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Across the subject pool, participants differ in ways that may affect the internal validity 
of the research project. For example, there are differences in extraversion between those 
who choose to participate in person (higher levels of extraversion) compared to those who 
select to participate online. Furthermore, those who participate earlier in the semester are 
likely to be more conscientious and to be women than are those who participate later in 
the semester (Witt, Donnellan, & Orlando, 2011). Using the NEO-PI-3, a widely used 
personality inventory (see Chapter 5), research looking at the timing of participation in 
the semester showed that higher levels of extraversion and openness were associated with 
participating later in the semester (Aviv, Zelinski, Rallo, & Larson, 2002). As A. L. Aviv 
et al. (2002) argued, the differences in personality associated with participating at different 
times of the semester create confounds and undermine the internal validity of the research 
unless steps are taken to address these problems.

  Try This Now

Given these differences in personality characteristics and when 
people decide to participate, what might happen if we run an experi-
ment with sequential conditions, such that all of Condition 1 is run in 
September and all of Condition 2 is run in November?

As Aviv et al. (2002) discussed, this kind of sequential approach may lead to unrep-
resentativeness, given that personality may be confounded with time of the semester. 
Another type of research approach that is problematic is a study that is conducted over 
a short period of time (e.g., 1–2 weeks). In both of those scenarios (sequential and short 
time frame), the people who volunteer at an early point in time likely will differ from 
those who volunteer later in the semester. And these differences may interact with the 
variable(s) in the study.

How would you change the way the subject pool is managed to eliminate this problem? 
The solution offered by Aviv et al. (2002) is to eliminate choice. By randomly assigning 
participants to experiments, these potentially damaging differences in the nonrandom 
distribution of personality characteristics are eliminated. Aviv et al. stated that there are 
psychology departments in the United States that assign participants in this manner. It is 
unclear how common this approach is.

  Try This Now

How does your institution recruit and assign participants for 
experiments?


