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LIMITS ON THE NUMBER OF  
PARTICIPANTS AVAILABLE FROM  
UNPAID SUBJECT POOLS
Participants are valuable because they are limited in number, typically being generated 
through course requirements. For that reason, most unpaid subject pools set restrictions 
on the number of participants any given researcher may acquire through the pool. There is 
typically a priority system of who has access and in what order. The size of the institution 
and hence the number of students enrolled has a direct bearing on the number of par-
ticipants available for research. Research is more difficult to conduct at small institutions 
because of the limited number of participants available.

REVISIT AND RESPOND

zz List two potential threats to the internal validity of a study when you use a subject 
pool and how researchers have tried to combat these threats.

KEEPING TRACK OF PARTICIPANTS:  
ONLINE PARTICIPANT MANAGEMENT 
SYSTEMS
Increasingly institutions are turning to software not only to create studies (e.g., 
SurveyMonkey and Qualtrics) but also to manage recordkeeping between researchers 
and participants. One of the most widely used cloud-based participant management  
systems is Sona Systems (https://www.sona-systems.com/default.aspx), which 
describes itself as the “global leader in university research software” that “serves the top 50 
universities in the US” according to its website.

This kind of software brings researchers and participants together. Researchers and 
participants create accounts; researchers can post their studies online, and participants 
can sign up online for these posted studies. Many features help to streamline the research 
process. Researchers can list criteria for participation (e.g., athlete status, class year, or gen-
der), send reminders, automatically award credit, reserve rooms for running their studies, 
document no-shows or excused absences, as well as several other conveniences. Partici-
pants have a way to document their participation rather than relying on signed informed 
consent documents, which are easy to misplace.
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