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Research With Prisoners: Because individuals under the supervision of a correctional system are under constraints that 
could affect their ability to voluntarily consent to participate in research, there are also special protections for these 
populations. The U.S. DHHS has imposed strict limits on the involvement of prisoners as research subjects unless the 
research is material to their lives as prisoners. The term prisoner as defined by DHHS (Kiefer, 2015, p. 2) is as follows:

A prisoner means any individual involuntarily confined or detained in a penal institution. The term is 
intended to encompass individuals sentenced to such an institution under criminal or civil statue, individu-
als detained in other facilities by virtue of statues or commitment procedures which provide alternatives to 
criminal prosecution or incarceration in a penal institution, and individuals detained pending arraignment, 
trial, or sentencing.

Included are those in hospitals or alcohol and drug treatment facilities under court order. Individuals in work-
release programs and in at-home detention programs also qualify as prisoners. The definition applies to minors as well 
as to adults.

Although regulations restrict participation of prisoners to research that is material to their lives, this actually 
includes a great deal of research. For example, they can participate in research examining many issues including 
but not limited to the following: the possible causes, effects, and processes of incarceration and of criminal behavior; 
research on conditions particularly affecting prisoners as a class, such as research on diseases such as hepatitis and 
substance abuse; and all research that has the intent of improving their health and well-being.

Voluntary consent is an important issue with research involving prisoners. IRBs ensure that the decision to take 
part in research can have no effect on an inmate’s future treatment and/or parole decision. The use of incentives for 
prisoners is also judged differently compared to incentives for the general population. For example, while a $10 incen-
tive to participate may not seem like a lot to someone not in prison, the maximum wage in many state prisons is only 
$1 per day, so a $10 incentive is a great deal indeed! In research one of the authors just completed on examining the fac-
tors related to desistance from substance abuse and crime, former inmates who were not currently under correctional 

Source: Leakey, Tricia, Kevin B. Lunde, Karin Koga, and Karen Glanz. 2004. “Written Parental Consent and the Use of Incentives in a Youth Smoking 
Prevention Trial: A Case Study From Project SPLASH.” American Journal of Evaluation 25: 509–523.

Note: Parents who had refused participation at the previous survey point were again contacted for permission at the next survey point.
aNumber of students who were enrolled in the program varies over time depending on enrollment and teacher participation rates.
bNumber of consent forms that were handed out at each time period to new students.
cOut of the total number of consent forms distributed.
dOut of the total number of consent forms returned.
eOut of all students who had parental consent and were present on the day of the survey.
fProject staff explained and distributed consent on site.
gTeachers explained and distributed consent.

Exhibit 3.9 Parental Consent Response Rates and Outcomes

Survey
Population 
Sizea

Consent to 
Parentsb

Consent 
Returnedc

Refused 
Consentd

Consent to 
Participate

Student Assent 
“Yes”e

7th-grade baselinef 4,741 4,728 89.5%
(n = 4,231)

  7.3%
(n = 310)

92.7%
(n = 3,921)

99.4%
(n = 3,716)

8th-grade baselineg 4,222 421 58.0%
(n = 244)

11.9%
(n = 29)

88.1%
(n = 215)

99.0%
(n = 3,235)

8th-grade
follow-upg

3,703 177 41.8%
(n = 74)

  5.4%
(n = 4)

94.6%
(n = 70)

98.7%
(n = 2,999)


