
130    The Research Experience

  Try This Now

If your course requires research participation or offers research 
participation for extra credit, what alternatives were provided? 
Compared to participating in research, did the alternative involve 
equivalent effort?

A common alternative is to have students write a short paper (approximately two 
pages) summarizing an article related to the research process. In research on alternatives 
to the course requirement, the most frequently used alternative (for those who had alter-
natives) was writing a paper, as reported by 62.7% of the respondents (Sieber & Saks, 
1989). Some alternatives might be considered inequitable and unattractive. At one liberal 
arts college, where five hours of research participation are a requirement in a course, the 
alternative is a 10–15-page research paper focused on the “History of Research Methods 
in Psychology.” The thinking in establishing this alternative was that it should take the 
student about the same amount of time to write the paper (five hours) as it would to 
participate in studies that cumulatively took that length of time. When asked if students 
had selected this alternative, the answer was only 1 student in 16 years! Recommended 
reading about the ethical issues in using students as research participants is a recent article 
by Albert Leentjens and James Levenson (2013).

OFFERING INCENTIVES IN RESEARCH:  
ARE INCENTIVES COERCIVE?
Many different kinds of incentives are used in research, from financial (e.g., cash) to food 
(e.g., candy and doughnuts) to small tokens (e.g., ballpoint pens). There are no firm ethi-
cal guidelines surrounding the use of incentives in research and no mention of it in the 
Common Rule. IRBs vary in their perspectives on this issue. Like many other aspects of 
IRB review, there will be local differences.

  Try This Now

Before reading further, what reasons could you cite to allow the use 
of incentives? To prohibit their use?

In a thoughtful article, Ruth Grant and Jeremy Sugarman (2004) argued that, on 
balance, incentives do not seem to pose an ethical threat, but they also stated some 


