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Abstract Past participants often talk about studies to those who have not yet participated (a prob-

lem termed participant crosstalk). Despite research exploring this issue in traditional settings, no

research has explored crosstalk that occurs in online forums (in this case, related to mTurk). In

study one, this research explores the kinds and prevalence of crosstalk in three online forums used

by workers from mTurk. In study two, we assessed researchers’ knowledge and attitudes of this

crosstalk. Study three queried mTurk users about their experiences with crosstalk. Study four

tested a simple method to attempt to reduce crosstalk on mTurk; this method eliminated crosstalk

for this sample. We conclude by discussing the nature of crosstalk in online forums related to

mTurk.
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Introduction
Foreknowledge of experimental methods and protocols

has been identified as a key issue impacting the validity of

psychological research (Nichols & Edlund, 2015). This fore-

knowledge has been termed Participant Crosstalk (Edlund,

Sagarin, Skowronski, Johnson, & Kutter, 2009). For many

years, researchers have examined the issues that occur

when participants have foreknowledge of the study. For

instance, Glinski, Glinski, and Slatin (1970) demonstrated

that participants who had foreknowledge of a study proto-

col were meaningfully different in responses than partic-

ipants who did not have the same foreknowledge. Specif-

ically, the hypothesized effect only resulted when partic-

ipants had foreknowledge of the research – calling into

question the existence of the effect. More recently, re-

searchers have demonstrated that most participants will

attempt to confirm a researcher’s hypothesis if they are

able to ascertain the hypothesis (Nichols & Maner, 2008).

Estimates on the rates of participants coming in with

foreknowledge are quite variable. Some researchers have

demonstrated that the rates can be as high as 78% (Licht-

enstein, 1970), whereas other more contemporary multi-

institutional studies have suggested lower rates in the sin-

gle digits (Edlund et al., 2014). Importantly, any crosstalk
that reveals key experimental information is critically im-
portant to identify and prevent as it has the potential to

alter participant responses and thereby, the validity of the

research (Nichols & Edlund, 2015).

Relative to the question of prevalence, the prevention

of crosstalk has received less attention. Walsh and Stillman

(1974) foundmixed evidence for the effectiveness of an ad-

monishment to avoid crosstalk. Edlund et al. (2009) found

that a combined classroom and laboratory treatment effec-

tively reduced crosstalk to a barely detectable level (<1%).

In addition, Edlund et al. (2014) found evidence that a

solely laboratory based treatment could be effective in re-

ducing crosstalk, but only in institutions that demanded

more out of their subject pools. However, to date, little re-

search has investigated the prevention (or prevalence) of

crosstalk outside of the typical introduction to psychology

subject pool.
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Perhaps the newest form of subject pool is Amazon’s

Mechanical Turk (mTurk: mturk.com). mTurk has been

extensively used by researchers since its inception, result-

ing in hundreds of publications. However, mTurk presents

its own set of challenges for researchers (for a compre-

hensive review of the challenges facing users of mTurk

see Chandler & Shaprio, 2016). For instance, researchers

have noted that there are differences in the quality of

work provided by mTurk workers, such that high repu-

tation workers actually provide more attentive responses

to the research (Peer, Vosgerau, & Acquisti, 2014). Still,

other factors can impact the results obtained. Siegel,

Navarro, and Thomson (2015) explored how listing eligibil-

ity requirements impacts the participants recruited. They

found that listing many eligibility requirements led to a

skewed and less diverse sample of participants. Other re-

searchers (Downs, Holbrook, & Peel, 2012) have explored

various screening methods and metrics for mTurk and

have found that these techniques are more likely to bias

the data collection as opposed to improving data quality.

Other labs (Chandler, Mueller, & Paolacci, 2014) have ex-

plored the frequency of which mTurk workers sign up for

related studies. These issues (and others) have led some

researchers to question the utility of mTurk and the con-

clusions reached, whereas others have argued that similar

effects emerge when comparing samples collected through

mTurk, social media, and traditional avenues (cbh15) as
well as comparing mTurk to traditional campus and com-

munity samples (Necka, Cacioppo, Norman, & Cacioppo,

2016).

Researchers commonly need a certain kind of partici-

pant from the mTurk sample (e.g., only women, racial mi-

norities, color-blind, etc). The commonly recommended

method for obtaining these participants is to set up a

screening questionnaire where a handful of demographic

questions are assessed and used to invite mTurk workers

to a different andmore comprehensive study. Importantly,

the validity of the researchwould be significantly impacted

if mTurk workers were faking demographic factors for the

purposes of being able to do the larger study (e. g., a male

saying they were a naturally cycling female).

To date, few studies have explored whether mTurk

workers are engaging in this form of crosstalk. How-

ever, one might ask, how would these workers engage in

crosstalk as they are unlikely to be living in close proxim-

ity to other workers (as in the case of introduction to psy-

chology subject pool crosstalk)? One potential avenue is

a third party website. Numerous websites exist that are

meeting spots for mTurk workers to discuss mTurk, “Turk-

ing”, and individual experiences. For instance, Reddit has a

subthread dedicated to mTurk and there are multiple web-

sites that exist solely for users of mTurk (e.g., TurkOpti-

con). Still, other options exist where mTurk workers can

discuss studies (such as twitter, Sun, 2016). As such, the

purpose of this research was to explore whether crosstalk

occurs on these third party forums, the kinds and sever-

ity of the crosstalk, and what other forums of generalized

communication occurs.

Study One
Method

Selection Protocol. Three websites were identified due
to their prominence in the mTurk user communities:

The Hits Worth Turking For Reddit subthread (HWTF:

www.reddit.com/r/HITsWorthTurkingFor/), Turkopticon

(TO: turkopticon.ucsd.edu/), and the MTurk Forum (MTF:

www.mturkforum.com/). The research team coded the

previous week’s posts for each website.

Coding protocol. Numerous codes were developed for
this protocol. The first code was termed: Key Crosstalk.

This was crosstalk that the coding team deemed likely rep-

resented damaging and/or important crosstalk – crosstalk

that appears to include information about manipulations

in the research, key hypotheses or the like (e.g., “The study

says it is about gut reactions, but they are really looking at

people who might be racists”). The next code was termed:

Qualifications. This code was indicated when the post-

ing talked about qualifications necessary for qualifying for

the mTurk study or what kinds of responses would open

additional research (e.g., “They are looking for women

not on birth control”). The third code was termed: Low

Crosstalk. This was indicated when the participants were

talking about the study, but in a way that likely did not re-

veal key experimental hypotheses (e. g., “You will be rating

a number of pictures for how boring they are”). The fourth

code was complaints about the hit. These codes were in-

dicated when forum users were complaining about the re-

search or the researcher (e.g., “The researcherwill find any

way to not credit your study. DO NOT PARTICIPATE”). The

fifth code was praise about the research. This code was in-

dicated when the forum posters gave praise to either the

study or the researcher (e.g., “This was a very interesting

study and they gave credits within 15 minutes”). The sixth

code was discussions of the pay rate. This code occurred

when posters comment on the rate of pay relative to the

effort involved (e.g., “This study pays a rate of .50 per hour

USD. We need to stop these researchers exploiting us”).

The seventh code was mentions of violations of the mTurk

Terms of Service (TOS). These codes were indicated when

posters mentioned that something about the mTurk hit vi-

olated Amazon’s TOS (e.g. “This is all to get you to like a

facebook page. This clearly violates TOS. It has been re-

ported to Amazon”). The eighth code was a comment on
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Table 1 Breakdown of the presence of a type of communication by study discussed

Key

Crosstalk

Low

Crosstalk

Qualifica-

tions

Complain

About Hit

Praise

Hit

Pay Rate Violations

of TOS

Dead

Hit

Uncatego-

rizable

HWTF 61/177 167/177 88/177 110/177 125/177 122/177 3/177 120/177 175/177

TO 14/50 50/50 18/50 49/50 45/50 49/50 8/50 41/50 0/50

MTF 12/51 50/51 36/51 36/51 28/51 51/51 0/51 49/51 37/51

the study representing a “dead hit”. Posters would make

this comment after the research had concluded and was

no longer available (e.g., “Dead hit”). The ninth and final

code was reserved for any other comments that could not

be otherwise categorized.

The two coders for this study conducted independent

codings of all comments. The inter-rater reliability was .94.

Discrepancies were resolved by a third coder who deter-

mined which codes were correct.

Results

During the week of January 26
th
, 2015, workers discussed

177 individual studies on HWTF, 50 studies on TO, and 51

studies on MTF, resulting in 4,338 individual comments.

Level of Analysis: Study. Given our interest in how each
study was being talked about on mTurk, our first analysis

approach focused on the study level (each discussed study

was analyzed for the presence of each code). As such, re-

gardless of how many individual comments were present

in a particular thread, this analysis simply analyzed the

presence of a particular kind of communication in the

thread. See Table 1 for a full breakdown. Most importantly,

across all three platforms, we saw approximately a third of

all study discussions included Key Crosstalk information

(87/278 studies), and nearly all postings involved either a

discussion of key crosstalk, low crosstalk, or qualifications

(270/278 studies).

Level of Analysis: Proportion of Comments. For this
analysis, we took the raw numbers of codes from each

thread and evaluated the percentage of each kind of com-

ment. See Table 2 for a full breakdown of the number of

comments. Most importantly, we saw that roughly 9% of

comments involved Key Instances of Crosstalk and 39% in-

volved Key Crosstalk, Low Crosstalk, or Qualifications.

Discussion

Overall, we found a disturbing level of crosstalk on all

three investigated platforms (rates much higher than typ-

ically found in introduction to psychology labs). Key

Crosstalk occurred at very high rates (33% of all studies

discussed on the forums featured Key Crosstalk), and other

concerning forms of communication occurred frequently

as well (totaling 1679 instances in our sample). It is cer-

tainly likely that some of the analyzed comments represent

information that a participant may have learned in the de-

scription of the HIT or the consent form (such as qualifica-

tion information) and in those cases, the level of concern

that an individual researcher would have about that com-

ment would be nil. However, in other cases, that infor-

mation would be devastating (for instance, if a researcher

was prescreening for participants with a physical disability

and participants lied about that demographic information

to qualify for a study). As such, qualification information

being posted should be evaluated with caution.

Certainly, given that studies (e. g., Nichols & Maner,

2008) have suggested that at least in some cases, fore-

knowledge of the research question can change partici-

pant responses, we believe that any of the crosstalk (ei-

ther key, low, or specifically on non-consent or description-

based qualifications) is problematic. However, besides

anecdotes, no study has explored how researchers who are

experiencing participant crosstalk feel about such behav-

iors. Given the setup of the HitsWorthTurkingFor reddit

subforum (the requestor’s ID was included), we had the

unique opportunity to explore how the researchers who

experienced crosstalk felt about such activities.

Study Two
Method

Participants. In the HWTF forum, mTurk requestor iden-
tity was provided. In many cases, the requestor ID pro-

vided meaningful real world clues to the identity. In some

cases, the ID mentioned a specific individual’s name (e.g,

John Doe), in some cases it alluded to a research laboratory

(JDM lab at University of Nowhere), and in some cases the

requestor ID was not attributable to a real world identity

(e.g., MischiefManaged4). When names or university labs

were mentioned, a google search was done attempting to

link the requestor name to a real person’s email address

(as you cannot contact a mTurk requestor outside of a hit).

Of the 167 unique identifiers (some mTurk requesters in

study one had multiple different studies discussed), 147

possible real individuals or labs were identified and sent

an email (detailed below). Fifty individuals provided a re-

sponse. Two individuals replied, but did not consent to

their questions being included in this report and twelve in-

dividuals replied with a response that suggested they were
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Table 2 Breakdown of a percentage of comments

Type of Comment Percentage of Total Comments

Key Crosstalk 8.5% (370/4338)

Low Crosstalk 22.7% (985/4338)

Qualifications 7.5% (324/4338)

Complain about HIT 11.9% (518/4338)

Praise HIT 10.6% (461/4338)

Pay Rate 12.7% (553/4338)

Violations of TOS 0.06% (28/4338)

Dead HIT 9.5% (413/4338)

Uncategorizable 21.0% (912/4338)

the wrong person. As a result, we obtained data from 36

individual researchers.

Procedure. After a potential researcher’s email contact
was ascertained, they were sent an email detailing some

background for the email, the specific reason for the email,

along with asking three research questions. The questions

were: 1) Do you know your studies are being talked about

in forums? Yes or No? 2) In your opinion is this sort of be-

havior of talking about studies harmful to your research?

(Please elaborate) 3) Have you taken any steps to prevent

participants from engaging in this outside of study commu-

nication? Yes or No and please explain

Results

Awareness. 19 of the researchers (53%) expressed an
awareness of their studies being discussed in the forums

and 4 of the researchers (11%) noted that they were gener-

ally aware of the forums and the discussions but they were

unaware any of their studies had been discussed. Multiple

researchers who were previously unaware of the forums

requested that the team provide them with the forum in-

formation (and it was provided as requested).

Potential Harm. The majority of respondents (61%)
thought that the potential harm would depend based on

the particular study they were running (variations on “it

depends” or “maybe”). Some respondents (22%) thought

the crosstalk would be harmful to their study and some re-

spondents (17%) did not think it would be harmful. Pre-

ventative Steps. None of the surveyed respondents had

taken any preventative steps to cut down on participant

crosstalk.

Discussion

This study sent targeted questionnaires to mTurk re-

questors whose studies on the reddit subforum featured

potentially identifiable individuals. We found a great deal

of variability in the requestor’s familiarity with the mTurk

forums. Additionally, we found a great deal of variabil-

ity in the concern that researchers have with this sort of

crosstalk, with a plurality of respondents thinking that it

could (at least in some circumstances) pose an issue. Fi-

nally, none of our surveyed respondents had taken any

steps to prevent crosstalk. Next we sought to evaluate the

prevalence of crosstalk from the perspective of the mTurk

workers.

Study Three
In this study, we wanted to investigate the occurrence,

prevalence, and nature of crosstalk from the perspective of

the people potentially engaging in the crosstalk (which, to

our knowledge, has never been pursued before). As such,

in this study, we set up an mTurk study ostensibly about

personality, where we assessedmTurk workers about their

attitudes and experiences with crosstalk in mTurk.

Methods

Participants. We collected data from 253 mTurk workers.
There were 137 men and 113 women in the sample (along

with 3 workers who did not answer the question), with an

average age of 35.2 years (SDage = 10.66).

Procedure. In this study, we recruited mTurk workers to
complete a survey on “Attitudes”. Of course, one might

ask why we advertised our study as concerning attitudes

(and even went so far as to include personality measures).

Given our chief research question (the frequency and atti-

tudes toward crosstalk in mTurk), we wanted our study to

appear as similar as possible to other studies in mTurk and

to not recruit a non-typical population (as we feared adver-

tising our study as looking at attitudes towards mTurk or

mTurk crosstalk could recruit a non-typical population).

After providing informed consent, participants initially

completed three personality measures (the Big Five In-

ventory: John, Donahue, and Kentle, 1991; the Satisfac-

tion With Life Scale: Diener, Emmons, Larsen, and Griffin,

1985; and the Need for Cognition Scale: Cacioppo, Petty,

and Kao, 1984). After completing the personality mea-

sures, mTurk workers were asked about their personal be-

haviors regarding mTurk research and discussion boards,
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Table 3 mTurk workers attitudes about crosstalk

Mean (SD)

How often do you investigate a mTurk requestor prior to study
a

3.39 (1.15)

Would negative (or positive) comments about a study influence your participation in a study
a

3.58 (1.10)

Would negative (or positive) comments about a requestor influence your participation in a study
a

3.70 (1.08)

How often do you talk about a study on a forum after participating in the study?
a

2.13 (1.11)

What is your attitude towards investigating a requestor through mTurk forums?
b

4.22 (0.84)

What is your attitude toward talking about a study after you participate in one through mTurk
b

3.15 (1.16)

Note. a denotes a response scale of (1 = never, 2 = rarely, 3 = occasionally, 4 = often, 5 = always).
b
denotes a response scale of (1 = strongly unsupportive, 2 unsupportive, 3 = neither supportive nor unsupportive, 4 =

supportive, 5 = strongly supportive).

what they have observed in discussion boards related to

mTurk, along with basic demographics and questions re-

lated to their frequency of participation in mTurk.

Results

Our first question of interest was investigating mTurk

workers’ attitudes towards various activities that span the

range of potential crosstalk activities (see Table 3). Of par-

ticular note, mTurkworkers were very supportive of inves-

tigating mTurk requestors prior to participation, whereas

there was distinctly less support of discussing studies on

the forums.

We also asked participants a number of questions re-

garding the behaviors they have engaged in and wit-

nessed regarding crosstalk (see Table 4). Of particular

note, we found that the majority of participants have seen

key crosstalk in the forums (despite a majority of partici-

pants saying that they had not engaged in similar behav-

iors themselves) and that the majority of participants are

aware of and attend to the forums.

Next (as part of a question), we revealed that this

study was investigating crosstalk in the mTurk forums and

asked participants directly about their experiences with

crosstalk. Themajority of participants (81%: N = 205) had
encountered studies that asked them not to talk about the

studies outside of the research. However, it appears that in

the mTurk workers’ experience, this is a minority of stud-

ies (43%). Finally, it appears that these requests to avoid

crosstalk are largely honored (88% of the mTurk workers

report honoring the requests).

Finally, we also explored several questions related to

the frequency of participation of the mTurk workers in

studies and their belief regarding the appropriate pay rate

of mTurkworkers. We found tremendous variability in the

number of studies per month that workers complete, rang-

ing from 1 to over 40,000 (Mstudies = 668.6, SDstudies =
3081.8), which span a range of reasonable answers to
a small number of absurd answers (40,000 studies in a

month would suggest a rate of doing one study every

minute). After excluding likely outliers (>10,000 studies

a month), the remaining 247 participants still report a

large number of studies completed in a month (Mstudies =
382.6, SDstudies = 700.9). In terms of the appropriate pay
rate for mTurk workers, we also found a great deal of vari-

ability ranging from a low of 50 cents an hour (USD) to 50

USD per hour (Mpay = 8.56USD,SDpay4.06).

Discussion

There are numerous findings that are both reassuring and

concerning in the data from the mTurk workers. The ma-

jority of mTurk workers are clearly being exposed to key

crosstalk information. Furthermore, in some cases, this ex-

posure may “ruin” a participant for the study were they to

participate in it. It also appears that some researchers are

aware of the possibility of crosstalk and are taking steps to

reduce it and these steps are largely being honored by the

mTurk workers (at least, according to their self-reports).

Study Four
Studies two and three provide multiple pieces of evidence

which relate to crosstalk on mTurk. In study two, none

of the identifiable researchers had taken any steps to re-

duce crosstalk. In study three, the data from the mTurk

workers suggest that some mTurk requestors try to pre-

vent crosstalk (whereas others do not). Furthermore, in

study three, it appears that requesting that mTurk workers

not engage in crosstalk is a potentially successful way to

reduce crosstalk (as is suggested by Edlund et al., 2009; Ed-

lund et al., 2014). However, these can best be described as

converging, but non-definitive pieces of evidence suggest-

ing that crosstalk on mTurk can be reduced by requesting

that mTurk workers not engage in crosstalk. However, ex-

perimental evidence to this effect is lacking. As such, we

decided to experimentally explore whether asking mTurk

workers to refrain from engaging in crosstalk would be

successful in decreasing the prevalence of crosstalk. In

this study, we wanted to test a simple survey that would

be unlikely to be impacted directly by the crosstalk (rather
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Table 4 mTurk workers experiences with crosstalk on mTurk forums

Percent of participants

endorsing “Yes”

Read about study qualifications 70.8%

Read about study hypotheses 35.6%

Read about study goals 35.6%

Read about complaints related to a HIT 73.1%

Read about praise related to a HIT 68.8%

Read a discussion about pay rate 66.8%

Read about a study violating terms of service 59.7%

Read about a study being a dead HIT 51.0%

than feature a study that could be meaningfully impacted

by crosstalk). In many ways, this study represents a lower

bound of crosstalk rates (as suggested by Edlund et al.,

2014).

Method

Participants. We ran 400 mTurk workers through unre-
lated studies (200 in each condition). There were 187 men

and 213 women in the sample, with an average age of

30.99 years (SDage = 12.4). Procedure. For this exper-
iment, as part of an unrelated mTurk survey, we decided

to test whether including a debriefing statement related to

crosstalk at the end of the study decreased the prevalence

of crosstalk. This debriefing statement followed the guid-

ance of Edlund et al. (2009) in asking the mTurk worker

to not post about the research for one month after the

completion of the study on any mTurk forums due to the

researchers desire to avoid future participants knowing

about the goals/questions/hypotheses of the study. This de-

briefing was added to the end of the existing debriefing re-

quested by the IRB detailing contact information and basic

information about the study. Please see appendix 1 for the

verbatim debriefing statement.

To avoid the influence of previous research conducted

by our lab impacting participants (for instance, the re-

questor rating on Turkopticon), we set up two new mTurk

requestor accounts for each condition (debriefing / no-

debriefing) that were only used for this research. Adminis-

tration of the study was standardized (in terms of crediting

efficiency). Additionally, we temporarily retained mTurk

ids to remove any overlapping participants from the study.

Results

Given our focus on the discussion boards, we were only

able to tally instances of the crosstalk (and were unable

to link the occurrences to specific individuals). We actively

tracked discussion boards for oneweek after the study con-

cluded. We had 8 instances of crosstalk (4%) in the no de-

briefing condition and no instances of crosstalk (0%) in the

debriefing condition, χ2(1, N = 400) = 8.16, p = .004.

Discussion

In line with the results found by Edlund et al. (2009), Ed-

lund et al. (2014), we found that the request to mTurk

workers to avoid crosstalk is a successful way to decrease

participant crosstalk. Of note, in our relatively small sam-

ple (compared to the sample sizes used in the Edlund stud-

ies), we completely eliminated crosstalk in our sample

where we requested participants avoid talking about the

study for a predetermined length of time. It is also im-

portant to note that we are unable to determine whether

the 8 instances of crosstalk were driven by a small num-

ber of participants posting repeatedly about the study, or

whether this represents 8 discrete events (we will return

to this issue in the general discussion).

General Discussion
Overall, the results of this research suggest that the level of

crosstalk amongmTurk workers is quite concerning. A full

third of the studies discussed in the forums featured what

was likely key crosstalk information (involving things such

as hypotheses, manipulations, and the like). Beyond that, a

majority of studies discussed on the forums discussedways

of qualifying for a study, key crosstalk, or low crosstalk.

Furthermore, it appears that many researchers are un-

aware of this method of extra-experimental communica-

tion. However, mTurk workers seem to be well informed

on the ability to access this sort of information, and impor-

tantly, the workers themselves suggest that they will pay

attention to requests to avoid discussing key experimen-

tal details. Furthermore, our final study suggests that by

making a request to avoid crosstalk, mTurk requestors can

significantly decrease the prevalence of crosstalk.

One important issue for researchers to consider

when doing mTurk research is the impact that extra-

experimental communication might have on their study.

Certain forms of this communication may be beneficial to

researchers. Comments such as “pays quickly and fairly”
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and “interesting study” could potentially drive additional

motivated mTurk workers to the research. Importantly,

motivation level and the quality of the workers have al-

ready been independently noted as impacting the quality

of the data collected (e. g., Peer et al., 2014). Certainly, this

effect is not limited to mTurk and can be seen in the tradi-

tional research pool, but this is likely to be especially im-

portant in the mTurk environment.

However, other forms of communication are likely to

be extremely harmful to the research. For instance, qual-

ification information based on pretests being discussed

on the forums could easily ruin a study and impact the

validity of the conclusions reached in the research ei-

ther by preventing a significant effect from emerging

or creating a false positive). This is especially impor-

tant as researchers have noted that the pool of mTurk

workers might be much smaller than many researchers

think. Stewart et al. (2015) has suggested that while

there are tens of thousands of unique workers using

We found a disturbingly
high level of crosstalk
in mTurk forums; rang-
ing from key experi-
mental details to dis-
cussions of how to
qualify for research.

mTurk in a sixmonthwindow, there are

only 7300 unique mTurk workers that

may be encountered for a laboratory in-

vestigating similar issues).

One might rightfully ask, how

prevalent crosstalk is on mTurk and

could it meaningfully damage my re-

search (indeed, as we suggest above,

some kinds of crosstalk may even be

beneficial)? After all, not every mTurk

worker is likely to consult any (or all)

of the forums. Furthermore, not every

participant may be contaminated (by the very nature of

crosstalk – it is impossible for the first person to be con-

taminated) and many participants may complete the study

before the first crosstalk event occurs. Indeed, colleagues

have suggested that the maximal possible adverse impact

would be near 1% which would simply be part of the error

variance in our analyses. We disagree with this evalua-

tion for several reasons. One, study one suggests that key

(and likely damaging) crosstalk occurs in one third of the

crosstalk instances on the forums. Two, study four suggests

in one of our ongoingmTurk studies (a study that would be

unlikely to evoke crosstalk) that the observed crosstalk rate

was 4% when we did not take steps to prevent crosstalk

(but 0% when we included a simple treatment to reduce

crosstalk). Finally, why wouldn’t any researcher take a

simple step to reduce crosstalk and increase the precision

of their research?

Of course, this also indirectly points to one of the limi-

tations of all of the recent research on crosstalk – we don’t

know what percentage of participants are engaging in the

crosstalk (although the recent literature points to the num-

ber of participants likely contaminated by crosstalk). It is

possible that crosstalk may be driven by a tiny number of

former participants (perhaps one person crowing loudly

to future participants). Conversely, crosstalk may be more

widespread (a larger number of participants [although still

a minority of participants] telling future participants about

research). We believe that this question is one of the most

important remaining unanswered questions in crosstalk

research.

Based on this research, a number of suggestions for

mTurk requestors can be offered. First, we encourage all

mTurk requestors to familiarize themselves with the fo-

rums and to pay attention to what is being discussed about

their individual studies and their researcher identification.

The frequency of the attention paid to the forums should

vary based on the research, but we argue all researchers

should at a bare minimum familiarize themselves with the

forums.

Second, wewould encourage requestors to consider the

impact crosstalk may have on their

studies. In some cases, any form of

crosstalk may have no meaningful im-

pact (if a study does not engage in

deception, such as the study we im-

plemented in study four). In other

cases, key crosstalk, qualification in-

formation, or low crosstalk could se-

riously impact the validity of the re-

sults obtained (for instance, Nichols and

Maner, 2008 demonstrated that partic-

ipants will attempt to confirm a re-

searcher’s hypothesis; additionally, we have had studies in

our laboratory that have been ruined by the goal of a pre-

screening study being discussed on the forums).

Third, if any form of foreknowledge is problematic, we

highly encourage researchers to have some form of a sus-

picion probe. Suspicion probes can vary in form, rang-

ing from one short question, to a series of leading ques-

tions. We would point readers to Blackhart, Brown, Clark,

Pierce, and Shell (2012) and Nichols and Edlund (2015) for

a full explanation of some options associated with suspi-

cion probes and the challenges that might be especially

present in an mTurk sample.

Fourth, we highly suggest that researchers attempt to

decrease the amount of crosstalk experienced. As demon-

strated in this paper, this could be done through a fairly

short and simple post-experiment debriefing. This form of

debriefing has now been shown to significantly decrease

crosstalk in mTurk and it has also been shown to virtually

eliminate crosstalk in an undergraduate subject pool (sug-

gesting significant utility).

Finally, we recommend that researchers build in some
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manipulation checks or failsafes to detect when partici-

pants might not be giving truthful responses. This (in con-

junction with a suspicion probe) could allow for the detec-

tion of crosstalk in samples before data analysis is com-

menced.

In summary, we found a disturbingly high level of

crosstalk in mTurk forums; ranging from key experimen-

tal details to discussions of how to qualify for research.

We also found many instances of less concerning extra-

experimental communication. We found that many re-

searchers are unaware that crosstalk occurs on the forums.

However, we did not see a similar blindness to the forums

by the mTurk workers. Finally, we experimentally demon-

strated that crosstalk can be significantly reduced by the

use of a simple debriefing statement related to crosstalk.

Given the potential for crosstalk to significantly change the

pattern of results generated by participants (e. g., Glinski

et al., 1970; Nichols & Maner, 2008), we highly encourage

researchers to pay attention to the forums looking for com-

ments about themselves as requestors, their studies (es-

pecially when crosstalk would be particularly damaging),

and to implement a debriefing to decrease crosstalk.
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Appendix: Debriefing statement of Study 4
As you have surmised, one of the research questions in this study is investigating what sorts of communication occurs be-
tween workers surrounding various HITs. We are specifically investigating the kinds of information exchanged and whether
various personality traits are related to how likely someone is to share this information.
We also ask that you not reveal this information to other workers (at least, not until we finish collecting data at the

end of October). If you are interested in learning the results of this study, or you have any questions about the study, please
contact the lead researcher (Dr. John Edlund at john.edlund@rit.edu).
Thank you for your participation!
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