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International relations theories often hinge on elite attitudes, perceptions, and responses,
yet studying elites remains methodologically challenging. FElites are costly and difficult to
access, particularly for experimental designs requiring large, diverse samples. Moreover, elite
populations are highly heterogeneous, as institutional responsibilities and professional iden-
tities shape their perceptions of global politics differently. One recent innovation is to use
LinkedIn’s targeted messaging for recruitment. This paper demonstrates the viability of this
method and provides a guide of best practices. A pre-analysis plan proposes randomizing
various message features (sender, headline, message text) to empirically determine optimal
strategies for maximizing elite engagement. Preliminary results from a survey of US mil-
itary, diplomatic, and political personnel showcase the value of LinkedIn ad campaigns as

recruitment tools and also highlight the importance of certain message features in increasing

participation.
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1 Introduction

Political and business elites have a profound influence on foreign policy.! Diplomats structure
negotiations, design treaties, and maintain bilateral relationships, while military officials
assess international threats and craft strategic responses. In a globalized economy, business
elites are also important transnational actors, as decisions about supply chains, investment,
trade, and finance shape and reflect government policy. However, despite their importance,
accessing these elite populations for rigorous survey research remains notoriously challenging.
Overcoming this methodological hurdle is crucial for scholars and policy makers who seek
not only to interpret the behavior of key decision-makers but also to enhance accountability,
transparency, and effectiveness in governance and policy implementation.

In recent years, scholars have begun to utilize LinkedIn advertisements as a method to
recruit such elite samples (Clark, 2021; Lin-Greenberg, 2023; Casler, 2024; Heinzel, Weaver
and Jorgensen, 2025; Morse and Pratt, 2025). LinkedIn offers targeted advertising capabili-
ties that allow researchers to reach professionals based on specific criteria such as industry,
seniority level, job function, and organization type. This precision enables researchers to effi-
ciently access otherwise difficult-to-reach populations. As such, LinkedIn has proved to be a
cost-effective way to solicit elite convenience samples from firms (Griffiths, Bloyce and Law,
2025), international organizations (Clark, 2021; Heinzel, Weaver and Jorgensen, 2025; Clark
and Pratt, 2025; Heinzel, Weaver and Briggs, 2025), military organizations (Lin-Greenberg,
2023; Casler, 2024), and foreign ministries (Morse and Pratt, 2025). Individuals across
these diverse contexts utilize LinkedIn in large numbers, likely because its use contributes
positively to career outcomes (Pena, Curado and Oliveira, 2022).

To recruit elite samples with LinkedIn, researchers typically send sponsored direct mes-

sages to individuals, targeting based on individuals’ self-reporting of current or past employ-

'We define elites as the select group of individuals who occupy positions in influential social and political
structures. Our definition builds on Hafner-Burton, Hughes and Victor (2013, 369-370) and Saunders (2022,
221-222), incorporating both higher- and lower-ranking officials in structures like firms, government and
military agencies, and international organizations.



ment by specific organizations of interest (Clark, 2021). Researchers can also filter based
on individuals’ positions within these structures (e.g., management or other high-ranking
titles). Beyond targeting criteria, researchers must make several other decisions that might
impact user engagement, response rates, advertising costs, and so on. These include the
header of the message or call-to-action, the contents of the message, and the identity of the
sender.

This paper seeks to identify best practices for elite recruitment via LinkedIn. Across
several waves of LinkedIn advertising campaigns, we target US diplomats, military officials,
and business elites in the technology and finance sectors. We focus on these groups since
their influence over policy is especially strong relative to mass audiences given limited public
attention to international issues (Guisinger and Saunders, 2017; Saunders, 2022).

The paper proceeds in two parts. First, we discuss our baseline expectations about
best practices for elite recruitment using LinkedIn. This portion of the paper begins with
scholarship on elite surveys and interviews before discussing the logistics of designing a
LinkedIn messaging campaign. We then explain our baseline expectations for recruitment,
which were preliminarily tested during a November 2024 campaign. This empirical work
sent targeted direct messages to individuals employed in the foreign and defense ministries
of the United States, Canada, the United Kingdom, Australia, India, Pakistan, South Africa,
Nigeria, and the Philippines.

The campaign varied the gender identity of the sender (male or female), the call-to-action
(appeal to expertise, appeal to academic research, or a generic header), and the message
contents (offer to share findings, appeal to norms, or emphasis on the need for experts) of
our targeted messages. We examine three outcomes of interest: respondents’ likelihood of
opening a message, clicking on a survey link, and completing the survey. Our preliminary
findings indicate significant differences in click rates across the call-to-action and message
contents, where appeals to expertise perform significantly better than appeals that emphasize

academic research or norms. Randomization probed the effect of message sender, message



header, and message text, with results finding the most support for the impact of message
header on recruitment.

The second part of the paper consists of a pre-analysis plan for additional hypothesis tests
across a broader elite population. We modify our messaging campaign in key ways. First,
we vary the identities of the two senders. Second, we compare the “appeal to expertise”
header to a message header that highlights policy impact. Third, we compare message text
highlighting policy impact with text emphasizing an offer to share findings. Taken together,
these new iterations will refine our earlier approach and test hypotheses across a much larger
and more diverse sample.

This paper highlights LinkedIn as a versatile platform for the recruitment of elite samples
for survey research across a range of different organizations and substantive issues. Given
that elites are the individuals responsible for making decisions that shape influential policy
outcomes in domestic and foreign affairs, reaching such audiences is paramount for political
scientists. We encourage scholars to leverage LinkedIn to survey elite populations moving

forward.

2 Best Practices for Elite Recruitment on LinkedIn

Studying elites requires understanding their attitudes and decision-making processes. How-
ever, engaging elites at scale presents significant challenges. While scholars have successfully
conducted in-depth interviews with select elites (see e.g., Weaver 2008; Autesserre 2014; Nel-
son 2017 on officials within international institutions), interview-based research can be highly
resource-intensive and time-consuming for both researchers and respondents (Mosley, 2013).
Researchers arguably have an ethical duty to limit the time demands placed on influential
officials for academic work — these are small populations subjected to frequent requests for
academic engagement. Additionally, identifying the appropriate interviewees within com-

plex organizational structures is often difficult, and individuals involved in sensitive policy



discussions may avoid face-to-face interactions due to concerns about attribution.

Surveys offer a compelling alternative to engage with these influential individuals. Tradi-
tionally, scholars may have assembled a list of email addresses and reached out directly
to solicit input and responses (see Kertzer and Renshon 2022; Costa and Zeitzoff 2022
for reviews). Alternatively, scholars may leverage their personal and professional networks
(e.g., prior military experience or government work) to access hard-to-reach populations (see
Lin-Greenberg 2021 with military officials and Renshon, Yarhi-Milo and Kertzer 2023 with
the Israeli Knesset). However, non-elected government officials, particularly those that serve
in the national security establishment, may have private email addresses and thus be par-
ticularly difficult to reach. Moreover, both government and business elites are often wary of
direct email solicitations, as they may be concerned about phishing schemes or other types
of cyber attacks.

LinkedIn helps scholars overcome several challenges inherent in elite recruitment. Its
extensive and detailed professional network enables precise targeting of specific elite segments
across sectors. For researchers with a well-established and credible profile, LinkedIn direct
messaging campaigns also offer greater transparency and credibility than unsolicited email
outreach, increasing the likelihood of recipient trust and engagement. Given the widespread
use of LinkedIn among elite populations, this approach enables researchers to access more
representative samples, reducing the dependence on interpersonal connections or snowball
sampling strategies that risk introducing bias.

That said, sending targeted messages via LinkedIn does require resources, and response
rates to unsolicited survey invitations are often low (Costa and Zeitzoff, 2022). To improve
recruitment efficiency, it is essential to adopt message strategies that enhance engagement.
In this section, we examine how specific features of outreach messages—namely, the message
header, body text, and sender identity—may influence click-through and response rates. We
present testable hypotheses for each of these factors and use data from a LinkedIn messaging

campaign conducted in November 2024 to evaluate their effects on user engagement and cost



per response. We conclude with a discussion of a follow-up recruitment campaign planned
for early 2026, which will build on these findings to further refine best practices in elite

recruitment via LinkedIn.

2.1 Designing a LinkedIn Messaging Campaign

LinkedIn provides a practical and scalable mechanism for recruiting elite participants through
targeted messaging campaigns. To use this feature, researchers must first create an account in
LinkedIn’s Campaign Manager, which requires both a personal profile and an organizational
page.? Within Campaign Manager, researchers can design an advertising campaign that
delivers direct messages to a carefully defined audience.> The platform allows users to set a
total budget, specify a campaign duration, and view an estimated cost per message. Because
LinkedIn distributes sponsored messages via a bidding system, researchers define a range of
acceptable bid prices to control expenditures.

Once launched, the campaign automatically sends messages to a subset of users who
match the researcher’s targeting criteria. Recipients receive these invitations in their LinkedIn
inbox marked as “sponsored messages.” At this stage, the design of the message — its sender,
header, and text — becomes crucial for eliciting engagement. Messages must be sent from
an individual account, not the organizational page, meaning that the sender’s name and
profile photo are visible even before the message is opened. Each message also includes a
subject line (LinkedIn’s “call to action”), visible alongside the sender’s information, and a
main message body that appears when the message is opened.

We anticipate that each of these components — the sender’s identity, the subject line,
and the message contents — will shape an elite recipient’s likelihood of engaging with an

unsolicited academic survey. Specifically, we examine three outcomes that capture stages

2This latter step is simple and can be completed quickly. For instance, we created a page for the “IR
Research Consortium” in under five minutes.

3In our November 2024 experiment, for example, the target audience consisted of individuals employed
in the foreign and defense ministries of the United States, Canada, the United Kingdom, Australia, India,
Pakistan, South Africa, Nigeria, and the Philippines. Substantive results from this recruitment effort appear
in Morse and Pratt (2025).



of engagement: clicks (opening the message), conversions (visiting the survey site), and
completions (reaching the end of the survey).*

Prior research suggests that gender may influence perceptions of expertise and credibility
in professional and fieldwork settings (Kapiszewski, MacLean and Read, 2015; Martin, 2021).
Because LinkedIn prominently displays the sender’s name and photo, the sender’s gender
(or gendered appearance) may affect whether recipients open messages, click through to the
survey, or complete it.

The message header, or “call to action,” is another key factor influencing engagement.
Prior work on digital communication shows that subject lines affect both open and re-
sponse rates (Maineri and Van Mol, 2022; Paulo, Miguéis and Pereira, 2022; Sappleton and
Lourengo, 2016). The header conveys information about message purpose and perceived
effort required. In pre-tests, headers that explicitly appealed to expertise (e.g., “Experts
Needed!”) outperformed more neutral alternatives (e.g., “Academic Study on International
Law and Foreign Policy”). We expect that emphasizing the recipient’s expertise will improve
engagement.

Finally, the message body itself can shape response rates. Evidence from elite experiments
that utilize email-based recruitment strategies indicates that monetary incentives may reduce
participation (Heinzel, Weaver and Briggs, 2025), while appeals highlighting research value
or offering to share findings can increase engagement (Dietrich, Hardt and Swedlund, 2021).
We therefore expect that emphasizing the recipient’s professional expertise and offering to

share results will enhance participation.

2.2 LinkedIn Campaign 1: Research Design

To test these hypotheses, we fielded a LinkedIn messaging campaign in November 2024.
This campaign targeted foreign policy officials in a variety of countries where English is an

official or widely-used language. Specifically, we sent targeted direct messages to individuals

4Detailed hypotheses and our pre-registration (November 2024) are available at: https://archive.org/
details/osf-registrations-kcp6t-vl.
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employed in the foreign and defense ministries of the United States, Canada, the United
Kingdom, Australia, India, Pakistan, South Africa, Nigeria, and the Philippines. As part
of the direct messaging campaign, we randomly varied the senders, headers, and message
contents.

The “sender” treatment consisted of a name (Julia Morse or Tyler Pratt) and corre-
sponding professional headshot affixed to the direct message. We interpret this treatment
primarily as a gender effect, since this is the most noticeable observed difference between the
two senders. However, we cannot rule out other individual-level differences that are bundled
within the sender treatment.

The header consists of either “Foreign Policy Experts Wanted!” or “Shape Research on
Foreign Policy!” These messages appear in the subject line of the direct message.

The message text treatment similarly consists of one of three messages. The control
condition is included below. In brackets, we identify two additional treatments: a findings
treatment (which offers to provide participants with the findings of the study at a later
date) and an expert treatment (which signals that the survey is exclusively for foreign policy
experts). Participants are assigned to one of these three conditions: control, control and

findings, or control and experts.

Hello! We are fielding a short survey (experts treatment: exclusively targeting
foreign policy experts) as a part of an academic research project. The survey is
anonymous and will only take a few minutes to complete.

Click to take the survey here. (Survey findings treatment: At the end of the sur-
vey, you will have an opportunity to opt in to receive the results of our research.)

Thank you in advance for your time. If you have questions, you can reach out to
the research team directly:

Julia Morse (University of California, Santa Barbara) - jemorse@ucsb. edu
Tyler Pratt (University of North Carolina, Chapel Hill) - tbpratt@Qunc.edu

There are thus 12 total treatment conditions: 2 senders x 2 headers x 3 messages.



LinkedIn provides data on whether respondents open the direct message, as well as whether
respondents click the survey link. In order to track differences in survey completion rates,
each of the 12 treatments directs respondents to a separate Qualtrics survey. In total, ap-
proximately 11,700 LinkedIn users received a direct message, and 270 completed the survey

(2.3% overall completion rate).

2.3 Results: Preliminary Evidence on Best Practices

To assess the effect of these messaging strategies on elite respondent engagement, we con-
struct a message-level dataset with outcome variables corresponding to whether a given
message was opened, whether the survey link was clicked, and whether the survey was com-
pleted. We estimate linear probability models with cluster-robust standard errors. The
coefficients reflect the percent change in respondent engagement (opens, clicks, and survey
completions) attributable to sender identity, header, and message text.> The results are
presented in Figures 1-2.

Figure 1 displays the treatment effect of gender and header message on our three measures
of respondent engagement. Contrary to expectations, we find no significant effect of gender
(top panel) on the probability that a targeted respondent opens the direct message, clicks
the survey link, or completes the survey. In contrast, we observe clear and consistent effects
of the subject line used in the direct message (bottom panel). The header “Foreign Policy
Experts Needed!” significantly outperformed the alternative (“Shape Research on Foreign
Policy!”) on all three measures. Underscoring the expertise of the targeted respondents in
the header increased open, click, and completion rates by approximately 30%.

Figure 2 displays results for the message text that targeted respondents read upon opening
the message. Since it is not feasible for this message content to affect the likelihood of opening
the message (because the text cannot be seen until the message is opened), we show estimated

effects on click and completion rates. Our experiment included three message treatments: a

5We present linear estimates due to ease of interpretability; a logit model produces identical results.
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Figure 1: Treatment Effects of Gender, Header on Respondent Survey Engagement.
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Figure 2: Treatment Effects of Targeted Message Content on Respondent Survey Engage-
ment.

short control message (used as the baseline in the figure), an appeal to respondents’ expertise,
and an offer to share our survey findings with respondents.

Contrary to expectations, we find no evidence that appeals to expertise in the message
text affects click rates or survey completions, compared to a streamlined control message.
Somewhat surprisingly, an offer to share findings in the message text diminishes the likelihood
of clicking through to the survey (p = 0.06), as well as the survey completion rate (p = 0.01).

This is in contrast to some prior research (Heinzel, Weaver and Briggs, 2025)

3 Planned Extension

Our initial findings indicate that elite respondents are more likely to open, click through,
and complete a survey experiment when the subject line underscores the expert nature of

the respondent pool. We also find that offers to share survey results may have a negative
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affect on response rates, compared to a shorter control message.

We aim to build on these findings through several additional elite recruitment campaigns
that will run between January and June 2026. These campaigns will target a wide spectrum
of elites. We expect an overall sample size of approximately 1000 respondents falling within
the following groups: US diplomats, US military officials, IO bureaucrats, non-governmental

organizations (primarily human rights and climate), finance, and technology.

3.1 Design

The experiments will again test how the sender’s gender, the message header, and the mes-
sage text affect respondents’ willingness to complete a research survey. In the first level of
treatment, messages will come from either Julia Morse or Ricky Clark; this difference in
sender identity is intended to probe the effect of gender on response rates.

In a second level of treatment, respondents are assigned to a message header treatment
where messages include either an appeal to expertise or an appeal to shape US policy. The

appeal to expertise is matched to the industry.

e Header - Expert Condition: (Foreign Policy) Experts Needed!

e Header - Policy Condition: Shape US Policy!

In a third level of treatment, respondents are assigned to one of three message texts. A
control condition includes a short appeal to take the survey and information that the survey
will be anonymous. A findings treatment offers to share findings with respondents, while a

policy impact treatment highlights that research findings will be shared with policymakers.

e Message Text - Control Condition: Hello! We are fielding a short survey as a part

of an academic research project. The survey is anonymous and will only take 5-10

minutes to complete.
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e Message Text - Findings Condition: Hello! We are fielding a short survey as a part

of an academic research project. The survey is anonymous and will only take 5-10
minutes to complete. The findings will provide actionable insights into your field and

iof desired, you may opt in to receive a copy of the final report.

e Message Text - Policy Impact Condition: Hello! We are fielding a short survey as a

part of an academic research project. The survey is anonymous and will only take 5-10
minutes to complete. The findings are intended to impact future US policy and will be

shared with US policymakers.

The dependent variables for this analysis are the same as in the earlier experiment.
Specifically, we will collect information on click rates (has a respondent opened a message),
site visits (does the respondent use the survey link to visit the Qualtrics website), and
completion rates (does the respondent complete the entire survey). We note that completion
rates will not be comparable across all iterations of the research, as individual campaigns
will target different elite populations and explore separate research questions.

To demonstrate that LinkedIn campaigns are reaching elites rather than low-level em-
ployees or individuals posing as someone else on LinkedIn, we also include political knowledge
questions in our surveys. We plan to compare the results of these political knowledge ques-
tions with existing surveys of both general and elite audiences (e.g., TRIPS). Our secondary
check consists of coding data from open-ended questions, which provide additional insight

into how elites are thinking about the content of the survey.

3.2 Hypotheses

First, we expect that the sender’s gender will impact respondents’ behavior. LinkedIn promi-
nently display’s the sender’s name and photo, and thus the sender’s gendered appearance

may affect whether respondents open messages, visit the site, or complete the survey.®

SWe acknowledge that comparing two individuals is, at best, an imperfect proxy for gender given the
numerous other factors that vary across our two senders.
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e Extension - Hypothesis 1 (Gender): Messages from a female sender will have lower

click rates, site visits, and completion rates than messages from a male sender.

Second, we expect that the message header will impact whether respondents open a
message and visit a site. In previous experiments, appeals to expertise have outperformed
other types of message headers. We do not expect the message header to impact survey

completion.

e Extension - Hypothesis 2 (Expert Header): Messages with a header “(Foreign policy)
experts needed!” will have higher click rates and site visits than messages with the

policy impact header.

Third, we expect that the message content will impact whether respondents visit the
website and complete the survey. Both the offer to share findings and the possibility of
policy impact should increase website visits and completion rates compared to the control

condition.

e Extension - Hypothesis 3 (Message - Findings): Messages with the findings treatment
text will have higher rates of site visits and survey completions than messages in the

control condition.

e Extension - Hypothesis 4 (Message - Policy Impact): Messages with the policy impact
treatment text will have higher rates of site visits and survey completions than messages

in the control condition.

4 Conclusion

This paper demonstrates that LinkedIn can serve as a powerful, scalable tool for recruiting
otherwise hard-to-reach elite populations for survey and experimental research. Using tar-

geted direct messaging, we will reach diverse sets of political and business elites, including
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diplomats, military officers, and managers in influential private companies. For scholars in-
vestigating how specific groups of elites think about politics, this method may be the most
cost-effective and time efficient approach for reaching a broad range of elites.

We show preliminary evidence of how message design influences elite engagement. Our
findings reveal that message framing and content matter: emphasizing the respondent’s
expertise significantly increases open, click, and completion rates, while overly detailed or
norm-based appeals may reduce participation. These insights provide clear, data-driven
guidance for scholars seeking to improve elite recruitment strategies in international rela-
tions and political science more broadly. We will field several additional campaigns between
January and June 2026 to increase confidence in these preliminary findings.

Beyond these immediate results, our study contributes to broader methodological debates
about how best to access and study elites — actors who wield disproportionate influence over
policy outcomes yet remain difficult to systematically survey. By documenting the process of
designing, executing, and evaluating LinkedIn-based recruitment campaigns, we bridge the
gap between small-N qualitative approaches and large-N experimental research. In doing
so, we demonstrate that social media—based recruitment can produce large, diverse, and
policy-relevant samples of elites without sacrificing rigor or representativeness. Moreover,
the best practices outlined here regarding targeting parameters, message design, and cost
management may extend beyond LinkedIn to other professional platforms and elite contexts.

Looking forward, several avenues for future work remain. Substantively, scholars could
apply this approach to additional elite domains, such as central bank officials or NGO and 10
staffs to explore variation in elite beliefs across institutional settings. Methodologically, fu-
ture research should evaluate how different incentive structures, timing, and follow-up mech-
anisms influence response rates and data quality. Further comparisons between LinkedIn-
based and traditional recruitment methods (e.g., email or organizational partnerships) could
also clarify trade-offs between cost, representativeness, and response reliability. As digital

professional networks continue to expand, the techniques refined here will help researchers
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engage more directly with those whose decisions most powerfully shape global political and

economic outcomes.
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5 Appendix

Our first set of hypotheses focuses on the effect of the message sender’s gender.
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Hypothesis 1 (Gender): Because the gender of the sender is available in the photograph on
LinkedIn, gender is likely to affect outcomes related to clicks, conversations, and completed
surveys. We do not have any expectations about a relationship between gender and the length

of time spent on a survey.

Hypothesis 1a (Gender, click): Recipients will be more likely to open a message from a
male researcher than from a female researcher.

Hypothesis 1b (Gender, conversion): Recipients will be more likely to visit the survey
if the message is sent from a male researcher than from a female researcher.

Hypothesis 1c (Gender, completion): Recipients will be more likely to complete the

survey if the message is sent from a male researcher than from a female researcher.

Hypothesis 2 (Message subject): The message subject line is likely to affect whether an
indiwidual opts to open a message or not. We have previously tested the message subject line
“Academic Study on International Law and Foreign Policy” in messages sent during October
2024. We expect that the message subject line should affect clicks and conversions primarily.
Hypothesis 2a (Call to action, click): Recipients will be more likely to open the new
messages with the call to action (“Foreign policy experts needed!” or “Shape academic re-
search!” compared to the previous message (“Academic Study on International Law and
Foreign Policy”).

Hypothesis 2b (Expertise, click): Recipients will be more likely to open messages ti-
tled “Foreign policy experts needed!” than messages with the subject line “Shape academic
research!”.

Hypothesis 2c (Message subject, conversion): Given that recipients open a message,
there will be no significant differences in terms of whether they visit the website across the

three treatment conditions.

Hypothesis 3 (Message text): Message quality should not affect whether individuals open
a message (since they can’t see it until they open it) but it should affect whether they visit

the survey page and complete the survey. We expect that appeals to expertise and offers to
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provide findings will be more effective at soliciting responses than the control condition.
Hypothesis 3a (Findings & experts, conversion): Recipients will be more likely to visit
the survey page if they receive the findings treatment or the expert treatment (compared to
the control condition,).

Hypothesis 3b (Findings vs. others, conversion): Recipients will be most likely to
visit the survey message if they receive the expert treatment (compared to the control and the
findings treatment).

Hypothesis 3c (Experts, completion): Recipients will be more likely to complete the
survey if they receive the expert treatment (compared to the findings and the control condi-

tions).
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