
0 5 10 15 20 25
0

50

100

150

200

Ethical Compensation Practices for Research in the Carceral
Setting: A Qualitative Study of Men With a History of Injection

Drug Use Experiencing Incarceration
Nyx Gomes , Sara Vargas , Kimberly Kane , Helen Jack , Emily Callen , Lloyd Goldsamt , Kate M. Guthrie      , Susan E. Ramsey   , Matthew Murphy 

Methods

Interviews were transcribed,
deductively coded, and analyzed

using a framework matrix
approach

Interview topics included   
ethical research practices in

carceral settings with a focus on
amounts and mechanisms for

compensation

Interviews with study staff took
place in a private clinical room in

RI’s unified carceral system 

 Semi-structured interviews  
were conducted with cisgender
men who injected drugs (IDU)

and were incarcerated

Gift card Cash
Alternative Forms of

Compensation 

Challenges

Commissary Account

Benefits 

The most suggested
method of compensation 

The participant receives
their compensation in the
most readily accessible,
recognizable, and usable

way 

Policies may prevent this
form of compensation

from being confidential 

Researchers would need
to navigate the carceral

payment systems 

The second most
suggested method of

compensation 

A participant can only use
this form of

compensation on a
limited number of goods

Researchers will need to
find a confidential way to

provide compensation
 

Participants will need to
wait until returning to the
community before using 

Participants have the
flexibility to use this

compensation however
they wish to when in the

community 

Researchers will need to
find a confidential way to

provide compensation
 

Participants will need to
wait until returning to the
community before using

Provides participants with
emotional support they

may otherwise be lacking
in the carceral

environment via goods
such as food (i.e. candy)
or hygiene products (i.e.

deodorant)

Least reliable and
operationalizable form of
compensation as it varies

on an individual basis 

Goods may be subject to
security procedures and

may be against policy

Results
Participants were largely favorable towards compensating

individuals enrolled in research in carceral settings,
although they noted the possibility of compensation

introducing undue influence. 

“Anything is better than nothin'. You know what I mean?
That's what I'm sayin'—in here, anything, anything is

worthwhile. We're locked behind steel doors and can't get
nowhere and do nothin'. We can only get what we can get
on this little kiosk [to order commissary goods]. There's a
list of things that we can order. Some people don't have
nothin' at all, man. You know what I mean? Anything's

better than nothin'” (White, heterosexual, mid 40s)  

“Yeah, I don’t know how they’ll—how that would work. Like I
said, maybe attaching something to it, some sort of

incentive, some sort of something that helps, that they’re
gonna benefit from, just to do the study, would help. Then
sometimes that screws it up too, because then they’re just

doin’ it just for that. [...] They’re not giving the true
answers. They just wanna leave their cell. It’s kind of hard.
That’s a hard question. I don’t know.“ (White, heterosexual,

late 30s)  

“Yeah, you don't tell them that they're getting reimbursed.
Don't tell them they're getting reimbursed until after
they're done because then that makes their answers

honest without them trying to fudge the numbers ” (African-
American or Black, bisexual, early 40s)   
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funding was provided by NIH award K23DA054003 and R25DA031608.Acknowledgement: The authors
acknowledge the Qualitative Science and Methods Training program (QSMTP), Alpert Medical School of
Brown University, in which the author (MM) was trained in the qualitative methods from which the data
presented here are derived.

Interview structure:
Interviews (N=21) lasted an average of 45

minutes

Racial and ethnic demographics:​
  African-American or Black (19%)​, White
(67%)​, More Than One Race (10%)​, Other

(14%)​, Hispanic or Latinx (20%)

Sexual orientation demographics:​
  Heterosexual (67%)​, Homosexual (10%),

Bisexual (24%)​ 

 Compensation for research
participation is common but the type

and amount of compensation
provided can vary substantially

 There is a potential for compensation
to unduly influence participation in
research, particularly for protected

populations

There is lack of standardized
compensation practices among

incarcerated populations

Community-engaged research is
needed to better understand the

potential impacts of different
compensation approaches

Background

Sample Results

By centering the perspectives of people who are incarcerated and participate in research, this study
can inform both those conducting research among populations experiencing incarceration and

institutional review boards or carceral institutions developing policies for research compensation.   

Conclusion
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