
Faculty Forum

Undergraduate Students’ Perceptions
of and Engagement in Research
Participation to Fulfill an Introductory
Psychology Course Requirement

Vanessa Beanland1, Erin I. Walsh2, and Kristen Pammer2

Abstract
It is a common, if controversial, practice to recruit undergraduate psychology students as research participants. There is
substantial research concerning putative educational benefits for students, but as students increasingly have freedom to choose
between studies to meet participation requirements, factors underlying student choice of participation activities have been
understudied. This research was designed to gain insight into what influences students’ choice of research participation activities.
Respondents were first-year psychology students at a research-intensive university. In Study 1, 43 students provided open-ended
responses reflecting on their participation experience. A grounded theory approach was used to identify themes. In Study 2, 135
students completed a short questionnaire designed using the themes extracted in Study 1, with additional questions to probe self-
reported and actual learning via questions about study contents and procedure. Across both studies, the dominant reasons for
choosing a particular study were interest and convenience. However, 29% of respondents in Study 2 indicated that they had not
learned anything during participation. This suggests that it is beneficial to offer a wide range of potential studies as students can
tailor participation to match their interests, but improved debriefing strategies may be required to ensure students derive
educational benefit and understand what they learned.
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A common feature of many undergraduate psychology pro-

grams is that students have the opportunity, and sometimes a

requirement, to participate in research. This practice has

sparked debate, with some commentators arguing that it is

unethical (e.g., Diamond & Redpath, 1994, cited in Dalziel,

1996). Others have countered that requiring research participa-

tion is comparable to other mandatory requirements such as

exams and compulsory class attendance (Dalziel, 1996; Miles,

Cromer, & Narayan, 2015). Empirical studies of student atti-

tudes have found that, although some consider compulsory

research participation “coercive,” they do not object to it on

ethical grounds or believe it should be discontinued (Coulter,

1986; Cromer, Reynolds, & Johnson, 2013; Leak, 1981; Miller

& Kreiner, 2008).

The most compelling justification for requiring research

participation is that it has educational benefits. For example,

research participation can increase interest in psychology

research (Bowman & Waite, 2003; Chin & Gibbs Stayte,

2015; VanWormer, Jordan, & Blalock, 2014), which may be

especially valuable for students who do not have the opportu-

nity to complete research internships. However, most studies

measure perceived learning rather than actual learning. The

few studies that have measured actual learning have found that

research participation increases knowledge to a similar extent

as lecture attendance (Elliott, Rice, Trafimow, Madson, & Hip-

shur, 2010) and is especially beneficial for increasing under-

standing of research procedures, research ethics, and the

diversity of psychology as a discipline (Bowman & Waite,

2003; Rosell et al., 2005). Participating in research has also

been associated with self-perceived increases in understanding

of the specific experimental topic (Darling, Goedert, Ceynar,

Shore, & Anderson, 2007; Moyer & Franklin, 2011), psychol-

ogy more generally (Chin & Gibbs Stayte, 2015; Landrum &

Chastain, 1995), and research methods and processes (Chin &

Gibbs Stayte, 2015; Darling et al., 2007; VanWormer et al.,
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2014). Perceived benefits appear to be slightly lower if research

participation is mandatory compared with when it is voluntary

(Nimmer & Handelsman, 1992; Roberts & Allen, 2013).

Overall, it appears that participating in research has demon-

strable benefits for students, which are linked to the content of

the research experience. However, students have freedom to

choose which studies they participate in, and whether they

participate at all, as even in mandatory schemes not all students

fulfill the requirements (Elicker, McConnell, & Hall, 2010;

Rocchi, Beaudry, Anderson, & Pelletier, 2016). Although there

is research examining why students do or do not participate in

research (Bowman & Waite, 2003; Elicker et al., 2010; Rocchi

et al., 2016), to our knowledge, no research has examined how

students select specific studies to complete. This is an impor-

tant question as some researchers have argued that having stu-

dents participate in a greater range of studies will equip them

with more sophisticated understanding of research (Roberts &

Allen, 2013), and it is unclear whether students’ choices are

limiting this learning opportunity. For example, if students

participate exclusively in online studies, due to scheduling

issues, this may equip them with in-depth understanding of

online research but will give them limited understanding of

alternative research methods.

The aim of our current research was to gain insight into

factors that influence students’ choice of research participation

activities. The research was conducted in two phases, begin-

ning with an exploratory study that elicited open-ended feed-

back from students. The findings were then used to generate a

more structured survey that was administered to the entire

cohort of introductory psychology students at a research-

intensive university.

Study 1

Study 1 was a small-scale exploratory study designed to elicit

students’ reasons for choosing to participate in specific

research projects and to form the basis for subsequent research.

It was conducted at a research-intensive university, where

introductory psychology students were required to complete

4 hr research credit per semester. Research credit could be

awarded for participation in studies or for summarizing journal

articles (one article received 60-min credit). Studies offering

course credit were advertised on university noticeboards and

listed on the online learning management system for introduc-

tory psychology. Data collection was integrated into existing

research projects. Specifically, researchers who were offering

credit were asked to administer a brief survey, which asked

students to indicate why they chose to participate in that study

rather than one of the other studies available.

Method

Participants

Forty-three responses were provided by students enrolled in an

introductory psychology course at the Australian National Uni-

versity (ANU) in Semester 2 (July–October) 2013, which had a

cohort of 350 students. Participation was voluntary and anon-

ymous, so no demographic information was collected. Ethical

aspects of the research were approved by ANU Human

Research Ethics Committee (2013/462).

Materials and Procedure

Ongoing research studies were identified from recruitment pos-

ters placed around the ANU Research School of Psychology

and studies advertised on the introductory psychology learning

management system. Thirty-seven researchers were contacted:

15 (41%) agreed to facilitate data collection for the current

study, 9 (24%) advised that they had completed data collection,

and 13 (35%) failed to respond.

A pen-and-paper questionnaire was administered. Respon-

dents were asked to provide details of the research study in

which they participated and their reasons for choosing this

study (i.e., as opposed to others that were available). Research-

ers who agreed to facilitate data collection were asked to dis-

tribute the questionnaire and ethics information sheet to all

research participants who asked for course credit.

Data Analysis

Handwritten responses were transcribed verbatim, and a

grounded theory approach was used to extract themes. Prelim-

inary themes were established based on an initial review of the

data. Themes were then reviewed and refined, including col-

lapsing similar codes where appropriate. This yielded six broad

categories of themes: study content (e.g., interesting, relevant

to my studies); study methods (e.g., online, experimental), par-

ticipation requirements (e.g., accessible, easy), recruitment

processes (e.g., advertisement, response from experimenter),

duration (e.g., short vs. long), and other (e.g., had completed

other available studies). All responses were coded by two inde-

pendent coders. Interrater agreement was 92%.

Results and Discussion

The study obtained 43 responses from participants in seven

studies; however, two studies (both questionnaire-based) only

provided one response each. The five studies that contributed

the remaining responses included two online studies (n ¼ 21;

49%), one experiment (n¼ 7; 16%), one study involving online

and short message service (SMS; commonly called texting)

responses (n ¼ 5; 12%), and one questionnaire (n ¼ 3; 7%).

Study duration varied from 30 to 120 min.

Response length ranged from 12 to 103 words (M ¼ 46.5,

SD¼ 24.1), or 56 to 633 characters (M¼ 258, SD¼ 134). Each

response was coded with 2–7 themes (M¼ 4.2, SD¼ 1.5), with

each theme reflecting different reasons for participating in a

specific study.

Research Content

Overall, the most commonly reported reason for participating

in a given research study was that it “seemed interesting”
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(65.1%). There was no clear association between this theme

and study characteristics; only one study was not explicitly

deemed “interesting” by at least one student.

Several students also reported actively selecting a study that

“seemed different” to other studies they had completed previ-

ously (23.3%). Here, students juxtaposed the study topic or

methods with others they had completed in the past (e.g.,

“Since I have already completed several surveys before, I

wanted to try a different experimental method”; “I also thought

the research topic was interesting and quite different to other

projects I have done”).

Very few students reported that they chose research oppor-

tunities that were directly relevant to their coursework (4.7%;

e.g., “we have learned a bit about group perception”) or had

personal relevance or interest (9.3%; e.g., “I wanted feedback

on my risky behavior”).

Finally, a sizable minority of students (16.3%) reported

choosing to participate in research that “seemed fun.” Most

of these responses pertained to a study about humor or an

experiment that featured “Where’s Wally [Waldo]?” on the

recruitment poster.

Research Methodology and Participation Requirements

The main methodological consideration in choosing research

was whether a study was online, reported by 55.8% of respon-

dents. Notably, this represents nearly all students who com-

pleted an online study. Similarly, all students who completed

the study involving SMS mentioned the SMS methodology as a

reason for participating. In contrast, few students mentioned

methodology as a reason for choosing to participate in experi-

ments or face-to-face questionnaires.

Several students considered the burden imposed by partici-

pation requirements, with many selecting studies that were

convenient (41.9%). This included online studies, which could

be completed at any time (e.g., “I don’t have to find a time that

is mutually convenient and sit down for an hour”), and face-to-

face studies that fit their schedule (e.g., “it fit into my time-

table”). Accessibility also influenced participation (34.9%),

particularly for online studies. Here, students commented both

on the accessibility of the advertisement (e.g., “There was a list

of studies . . . this study was near the top of the list so I noticed it

before the others”) and the accessibility of the survey itself

(e.g., “the URL for the study was given on the piece of paper

on the poster”). One student also noted that some studies felt

inaccessible to commuters: “a lot of studies might sound fun,

but require drinking, which isn’t possible if you live off

campus.” Nearly one fifth of respondents (18.6%) reported

choosing studies that seemed easy to complete. Interestingly,

this encompassed a range of methods including experimental,

questionnaire, and online studies (e.g., “I also found it was a

fairly ‘easy’ and do-able experiment so that seemed

appealing”). Finally, one participant reported choosing an

online study because it “felt more anonymous.”

Recruitment Processes

Compared with research content and methodology, recruitment

materials and processes were not a major influence on students’

choice of research participation opportunities. A minority of

respondents reported basing their decision to participate on the

advertisement (e.g., “Interesting poster”; 14.0%) or project

name (e.g., “The title made it seem more interesting”;

11.6%). A few students (9.3%) reported that they signed up

because the experimenter responded quickly to their e-mail

inquiry, and one student mentioned that they participated

because they met the inclusion criteria (e.g., “the experiment

asked for participants with a certain type of phone plan and I

fitted this description”).

Other Reasons for Participation

Several students (37.2%) explicitly noted that they needed to

participate in research to fulfill their credit hours (e.g., “I am a

psych student required to participate in research studies”).

Related to this, many students indicated that the length of the

study (i.e., amount of credit) influenced their decision to par-

ticipate, for both short studies (30.2%) and long studies

(23.3%). Students chose short studies primarily because they

were easy to complete (e.g., “the study only takes 30 mins”);

there was considerable overlap between studies described as

short and those described as “convenient” or “easy.” In con-

trast, other students sought to participate in a smaller number of

long studies: “the study gave me 2 hours of research participa-

tion, minimizing my need to participate in many other studies.”

Finally, a couple of students (4.7%) noted that they simply

chose the studies they had not yet completed: “When I was

selecting research participation there were not many others that

I had not already done.”

Summary

The results of Study 1 suggest that the two major factors influ-

encing which research studies students select are interest and

convenience (namely, having research online). The popularity

of online studies is consistent with previous research, which

has highlighted benefits of online participation for time-poor

students and those based off campus (Bowman & Waite, 2003;

Elicker et al., 2010). Despite evidence from the broader

research participation literature that recruitment materials and

processes can be vital (Patrick, Pruchno, & Rose, 1998),

recruitment processes were rarely raised. This may be because

recruitment methods across the studies were relatively homo-

genous (e.g., standard posters or online announcements), and

having mandatory participation ensured uptake of studies that

might otherwise be overlooked. Although many students

reported actively seeking to participate in a variety of study

types, very few sought research directly related to their course-

work. Overall, these results are interesting but may lack gen-

eralizability due to the small sample size. As such, the findings

were used to inform a larger scale study.
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Study 2

The aim of Study 2 was to conduct a more systematic, larger

study of students’ reasons for selecting research participation

opportunities. To achieve this, a voluntary survey was included

within formal assessment for an introductory psychology

course. Students were at the same research-intensive university

and were required to complete 5 hr per semester (increased

from 4 hr the previous year). A secondary aim of the research

was to assess whether the relative prevalence of reasons for

selecting research studies differed between subgroups of stu-

dents (e.g., psychology majors vs. nonmajors) and/or between

different types of studies (e.g., experimental vs. survey

research).

Method

Participants

All students enrolled in ANU’s introductory psychology course

in Semester 1, 2014, were invited to participate (N ¼ 330).

Among enrolled students, 135 (41%) submitted a research par-

ticipation diary and consented to its use in the current research,

47 students (14%) did not participate in any research, and 148

students (45%) either did not submit a diary or did not expli-

citly consent to its use in the current research.1 Ethical aspects

of the research were approved by ANU Human Research Ethics

Committee (2013/462).

Of students who provided a research participation diary for

analysis, over three quarters were female (76.3%), approxi-

mately two thirds (65.2%) were born in Australia and half

(50.4%) were majoring in psychology (including students

enrolled in double majors or double degrees). The mean age

was 20.1 years (SD ¼ 5.6; Mdn ¼ 19; range: 17–64). Although

demographic information was not available for the full cohort,

these sample characteristics seem to match the first-year psy-

chology student body.

Materials and Procedure

A pen-and-paper research participation diary was provided to

all enrolled students at the beginning of semester. Students

completed the diary throughout the semester, recording details

of all studies completed for research credit, and submitted it at

the end of semester. For each study, the experimenter verified

project details and the student’s participation. The student then

wrote a brief response describing what they thought the study

was about, what they did, and what they learned; these ques-

tions formed part of their standard coursework assessment. An

additional question was added to meet the current research

objectives, asking students to indicate their reason/s for parti-

cipating in this experiment, from a list including seemed inter-

esting, seemed fun, seemed easy, different to other studies,

methodology, duration, convenience, accessibility, scheduling,

topic is relevant to my studies, and topic is relevant to me

personally. Most of these categories represented the most com-

mon themes that emerged in Study 1. An exception was topic

relevance, which was included because it was of particular

interest (i.e., to determine whether students seek research par-

ticipation directly relevant to their studies).

If students consented to participating in the current research,

their diary was transcribed for analysis. Data were discarded

for students who did not provide explicit written consent.

Records from the online research sign-up system were used

to verify the total hours of research credit completed and were

cross-checked against the course gradebook.

Data Analysis

Two data sets were available: data on the number of research

credit hours completed, available for the entire cohort, and data

on students’ perceptions of the research, available for the sub-

set of students who consented to have their participation diary

analyzed.

Closed-end diary questions indicated students’ reasons for

selecting a particular study, which were binary variables

(endorsed/not endorsed) that were analyzed statistically to see

whether they were associated with characteristics of the

responding student and/or study characteristics. Binary logistic

generalized estimating equations were used to account for

repeated measures (i.e., each student contributed multiple

responses). Models used a binary logistic distribution with an

exchangeable correlation matrix (as it was assumed that

responses from the same respondent, or about the same study,

would be correlated). Separate models were constructed for

each reason. Initially, six predictors were entered in the model,

but nonsignificant terms were dropped, so the most parsimo-

nious models are presented (full analyses are available on

request from the authors). The six predictors considered were

student’s gender (female, male), major (psychology, nonpsy-

chology), birth country (Australia, international), study mode

(online, face-to-face), type (questionnaire/observation, experi-

ment/intervention), and subfield (cognitive, social, clinical/

health).

Open-ended diary responses were independently coded by

two researchers, according to whether the student mentioned

why they chose to participate in the study, how accurately they

could describe the study (scored 0–3, where 0 was an incorrect

or irrelevant response and 3 was a correct response that

described the specific research topic), and what they learned.

Learning outcomes were three binary variables (0 ¼ not men-

tioned, 1 ¼ mentioned): learned about research topic, learned

about research methodology, and learned about themselves.

Interrater agreement was 91%.

Results and Discussion

Completion of Research Credit

Only 73% of students met the requirement to complete at least

5 hr of research credit, 14.5% submitted partial credits (M ¼
2.9; SD ¼ 1.1, range: 1.0–4.75), and 12.4% of students did not

complete any research credit.
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Characteristics of Studies Completed

The 135 students who provided research participation diaries

recorded 668 activities, averaging five studies each (SD ¼ 1.4,

range: 1–10). Study duration ranged from 15 to 120 min, but

most studies were 60 (54.8%) or 30 min (16.2%). The number

of diary entries per study ranged from 1 to 82 (M ¼ 18.5, SD ¼
22.4). Given this variation, it was not possible to compare

specific studies, and so studies were grouped by methodology

and subfield.

Studies were classified as “experimental” if they included a

manipulation or intervention (59%) and were classified as

“survey” otherwise (41%). Studies were coded as “face-to-

face” (49%) if they required participants to attend in person

at a specified time (even if all tasks were computer-based) and

were coded as “online” (51%) if students completed the study

remotely via the Internet. Finally, studies were classified

according to the primary subfield of psychology being inves-

tigated. Three subfields were coded, representing three streams

of research within the school: clinical/health (44%), cognition

and perception (35%), and social psychology (21%).

Reasons for Participating

The most common reasons for choosing a study, summarized in

Figure 1, were it seemed interesting, convenience, scheduling,

and accessibility. Nearly all responses (94%) endorsed at least

one reason for participating in each specific study; the number

of reasons endorsed ranged from 0 to 11 (M ¼ 4.1, SD ¼ 2.2).

Only five students mentioned their reasons for choosing a spe-

cific study in their open-ended responses, so these data were

not analyzed further.

Seemed interesting. Nearly 65% of responses reported selecting

a study because it seemed interesting. This differed with study

type, mode, and subfield (see Table 1 and Figure 2). Respon-

dents were less likely to report interest as a reason for selecting

questionnaires (55% endorsed; 95% CI [47, 63]) compared

with experiments (70%; 95% CI [64, 76]) and for online studies

(58%; 95% CI [51, 65]) compared with face-to-face studies

(68%; 95% CI [60, 74]). One explanation is that students saw

other advantages to completing online questionnaire studies

(e.g., convenience) that outweighed any lack of interest.

Finally, respondents were less likely to nominate interest as

a reason for choosing cognitive studies (52% endorsed; 95% CI

[42, 61]) compared with social psychology studies (69%; 95%
CI [61, 75]). There was no difference in interest between social

and clinical (68%; 95% CI [61, 75]) psychology studies.

Convenience. Overall, 63% of responses indicated that they

selected a study based on convenience. Again, there were sig-

nificant main effects of study mode, type, and subfield (see

Table 1). Convenience was more commonly nominated as a

reason for selecting online (79% endorsed; 95% CI [73, 85])

versus face-to-face (48%; 95% CI [40, 55]) studies and ques-

tionnaires (73%; 95% CI [69, 79]) versus experiments (56%;

95% CI [48, 63]). In addition, when controlling for other fac-

tors, respondents were more likely to nominate convenience as

a reason for selecting cognitive psychology studies (76%; 95%
CI [68, 83]) compared with social psychology studies (59%;

95% CI [50, 69]). There was no difference when comparing

social and clinical (58%; 95% CI [51, 65]) psychology studies.

Scheduling (e.g., flexible, suited my timetable). Scheduling was the

third most common reason for selecting a study, nominated in

61% of responses. Australian-born students were significantly

more likely to base their selection on scheduling (65%
endorsed; 95% CI [57, 72]) compared with foreign-born stu-

dents (50%; 95% CI [39, 60]). This may be because foreign

students are more likely to live on or near campus, whereas

Australian-born students are more likely to commute and there-

fore have restricted time on campus for participating in face-to-

face research.

Accessibility. Half the responses (52%) indicated accessibility as

a reason for selecting a study. This factor was significantly

associated with study mode, being more common for online

studies (68% endorsed; 95% CI [60, 75]) than face-to-face

studies (34%; 95% CI [27, 42]). There was also a small but

significant effect of study type, with accessibility more com-

monly cited as a reason for choosing questionnaires (54%; 95%
CI [47, 62]) compared with experiments (48%; 95% CI [41,

54]).

Seemed easy. One third of responses (34%) suggested they

chose a study because it seemed easy. There were signifi-

cant effects of student major, study mode, and study type.

Psychology majors were less likely to select an “easy” study

(26% endorsed; 95% CI [19, 34]) compared with nonmajors

(40%; 95% CI [31, 49]). This suggests that students not

intending to major in psychology may find research partic-

ipation requirements more effortful. However, notably, stu-

dent major was not associated with any other factors such as

interest or relevance.

Figure 1. Reasons for selecting specific research participation
opportunities. Percentages are based on the full sample of 668
responses. Error bars represent 95% confidence intervals (95% CI).
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Respondents were also more likely to nominate “seemed

easy” as a reason for choosing online (45%; 95% CI [38, 53])

versus face-to-face studies (22%; 95% CI [16, 29]) and ques-

tionnaires (37%; 95% CI [29, 45]) versus experiments (29%;

95% CI [23, 35]).

Different to other studies. One quarter of responses suggested

that they chose that study because it seemed different to other

studies. There were significant main effects of study mode,

type, and subfield. Respondents were more likely to indicate

that studies were different if they were face-to-face (29%
endorsed; 95% CI [23, 36]) rather than online (15%; 95% CI

[10, 20]) and if they were experiments (29%; 95% CI [23, 37])

rather than questionnaires (14%; 95% CI [10, 21]).

Regarding subfield, respondents were less likely to consider

cognitive psychology studies as “different” (11%; 95% CI [7,

18]) compared with social psychology studies (25%; 95% CI

[17, 34]). However, the same did not occur for clinical psychol-

ogy studies (31%; 95% CI [25, 38]), even though half of all

studies completed were clinical/health. One explanation is that

the cognitive studies offered were predominantly visual atten-

tion and perception studies, which may all seem similar,

whereas there was greater diversity among clinical and social

psychology research topics.

Seemed fun. One fifth (21%) selected a study because it seemed

fun. Respondents were more likely to nominate fun as a reason

for participating in clinical psychology studies (25% endorsed;

Table 1. Factors That Significantly Predicted Specific Reasons for Selecting Research Participation Opportunities.

Reason/Predictor B SE Wald w2 p OR 95% CI OR

“Seemed interesting” (QIC ¼ 865.76)
Study mode (online vs. face-to-face) �0.40 .18 5.03 .025* 0.67 [0.47, 0.95]
Study type (questionnaire vs. experiment) �0.65 .20 10.34 .001** 0.52 [0.35, 0.77]
Subfield 9.29 .010*

Cognitive versus social �0.71 .25 8.10 .004** 0.49 [0.30, 0.80]
Clinical versus social �0.01 .16 0.01 .926 0.99 [0.73, 1.34]

“Convenience” (QIC ¼ 777.47)
Study mode (online vs. face-to-face) 1.43 .20 49.33 <.001*** 4.20 [2.81, 6.26]
Study type (experiment vs. questionnaire) 0.74 .17 18.35 <.001*** 2.09 [1.49, 2.93]
Subfield 16.34 <.001***

Cognitive versus social 0.77 .25 9.55 .002** 2.15 [1.32, 3.49]
Clinical versus social �0.05 .17 0.09 .765 0.95 [0.68, 1.33]

“Scheduling” (QIC ¼ 886.23)
Birth country (international vs. Australia) �0.63 .28 5.23 .022* 0.53 [0.31, 0.91]

“Accessibility” (QIC ¼ 812.18)
Study mode (online vs. face-to-face) 1.40 .20 46.83 <.001*** 4.06 [2.72, 6.06]
Study type (questionnaire vs. experiment) 0.27 .13 4.14 .042* 1.31 [1.01, 1.69]

“Seemed easy” (QIC ¼ 791.29)
Major (psychology vs. other) �0.64 .28 5.19 .023* 0.53 [0.31, 0.91]
Study mode (online vs. face-to-face) 1.09 .20 29.50 <.001*** 2.98 [2.01, 4.42]
Study type (questionnaire vs. experiment) 0.36 .16 5.38 .020* 1.43 [1.06, 1.95]

“Different to other studies” (QIC ¼ 720.22)
Study mode (online vs. face-to-face) �0.88 .23 14.14 <.001*** 0.41 [0.26, 0.66]
Study type (questionnaire vs. experiment) �0.89 .27 10.93 .001** 0.41 [0.24, 0.70]
Subfield 21.51 <.001***

Cognitive versus social �0.95 .35 7.34 .007** 0.39 [0.20, 0.77]
Clinical versus social 0.32 .24 1.79 .181 1.38 [0.86, 2.20]

“Seemed fun” (QIC ¼ 683.05)
Subfield 9.69 .008**

Cognitive versus clinical �0.46 .19 6.15 .013* 0.63 [0.44, 0.91]
Social versus clinical �0.59 .25 5.82 .016* 0.55 [0.34, 0.89]

“Topic is relevant to me personally” (QIC ¼ 513.22)
Study mode (online vs. face-to-face) �0.80 .23 12.53 <.001*** 0.45 [0.29, 0.70]
Subfield 24.75 <.001***

Cognitive versus social �1.84 .40 20.90 <.001*** 0.16 [0.07, 0.35]
Clinical versus social 0.08 .23 0.11 .743 1.08 [0.68, 1.70]

“Topic is relevant to my studies” (QIC ¼ 444.61)
Study mode (online vs. face-to-face) �0.72 .26 7.53 .006** 0.49 [0.29, 0.82]

Note. For all comparisons reported, the second listed category was the reference group. OR ¼ odds ratio. 95% CI ¼ 95% confidence interval. QIC ¼ quasi-
likelihood under the independence model criterion, an indicator of model fit.
*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.
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95% CI [19, 31]) compared with both social (15%; 95% CI [10,

23]) and cognitive (17%; 95% CI [13, 23]) psychology studies.

Topic is relevant to me personally. Only 15% of responses

indicated that they selected a study because the topic

had personal relevance. This factor was significantly asso-

ciated with study mode and subfield. Respondents were

more likely to nominate personal relevance as a reason for

participating in face-to-face (18% endorsed; 95% CI [13,

23]) compared with online studies (9%; 95% CI [6, 13]).

Conversely, they were less likely to suggest personal rele-

vance as a reason for choosing cognitive studies (4%; 95%
CI [2, 8]) compared with social psychology (21%; 95% CI

[14, 29]) studies. There was no difference in perceived

personal relevance of social versus clinical psychology

studies (22%; 95% CI [17, 28]).

Figure 2. Statistically significant predictors of nine reasons for selecting research participation opportunities. Error bars represent 95%
confidence intervals for the prevalence estimates.
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Topic is relevant to my studies. Only 10% of responses suggested

that they chose to participate in research studies that seemed

relevant to their university coursework. The only factor signif-

icantly associated with this reason was study mode; respon-

dents were more likely to nominate topic relevance as a

reason for selecting face-to-face (14% endorsed; 95% CI [10,

19]) compared with online studies (7%; 95% CI [4, 11]).

Other reasons. Two other commonly endorsed reasons for

selecting studies were their duration (47% endorsed; 95% CI

[43, 51]) and methodology (14% endorsed; 95% CI [11, 16]).

The relative prevalence of these two reasons did not vary sig-

nificantly with either study or student characteristics.

Learning Outcomes

Three quarters of responses (77.1%) accurately described the

study completed, 14.5% provided incomplete explanations,

0.6% provided vague descriptions, and 7.8% provided incorrect

or irrelevant descriptions.

When asked to report what they learned, nearly one third

(29%) either indicated that they learned nothing or wrote some-

thing irrelevant, indicating low self-perceived learning. One

possibility here is that students applied a very narrow concep-

tualization of learning when interpreting this question (e.g.,

learning “key concepts” as they would during class), and there-

fore, many felt they learned nothing. Most responses indicated

that they learned about the research topic (38.3%) and/or meth-

odology (33.5%), with few indicating that they learned some-

thing about themselves (8.4%). Responses could be coded as

having multiple learning outcomes, which 9.1% did. The most

common combination of outcomes was learning about both the

research topic and methodology (4.9%).

Summary

The results of Study 2 align with Study 1’s findings with

recurrent themes of interest and convenience. Interest was

characterized at a personal level: There was no consensus

on any particular study being the most or least interesting.

As in Study 1, convenience was chiefly tied to online surveys

that could be completed at a time and place of a student’s

choosing. After participation, students could accurately

describe the majority of the studies they had participated in,

but they did not necessarily view this as “learning,” with

nearly one third of responses indicating they had not learned

anything from their participation. This high recall but lower

self-reported learning may reflect the fact that studies relate to

existing knowledge or that there is an underdeveloped link

between participation experience and the substantive aspects

of the research. Alternatively, students may have underre-

ported learning as research comparing self-reported and

actual recall indicates students do underestimate their own

learning (Chesebro & McCroskey, 2000).

General Discussion

Mandatory research participation is a common component in

undergraduate psychology research programs, primarily justi-

fied on the basis of enhancing student experience by promoting

insight into research methods, processes, and findings (Chin &

Gibbs Stayte, 2015; Darling et al., 2007; Landrum & Chastain,

1995; Moyer & Franklin, 2011; VanWormer et al., 2014).

Although there is a growing body of literature surrounding why

student choose to engage (or not) with research in general

(Bowman & Waite, 2003; Elicker et al., 2010; Rocchi et al.,

2016), previous research has not examined how choices are

made to select specific studies. Drawing from two phases of

self-report data at a research-intensive university, this study

provided insight into factors that influence students’ choice

of research activities. The dominant reasons for choosing a

particular study were interest and convenience. Engagement

and recall of study contents and procedure were relatively high

and higher than self-reported learning.

The finding that “interest” was the most common reason for

participating in a study is encouraging. This is consistent with

previous research comparing students who do versus do not

participate in research, which found that students who partici-

pate are curious about the research (Cromer et al., 2013). Nota-

bly, the definition of “interesting” differed between students.

This represents a strength of the research participation scheme:

if diverse opportunities are offered, students can tailor their

participation to their own interests. This provides a nice con-

trast to other course content, such as lectures and readings,

which are standardized across students. However, the estimate

of 65% of studies being interesting may be an overestimate as

the results may reflect response bias (i.e., students who are

more interested in research may have been more likely to

respond). Previous researchers have also suggested that asking

students to report the benefits of research could prompt them

to overstate the benefits in a form of cognitive dissonance

(Darling et al., 2007).

Convenience also emerged as a major predictor of study

selection reflected in a high proportion of studies being com-

pleted online. This is consistent with a recent study which

found that U.S. community college students completed more

online than face-to-face studies, especially if they were

enrolled in an online course (Chin & Gibbs Stayte, 2015).

Previous research comparing students who completed research

participation with those who did not, or those who completed

an alternative activity, found that students who participate in

research work fewer hours (Bowman & Waite, 2003), and

scheduling conflicts are one of the major reasons for nonparti-

cipation (Elicker et al., 2010). Commentators have suggested

online research participation could benefit time-poor students

(Bowman & Waite, 2003; Elicker et al., 2010) and that online

platforms for scheduling and tracking participation could les-

sen the perceived costs of research participation (Miles et al.,

2015). Thus, online research participation may increase

students’ ability to engage with research, especially for

nontraditional students.
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Although students are mostly positive about participating in

research, our findings suggest their experience could be

improved. Specifically, several indicated that they learned

nothing from their participation. This is concerning as some

have suggested that research participation must increase learn-

ing to be justifiable (e.g., Dalziel, 1996). As already noted, low

self-perceived learning may occur because students apply a

narrow conceptualization of “learning,” meaning they may not

appreciate or understand what they have learned from their

experience. This highlights scope for researchers to improve

aspects of the participation process to ensure it is educational

for subject pool participants and, crucially, to help students see

what they have learned. In some cases, researchers may not

explain the true aims and rationale of the study to participants

as they may fear “contamination” if participants tell their

friends too much about the study. Other researchers may pro-

vide insufficient debriefing because they do not have enough

time or because they do not interact directly with participants

(e.g., in online studies). In the current study, students were

better able to articulate what they learned about research meth-

ods and procedures rather than content and findings (consistent

with previous research; e.g., Bowman & Waite, 2003; Rosell

et al., 2005). Nevertheless, only 38% reported learning about

the study methods, suggesting there is scope for improving all

aspects of learning. One option could be requiring more com-

prehensive debriefing procedures for research participants, par-

ticularly those receiving course credit. Although this would

slightly increase the burden on researchers, it would not require

much extra time and arguably is a reasonable trade-off for

obtaining participants without paying money.

This study has a number of strengths, but also weaknesses.

The two-phase design and qualitative approach allowed robust

exploration of participant-generated themes, highlighting a

broader range of participant considerations than may have been

arrived at a priori. One limitation is sample size. Although

similar sample sizes are common in this field (Sandelowski,

1995) and each participant provided substantial in-depth data,

its generalizability may be limited. Another limitation was that

we did not collect data on students’ experience of debriefing

following participation. There is evidence that high-quality

debriefing characterized by avoiding jargon and linking the

participation to coursework can improve perceived and actual

educational benefit from research participation (Britton, 1979).

Due to our focus on choice of study, the current study did not

consider the degree to which debriefing practices differed

across studies and the consequences this may have had for

self-reported outcomes. This would be an especially promising

direction for future research, given our findings regarding self-

perceived learning and the fact that students do not often make

explicit connections between their coursework and their

research participation activities. Finally, the fact that students

reported their reasons for selecting a study after participation

may have influenced their responses. For example, if they

enjoyed the experience, they may have reported choosing the

study because it was fun, even if they did not know it would be

fun beforehand. Future research could address this by having

students report reasons for a selecting a study before participa-

tion (e.g., during the sign-up process).

Conclusion

It is common for psychology undergraduate students to have

mandatory research participation requirements and a choice of

studies to meet those requirements. Our findings suggest that

students base their decisions primarily on convenience and

interest in the topic. Although recall of the topic and protocols

of these studies were common, self-reported learning was low.

This suggests that it is beneficial to offer a wide range of

potential studies as students can tailor participation to match

their interests, but researchers may need to improve their

debriefing strategies to ensure students derive educational ben-

efit from participation and understand what it is that they

learned.
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Note

1. This relatively high rate of nonconsent occurred because the con-

sent process required students to actively “opt in” by ticking a

checkbox on the diary coversheet to indicate whether they con-

sented to their data being analyzed. A large proportion of students

left this first page completely blank.

References

Bowman, L. L., & Waite, B. M. (2003). Volunteering in research:

Student satisfaction and educational benefits. Teaching of Psychol-

ogy, 30, 102–106.

Britton, B. K. (1979). Ethical and educational aspects of participating

as a subject in psychology experiments. Teaching of Psychology, 6,

195–198.

Chesebro, J. L., & McCroskey, J. C. (2000). The relationship between

students’ reports of learning and their actual recall of lecture mate-

rial: A validity test. Communication Education, 49, 297–301.

doi:10.1080/03634520009379217

Chin, L. G., & Gibbs Stayte, P. (2015). Can human subject pool

participation benefit sociology students? Teaching Sociology, 43,

27–38. doi:10.1177/0092055X14555064

Coulter, X. (1986). Academic value of research participation by

undergraduates [comment]. American Psychologist, 41, 317.

82 Teaching of Psychology 47(1)



Cromer, L. D., Reynolds, S. M., & Johnson, M. D. (2013). Who says:

“No fair!”? What personality and an experiment in educational

value tell us about perceptions of costs and benefits of research

pool requirements. Journal of the Scholarship of Teaching and

Learning, 13, 134–155.

Dalziel, J. R. (1996). Students as research subjects: Ethical and edu-

cational issues. Australian Psychologist, 31, 119–123.

Darling, J., Goedert, K., Ceynar, M., Shore, W., & Anderson, D.

(2007). Learning about the means to the end: What

US introductory psychology students report about experimen-

tal participation. Psychology Learning and Teaching, 6,

91–97.

Elicker, J. D., McConnell, N. L., & Hall, R. J. (2010). Research

participation for course credit in introduction to psychology: Why

don’t people participate? Teaching of Psychology, 37, 183–185.

doi:10.1080/00986283.2010.488521

Elliott, L. J., Rice, S., Trafimow, D., Madson, L., & Hipshur, M. F.

(2010). Research participation versus classroom lecture: A com-

parison of student learning. Teaching of Psychology, 37, 129–131.

doi:10.1080/00986281003626862

Landrum, R. E., & Chastain, E. (1995). Experiment spot-checks: A

method for assessing the educational value of undergraduate

participation in research. IRB: Ethics & Human Research, 17,

4–6.

Leak, G. K. (1981). Student perception of coercion and value from

participation in psychological research. Teaching of Psychology, 8,

147–149.

Miles, S. R., Cromer, L. D., & Narayan, A. (2015). Applying equity

theory to students’ perceptions of research participation require-

ments. Teaching of Psychology, 42, 349–356. doi:10.1177/

0098628315603252

Miller, W. E., & Kreiner, D. S. (2008). Student perception of coercion

to participate in psychological research. North American Journal

of Psychology, 10, 53–64.

Moyer, A., & Franklin, N. (2011). Strengthening the educational value

of undergraduate participation in research as part of a psychology

department subject pool. Journal of Empirical Research on Human

Research Ethics, 6, 75–82. doi:10.1525/jer.2011.6.1.75

Nimmer, J. G., & Handelsman, M. M. (1992). Effect of subject pool

policy on student attitudes toward psychology and psychological

research. Teaching of Psychology, 19, 141–144.

Patrick, J. H., Pruchno, R. A., & Rose, M. S. (1998). Recruiting

research participants: A comparison of the costs and effectiveness

of five recruitment strategies. The Gerontologist, 38, 295–302.

doi:10.1093/geront/38.3.295

Roberts, L. D., & Allen, P. J. (2013). A brief measure of student

perceptions of the educational value of research participation.

Australian Journal of Psychology, 65, 22–29. doi:10.1111/ajpy.

12007

Rocchi, M., Beaudry, S. G., Anderson, C., & Pelletier, L. G. (2016).

The perspective of undergraduate research participant pool non-

participants. Teaching of Psychology, 43, 285–293. doi:10.1177/

0098628316662756

Rosell, M. C., Beck, D. M., Luther, K. E., Goedert, K. M., Shore, W. J.,

& Anderson, D. D. (2005). The pedagogical value of experimental

participation paired with course content. Teaching of Psychology,

32, 95–99.

Sandelowski, M. (1995). Sample size in qualitative research. Research

in Nursing and Health, 18, 179–183. doi:10.1002/nur.4770180211

VanWormer, L. A., Jordan, E. F., & Blalock, L. D. (2014). Assessing

the perceived value of research participation. Teaching of Psychol-

ogy, 41, 233–236. doi:10.1177/0098628314537974

Beanland et al. 83



<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /None
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Gray Gamma 2.2)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Warning
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.3
  /CompressObjects /Off
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages false
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.1000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams true
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness false
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Remove
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages false
  /ColorImageMinResolution 266
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Average
  /ColorImageResolution 175
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50286
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.40
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.76
    /HSamples [2 1 1 2] /VSamples [2 1 1 2]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages false
  /GrayImageMinResolution 266
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Average
  /GrayImageResolution 175
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50286
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.40
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.76
    /HSamples [2 1 1 2] /VSamples [2 1 1 2]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages false
  /MonoImageMinResolution 900
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Average
  /MonoImageResolution 175
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50286
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox false
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier (CGATS TR 001)
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName (http://www.color.org)
  /PDFXTrapped /Unknown

  /CreateJDFFile false
  /Description <<
    /ENU <>
  >>
  /Namespace [
    (Adobe)
    (Common)
    (1.0)
  ]
  /OtherNamespaces [
    <<
      /AsReaderSpreads false
      /CropImagesToFrames true
      /ErrorControl /WarnAndContinue
      /FlattenerIgnoreSpreadOverrides false
      /IncludeGuidesGrids false
      /IncludeNonPrinting false
      /IncludeSlug false
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (InDesign)
        (4.0)
      ]
      /OmitPlacedBitmaps false
      /OmitPlacedEPS false
      /OmitPlacedPDF false
      /SimulateOverprint /Legacy
    >>
    <<
      /AllowImageBreaks true
      /AllowTableBreaks true
      /ExpandPage false
      /HonorBaseURL true
      /HonorRolloverEffect false
      /IgnoreHTMLPageBreaks false
      /IncludeHeaderFooter false
      /MarginOffset [
        0
        0
        0
        0
      ]
      /MetadataAuthor ()
      /MetadataKeywords ()
      /MetadataSubject ()
      /MetadataTitle ()
      /MetricPageSize [
        0
        0
      ]
      /MetricUnit /inch
      /MobileCompatible 0
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (GoLive)
        (8.0)
      ]
      /OpenZoomToHTMLFontSize false
      /PageOrientation /Portrait
      /RemoveBackground false
      /ShrinkContent true
      /TreatColorsAs /MainMonitorColors
      /UseEmbeddedProfiles false
      /UseHTMLTitleAsMetadata true
    >>
    <<
      /AddBleedMarks false
      /AddColorBars false
      /AddCropMarks false
      /AddPageInfo false
      /AddRegMarks false
      /BleedOffset [
        9
        9
        9
        9
      ]
      /ConvertColors /ConvertToRGB
      /DestinationProfileName (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
      /DestinationProfileSelector /UseName
      /Downsample16BitImages true
      /FlattenerPreset <<
        /ClipComplexRegions true
        /ConvertStrokesToOutlines false
        /ConvertTextToOutlines false
        /GradientResolution 300
        /LineArtTextResolution 1200
        /PresetName ([High Resolution])
        /PresetSelector /HighResolution
        /RasterVectorBalance 1
      >>
      /FormElements true
      /GenerateStructure false
      /IncludeBookmarks false
      /IncludeHyperlinks false
      /IncludeInteractive false
      /IncludeLayers false
      /IncludeProfiles true
      /MarksOffset 9
      /MarksWeight 0.125000
      /MultimediaHandling /UseObjectSettings
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (CreativeSuite)
        (2.0)
      ]
      /PDFXOutputIntentProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK
      /PageMarksFile /RomanDefault
      /PreserveEditing true
      /UntaggedCMYKHandling /UseDocumentProfile
      /UntaggedRGBHandling /UseDocumentProfile
      /UseDocumentBleed false
    >>
  ]
  /SyntheticBoldness 1.000000
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [288 288]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice


