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  Try This Now

In your opinion, does the researcher have an obligation to inform 
participants that the topic may be sensitive? Could warning have 
an effect on who participates (i.e., the representativeness of the 
sample)?

Beyond establishing a level of trust, the issue of the sensitivity of the topic is an ethical 
one. Researchers have an ethical obligation to alert participants to material that may be 
upsetting, and most researchers endorse alerting participants to that possibility.1 Heather 
McCosker, Alan Barnard, and Rod Gerber (2001) pointed out that not only is sensitive 
research an issue for participants, but also the nature of the information may have an effect 
on a variety of other groups. It may be relevant to researchers (concerns for safety when 
interviewing individuals who may be violent), members of ethics committees (who read 
the proposal), transcribers of information (who read interviews with sensitive material), 
and even readers of publications that include that material.

RECRUITING OFF CAMPUS
Not every research question can be evaluated using a sample of undergraduate college 
students, nor do we want to rely on such pools to develop our understanding of human 
nature (Henrich et al., 2010). One principle to remember is that the nature of the research 
question influences the selection of the participants; target recruitment for locations where 
you are likely to find people with the characteristics you seek. If you were interested in 
organic food, for example, you might go to local farmers’ markets (understanding that you 
need permission to recruit at private venues).

When you move off campus, the difficulty of recruiting participants typically increases 
substantially. The following sections address how to recruit successfully in the field.

USING YOUR PERSONAL CONNECTIONS
One of the best ways to recruit people off campus is to use your personal connections. 
These connections can be direct, for example, your membership in an off-campus group 
(e.g., soccer club or religious organization) or indirect (e.g., knowing someone who is 
a member of a group, or whose parents or relatives or neighbors belong to a group or 

1There are concerns in the classroom about teaching topics that may include sensitive material; alerting students to this  
material is referred to as including a trigger warning (Flaherty, 2014).


