INFORMATION SCIENCE PUBLISHING

701 E. Chocolate Avenue, Suite 200, Hershey PA 17033, USA 1TB9487
Tel: 717/533-8845; Fax 717/533-8661; URL-http://www.idea-group.com

Chapter |

Virtual Research Ethics:
A Content Analysis
of Surveysand
ExperimentsOnline

Blaine F. Peden
University of Wisconsin-Eau Claire, USA

Douglas P. Flashinski
University of Wisconsin-Eau Claire, USA

ABSTRACT

Thischapter presentsa content analysis of I nter net surveysand experiments. Our study
exploresguidelinesfor the conduct of online research by describing the extent to which
psychological studiescomplywith Reips’ (2000) recommendationsfor Webresear chers.
Our study also explores ethical considerations and problems in the conduct of virtual
research by describing the extent to which behavioral studies on the Internet comply
with ethical standards for research (American Psychological Association, 2003). The
chapter concludes with a discussion of aspects of virtual research ethics pertinent to
future participants, Internet scientists and Institutional Review Boards.

“We need not invent new ethical rulesfor online research. We need only increase our
awareness of and commitment to established ethical principles.”
—Jim Thomas, 1999, p. 8

This chapter appears in the book, Readings in Virtual Research Ethics. Issues and Controversies, edited by
Elizabeth A. Buchannan. Copyright © 2004, Idea Group Publishing. Copying or distributing in print or
electronic forms without written permission of Idea Group Inc. is prohibited.
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INTRODUCTION

This chapter reports on a content analysis of psychological research on the
Internet. Our interest in studying how psychol ogists do surveysand experimentsonline
derives from aprofessional involvement in both research and ethics. In the late 1990s,
we becameintrigued by other psychologists' use of the Internet asatool for conducting
research. Atfirst weserved asparticipantsin someonlinesurveysand experiments. L ater
we explored waysto implement our own research on the Web by talking to information
technologists and by reading the scattered literature on Internet science.

Our experience as participantsraised initial questions and concerns about virtual
research ethics. For example, we participated in online studiesthat differed with respect
to inducements for research participation. Although some researchers paid all their
participantsand othersemployed alottery or random drawing for monetary prizes, many
Internet scientists provided no inducements other than an opportunity for the partici-
pants to contribute to science. A discussion with Institutional Review Board (IRB)
members initially revealed a genuine quandary about how participants, who should
remainanonymous, could bepaid. Thel RB membersal so raised eyebrowswhenweasked
about how studentsin the Psychology Department subject pool could receive credit for
participating in online research.

Our experience with information technologists prompted further questions and
concernsabout virtual research ethics. Theindividualswho were hel ping usimplement
our own studieson the I nternet did not understand our concerns about i nformed consent
and debriefing. Infact, they often seemed to regard these pages as blemisheson theface
of an otherwise attractive website.

Whilewewere participating in online studies and exploring how to implement our
own surveysand experiments, we beganto searchtheliterature. Wequickly learned that
relevant articles appeared in rather diverse and scattered sources. We also |earned that
many articles about psychological research on the Internet focused on methodol ogical
issues. Nonethel ess, we detected an emerging awarenessand interest in virtual research
ethics, the topic of thisvolume.

Our contribution to thisvolume is empirical and analytical. First, we provide the
rationale and method for our content analysis of Internet surveys and experiments
conducted by psychologistsin the early months of 2002. Our study explores guidelines
for the conduct of onlineresearch, agoal of thisvolume, by describing the extent towhich
psychological studiescomply with Reips’ (2000) recommendationsfor Web researchers.
Our study also explores ethical considerations and problems in the conduct of virtual
research, another goal of this volume, by describing the extent to which behavioral
studies on the Internet comply with ethical standards for research (American Psycho-
logical Association (APA), 2003). Second, weanalyzeandinterpret specific findingsin
termsof recent commentsand developmentsinthecurrent literatureon I nternet science.
Finally, wediscussthemoregeneral aspectsof virtual research ethicspertinent to future
participants, Internet scientists and IRBs.

BACKGROUND

What adifferenceadecade makesintermsof technol ogy and behavior in cyberspace.
In the early 1990s, the Internet was virtually unknown to the general public and the
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