Waves 1–4. Amongst those who took part more recently 
(i.e. as adults in wave 7) a higher proportion were ‘living as stated’, compared to the proportions 
who last took part as children (waves 5 and 6). By contrast, those who had taken part less recently 
were more likely to be traced. Overall, while there was evidence of some patterns over time, 
standard tracing appears to have been effective in establishing up-to-date contact details for 
many participants, including those who last took part as adults and those who last took part as 
children. Indeed, the total who were either living as stated, traced or deceased by the last wave of 
participation was: wave 5 (41%), wave 6 (42%) and wave 7 (51%).

A higher proportion of males were ‘living as stated’ than females, while a greater proportion of 
females were traced to a new address compared to males (Figure 2). In total, we were able to 
establish up-to-date contact details (living as stated, traced or deceased) on 47% of males and 46% of 
females using the automated tracing approach.

Figure 3 shows the tracing results by the deprivation quintile of the participants last known 
address, as per the Northern Ireland Multiple Deprivation Measure (NIMDM). A higher 

Table 1. Breakdown of standard tracing (smartcleanse) results for the BYDS sample of 4,195.

Tracing outcome (n) (%) Definition

Living as stated 1240 30 Living at the last address we held on them
Traced 700 17 Traced to their new address
Unverified – family 

current
847 20 Participant’s current address is unknown but their family is still living at the last address 

we have recorded for the participant.
Unverified – family 

previous
306 7 Participant’s current address is unknown but their family previously lived at the last 

address we have recorded for the participant.
Unverified – subject 

previous
705 17 There is a record of the participant previously living at the address we hold for them; it 

is not known whether or not they are still there.
Unverified – subject 

unmatched
264 6 There is no evidence of the subject or the family currently or previously residing at the 

address provided.
Unverified – address 

unmatched
41 1 Unable to match address we provided.

Deceased 4 0 Likely to be deceased.
Gone away 88 2 Gone away from the address we hold.
Total 4195 100% Total cases submitted for Standard Tracing (Smartcleanse)

0

5

10

15

20

25

30

35

40

Wave 5 Wave 6 Wave 7

%

Living as stated

Deceased - Lexis Nexis

Gone away - no address

Traced smartlink

Unverified - subject previous

Unverified - family current

Unverified - family previous

Unverified - subject unmatched

Unverified - address unmatched

Figure 1. Standard tracing (SMARTCLEANSE) results by last wave of participation.
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proportion of respondents in the least deprived quintiles (3, 4 and 5) were living as stated, while 
a greater proportion of those in the most deprived areas were traced to a new address (Figure 3).

Phase two – forensic tracing
The next tracing phase involved investigating if it was possible to trace any of the cases that came 
back as ‘unverified’ from the Standard tracing (SmartCleanse) exercise using the more advanced 
(and costlier) Forensic tracing approach. From each of four sub-categories of the ‘unverified 

26.6%

0.0% 1.3%

19.3% 17.9%
20.5%

7.9%
6.0%

0.4%

33.3%

0.2%
3.1%

13.6%
15.4%

19.9%

6.6% 6.5%

1.6%

0%

5%

10%

15%

20%

25%

30%

35%

Living as
stated

Deceased -
Lexis Nexis

Gone away
- no address

Traced
smartlink

Unverified -
subject

previous

Unverified -
family
current

Unverified -
family

previous

Unverified -
subject

unmatched

Unverified -
address

unmatched

Female Male

Figure 2. SmartCleanse results by gender.
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15.4% 15.6% 12.8%

16.8% 18.9% 13.7% 19.7%
19.6%
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Traced smartlink
Living as stated

Figure 3. LexisNexis smartcleanse results by deprivation quintile (1 = most deprived; 5 = least deprived). Note: ‘Other’ includes 
‘deceased – Lexis Nexis’, ‘Gone away – no address’, and ‘Unverified family previous’. Other represents <1% for all deprivation 
bands.
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category’, 100 cases were randomly selected to undergo this more advanced procedure (total 
n = 400). Of the 400 cases, the forensic results indicated that 52 were identified as living as stated, 
264 were traced to their new address, 4 were deceased and 80 were unable to be matched. This 
equates to having traced 320 of 400 unverified cases (80%) through the ‘Forensic’ tracing method. 
See Table 2.

Results from both the standard (SmartCleanse) and Forensic approaches were used to compute 
a projected trace rate for the full BYDS sample. That is, the proportion we would expect to be able to 
obtain up-to-date contact details on if we were to run Forensic standard tracing on all cases that 
came back as unverified in the initial SmartCleanse exercise. This estimated a trace rate of 86% 
(3621 out of 4195) for the full BYDS cohort (Table 3). The cost of tracing the cohort using this 
combined automated and forensic electronic method approach was £9.72 per person traced (see 
Appendix 1).

The trace rate was slightly lower for those whose last known address was in the most or least 
deprived quintile bands, compared to middle bands: band 1 most deprived = 86%; band 2 = 92%; 
band 3 = 92%; band 4 = 96%; band 5 (least deprived) = 86%. In cases where it was not possible to 
determine the deprivation band of a cohort member (e.g., no valid postcode) the projected trace rate 
dropped to 56%. The projected trace rate was slightly higher for females (90%) than males (82%).

Comparison of tracing software approach with traditional methods

Of the 210 BYDS participants that were selected for contacting using traditional contact methods 
(i.e. writing to last known address; phone calls), 11 had incomplete addresses meaning it was not 
possible to write to them. We wrote to the remaining 199 people asking them to verify their address 
and/or update their contact details. As piloting of letter templates revealed that the only replies 
received were in response to template C, the charity letter, this was the letter format used for the 
exercise. Nineteen responses were received (19 out of 199 = 9.5%).

Attempting to telephone the BYDS subsample members for whom we had a contact telephone 
number proved to be a labour-intensive and fruitless exercise. Most phone numbers were 

Table 2. Forensic tracing results by unverified category (400 cases).

Standard tracing unverified category

Forensic subcategory

Living as 
stated

Traced 
Forensic Deceased

Up to date details 
gained Unverified Total

n % n % n % n % n % n %

Subject previous 17 17% 58 58% 1 1% 76 76% 24 24% 100 100
Family current 16 16% 62 62% 1 1% 79 79% 21 21% 100 100
Family previous 5 5% 81 81% 2 2% 88 88% 12 12% 100 100
Subject unmatched 14 14% 63 63% 0 0% 77 77% 23 23% 100 100
Total unverified 52 13% 264 66% 4 4% 320 80% 80 20% 400 100

Table 3. Projected trace rates based on 400 forensic standard results.

(N)

Traced1 Via Standard tracing (SmartCleanse) 1944
Calculations of projected results if all unverified cases (as per SmartCleanse results) 

were traced via Forensic tracing
unverified subject previous 

(705 * .76)
535.8

unverified family current (847 
* .79)

669.13

unverified family previous 
(306 * .88)

269.28

unverified subject unmatched 
(264 * .77)

203.28

Total projected trace1 rate 3621.49

Note. 1 Participants traced (defined here as living as stated, traced, deceased)
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unobtainable. Where it was possible to leave a voice message, no responses were received. The cost 
of tracing the cohort using traditional methods was £20.62 per person traced (see Appendix 1).

Precision of tracing results

Of those traced in this feasibility study, 340 were invited to take part in a research study. The 
subsample was randomly selected from traced participants and comprised of 195 living as stated 
(SmartCleanse); 126 Traced (SmartCleanse); 3 Living as Stated (Forensic Standard); 16 Traced 
(Forensic Standard).

Pre-contact letters and information documents were posted to the 340 selected BYDS partici-
pants; Royal Mail returned 12 letters as ‘Gone Away/Not at this address’. Three field workers 
delivered the research questionnaire and study documentation (either personally or to a family 
member to pass on) to the 328 addresses that were not marked as gone away/not at this address. 
Previous BYDS research had demonstrated that where in-person face-to-face contact is made, the 
likelihood of a positive response increases. However, personalised contact was not always possible 
as for some addresses no one was home and we did not have the resources to permit multiple visits. 
Therefore, in the event of no response, fieldworkers posted the material through the letterbox. Ten 
questionnaires could not be delivered – either the participant did not live at that address, the house 
was up for sale; in one case the house was demolished. In total, 22 out of 340 participants could not 
be contacted (less than 6%) which, in theory, indicates good quality accuracy. However, it is not 
sufficient information on its own to make an assessment. For example, when fieldworkers left the 
study documentation with a relative to pass on, we cannot be certain whether the person lived there 
or not.

From 318 questionnaires delivered (either by hand or post), 108 completed the survey; 
a response rate of 34%. Just under a third (31%) of respondents provided a new address other 
than the one gained through the tracing exercise (see Table 4). Of the 195 participants traced via the 
standard SmartCleanse as ‘living as stated’, 60 responded. Of those 60 respondents, almost half 
(n = 27) provided a new address (45%). Of the 126 participants who were ‘traced’ to a new address 
via SmartCleanse, 42 responded to the survey, of which 4 provided a new address (10%). This 
suggests that the traced address is fairly accurate.

Of the 19 traced through the more advanced and costly Forensic method, 6 responded and 2 
provided a new address, which is too small for any assumptions to be drawn.

Discussion

This study outlines findings from a feasibility study carried out in preparation for an additional eighth 
wave of the BYDS. Research asserts how, in the absence of regular contact, successful follow-up of 
participants in longitudinal cohort studies is questionable (Barakat-Haddad et al., 2009). These 
difficulties are said to increase for certain cohorts such as children and young adults (Cadarette 
et al., 2007; Mohan et al., 2017), which is the age span covered by the BYDS. The present BYDS 
feasibility study sought to test if using electronic tracing methods would allow us to overcome the issue 

Table 4. Respondents who provided new address.

Tracing category Responses received Provided new address

(n) (n) (%)
Living as stated (Smartcleanse) 60 27 45%
Traced (Smartcleanse) 42 4 10%
Living as stated 

(Forensic standard method)
1 0 0%

Traced 
(Forensic standard method)

5 2 40%

Total 108 33 31%
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of non-regular contact for the BYDS. Comparison between the estimated costs per method revealed 
that using electronic tracing to get up-to-date contact details on a longitudinal cohort is a more cost- 
effective approach than using more traditional methods (e.g., writing to last known address, calling last 
known phone number) as electronic tracing delivers a better return compared to researcher time and 
effort. An additional and important outcome of the trace approach is the identification of deceased 
individuals, which helps avoid causing unintentional upset to their families when attempting contact.

Nearly half of the original 4,195 cohort were traced using a standard automated and inexpensive 
method of electronic tracing. The financial resources were not available to test the more expensive 
Forensic method on all of those who could not be traced through standard electronic tracing. 
However, when used on a small subsample, this method yielded high-quality results. Based on the 
study results, it is estimated that if we had full resources to carry out Forensic tracing on all cases 
that could not be traced via automated tracing, the trace rate would be 86%. By comparison, 
attempts to contact former BYDS participants at their last known address or telephone number 
were unsuccessful for the vast majority of cases (trace rate 10%). Therefore, an electronic tracing 
design based on a configuration of first attempting cheaper ‘standard’ tracing, followed by more 
expensive ‘Forensic’ tracing, where necessary, is advisable. This trace rate is comparable to that 
achieved by Harding et al. (2013), who was able to trace 81% of DASH study participants at ages 21– 
23 years, having last tested them up to a decade earlier. The present study shows that participants 
can be traced over an even longer time period, as early as mid-adolescence for some individuals all 
the way through to around age 30 years.

The research element of the study yielded a response rate of 34% after a period of 10 years 
between waves. We argue that this compares favourably with other cohort studies that have 
followed the lives of young people, but with less of a time gap in-between waves. The Next Steps 
study (formerly Longitudinal Study of Young People in England) for example, began in 2004 with 
young people aged 13–14 interviewed annually until age 19–20 years. Next Steps response rate 
ranged from 74 to 90% between waves 1 and 7 (ages 14–20 years) and was 51% in wave 8, when 
respondents were 5 years older.

Achieving this response rate in the research study element indicates that the data gained through 
electronic tracing is reasonably credible. Participants who took part in the research study were 
asked to indicate what their current address was; we then compared this against the address we 
obtained for them from the electronic tracing results. In some cases, the electronic trace results did 
not match the address provided by the participant. However, evidently, even though their address 
may have changed, the study documents were successfully passed on suggesting the details were not 
very out of date. It is possible that some people will have moved residence in between the tracing 
exercise and the research study. In addition, the young people may have moved address in the 
recent past, but may have failed to update official records such as the electoral register, especially if 
their parents still lived at that house.

Maintaining contact with cohort members can be particularly difficult for young females 
(Barakat-Haddad et al., 2009; Cadarette et al., 2007; Mohan et al., 2017). The present study’s 
findings help explain why this is the case, as males were more likely to be ‘living as stated’ than 
females. Given the last known address we held for participants was at age 21 years and below, for 
many it would have been their parent’s address. Overall, this suggests a tendency for more females 
to leave home earlier than males, making them more difficult to follow-up. The feasibility results 
suggest that this issue can be overcome by using electronic tracing, as the projected trace rate in our 
sample was slightly higher for females than males. In addition to gender, predictors of successfully 
locating previous cohorts have included higher socioeconomic status in childhood (Barakat- 
Haddad et al., 2009). The present study found that a higher proportion of those in the least deprived 
areas were ‘living as stated’, which helps to explain why this occurs. The use of electronic tracing 
approaches may help to address issues related to tracing individuals from deprived backgrounds. 
Indeed, in the present study the projected trace rate for those living in the most deprived quintile 
band was very high and comparable to that for those living in the least deprived quintile band.
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Had the tracing exercise been carried out sooner, we may have had more cost-effective results. 
Nevertheless, it is notable that a projected trace rate of 86% was achieved after 10 years, providing 
evidence to suggest that an eighth wave of BYDS would be feasible. The BYDS dataset contains rich 
information on psychological and social variables and follows substance use trajectories from 
adolescence to emerging adulthood (from aged 11 to 21 years). Another wave of data will allow 
us to examine how childhood and young adulthood influences health, social, and economic out-
comes. Collecting life stage relevant information such as current substance use, employment 
history, family and personal relationships, physical and mental health status on an established 
cohort will provide the opportunity to examine how an array of interlinking factors may influence 
later life outcomes. This will provide a unique and rich data source with a substantive content, 
which will encourage full usage across and beyond the social sciences.

The present study has significant implications regarding how GDPR obligations are satisfied 
when re-contacting participants after a lengthy period. A large percentage of the preparation stage 
was spent addressing GDPR compliance regulations. Being able to demonstrate the value of long-
itudinal research in addressing critical global concerns, for example, examining the increase in 
young people’s poor mental health, meant the study was able to proceed on the grounds of ‘public 
task’. It is important to reiterate that proceeding on this ground in no way diminishes responsibility 
for gaining explicit consent from participants re-contacted through follow-up.

In conclusion, we believe that the tracing methodology for re-contact, and the negotiated GDPR 
process engaged in during this study, will assist other researchers in their efforts to maximise the 
potential of longitudinal research and subsequently improve the quality of research not just in 
emerging and young adulthood, but with other population cohorts.
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Appendix 1: Cost effectiveness of tracing versus traditional methods

Tracing method (n) £

Standard tracing for full cohort 4195
£1 per item (4195*£1) plus 20% VAT £5,034
Number that could potentially be traced via forensic method (3621–1944) 1677
£15 per person traced forensically (1677*£15) plus 20% VAT £30,186
Number that could potentially be traced via combined standard and forensic methods 3621
Approx cost of tracing method per person 

(£35,220/3621)
£9.72

Traditional method (n) £
Number of letters to full cohort 4195
Postage (4195*65p) £2,727
Pre-paid return postage costs (e.g., Royal Mail license fee plus deposit) £500
Research time to prepare letters, make phone calls etc. (6 weeks approx.) £5,000
Number that could potentially be traced (assuming a 9.5% success rate) 399
Approx cost of tracing method per person 

(£8,227/399)
£20.62
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