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QUESTIONS OF VALIDITY IN USING  
AMAZON MTURK
A core question for researchers who contemplate using MTurk is the extent to which 
participants solicited from MTurk are similar to other samples you might use, such as 
undergraduate subject pools. Chandler et al. (2014) addressed one aspect of this ques-
tion. Among the concerns are that MTurkers might be non-naïve (that is, they might be 
knowledgeable about the research task) in a variety of ways. For example, workers might 
participate in multiple related studies and thus learn something about the tasks and the 
hypotheses. Forums and list serves exist for MTurkers to share their views of research, par-
ticular research projects, and even particular requesters (researchers). This is another way 
workers might learn about the goals of research.

On the plus side, Chandler et al. (2014) pointed out that the MTurk participant pool 
is more diverse than you would find in academic participant pools and that the quality of 
data is as good, sometimes better, than data collected from traditional approaches. The 
quality of these data has been demonstrated in a variety of research domains (social, clini-
cal, personality, and cognitive).

Chandler et al. (2014) provided several specific ways to decrease duplicate workers (see 
their article for the programming specifics). Because the sophistication of workers is grow-
ing, Chandler et al. recommended avoiding what they call commonly used experimental pro-
cedures (e.g., the trolley problem, which is used in evaluating moral dilemmas). The trolley 
problem (there are variations) is a hypothetical ethical dilemma problem involving the par-
ticipant, who is standing by a lever in the train yard. Pulling the lever can divert the runaway 
trolley from its current course (which will kill five people if the participant does nothing); 
if the participant pulls the lever, the trolley will be diverted to a secondary track, where one 
person tied to that track will then be killed. The participant must decide what to do.

Another recommendation is to use attention check questions (questions that assess 
whether you are reading carefully; a commonly used question is “I am having a heart 
attack right now”; Chandler et al., 2014; Peer, Vosgerau, & Acquisti, 2014).

REVISIT AND RESPOND

zz What is Amazon Mechanical Turk? What do we know about the validity of data 
collected on AMT and its comparability to data collected through more traditional 
approaches? Most workers come from which two countries? What is the primary 
motivation to participate in MTurk studies? Name a step you can take to assure 
that you will get workers to complete your task (“HIT”) with care.

Attention check 
questions: 
questions 
inserted in a 
survey to check 
whether the 
respondent is 
actually reading 
the items (e.g., 
“I am having a 
heart attack right 
now”).


