
Journal of Trauma & Dissociation, 13:497–508, 2012
Copyright © Taylor & Francis Group, LLC
ISSN: 1529-9732 print/1529-9740 online
DOI: 10.1080/15299732.2012.708613

EDITORIAL

A Plea to University Researchers

JENNIFER J. FREYD, PhD
Department of Psychology, University of Oregon,

Eugene, Oregon, USA

According to its mission statement, the Journal of Trauma & Dissociation
(JTD) is “dedicated to publishing peer-reviewed scientific literature on
dissociation, the dissociative disorders, posttraumatic stress disorder, psy-
chological trauma and its sequelae, and on aspects of memory associated
with psychological trauma and dissociation.” The journal seeks to publish
the best science and scholarship in the field. This includes a variety of types
of articles, although without question the mainstay has been and is likely
to continue to be empirical reports. In this editorial I discuss a crucial issue
of science for our field: threats to the external validity of empirical studies
due to self-selection in university human subject pools (HSPs). I make two
pleas to university researchers (and JTD authors): (a) Be clear and thorough
about the recruitment process so that self-selection bias can be evaluated,
and (b) try to find ways to help your institution reduce self-selection bias so
that the research conducted will be of more value and so that the participants
will learn good science. In the last section of this editorial I change topic and
provide my annual report on the state of JTD.
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A PLEA TO UNIVERSITY RESEARCHERS: BE CLEAR ABOUT
(AND ULTIMATELY TRY TO REDUCE) LIKELY SELF-SELECTION

BIAS IN HUMAN SUBJECT POOLS

Early in the morning a few months ago, I was working on a manuscript in
my home study. A Skype window was open on my computer. My daughter,
then completing her freshman year at Harvard, was on the other end of my
Skype communication. For some time she was working on homework as
I wrote my paper. There was a companionable silence as we each plugged
away on our projects. After some time, my daughter spoke to me, informing
me about possible psychology studies she might select to fulfill her research
credit requirement for a psychology course she was taking. She read out
loud to me the descriptions of studies available to her as a member of an
HSP and explained what was appealing and off-putting about each one.
She eventually selected one of the studies while I pondered the potentially
profound implications of this sort of recruitment process for science.

Here is a list of descriptions from some studies recently available to
members of the Harvard HSP (S. Johnson-Freyd, personal communication,
June 9, 2012):

● The main task in this study is to solve a code-breaking puzzle individually
or in a group of other participants.

● This study takes only 20 minutes and can earn you 0.5 credits or $5 . . .

everyone who has done it says it’s one of the most fun studies they’ve
found on the study pool!

● This is an eye tracking experiment where you memorize images that are
presented onscreen.

● You will listen to descriptions of a person and try to figure out which
person is being referred to. Your eye movements will be monitored as you
look at a picture of possible subjects.

● In this study, you will sort playing cards according to different methods.
● You will be asked to evaluate various products and complete some

questionnaires as well.
● We are interested in different ways people may know things—both through

remembering facts and recognizing information. You will be tested on both
types of knowing, and will have a chance to learn a little more about
yourself in the process.

Over the course of her spring semester my daughter completed 5 hr of
research participation through the Harvard HSP. In doing so she was able
to select studies that suited her interests and personality and avoid other
studies. For example, my daughter initially found the last study listed above
intriguing because of its intellectual content (“different ways people may
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know things”) but was put off by what sounded to her like vaguely intrusive
pop psychology (“a chance to learn a little more about yourself”). For each
study my daughter had a choice to sign up or not, and her choice depended
upon her individual personality, history, and current interests. That might
sound nice, all that choice, but in fact it was teaching my daughter and the
many other undergraduates in the Harvard HSP bad scientific method. What
justification can a research requirement like this have other than to teach
good science?

One cannot be too sorry for Harvard undergraduates, but what about
the rest of us who learn about findings based on this very subject popu-
lation? We have all learned to question whether one can generalize from
privileged 19- and 20-year-old college students to the rest of humankind.
But what about the possibility that we cannot generalize beyond the partic-
ular sample recruited for the study itself? To the extent that our participants
are sampled randomly from some larger population we can at least gener-
alize to that larger population, whatever that is. In the case of participants
in HSPs, if selection is reasonably random we can generalize at least to that
larger population (e.g., Harvard undergraduates taking psychology classes)
and perhaps, depending on the study content and how much it might be
expected to interact with undergraduate institution or demographic variables,
to even larger populations (undergraduates in the United States, young adults
in the northern hemisphere, etc.).

Participant recruitment can limit external validity (i.e., generalizability
beyond the unique procedures and participants involved) in various ways,
including through explicit exclusion criteria. However, the most pernicious
threat to external validity in participant selection occurs through self-
selection, which can occur outside the researcher’s awareness. Recruitment
procedures can profoundly impact the probability of self-selection. In reality,
the extent to which self-selection limits generalizability depends on the type
of research. For some topics (such as some lower level cognitive investiga-
tions), results of investigations may not depend greatly on the participant
sample. However, for other topics (such as personality psychology), self-
selection could make all the difference. The fields of trauma and dissociation
fall into the latter category, for our research is very much about the impact of
differential experience and individual differences in response to that experi-
ence. Furthermore, our field investigates the impact of experience that may
be stigmatizing and reluctantly acknowledged. This means, for instance,
that individuals who respond to a research advertisement asking for peo-
ple who have experienced a traumatic event (or abuse, etc.) may constitute
an atypical sample compared to the general population of trauma survivors.
Failures to replicate findings from one study to the next might be expected in
trauma psychology if the recruitment procedures lead to substantially differ-
ent participant populations (see DePrince et al., 2012, and Freyd, DePrince, &
Gleaves, 2007).
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There is a small literature investigating the impact of recruitment pro-
cedures on self-selection in HSPs. For instance, researchers have found that
there are some differences between participants who sign up for studies
that occur online versus in person or between participants who sign up at
the beginning or end of the term (e.g., Witt, Donnellan, & Orlando, 2011).
Of particular relevance to participant self-selection due to recruitment mate-
rials, Saunders, Fisher, Hewitt, and Clayton (1985) compared students who
were recruited for a study described as including personality questionnaires
with students who were recruited for one on erotica. Once in the lab all par-
ticipants were asked to complete both questionnaires, to watch a film with
erotic content, and to answer questions about the film. Recruitment condition
impacted results for prior sexual experience, sexual opinions, and emotional
responses to the erotic film. This suggests that conclusions about sexuality
from research conducted on populations who volunteer for sex research may
not generalize to other populations.

Jackson, Procidano, and Cohen (1989) investigated the impact of
study descriptions on self-selection among introductory psychology students.
In their first experiment they compared the personalities of students who
signed up for a study on performance evaluation versus those who signed
up for one on task evaluation. In the first case the description indicated
that “participants will be evaluated by experts on their performance on a
number of tasks. These include personal disclosures, friendship making,
and manual tasks” (p. 32). In the second case the study was described
as involving “various tasks [that] will be evaluated for future experimen-
tal use. After performing these tasks, participants will evaluate them” (p. 32).
When participants actually arrived for the study they were asked to complete
questionnaires assessing various personality traits. The researchers found
important differences between the two samples: The students who signed
up for the performance evaluation study had higher ratings on a measure
of complexity capturing a tendency to be thoughtful, to be analytical, and
to enjoy intricacy. In a second experiment, the researchers compared a
study described as giving personality feedback to one described as involving
proofreading. The students who selected the personality study as compared
to the proofreading study were more broadminded, receptive, extraverted,
and good natured. These differences in samples could have had potentially
profound impacts on study results and thus external validity.

Perhaps of greater relevance to the field of trauma psychology,
Carnahan and McFarland (2007) asked whether the results of the famous
Stanford prison experiment (Haney, Banks, & Zimbardo, 1973) could have
been biased by subject self-selection. They noted that the advertisement
for participant recruitment included the phrase “a psychological study of
prison life.” Could this phrase have been more attractive to individuals with
a more aggressive or authoritarian personality, and if so, could that have
biased the results? Carnahan and McFarland ran an experiment in which
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they recruited volunteers for a study using two similar but slightly different
advertisements. In one the original wording from the Stanford prison exper-
iment was used: “Male college students needed for a psychological study of
prison life.” In the other condition the phrase “of prison life” was omitted.
Participants who responded to either advertisement were then asked to com-
plete a battery of personality measures. Carnahan and McFarland reported
that compared to those who responded to the neutral advertisement, vol-
unteers who responded to the prison study advertisement scored higher on
measures of aggressiveness, authoritarianism, Machiavellianism, narcissism,
and social dominance and lower on empathy and altruism. In other words,
there was apparently self-selection based on the recruitment wording. This
means that the results of the original Stanford prison experiment may not
generalize to other populations. The Stanford prison experiment suggested
that individuals were willing to behave in abusive ways when assigned to
the role of prison guard, and this finding has been used to argue that good
people can be easily induced to do evil (e.g., Zimbardo, Maslach, & Haney,
2000). Perhaps that conclusion is true, but the evidence from the Stanford
prison experiment is compromised given that the individuals who elected
to enter the study might have been much more ready to behave in abu-
sive ways than individuals from a more generalizable sample would have
been.

Given these findings that confirm that information provided to partici-
pants about study content can impact self-selection and thus create a threat
to external validity, my plea to university researchers is twofold. First, be pre-
cise in methods sections about recruitment materials. Second, advocate for
recruitment procedures that minimize self-selection when you can ethically
do so. I elaborate on each plea next.

Plea 1: Be Precise in Methods Sections
About Recruitment Materials

In Methods sections, details regarding recruitment that might powerfully
impact the possibility of self-selection are often not provided. Studies that
use subject pools often simply indicate that participants “were recruited from
an HSP” or “received course credit” for their participation. But how were
those participants recruited? What information did potential participants have
in advance of choosing to sign up for the study? At some universities, stu-
dents are provided with quite a bit of information about the studies available
for course credit. This information may include the name(s) of the investiga-
tors and the topic of the investigation. At other universities, such as my own,
students select studies based only on schedule availability rather than knowl-
edge of the content of the research. The implications of these two different
procedures on potential self-selection and thus generalizability are profound.
In one case a study may get an unrepresentative sample of students who
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have a particular interest in a topic. In the other case the sample is more
likely to be representative of the larger population of students in the HSP.
It is vital that scientists be exact in their description of methods so that all
potential artifacts are exposed. Authors must provide sufficient information
about recruitment materials in the Methods sections of empirical reports so
that readers can evaluate the potential for self selection.

To this aim, the JTD Author Assurance Form and Submission Checklist
now includes the following items:

• Are participant selection and recruitment procedures and materials ade-
quately described in order for readers to evaluate generalizability of the
results? (For instance, provide recruitment information that pertains to
the extent participants might be self-selecting into the study based on
knowledge of the study topic.)

• Are methods adequately described in order for others to replicate the
study?

For instance, in one study from my own laboratory we included this
information in the Methods section:

Undergraduate students (91 men, 227 women) in introductory psychol-
ogy classes at the University of Oregon participated to partly fulfill a
course requirement. Participants did not self-select into the study based
on knowledge of the content; rather, participants were selected for the
study based on schedule availability from a large human subject pool.
(Cromer & Freyd, 2007, p. 16)

If specific information about the study is included in the recruitment materials
this should be stated clearly in the Methods section. For instance, one might
write:

Undergraduate students (91 men, 227 women) in introductory psy-
chology classes at XX University participated to partly fulfill a course
requirement. Potential participants were invited to sign up for a study
described this way: “We are interested in different ways people feel about
stressful events. You will be asked to tell us about your experiences with
trauma in your life and how you feel about those experiences now.”

Plea 2: Advocate for Recruitment Procedures That Minimize
Self-Selection When You Can Ethically Do So

In the spring of 2009 our HSP at the University of Oregon was under standard
continuing review by our university institutional review board (IRB). One of
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the concerns expressed by the IRB in 2009 was the study sign-up procedure.
The IRB requested that we provide information to students about the study
content and principal investigators at the sign-up stage. We had been through
this process in years past with our IRBs, but this time the committee seemed
particularly insistent.

The University of Oregon psychology department HSP was created in
the early 1980s, spearheaded by then–faculty member Morton Gernsbacher.
From the beginning Gernsbacher and her colleagues realized that a good
HSP would be structured to avoid self-selection into studies. Thus, studies
in our HSP are titled with short, memorable, but nondescriptive and nonref-
erential names, typically all within a category at a given time (e.g., studies
might be named after species of dogs, names of rivers, names of composers,
etc.) I joined the University of Oregon faculty in 1987, a few years after
Gernsbacher and her colleagues had established the HSP. In the 25 years
I have been a member of the department I have made heavy use of the HSP.
I have also been a teacher of our large introductory psychology class, which
serves as the primary source of participants in the HSP. During these many
years I have been involved in surveys of our HSP participants regarding their
experiences in the pool. In all this time, as far as I know, no complaints had
been raised by students regarding the deidentified study sign-up process.
However, from time to time the university IRB has expressed concern about
the system, and in 2009 it went so far as to tell us that we must change our
procedure and give students more information about the studies before they
sign up.

The IRB explained that its concern was about participant informed con-
sent. This is a legitimate concern. In response, I proposed that we create a
consent process for the HSP itself such that before subjects are even eligi-
ble to sign up for studies they must go through an informed consent about
the HSP process, including the nature of study sign-up. I suggested that this
consent process explain why we do the blind sign-up, the risks this might
create for them (discovering that they signed up for a study they do not
actually want to complete), and their rights (e.g., their right not to com-
plete a particular study they signed up for). Such a process could potentially
inform, empower, and educate the student participants while communicating
“respect for persons,” one of the three fundamental ethical tenets from the
Belmont Report (National Commission for the Protection of Human Subjects
of Biomedical and Behavioral Research, 1979).

This idea was accepted by our IRB and is implemented today through
our informed consent process and as part of our educational materials for
students in introductory psychology courses. In other words, participants
have a two-tiered consent process. They first have the option to consent to
being in the HSP itself, and if they decide to be in the HSP, they then have
the option to consent to proceed with specific studies after they have signed
up for them. Even before the consent material is provided to our participants,
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the process is explained to potential participants in in-class presentations and
to researchers in an online training that must be completed prior to using
the HSP. In the HSP consent process itself we explain our online study sign-
up procedure. Our current HSP consent document includes the following
language:

This website is constructed to help you select and choose studies that
are available for you to participate in. It automatically allows researchers
to post available studies and automatically tracks the credit you have
earned from these studies. When you log in, you will be able to click
“Study Sign-Up” and see a list of studies available. These studies are
presented in random order—different every time! You will also note that
they are not named after anything meaningful—some are named after
states, trees, elements of the periodic table, or breeds of dog. This is
to prevent selection bias. This bias occurs when people know what a
study is about before they sign up for it. For example, if you are very
emotional, you might prefer to take a study on emotions. However, to
gain meaningful knowledge about emotions, that study would need to
include people broadly representative of the general population in terms
of emotional experience. The studies will cover a broad range of topics
in psychology and linguistics.

Signing up for a study does not require you to participate in the study.
When you arrive for an experiment, the researchers will explain to you
what will occur in the study. That is, they will tell you what the study
involves. Not only will you get credit for reviewing this information (this
period is called “informed consent”), but you also have the right to opt
out immediately for any reason: Simply tell the researcher that you do not
consent and that you want to leave the study. This principle of “opting
out” applies to the entire study. In such a situation, you will get credit
for every 15-minute block (or fraction thereof) that you spend participat-
ing. The same rules will apply if the study is likely to run longer than
expected.

Your participation in the Human Subjects Pool is voluntary. If you do
not wish to participate in research to fulfill your class’s “research require-
ment,” refer to your syllabus for alternatives or speak to your instructor.
You may choose to complete an alternative assignment at any point
during the class.

We have been using this two-tiered consent system for 3 years without
problems. Students learn about good methodology in psychological science,
which is the fundamental justification in having the research participation
requirement, and researchers get more generalizable data from the fulfill-
ment of this requirement, thus making the contribution of knowledge more
useful.
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JOURNAL STATUS

JTD has had another excellent year. Volume 12, published in 2011, was our
first to have five issues. Our transition to the ScholarOne submission portal
is complete. This online submission system facilitates one of our priorities,
which is to collect prompt reviews and decisions and then, for those papers
that are accepted, to move to publication as soon as possible. In this way
we keep the material relevant and timely. Since 2010, our time from sub-
mission to decision in cases of acceptance has been an average of 76 days,
followed by approximately 4–6 months until publication in print. Between
acceptance and final publication, the author’s final draft is posted as an
accepted manuscript in unedited form to Taylor & Francis Online through
the iFirst publication method. JTD has a growing international presence.
Recent analyses indicate that 45% of submissions come from overseas.

As I reported previously (Freyd, 2010), starting with its 2008 articles, JTD
is indexed in the Institute for Scientific Information’s (ISI) influential Social
Science Citation Index and Web of Science. In June 2011, JTD received from
the ISI its first full Journal Impact Factor of .78. As I have explained (Freyd,
2011), this number reflects the number of citations to JTD articles published
in 2008 and 2009 (42) that appeared in ISI-indexed journals in 2010 divided
by the total number of articles published in JTD in 2008 and 2009 (54). Our
second Journal Impact Factor, announced in June 2012, is 1.23 (64 citations
in 2011 articles to 52 counted items published in JTD in 2009 and 2010). The
trend and the numbers for JTD’s impact factor are both good, but as before
I urge that we take care to avoid the misuse of bibliometric analyses (Freyd,
2009, 2011).

JTD’s online presence continues to grow. Figure 1 shows online article
access by year of publication. In 2008 JTD was still being hosted by its first
publisher, Haworth Press. Taylor & Francis took over in 2009, and since that
time JTD has added 10,000 accesses per year over the past 3 years.

For the second year in a row, we were able to give an award for a
particularly outstanding publication in JTD. This award includes a cash prize
made possible by Taylor & Francis. Bethany Brand was the chair of the
awards committee that reviewed the nominations for 2011. The Richard
P. Kluft Award for Journal of Trauma & Dissociation 2011 Best Article
went to George Leibowitz, Julie Laser, and David Burton for their arti-
cle “Exploring the Relationships Between Dissociation, Victimization, and
Juvenile Sexual Offending” (Leibowitz, Laser, & Burton, 2011). The awards
committee noted that the authors are to be commended for researching a
topic about which there has been little investigation, namely, the associa-
tion between dissociation and juvenile sex offending. Both the juvenile sex
offenders as well as the delinquent males who were not sex offenders had
high rates of childhood trauma exposure and neglect. The authors found evi-
dence that dissociation was a significant predictor of juvenile sex offending.
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Specifically, when males in juvenile residential centers with histories of sex-
ual offending (N = 243) were compared to males without a history of sexual
offending (N = 109) the sex offenders showed higher levels of dissociation.
These findings suggest that clinicians and forensic practitioners should be
assessing and treating dissociation.

These winners will be receiving a cash prize of $500 from Taylor &
Francis. In addition, the awards committee also selected two articles for
Honorable Mention: Janet Migdow’s report “The Problem with Pleasure:
Part II. The Research” (Migdow, 2011) and Ellert Nijenhuis and Onno van
der Hart’s target article “Dissociation in Trauma: A New Definition and
Comparison with Previous Formulations” (Nijenhuis & van der Hart, 2011),
which was published in Volume 12, Issue 4, with an accompanying commen-
tary and author response. We are very grateful to Sean Beppler of Taylor &
Francis for initiating and supporting the Richard P. Kluft Award.

In addition to these notable articles, two 2011 special issues of JTD
have received very positive attention: (a) Guidelines for Treating Dissociative
Identity Disorder in Adults (published as JTD Volume 12, Issue 2); and
(b) Military Sexual Trauma: Current Knowledge and Future Directions, guest
edited by Carolyn B. Allard, PhD, and Melissa Platt, MA, MS (published as JTD
Volume 12, Issue 3). The guidelines (International Society for the Study of
Trauma and Dissociation, 2011) are an essential resource for clinicians seek-
ing evidence-based protocols for treating dissociative disorders. The volume
on military sexual trauma (see Platt & Allard, 2011, for a summary) was also
very well received, inspiring Taylor & Francis to publish it not only as a
special issue of JTD but as a standalone book.

FIGURE 1 Full-text downloads via standard platforms and EBSCOhost full-text databases for
Journal of Trauma & Dissociation by year (color figure available online).
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I am delighted to welcome three new editorial board members for
Volume 14 (to be published in 2013): Bridget Klest, PhD, assistant professor
of psychology, University of Regina, Regina, Saskatchewan, Canada; Brian P.
Marx, PhD, National Center for PTSD, VA Boston Healthcare System, Boston,
Massachusetts; and Ingo Schäfer, MD, MPH, Department of Psychiatry and
Psychotherapy, University Medical Center Hamburg-Eppendorf, Hamburg,
Germany.

In closing, I invite you to submit your best work to JTD. Just be sure
that when you submit an empirical report you include details regarding
recruitment materials provided to potential participants.
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