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Guidance: Research involving employees, colleagues, and/or subordinates 
 

Overview 
 
Conducting human subjects research where there may be an existing professional or status 
relationship between participants and members of a study team introduce unique ethical 
considerations. Examples include: recruiting co-workers; recruiting your subordinates; recruiting from 
or through your workplace.  
 
There is a potential for a perception of coercion when the study team has an existing relationship with 
participants. Colleagues might feel participating could strengthen a professional relationship, 
friendship, or other forms of professional reciprocity. A power differential may exist when a researcher 
has the authority to make decisions that could impact the prospective participant outside the research 
context. For example, an employee may perceive that taking part could improve their next 
performance evaluation or could impact a request for a flexible schedule. It is important to note that 
coercion doesn’t need to be intentional and doesn’t need to be explicitly “felt”. 
 
Investigators can be approved to conduct human subjects research activities with participants with 
whom they have an existing professional or status relationship, provided additional measures are 
implemented to address ethical concerns. This guidance describes the expectations and responsibilities 
of PIs when they recruit from their colleagues and/or subordinates. 
 
Strategies to Reduce or Mitigate a Potential for Coercion or Undue Influence  

 

• Having a third party, who is not in a supervisory relationship, recruit, consent, and/or collect 
data. For example, you might ask your collaborator who doesn’t work at the business to 
send recruitment materials and conduct the interviews.  

• Recruit via passive recruitment rather than active recruitment. For example, rather than 
asking each co-worker to take part, you might post a flyer in a common area where an 
employee interested in participation to initiate contact with the study team.  

• Avoid using names participants might have a relationship with on recruitment and/or 
consent materials if it isn’t necessary. 

• Structure the research such that individuals who do have a relationship won’t know who 
does and does not participate. For example, having a third party anonymize data before 
analysis by the full research team, or replacing names with a participant generated 
reproducible anonymous ID. 

• Recruit from a broad pool of participants that includes employees from other businesses. 
For example, recruit employees of your firm, but also the 6 other firms in the area.  

• In cases where regular workplace activities are a topic of research or data, investigators 
must clarify for potential research participants which activities are optional and distinct 
from any mandatory workplace activities that would take place even without the research.  
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• Ensure that compensation does not introduce undue influence. For example, compensating 
company perks or company branded merchandise may suggest that participation is related 
to employment.  

It is important to note that, because not all research studies are the same, some of the above may 
not be practicable or might not mitigate the risk. Please consider additional measures as your study 
design merits.  
 
Other Considerations 

 
The Belmont principal of equitability prompts us to evaluate why a population is being targeted for 
research. A study population should not be selected as potential participants simply due to 
convenience. In general, potential participants should be solicited from a “broad base” of individuals 
meeting the conditions for study rather than from individuals who report directly to the investigator(s). 
Study teams should only limit recruitment to their own colleagues/employees when the study aims 
could not be achieved with a broader population. 

In addition, safeguards may need to be considered to protect the privacy and confidentiality of 
participants. Workplace conditions may make it difficult for investigators to keep an individual’s choice 
to participate private, which could pose additional risks or pressure for participants. For example, 
conducting interviews in the extra office everyone walks past could potentially make it obvious to 
everyone in the office who is who is not taking part in the research. Considerations should be made to 
minimize this by conducting research off-site and/or outside of regular work hours to minimize 
potential risks. 
 
Finally, if a research project is using any business resources (for example, a list of employee contact 
information, using a business email account, accessing business data, or using business 
space/computers), the study team should ensure that they have permission to use those resources. It 
is important to keep in mind that, while you might have access to these resources as part of your job, 
you don’t necessarily have permission to use them for non-business purposes like research. It is highly 
recommended that you obtain written permission from whoever is in charge of the resources you are 
using.  
 
Resources and References 
 
21 CFR 56.111 
45 CFR 46.111 
The Belmont Report 
Brown University 
 

https://www.accessdata.fda.gov/scripts/cdrh/cfdocs/cfcfr/cfrsearch.cfm?fr=56.111
https://www.ecfr.gov/current/title-45/subtitle-A/subchapter-A/part-46/subpart-A/section-46.111
https://www.hhs.gov/ohrp/regulations-and-policy/belmont-report/index.html
https://policy.brown.edu/policy/targeting-interpersonal-relationships

