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ABSTRACT - Previous research suggests that personality differences exist between research 
volunteers and nonvolunteers. In a sample of 61 community college and university students, we 
measured the relationship between scores on the NEO-PI and perception of coercion in five 
scenarios depicting recruitment opportunities. Results indicated that there were no significant 
correlations between personality and the total coercion score.  A within subjects ANOVA was 
conducted indicated significant differences in rating of coercion across the five scenarios, while 
the main effect of the rating type and interaction of the scenario and rating type were not 
significant. Studying the perception of coercion may be helpful in developing and applying 
ethical codes. 

The ethical code of the American Psychological Association (APA) was first 
published in 1953 and was intended as a guide for making ethical decisions concerning 
professional behavior. It has been revised several times, with the most recent edition 
released in 2002. The Ethical Principles of Psychologists and Code of Conduct 
(American Psychological Association, 2002) consists of several sections of standards and 
five general principles. Autonomy, or the right or freedom of the potential research 
participant to choose to participate, is discussed throughout the code of conduct. 
Autonomy indicates that participation in research should be completely voluntary, and 
deciding not to take part should not result in any penalty or loss of benefits to the 
participant (Fischman, 2000).Ethical practice requires researchers to respect each 
individual’s autonomy and freedom to withdraw (Blanck, Bellack, Rosnow, Rotheram-
Borus, & Schooler, 1992). It is essential that participants have the freedom to withdraw at 
any point in the research or not to participate at all if that is what they choose. Along 
these lines, the APA ethics code (2002) section 8.04 states that “when Psychologists 
conduct research with clients/patients, students or subordinates as participants, 
psychologists take steps to protect the prospective participants from adverse 
consequences of declining or withdrawing from participation (pp. 1069).” In Psychology 
departments with active research programs that utilize primarily undergraduates as study 
participants, students are often protected when they withdraw from participation by 
having the option to complete another assignment to receive their credit in class. 
Assignments may include writing a research paper or reviewing scholarly journal articles. 
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This alternative must be similar to the research to obtain the same credit as those who 
choose to participate. The alternatives offered to students must not appear more rigorous 
than research participation (Miller, 2003). 

 Psychologists must also consider the principle of nonmaleficence or avoiding harm to 
individuals who participate in research. APA code (2002) section 3.04 also states that 
“Psychologists strive to benefit those with whom they work and take care to do no harm.” 
Psychologists have the responsibility to avoid activities that have the potential to cause 
harm to research participants. Avoiding harm can be done by using procedures that 
prevent coercion from occurring in the recruitment process.    

 Dalziel (1996) questioned the coercive nature of student participation in research for 
course requirements and addressed this issue by examining the context of other 
requirements placed upon students, such as attending lectures and writing reports. 
Viewing these types of requirements as coercive would therefore classify required 
research participation as coercive. Dalziel (1996) wondered how educational research 
participation compared to other requirements of psychology classes. Leak (1981) argued 
that research participation may have some educational value. Determining the 
educational value of these experiences may rely on the researchers themselves and the 
department as a whole. According to APA ethical principles, research participation 
should not be required only because researchers need participants.  
 
Recruitment of Participants 

 When college students participate in research, perceived coercion may occur during 
the recruitment process. There are many ways of recruiting participants in a university 
setting. Menges (1973) analyzed approximately 1,000 different studies published in APA 
journals and reported that the use of a posted signup sheet asking for participants 
occurred in only 6% of the studies. Menges (1973) felt that this is the least coercive 
method of recruiting. Participants may also be personally solicited by the investigator, 
which occurs in 38% of the studies (Menges, 1973). For example, researchers may 
approach students they know while on campus and ask them to participate in a project. 
Students may also volunteer for a research project to meet a course requirement. This 
occurred in 40 % of the studies. Students may also participate in order to gain extra credit 
for a course, which is a very common method for recruiting participants. Another method 
of participation includes receiving financial compensation or money, which occurred in 
14% of the studies.   

 Jung (1969) used a survey to determine which leading universities were using each 
recruitment method and how often. Jung found that 50% of the universities used a course 
to obtain 45% of their participants. In comparison, 31% of the universities used a course 
option (the student may be offered an option of either serving in experiments or doing 
term papers or extra reading) to obtain 25% of their participants, 29.5% of the schools 
used extra credit to obtain 22% of their participants, and finally, 43% of schools used 
payments to obtain 2% of their participants.  

 Many individuals are unaware or unclear concerning their rights as research 
participants and may even feel as though they are discarding their rights when signing the 
consent form (Fischman, 2000). Past research (Miller & Kreiner, 2008; Leak, 1981) 
found that students perceive certain recruitment procedures as coercive to some degree. 
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This was found when dealing with the issues of extra credit, monetary compensation, and 
fulfillment of a course requirement. When college students were surveyed, less than half 
(45%) felt that extra credit was coercive, while 98% did not object to receiving it (Miller 
& Kreiner, 2008). Some students (39%) also felt that being paid to participate would be 
coercive, whereas the majority of students (89%) did not object to being paid (Miller & 
Kreiner, 2008). About one fourth of the students (27%) felt that a course requirement to 
participate was coercive to them (Miller & Kreiner, 2008). This is in line with previous 
findings in which Leak (1981) gave surveys to introductory psychology students and 
found that most respondents (96%) did not object to extra credit but they still found it 
somewhat coercive (47%).   

 Miller and Kreiner (2008) found that in some instances individuals perceived other 
students as being more coerced than themselves. There were significant differences 
between how students rated their own perceived coercion compared to how they rated 
perceived coercion in other students on the issues of requiring research participation as a 
course requirement and participating in their own professors’ research (Miller & Kreiner, 
2008). Varying perception of experimental procedures may be explained by Sullivan and 
Deiker (1973), who found that psychologists were consistently more stringent in their 
judgments about experimental procedures, rating the procedures more severely than the 
sample of undergraduate psychology students. 
 
Personality Differences 

 Past literature reports numerous differences between volunteers and nonvolunteers in 
terms of reported research experiences. Riggs and Kaess (1955) investigated personality 
differences between volunteers and nonvolunteers by using the Thematic Apperception 
Test. Volunteers were requested during a lab period after all students filled out a sentence 
test and cards with identifying data. An experimenter came in the room and requested 
volunteers using a rehearsed speech. They found that three main differences emerged 
between volunteers and nonvolunteers: first, volunteers expressed that they expected to 
be coerced in the research; second, volunteers claimed to be moody and therefore 
disorganized by this moodiness; third, volunteers described themselves as discontent and 
unhappy about their current status while nonvolunteers depicted themselves as content 
and stable. Cox and Sipprelle (1971) used operant conditioning of heart rate to examine 
the difference between volunteers and coerced subjects and attributed heart rate 
differences between volunteers and coerced subjects to poor motivation of the coerced 
individuals.   

 Carver (1980) examined the relationship between perceived coercion and resistance 
to persuasive communication in relation to Type A and Type B personalities.  
Participants read short booklets containing information about a fake candidate. The 
participants were asked to rate how in favor they were of the candidate.  The low 
coercive condition contained a straightforward persuasive message, while the high 
coercive condition contained the same persuasive message with additional coercive 
statements requiring the participant to favor that candidate. Carver found that individuals 
with Type A personalities perceived greater coerciveness on the whole than individuals 
with Type B personalities in the low coercion condition. Male Type A personalities 
resisted the persuasion in both low and high coerciveness conditions, while female Type 



Miller et al. / Individual Differences Research, 2010, Vol. 8, No. 3, pp. 140-150 
 

143 
 

A personalities were resistant in the low coerciveness condition but were even more 
resistant than males in the high coerciveness condition. 

 Yarnold, Grimm, and Mueser (1986) studied social conformity and Type A 
personality behavioral patterns by creating an “Asch” type conformity study.  An “Asch” 
conformity study encourages the participants to answer incorrectly despite the existence 
of an obviously correct answer solely because the other participants answered incorrectly 
(Van Avermaet, 2001). They found that individuals with Type B personalities conformed 
twice as often as those with Type A personalities. These results suggest that individuals 
with Type A personalities are more resistant to social coercion to conform (Yarnold, 
Grimm, & Mueser, 1986). 

 Wille (2005) used a web based search to acquire information about Institutional 
Review Boards’ (IRB) research requirement procedures for 22 different universities and 
colleges, and found that 23% of those surveyed considered students to be a vulnerable 
population while 32% required special procedures for the recruitment of students to 
prevent coercion. Such procedures include avoiding face to face recruitment by the 
researcher and using public sign ups and published advertisements (Wille, 2005).  
 
Hypotheses 

  The purpose of this study is to determine whether perceived coerciveness of different 
recruitment procedures follows the same patterns as in previous studies and whether 
participants’ personality traits are related to their perception of coercion. We 
hypothesized that individuals would perceive procedures such as extra credit and 
participation for fulfillment of a course requirement to be coercive as was found in past 
literature (Leak, 1981; Miller & Kreiner, 2008).   

 We hypothesized that individuals high in the personality trait of agreeableness, as 
measured by the Revised NEO Personality Inventory (NEO PI-R, Costa & McCrae, 
1985), would perceive greater coercion than individuals who scored lower on this trait. 
This relationship would be consistent with lower motivation in coerced individuals (Cox 
& Sipprelle, 1971), as individuals who have a greater tendency to be agreeable may 
display lower levels of motivation. If coerced individuals are less motivated, they will be 
more agreeable when in research situations. We also hypothesized that individuals high 
in the personality trait of conscientiousness would perceive greater coerciveness than 
those low in conscientiousness. Carver (1980) found that individuals with Type A 
personalities perceived greater coercion than those with Type B personalities.  
Individuals with Type A personalities carry similar characteristics as individuals high in 
the trait of conscientiousness, such as self-discipline, order, and achievement striving. 
Further, we hypothesized that individuals high in the personality trait of neuroticism 
would perceive greater coerciveness than those low in neuroticism. Individuals with Type 
A personalities display similar characteristics as individuals high in the traits of 
neuroticism such as self-consciousness and vulnerability. We anticipated that individuals 
low in the trait of extraversion would perceive greater coerciveness than those high in the 
trait due to the fact that individuals with high levels of extraversion display 
characteristics such as assertiveness and sociability. We hypothesized that individuals 
low in the trait of openness would perceive greater coerciveness than those high in  
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openness due to the fact that individuals with high levels of openness exert characteristics 
such as willingness to try new things and experiences.   

 
Method 

Participants 
 Sixty one student volunteers participated; 24 were from a moderate-sized Midwestern 

university and 37 were from a small community junior college. All participants were 18 
years of age or older. Most were female (N = 45) although a smaller number of males 
were included (N = 16). All participants from the community college earned extra credit. 
Participants from the university were either awarded extra credit or fulfilled a course 
requirement for their participation in the study. Recruitment at the university was 
accomplished by the means of an internet based signup system. Recruitment at the 
community college was accomplished by having the professor announce the research 
opportunity to their classes. We eliminated data for two participants, one due to 
questionable validity on the NEO PI-R and the second due to careless responses to the 
scenarios. 
 
Materials 

 We used the NEO PI-R (Costa & McCrae, 1985) to assess the personality traits of the 
participants. The NEO PI-R is a self-administered test consisting of 240 questions and 
three validity items, all answered on a five-point Likert-type scale with anchors ranging 
from 1 (strongly agree) to 5 (strongly disagree). The questions are based on the five 
factor model of personality (McCrae, 2005). The five factors are Neuroticism (N), 
Openness to experience (O), Extraversion (E), Agreeableness (A), and Conscientiousness 
(C).  

 The Neuroticism subscale measures the tendency to experience negative emotions. 
The Extraversion subscale measures outgoingness and assertiveness. The Openness 
subscale measures creativeness and openness to new experiences. The Agreeableness 
subscale measures the tendency for an individual to be friendly and nice. The final 
subscale is designated Conscientiousness and measures the traits of thoroughness and 
carefulness. Additionally, each subscale is broken into six facets of personality traits.  For 
example, the subscale of consciousness contains the facets of competence, order, 
dutifulness, achievement striving, self-discipline, and deliberation. The individual 
receives a score for each facet of the trait and those scores are totaled for the overall score 
for that subscale.   

Two forms of the NEO PI-R are available. Form S is used to assess behaviors for 
one’s self, while Form R is used for the report of behaviors obtained by observer ratings. 
Only Form S was used for this research. The inventory is intended for use with 
individuals who are age 18 years of age or older. The internal consistency of the NEO is 
high, with alpha coefficients for the personality factors ranging from .86 to .92 (Costa & 
McCrae, 1985). The test-retest reliability of the NEO PI-R is also good, ranging from .86 
to .91 (Costa & McCrae, 1985). Costa and McCrae (1985) report good convergent and 
discriminant validity of the NEO PI-R. 

Additional materials included an informed consent form, a scenario packet, and a 
rating scale. The scenario packet consisted of five paragraph-long scenarios describing 
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different research settings and procedures. The scenarios included professor recruitment 
by solicitation, student recruitment by solicitation, professor recruitment by course 
requirement, professor recruitment by extra credit, and professor recruitment by monetary 
incentive. For example, the first scenario stated the following: Professor X asked his 
general psychology class if any of them would be willing to stay after class for a few 
minutes to fill out a research survey on personality types. He stated that the task was 
voluntary but that the students had the option of receiving course credit for another 
course or extra credit. Professor X stayed in the classroom and observed which students 
left the classroom after class was over and which stayed to participate. 

  The rating scale was comprised of three questions to be answered on a Likert-type 
scale ranging from 1 (not coercive at all) to 5 (very coercive). We provided a definition 
of coercion to participants before they responded to the scenarios: “Coercion is the act of 
compelling a person to behave in a certain way by use of pressure or force" (Webster's 
Dictionary and Thesaurus, 2005). Participants rated each scenario on how coercive they 
perceived the situation to be, how coercive the participant perceived the situation to be 
for another student, and how likely the participant would be to participate in the situation 
described in the scenario. The total coercion score for each individual was computed by 
summing the total of responses to the first question (perceived coercion for themselves) 
across the five scenarios.   
 
Procedure 

 Upon arrival at the research room, participants read and signed an informed consent 
form. We provided an opportunity to ask questions about the study and explained the 
general purpose of the study to them. We also reviewed the rights of the participants.  
Participants then completed the NEO PI-R. Next, participants read and responded to each 
of the five scenarios. We debriefed the participants at the end of the session.  

 
Results 

 We computed correlation coefficients among the NEO PI-R five personality scores 
and total coercion score for the self.  We used the Bonferroni method to control the alpha 
level for testing five correlations for significance; therefore a p value of less than .01 was 
required for significance. There were no significant correlations among the personality 
scores and total coercion scores. Correlation coefficients with total coercion scores were 
as follows: with neuroticism, r (59) = .15, p = .24; with extraversion, r (59) = -.12, p = 
.38; with openness, r (59) = -.13, p = .32; with agreeableness, r (59) = -.11, p = .41; and 
with conscientiousness, r (59) = .02, p = .87. 

 We conducted a 5 x 2 within subjects Analysis of Variance (ANOVA) to evaluate 
differences among the five scenario conditions on perceived coerciveness ratings. The 
dependent variable was the coercion rating score. One within-subjects factor was the five 
different scenario situations varying by recruitment method and compensation for 
research participation or course grade. The other within-subjects factor was whether the 
rating was for the self or for another person. See Table 1 for descriptive statistics. The 
Mauchly’s Test of Sphericity demonstrated that sphericity was violated for the scenario 
effect; therefore we report Greenhouse-Geisser F-tests. The Greenhouse-Geisser tests 
yield the same F value, but correct the degrees of freedom of the F as a function of the 
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degree to which the data indicate that the sphericity assumption is violated. The main 
effect of the scenario was significant, F(3.44, 206.61) = 15.04, p < .001. The main effect 
of the rating type was not significant, F(1, 60) = 0.15, p =.702. The interaction of the 
scenario and the rating type was not significant, F(3.38,202.64) = .60, p =.637.   

 
Table 1 

Means Ratings of Coerciveness for Self and Other 
Across the Five Scenarios 

            Rating Type 
Self Other Overall 

Scenario Mean SE Mean SE Mean SE 
1 3.07 .17 3.05 .15 3.06 .15 
2 2.56 .17 2.62 .17 2.60 .16 
3 3.71 .18 3.57 .17 3.64 .17 
4 2.18 .18 2.16 .16 2.17 .16 
5 3.10 .19 3.12 .18 3.11 .18 
Overall 2.92 .11 2.91 .10   

 
 Examining the mean rating of perceived coerciveness, one can see that Scenario #3 

was viewed as the most coercive. This scenario describes a situation in which a professor 
recruited students to participate in research by requiring their participation for the course. 
Scenario #5 was viewed as second most coercive. This scenario describes professor 
requirement for research by monetary compensation. Scenario #1 was viewed as third 
most coercive. This scenario describes research participation in which the professor 
requests that students stay after class to participate. Scenario #2 was viewed as second 
least coercive. This scenario describes a research situation in which a student asks other 
students they know to participate in their research due to lacking number of participants. 
Scenario #4 was viewed as least coercive. This scenario describes a research situation in 
which a professor offers extra credit to those who participate.       

 The Bonferroni method of post hoc comparisons was used to determine which 
scenarios were significantly different from each other. Scenario #3 was found to be 
significantly more coercive than Scenarios 2 and 4. Scenario #1 was found to be 
significantly different from Scenario #4.  Scenario #4 was also found to be significantly 
different from Scenario #5.     

 
Discussion 

 The results were partially consistent with previous findings on the perceived 
coerciveness of different methods, but provided no support for any of the hypotheses 
about relationships between personality scores and ratings perceived coercion. We 
hypothesized that the scenarios would differ in perceived coerciveness. The scenario 
involving participation for fulfillment of a course requirement was perceived as relatively 
high in level of coercion. However, Scenario #4 was viewed as least coercive and this 
scenario entailed professor recruitment by means of extra credit. In this scenario the 
professor gives students extra credit for their participation in research and opting not to 
participate does not harm their grade whatsoever.   
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 Past research (Miller & Kreiner, 2008; Leak, 1981) found that students perceive 
certain recruitment procedures such as extra credit, monetary compensation, and 
fulfillment of a course requirement as coercive to some degree. The current research 
partially supported this position. While students perceived course requirements to be 
most coercive and monetary compensation to be second most coercive, they also 
perceived extra credit to be least coercive. There were no significant results found 
regarding the rating of the self and other students when it came to the coercion score. 
This result is not consistent with the findings of Miller and Kreiner (2008), that 
individuals perceived other students as being more coerced than themselves in the 
situations of requiring research participation as a course requirement and participating in 
their own professors’ research.   

 The finding that students perceived extra credit as least coercive may be consistent 
with previous research indicating that students did not object to coercive procedures 
(Leak, 1981; Miller & Kreiner, 2008). Although some students perceived it to be 
coercive, almost all did not object to it. Students also did not perceive fellow students to 
be coerced. This may be a result of the depth in which coercion was measured.  Previous 
studies (Miller & Kreiner, 2008; Leak, 1981) asked in very general terms about the 
coerciveness of the procedures. In the current participants responded to specific scenarios 
instead of simple questions. Using more specific terms may have caused the participants 
to view recruitment procedures as more or less coercive than in previous studies.   

 The results did not support a hypothesis of an association between any of the five 
personality traits and perceived coerciveness of the scenarios. None of the correlations 
approached significance, and all were low in magnitude. Past literature found that there 
were personality differences between volunteers and nonvolunteers (Bell, 1962; Riggs & 
Kaess, 1955; Carver, 1980; Yarnold, Grimm, & Mueser, 1986). This is not consistent 
with the current findings.   

 The lack of correlation between personality scores and perceived coerciveness may 
have implications for how researchers and faculty implement research participation 
procedures. If perceived coercion does not vary as a function of personality traits, then it 
may be possible to estimate the likelihood that a student will feel coercion without having 
to take into account differences in personality. 

 There are several possible reasons for the lack of significant correlations between 
personality traits and perceived coercion. We used a five point likert type scale; a larger 
range of response options may measure coercion more extensively. Also, the total 
coercion score was calculated by using only one question for each scenario. Using 
additional questions that address the perception of coercion in other ways could produce 
more informative results. Another reason for nonsignificant correlations may have been 
how we measured personality. Past research (Carver, 1980; Yarnold, Grimm, & Mueser, 
1986) examined personality in terms of Type A and Type B personality as opposed to the 
big five personality traits. Including questions that address the relationship between 
motivation specifically and perception of coercion may have also yielded significant 
results between personality and coercion. Past literature (Cox & Sipprelle, 1971; Bell, 
1962) found a more precise relationship between personality and coercion when looking 
at motivation directly. 
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One limitation of this study is that all of the assessments involved self-report.  
Participants may respond in a manner that makes them appear as good as possible. This 
may be related to the normative influence, or the need to be accepted and approved by 
one’s peers (Van Avermaet, 2001). Future studies on coercion and personality addressing 
direct behavioral measures may offer more precise and valid measures. For example, it 
may be possible for participants to experience various recruitment methods via modern 
technology such as virtual reality. Having students watch filmed scenarios may also be 
more informative than having them rate written scenarios.   

Another limitation of this study is that the sample was composed of college students. 
Participants of this type may have an attitude more directed towards participation. One 
student commented that she had to conduct research herself so she would always be most 
likely to participate whether she felt coerced or not. However, the population of interest 
for this study was college students; therefore the sample seems appropriate for this study. 
However, those students in the sample may have been the individuals most likely to 
participate in research; these students may have different perceptions of coercion than 
students who are less likely to participate in research.   

The size of the sample does not appear to be a major limiting factor. For the 
correlation coefficients, the power was .65 for detecting a significant medium size 
correlation coefficient of r = .30.  For the ANOVA, the power was .99 for detecting a 
significant medium effect size of d = .50. This means there was a 65% chance of finding 
a medium size correlation for the correlation coefficients and for the ANOVA, there was 
a 99% chance of finding a medium effect size.   

 Further studies on coercion in psychological research may involve investigating the 
different research requirements at various colleges and universities. Also, an examination 
of research recruitment methods in different departments within a university may yield 
useful information for adopting a universal policy. Implementing a universal policy for 
recruitment procedure may be beneficial to reducing coercion in the process.  

Future research may also include a more detailed analysis of the demographics of 
those who participated.  Examining how males and females feel separately may produce 
significant results consistent with Carver (1980). Also investigating age, ethnicity, and 
socioeconomic status may yield helpful results as to which populations are more coerced 
than others. Further research may also involve replicating past research that has become 
outdated such as that of Menges (1973) and Jung (1969). This would give a more updated 
view on who statistically participates in research and what recruitment procedures are 
currently in use.   

 Research on students’ perceptions of coercion in research can help in consideration of 
APA ethics codes and human subjects’ guidelines. Research in this area can help address 
the use of particular recruitment procedures and the consent process. Particular 
procedures that exert high levels of perceived coercion such as professor recruitment by 
course requirement, professor recruitment by monetary incentive and professor 
recruitment by solicitation should be carefully considered. Special precautions may be 
needed when these types of procedures are used. Specific procedures that exert a very 
low level of perceived coercion such as professor recruitment by extra credit or student 
recruitment by solicitation should require less stringent precautions in the recruitment 
process. Educating researchers, professors, and IRB’s on research findings regarding 
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perception of coercion is important for reducing coercion in the recruitment procedure. 
Knowing which procedures are more or less coercive when conducting research can help 
the researchers make a conscious effort to reduce coercion.   
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