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Objectives

• Share common ‘red flags’ related to suspected 

inauthentic participation in virtual qualitative 

research.

• Discuss strategies to support authentic 

participation in virtual qualitative research.

• Offer additional considerations: Naming the 

tensions and reflecting on the effects of these 

actions.

• Hold space for discussion and learning from our 

local community.
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Background

• Inauthentic participation is not new to research; however, increased risk in qualitative research poses unique 

pragmatic and ethical challenges.

• Key Factors:

• Rapid adoption of online methods for recruitment and data collection,

• Pandemic’s impact on economic stability (e.g., long-term inflation and cost of living crises).

   (Newman, Guta, & Black, 2021; Ridge, Bullock, Causer, Fisher, Hider, Kingstone, ... & Southam, 2023)

• “Fantasy, the desire to occupy an imagined persona, boredom, or a genuine desire to disrupt research for 

personal or ideological reasons could also be relevant” Garcia-Iglesias, Heaphy, Yodovich, Atherton & Merchant, 

2024, p.4).

• Prepare and plan for the possibility of ‘imposter’ participants and determine how to ensure trustworthy data 

(Roehl & Harland, 2022).



Red Flags - Recruitment

Participants respond quickly, sometimes within minutes, of recruitment advertisements being posted on social 
media, and some of these posted multiple follow‐up emails in quick succession An influx of these responses within 
a short period should raise suspicion. 

Email:

• Blank subject lines in emails expressing interest in the study (as well as emails that were only a sentence or 
two long) were common, with some potential participants copying text from recruitment ads verbatim.

• Generic private email addresses often composed of a common name (perhaps a celebrity’s name) and series 
of numbers. Common: firstname.lastname123@gmail.com e.g., john.doe123@gmail.com

• Watch for messages written in very similar wording, using similar titles.

• Fraudulent participants may use the same email platform or duplicate addresses.

• Suspect participants sometimes cited recruitment sites that were not used by the study.

• Omits any personal details beyond their first name. May have poor grammar. 

(Mistry, Merrick, Cabecinha, Daniels, Ragan, Epstein, ... & Levell, 2024; Ridge et al., 2023; Santinele Martino, Perrotta, & McGillion, 2024; Sharma, McPhail, 
Kularatna, Senanayake & Abell, 2024)

mailto:firstname.lastname123@gmail.com
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Red Flags - Recruitment

Screening/ Screening questionnaires

• Unexpected information on demographics or disease. Free text answers may be left blank, be vague, or 
contain inappropriate responses. Metadata may show responses were completed in an unrealistically fast time 
(Mistry et al., 2024).

• Being cautious of certain instances of unclear and contradictory responses from participants, especially when 
it comes to eligibility criteria, is important  (Santinele Martino et. al, 2024).

• Unwilling to put on screen/camera (Santinele Martino et. al, 2024).

• Only using VOIP or not a real phone number (Hoskins, Sebetka, Thomas, Simonetti, Williams & Khazanov, 
2025).

         



Red Flags – Data Collection

• Preference for online rather than telephone interviews or focus groups. 

• Camera off.

• Difficult to build rapport, limited engagement, and/or the participant seems distracted during interview. 

• Limited content knowledge -

• Vague or brief answers to questions (thin description). Unable or reluctant to elaborate on answers when probed.

• Incongruent responses compared to prescreening questionnaire. Unable to clarify on these discrepancies when 
asked. 

• Duration of focus group or interview notably shorter. 

• Duplicate or similar responses among fraudulent participants/same participant joining as multiple. 

• Repeated requests for payment.

                               (Cascio, 2024; Hoskins et al.,2025; Mistry et al., 2024; Ridge et al., 2023; Roehl & Harland, 2022; Santinele Martino, 2024; Sharma et al., 2024)



Strategies

• Be aware and plan for it; consider a protocol or process.

• Guiding questions (Ridge, 2023):

1. During recruitment, how could I verify that the participants meet the inclusion criteria? How confident can I 

be in this information?

2. During data collection, was the participant hesitant or flustered when asked probing questions for 

additional detail?

3. Did I document impressions of honesty in my reflexive journal?

4. Did the participant's answers make sense, and were they detailed enough about the topic being 

researched?

• Work with the Research Ethics Office (Sharma et al., 2024)

     



Strategies

Recommendations to: 

Prevent FRaudulent Online Study 

Participation (P-FROST) 

(Mistry et al., 2024)



Strategies - Recruitment

• Consider adding in an expression of interest step or screening process. 

• Add in information to the screening process that can help you triangulate 
(city, postal code, number). Ask about access needs before hand (e.g., is there 
a need to type or have your screen off?)

• Advise participants of this process. Add information into your letter of 
information and recruitment material related to screening process and 
collection of information.

• Call, if possible, to confirm participation vs. relying only on email or survey 
screening.

• Ask for phone numbers vs. VOIP.

• If virtual screening, ask to turn on screen, even just for a moment.

• Be wary of recruiting over open social media channels (vs. closed groups). 
Consider closing recruitment to those sources if observing an increased 
number of suspected participants.

• Be up to date on information security.

(Cascio, 2024; Hoskins et al., 2025; Ridge et al., 2023, Mistry et al., 2024, Santinelo Martino et al., 2024) 

Strategies for identifying locally 

relevant screening questions: 

(Cascio, 2024)

1. Review the methodological 

literature for successful 

screening questions.

2. Review the responses of pilot 

studies or previous interviews 

for comfortable and culturally 

relevant screening questions.

3. Consult community members.



(Hoskins et al., 2025)



Strategies – Data Collection and Analysis

• Ask to turn on screen again, even just for a moment.

• Consider building in a question that would require a deeper knowledge of the concept/phenomenon of 
interest e.g., Can you give me an example of what a lesson plan would look like?

• Maintain a reflexive journal to document feelings (audit trail).

• Have the research team meet regularly to discuss (very important if there are multiple data collectors); 
consider ethical approaches and tensions.

• Start analysis as soon as possible.

• Keep all data?

• Consider adding a “suspicious response” code to be discussed later with the broader research team.

• Gift cards vs. e-transfers

(McLachlan, 2024; Mistry et al., 2024; Ridge et al. 2023; Roehl & Harland, 2022; Santinelo Martino et al., 2024).



“The balance between inclusivity and rigour is a delicate and complex one, and

the current literature on imposter participants fails to provide an adequate framework to

critically address this phenomenon. We believe there is a need for a greater

engagement with reflexive epistemology with respect to suspected participants and

how we respond, as researchers, to our own concerns” (Garcia-Iglesias et al, 2024. p.7).



Additional Considerations: Tensions and Effects

• A prescriptive approach is not sufficient; thoughtful and systematic consideration needed (McLachlan et. al, 
2024)

• Naming and framing the problem - “imposter participant” as problematic (Garcia Iglesias et al., 2024)

• Shift to “suspected participants” as it more accurately reflects who ‘owns’ the problem.

• Theoretical and epistemological assumptions that underlie the concepts of imposter, fraudulent 
unchallenged. Need to consider deconstructive, reflexive approaches in relation to suspected participants.

• Trust and Mistrust in the research relationship (Hoskins et al. 2025). Fracturing of trust?

• Exclusion of those underrepresented in research

• Inadvertently silencing voices that don’t fit normative expectations 

• Privacy and honoring sensitive content 

• Rapid evolution of AI participation (Sharma et al, 2024).

“Are we excluding eligible participants due to our suspicion 

and creating barriers for participants who are so often 

questioned and silenced?” (Santinele Martino et al., 2024, 

p.1295)



Summary

• Need to be aware it is happening and plan for it.

• Engage students during their training and 

dissertations.

• Work with the Research Ethics Office.

• Reflect on tensions in the field.
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