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often turn to sources where they have connections, such as clubs, athletic teams, religious 
groups, and career-related List Serves. When we approach people to whom we have a con-
nection, several ethical issues emerge, especially if there are power differences in the people 
asking and the people responding. For example, given that one interest area for student 
research is athletics, you can imagine someone who is a team captain or fourth year stu-
dent recruiting younger team members as participants.

  Try This Now

What conflicts of interest might there be when fourth year students 
or team captains recruit players from their teams to be research 
participants?

The American Psychological Association (APA) Code of Ethics has a section (2010a, 
3.05) dealing with avoiding multiple relationships. The gist of this guideline is that 
if you are in a professional role with a person (e.g., therapist or teacher) you should 
not enter into another kind of role with that person (e.g., as a researcher collaborator) 
if the possibility exists that the new relationship might impair your judgment or effec-
tiveness in your professional work as a psychologist. Although we are not assuming the 
researcher is a psychologist, we are talking about the idea that having multiple relation-
ships with potential participants should raise warning flags. Lynne Roberts and Peter 
Allen (2015) discussed this issue in the context of research in education and suggest 
that when one’s students are possible participants, such students should be consid-
ered a vulnerable population. Imagine the situation where an assistant lacrosse coach, 
enrolled in an MA program, wants to use members of his or her team as participants in 
a study of personality, athlete goals and strivings (as reflected in personal narratives), 
and career objectives. How can the researcher avoid the possibility of coercion in this 
situation?

Some researchers in this kind of situation have someone else approach the team mem-
bers; in addition, the guarantee is made that the data will be collected anonymously and 
that participants’ identities will not be known to the researcher. Nevertheless, if there are 
few players, it is possible that some identifying information may be revealed in the narra-
tives the players produce. Yet another possibility, and one that makes more sense in terms 
of reducing the possibility of coercion, is to use another team at the institution, or from 
another institution altogether. It is likely that the research questions are not about a spe-
cific team (e.g., lacrosse) but about athletes more generally. For that reason, a substitute 
team, either at one’s institution or at another institution (making use of one’s contacts) is 
a reasonable approach and one that avoids the conflict of interest.

Multiple 
relationships: 
described in 
3.05 of the 
American 
Psychological 
Association 
(APA) Code of 
Ethics (2010a), 
in which your 
professional 
role (e.g., 
therapist) 
may be 
compromised 
by taking on 
a second role 
(e.g., research 
collaborator) 
with regard 
to the same 
individual.


