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Abstract

Although the issue of bots and fraudulent participants is well established within quantitative research, in recent years
there have been increasing incidences of imposter participants within qualitative research. However, how qualitative
researchers conceptualise this challenge and what the perceived impact of these imposter participants are, remains
underexplored. This systematic scoping review identified 15 articles published since 2018 addressing the topic of
imposter participants and fraudulent data in synchronous qualitative research. The review identified that the majority
of current articles are commentaries or case study narratives, with little apparent inter disciplinary engagement.
Findings indicate that where recommendations are offered these can be subjective or influenced by discipline, with a
lack of an evidence informed approach being adopted. The analysis identified three primary issues for applied
qualitative research fields, with threats to data integrity and reliability, threats to research diversity, accessibility and
reach, and questions of trust and ethics within research highlighted. Developing evidence-based guidance and ensuring
cross-disciplinary engagement will be central to maintaining the relevance, impact, and validity of applied qualitative
research.
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The use of synchronous online qualitative data collection,
involving the process of generating qualitative data using
digital or remote methods such as completing one-on-one
interviews via web-conferencing technology, became ubig-
uitous during the COVID-19 pandemic (Hensen et al., 2021).
While online data collection was utilised before the pandemic,
the shift to remote work necessitated more widespread use of
online methods in research. Online methods for generating
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qualitative data can be advantageous for several reasons, such
as extending the reach of recruitment and diversity of sample,
supporting larger, more geographically spread participation,
and reducing the cost and time needed for data collection
activities (Braun et al., 2021; Coulson, 2015). Online ap-
proaches are also recognised as enabling researchers to
reach more marginalised, minoritized populations that may
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otherwise not engage, or not have had the opportunity to
engage, in research previously (Seide et al., 2023; Tates et al.,
2009). However, more recently it has become apparent that
there is an emerging issue with individuals engaging in
qualitative research who may be misrepresenting their eligi-
bility for research studies.

The problem of bots and fraudulent participants in
research is not a new one -bots are computer programmes
designed to mimic human responses and will complete
online research surveys whereas fraudulent participants are
when people participate in research but misrepresent
themselves or their responses. The issue of inauthentic
participation in qualitative research was raised 20 years ago
(Flicker, 2004) and quantitative research has a breadth of
studies on the topic (Garcia-Orosa et al., 2023; Griffin et al.,
2022). As to date, most instances have occurred online, the
response has largely been to look for technological solu-
tions to verify that participants are humans (such as
CAPTCHA or security scan monitoring). However, more
recently there has been an increasing phenomenon of
fraudulent, or misrepresentative, data and imposter par-
ticipants appearing within qualitative research studies with
indications of up to 80% of responses potentially being
fraudulent in some studies (O’donnell et al., 2023; Salinas,
2023). Although these levels are reflective of internet-based
questionnaire type studies (where participation is asyn-
chronous), it is also becoming apparent to researchers that
imposter participants are emerging in “traditional” inter-
view or focus group research (Drysdale et al., 2023;
Pellicano et al., 2023). As qualitative researchers are aware
language choice is important and the terminology to use to
describe this problem is unclear and subjective. For the
purposes of this review the team’s preference was to use
“imposter” rather than “fraudulent” when referring to in-
eligible participants to avoid possible inference of criminal
intent.

Despite the increasing incidence of this challenge, to date
there has not been systematic engagement of the issue, re-
sulting in limited consideration of the unintended conse-
quences of different proposed approaches and solutions. The
increasing scale of imposter participants and misrepresenta-
tive data for applied researchers across multiple disciplines has
generated new interest in how to address the issue. To move
forward, in terms of both informing the design of research
studies and developing appropriate responses to imposter
participants and data they contribute, there is a need to
consolidate understanding of the existing literature. Specifi-
cally, there is a need to focus on synchronous qualitative data
collection research where the problems, potential solutions,
and perspectives may be different than those proposed within
quantitative domains. To address this, we undertook a scoping
review of existing literature with an aim of understanding:

® How is this issue currently being conceptualised within
synchronous qualitative research?

® What are the impacts of imposter participants on applied
qualitative research?

® What are the pathways to mitigating the risk of imposter
participants and misrepresentative data within applied
qualitative research?

Methods

This scoping review followed the stage-wise framework de-
veloped by Arksey and O’Malley (2005). This included (a)
identifying the research question; (b) identifying relevant
studies; (c) selecting studies for review; (d) charting the data;
and (e) collating, summarizing, and reporting the results. The
findings of this review are reported in accordance with the
PRISMA-ScR guidelines (Tricco et al., 2018).

Search Strategy

Search terms (see Table 1) and inclusion/exclusion criteria
(see Table 2) were developed by MVH, CW, SS, and MK by
iterative discussion until consensus was reached. Due to the
emerging nature of this phenomenon, search terms were kept
broad to ensure the search was comprehensive and captured all
relevant papers. A systematic literature search was conducted
by an experienced health sciences librarian (MK) to identify
all relevant published studies. Searches were first conducted in
the following bibliographic databases from inception to July
18th, 2023: Medline (1946 - present), EMBASE (1974 -
present), PsycINFO (1806 - present) via OVID; Cumulative
Index for Nursing and Allied Health Literature (CINAHL,
1936 - present)) via EBSCOhost; Scopus (1976 - present) via
Elsevier; and Cochrane Library via Wiley (1992 - present).
These databases were searched using natural language vo-
cabulary. Search terms were derived from three primary
concepts: 1) online research and online data collection
methods; 2) fraudulent or imposter participants; 3) research
integrity. To increase search sensitivity, no language or
publication date restrictions were applied to the search results
(see supplemental file for full search strategies used).
Results were exported from the databases in complete
batches on July 18th, 2023. The synthesis review management
software, Covidence, was used to facilitate the deduplication
of results. This software was also used to manage the title/
abstract and full-text screening phases of the review. A review
of published data from the initial data screening and extraction
to the 4th of July 2024 was completed along with hand-
searching of references resulting in an additional 7 papers
being identified and included in the review (see Figure 1).

Screening

All results were retrieved into Covidence for screening. Using
the inclusion and exclusion criteria in Table 2, MVH, CW, MH
and RP independently screened all entries by title and abstract
in duplicate, with no conflicts to report. Full-text screening
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Table 1. PICO Terms Used to Inform Search Strategy.

Population/problem

Imposter participants; online impersonators; fraudulent participants; fraudsters; ineligible participants; identity fraud;

online impersonator; catfishing; fake; fraud; impersonation; fake participants

Intervention/

Qualitative research; mixed methods research; online research/recruitment/interview/focus groups; social media

exposure research/recruitment
Comparison Not applicable
Outcome Research integrity; data protection/quality/integrity

was carried out by MH, RP, JE, and AD in duplicate. Results
from the screening process are reported in the PRISMA di-
agram (see Figure 1).

Charting the Data and Data Items

Each article was reviewed in full, with all data extracted by
MH and RP independently of each other. Article character-
istics, including the location of the publication, the type of
publication, and the population described, how imposter
participation was conceptualised and described, the described
impact of the imposter participants, and how risk was miti-
gated was extracted. In addition, reviewers identified where
author recommendations or methodological processes were
present. The data was then subsequently discussed and syn-
thesised to answer the posed research questions. As no dis-
agreements arose, no third researcher was required for
extraction. Due to the designs of included papers
(i.e., commentaries), a quality appraisal was not possible. A
narrative analysis is presented in the results below.

Results

Of the 15 articles identified, 6 were commentaries (editorial/
opinion pieces), 7 were case-study narratives of individual
experiences of the issue, and 2 were mixed-method research
papers. The articles were drawn from within either a health or
social research context, but the scope of these papers was quite
broad, thus reflecting different disciplinary perspectives such
as medicine, psychology, and sociology. Most of the included
articles described qualitative research about sensitive topics
and/or were conducted with marginalised populations. Topics
included child health, autism, gender detransitioning, LGBTQ
+ couples experiences of advanced cancer, and alcohol and

Table 2. Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria.

substance use. Papers were published by authors located in the
United States of America (n = 5), Canada (n = 5), the United
Kingdom (n =2), Australia (n = 2) or with global teams (n = 1)
(see Table 3 for included study characteristics). Where
numbers are used within the results section, these correspond
with the study papers as numbered in Table 3.

Conceptuadlization of Imposter Participants

There was similarity across papers in relation to how re-
searchers conceptualised this phenomenon as a problem of
misrepresentation of identity, either in full, or partially (e.g.,
papers 5, 8, 9). However, there was discrepancy in relation to
the terminology used when referring to participants (impos-
ters, scammers, fraudulent etc.,) and the framing of the
problem. This was reflected in the choice of terminology used,
with terms such as “untrustworthy,” “fraudulent,” “scammers”
and “subversive,” reflecting where authors attributed intent or
malice from participants, contrasting with other papers, (e.g.,
1, 5, 10) where broader definitions were used (see Table 3).
Differences in conceptualisation were seen to map to differ-
ences in discipline, for example, the risk associated with
imposter participants’ presence within medical research
leading to clear blame being directed towards imposter par-
ticipants. In contrast, where researchers may have less posi-
tivist epistemological positions, or who work with more
marginalised groups, expressing a less rigid representation of
the problem. The existing literature therefore indicates that
disciplinary values and researchers’ epistemological approach
influences the conceptualisation of the issue, interpretation of
causes and decisions of mitigating actions. Some articles (e.g.,
5, 11, 12) discuss the potential differences between those who
falsify their identity for financial gain (or other similar motive)
compared to participants who exaggerate or embellish their

Inclusion

Exclusion

* Qualitative research or

* Quantitative research with no synchronous
interaction researcher-participant

* Mixed-methods or quantitative research where participants and researchers interact * Focus on technical solutions to detect bot answers
synchronously via phone/video call/in person during recruitment or data collection

* Primary research, opinion and editorial pieces
* Timeframe: Last 5 years (2018 to 2023)
* English language

* Language other than English
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Figure |. PRISMA Diagram Identification and Screening Process.

accounts of a study’s phenomenon, with these motivations
driven by other factors. Similarly, it was acknowledged, for
example in McCaul and Wand (2018), that data integrity can
never be guaranteed even with “genuine” participants, due to
issues such as non-disclosure of adverse events by trial par-
ticipants for fear of losing their place within the trial. Nev-
ertheless, it was asserted across all included papers that
financial gain was a primary driver of the behaviour seen.
Table 3 provides a summary of the way the problem was
conceptualised within all papers.

Impacts on Applied Qualitative Research

The analysis of the impacts of imposter participants and
fraudulent data on applied qualitative research, can be
considered in both philosophical and practical terms. There
are three core philosophical issues evident within the

literature: the threat to research accessibility and diversity
1:2.3.7.9:.1%) the question of trust and ethics within research
(135789 10.1L121415) and the threat to research data in-
tegrity and reliability ('+2#3:6-7:8:10.12.13.14.15y
When discussing the threat to accessibility and diversity,
papers start from the position that a core strength of qualitative
research is its ability to engage with marginalised and minority
populations and hear the voices of groups whose individual
needs or perspectives risk being lost within quantitative
research. Further, there was recognition that the move towards
online synchronous data collection, whether driven by con-
venience, cost, or COVID-19, has further enabled engagement
with traditionally underserved populations. Similarly, there
are benefits to researchers, who are now less restricted by
geography and budget. The risk of imposter participants
within online qualitative research, or by using online re-
cruitment methods, was a particular focus within some of the
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Table 3. Descriptive Summary and Characteristics of Scoping Review Papers.

Discipline: Lead
author (journal of

No Paper Paper type Population or focus  Author location Conceptualisation of the issue publication)
I Andrew etal. Casestudy Primary caregivers of  United States of Fraudulent, misrepresentation Public health/
(2024) preschool-age America nursing
children (USA) (methods/ethics)
2 Bybee etal. Research LGBTQ+ and non- USA As a threat to internet mediated Nursing/health
(2022) LGBTQ + couples research; purposeful (psychology)
facing advanced misrepresentation
cancer
3 Drysdale etal. Commentary Marginalised or Australia False claims of eligibility for financial Cultural studies/
(2023) stigmatised gain public health
populations (health
sociology)
4  Kumarasamy Research Healthcare researchers Canada As “fraudulent participants” — Medicine/
et al. (2024) distinguish between “real” humans  healthcare
and computer impersonation (medical
research)
5 McCaul and Commentary Alcohol and other USA Deceiving individuals for self- Psychology
Wand (2018) substance use interest/subversive subjects (addiction/
research Differentiates between “imposter substance use)
participants” and “little white lies”
6  Mclachlan et al. Case study  N/A Canada As “fraudulent participants” - Psychology
(2024) humans who intentionally engage (methods/ethics)
in research they are not eligible for
7  Pelicano etal.  Commentary Autism research Global including, “Scammer participants” engaging in  Psychology (autism)
(2023) United research for financial gain
Kingdom
(UK),
Australia,
USA
8 Pullen Case study  Young people who Canada The displaying of “deceptive Social work
Sansfagon detransition after a behaviours” by individuals through ~ (methods/ethics)
et al. (2024) gender transition misrepresentation of identity or
multiple participation for financial
gain®
9 Ridge etal. Commentary Healthcare UK People presenting as they are not  Social sciences/
(2023) professionals; older healthcare
adults; those with (health & social
long-term health care)
conditions
10 Roehl and Case study  Educators USA Imposter participants defined as Education
Harland “dishonest, fraudulent, fake, or (methods/ethics)
(2022) false participants” due to
completely faking their identities
or exaggerating experiences
Il Santinele Commentary Those labelled/with Canada As “imposter participants”® Sociology
Martino et al. intellectual (methods/ethics)
(2024) disabilities
12 Sefcik et al. Commentary Caregivers for USA As “fraudulent participants” — goes  Nursing (geriatric
(2023) individuals with beyond naive misrepresentation, nursing)
dementias “inauthentic”
13 Sharma et al. Research Paediatric services Australia As “imposter participants” Public health
(2024) conducting “participant fraud” by  (health services)

providing false identities/
experiences

(continued)
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Table 3. (continued)

Author location

Discipline: Lead
author (journal of

Conceptualisation of the issue publication)

No Paper Paper type Population or focus

14 Woolfall (2023) Commentary Child health UK

15 Wright et al. Case study  Adults who sought Canada
(2024) treatment for

cannabis-related
problems

Social sciences
(medicine/
paediatrics)

Clinical
pharmacology
(addictions/
substance use)

Fraudulent participants

As “fraudulent participants”
committing “participant fraud”
and “deception”

?Adopts the use of “scammer participants” or “scam interviews” as proposed by Pellicano et al.

®Adopts Roehl & Harlands definition.

papers identified (*®) and this was also discussed in practical
terms. For example, Bybee et al. (2022), highlighted the
problem of imposter participants as being a significant
barrier to addressing “real-world problems” such as health
inequality, whereas Drysdale et al. (2023), presented the
problem as creating an additional barrier to engaging
vulnerable, stigmatised, or underserved populations in
research studies. Within the papers identified, all authors
argue to some extent that the potential inclusion of imposter
participants draws attention to issues of trust in relation to
both research populations/communities and with regards
the researcher/participant relationship. However, differ-
ences reflective of discipline and context differences could
be seen. For example, McCaul and Wand (2018) took a
highly medicalised approach, focusing on the implications
of deceptive behaviour for the reliability and trustworthi-
ness of medical research data. Other papers, which were
informed by social science perspectives, foregrounded the
implications for trusting relationships between researchers
and participants. Drysdale et al. (2023), for instance, dis-
cussed the bidirectionality of trust and how central trust is to
research within marginalised or minority communities.
Similarly, Roehl and Harland (2022) and Woolfall (2023)
highlight the risks of excluding genuine participants — ei-
ther from the beginning or due to suspicions regarding the
data that is subsequently produced. However, as ac-
knowledged in Pellicano et al. (2023) & Pullen Sansfagon
et al. (2024), the decisions over exclusion being proposed
currently within the papers included in the review are, in
most cases, being made subjectively. Kumarasamy et al.
(2024) was unique in raising the question over whether
researchers have a moral duty to identify imposter partic-
ipants, or risk supporting criminal activity.

Beyond these ethical and philosophical questions,
several practical impacts were noted including those
specific to participant recruitment and those relevant to
data collection often framed by a desire to mitigate the
risk (see below). In relation to recruitment the issue of
financial incentives and methods of recruitment are
consistently discussed. There is a consensus in the papers

on the inherent tension between advertising incentives
being a driver of imposter activity, but also the need for
participants to be appropriately remunerated and re-
spected for their time (e.g., Drysdale et al., 2023;
Woolfall, 2023). This tension prevents the emergence of a
consensus on solutions, such as removing incentive in-
formation from study adverts, with this being suggested
by some authors (e.g., Woolfall, 2023) and not others
(e.g., Ridge et al., 2023). Some practical implications
appear specific to the research location, for example,
Andrews et al. (2024), experienced challenges over the
provision of “local” gift cards as remuneration (which did
not have value outside of Australia) with requests for
“globally accessible” gift cards then seen as a potential
indicator of imposter activity. Choosing “local” voucher
payments was then in turn suggested as a possible means
for mitigating risk of engagement by imposters, although
in Sharma et al. (2024) where this approach was adopted,
it did not appear to be a sufficient deterrent. Further,
Santinele Martino et al. (2024) highlights the challenge
of payment in terms of weighing up the increasing im-
poster risk versus ensuring an ethically correct means
to compensate participants that could not be seen as
discriminatory.’

A further practical impact relates to consideration of the use
of online recruitment adverts, with some indication that certain
platforms (X/Tik Tok) may drive imposter activity more than
others (Pullen Sansfagon et al., 2024). The other core focus for
practical impacts evident within the literature relates to the
data collection itself. The issue of requiring participants to
have their web-cameras turned on during synchronous data
generation such as interviews and focus groups as a means of
visual identification check is discussed (e.g., ""'°) but the
associated ethical concerns over this becoming a compulsory
requirement for participation are also acknowledged in the
literature (Drysdale et al., 2023). Some papers do also ad-
vocate more stringent participant identification e.g., checking
of IP addresses ('); undertaking screening calls (*'); providing
proof of residency ('*), but do not provide indications that
these recommendations are evidence-based. Similarly, the
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practical implications of the time required for additional
vetting of participant identity or eligibility criteria and the
associated challenge to available resources is evident in the
literature (>*%1%1%).

Mitigating the Risk

Where authors identified negative impacts, suggestions for
mitigation strategies were also included, and it is within these
strategies that the review papers diverge most significantly. All
the papers, except Drysdale et al. (2023), suggest actions to
mitigate the risks of imposter involvement, whilst the Dry-
sdale commentary instead discusses some of the strategies
other papers suggest and puts forward several counter argu-
ments to technological solutions, such as automatically
screening out individuals using virtual private networks. In
contrast, other papers, such as Bybee et al. (2022) provides a
set of recommendations for researchers if suspicions are raised
when undertaking online synchronous qualitative research:
Specifically, 1) to review initial entries for time of completion,
speed of completion, and content; 2) Temporarily postpone
recruitment; 3) Send supplementary eligibility questionnaires
to a sub-group and review for suspicious activity (e.g., missing
chunks of expected data); and 4) Implement detection mea-
sures. It is not clear however whether some suggestions such
as asking participants to telephone researchers, are viable, or
viewed as acceptable across different disciplines. Further,
there is no agreement from authors over possible mitigating
behaviours that researchers should adopt. Further, while some,
like Bybee et al. (2022), Pellicano et al. (2023), Ridge et al.
(2023), include reference to considering automatic detection
measures from the study implementation, Drysdale et al.
(2023) make valid points about how certain screening tech-
niques may inadvertently exclude certain groups.
Importantly, some of the suggestions put forth within the
papers place additional burden upon the potential participants,
and/or require ‘verification’ of identities (e.g., Roehl &
Harland, 2022), and as such it is unclear the extent to
which these processes might be acceptable, practically pos-
sible or ethically permissible. The Pullen Sansfacon et al.
(2024) paper opts instead to suggest broad principles for
mitigating the risk: 1) Identify the issue within the research
team and determine the teams initial standpoint; 2) Review
suspicious activities and identify ethical concerns; 3) Make an
ethical decision through a rational resolution of the situation
and 4) Establish genuine dialogue with the individuals con-
cerned within he research team (rather than the participants).
Recommendations posed from included papers are based
on the personal experience and reflection of the researchers
and are often heavily situated within author disciplines. Be-
yond these recommendations, there is little critical reflection
of those these disciplinary perspectives may be influencing
selected mitigation strategies, nor how disciplinary consid-
erations may impact acceptability to other researchers. In-
cluded papers, largely case studies, letters, and reflective

articles contribute to this siloed approach. What is missing in
the literature is guidance that engages with researchers across
different disciplines and epistemological positions to try and
develop some degree of consensus of mitigating strategies.
Further, any guidance should show sufficient consideration of
the tensions apparent in this topic, such as how researchers
balance verification processes with accessibility and in-
clusivity when designing research studies.

Discussion

This review has highlighted the emerging literature relating to
imposter participation in synchronous online data collection.
As the first known review on this topic to date, we surface
cross-disciplinary philosophical, ethical and practical chal-
lenges related to participant recruitment and data collection.
This evolving body of literature reflects the increased use of
virtual technologies for data collection, particularly in the
social sciences. Findings shed light on the emerging and likely
enduring challenge of imposter participants and misrepre-
sentative data in qualitative research. Across examined papers,
researchers largely conceptualise imposter participants as
individuals who have misrepresented their identity, with
varying degrees of attributed intent.

Findings in this review suggest that many researchers are
grappling with the philosophical and ethical implications of
imposter participants. While we have surfaced many diver-
gences on how these challenges are conceptualized, three
common messages are clear: the importance of trust in data
collection, particularly in relation to marginalised communi-
ties; the challenges that imposter participants can present both
in terms of the integrity of the data included in a study; and the
unintended impacts that can emerge from efforts to limit
imposter participation (Drysdale et al., 2023). While there
were similarities in the responses to suspected imposter
participants, and measures to prevent their participation, we
did not find agreement on the appropriateness, or practical
application, of these measures.

Through looking across a range of literature within this
review, we have begun to identify the role that the discipline of
study plays in the responses to imposter participants. Different
authors reached different conclusions on appropriate re-
sponses depending on their methodological and philosophical
standpoints in relation to data, participant representation, and
the purpose of their research. We can see a continuum of
perspectives on imposter participants, with researchers who
conduct research in more medicalised contexts at one pole,
and those who conduct research in more social science
contexts tending at the other. This is not a ‘hard and fast’ rule,
but as demonstrated in Table 3 where research was conducted
in more medical-based contexts, language used tended to
emphasise or attribute intention in descriptions of participants
(“deceptive participants” McCaul & Wand, p236) or was more
emotive (“scammer participants” Pelicano et al., pl). In
contrast, those authors who come from a more social science
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perspective tended to use language reflecting the actions,
rather than the intentions, of imposter participants (“not the
people they initially purported to be” Ridge et al., p941).
Further, there were differences in the emphasis placed on data
integrity, as opposed to ensuring inclusivity. This was reflected
in perspectives on appropriate mitigation strategies, ranging
from additional screening questionnaires or even blood tests,
which placed further burden on prospective participants, to
only assessing for inclusion during, or following, the data
collection process. It is important to acknowledge how dis-
ciplinary values, and epistemological position will influence
research design, researcher interpretation and analysis. Some
may perceive that more rigid approaches to mitigating the risk
of imposter participants is necessary within certain contexts,
e.g., drug development. In contrast, we recognise that there
will be qualitative researchers who do not agree with ANY
conceptualisation of the idea of imposter participants. Sim-
plistic solutions to the issue are unlikely. But, not attempting to
engage across disciplinary and epistemological boundaries to
develop understanding of each other’s position, and to develop
strategies to maintain applied qualitative research quality, will
be a lost opportunity.

Current discourse surrounding imposter participants and
misrepresentative data within qualitative research largely
stems from anecdotal evidence and personal reflections in
commentaries and case studies rather than rigorous evidence-
informed analyses. Consequently, this literature base still has
key gaps, including a concerning lack of interdisciplinary
understanding of the challenges posed by imposter partici-
pation, as evidenced by the largely isolated nature of the
included papers. We hypothesise that the issue may still be too
nascent to have yet incited the type of cross-disciplinary
knowledge and collaboration that will be necessary to con-
sider and address its implications. There is a clear need for
evidence-based methods to further describe this phenomenon
including understanding the reach and impact of the issue on
research.

Building from a more complete picture of the nature of
imposter participation, there is also an opportunity for the
development of guidance, including individual or context
specific approaches or strategies along with more systemic
solutions. As evident in the case studies included in this
review, the global community of qualitative researchers has
already begun to share recommendations, such as the uti-
lisation of available detection tools within online recruit-
ment or questionnaire platforms. The appropriateness or
otherwise of these perspectives and responses is inherently
linked to the research questions that are being addressed,
the methods that are utilised, and the contexts in which
these take place. There is no ‘one size fits all’ solution to the
challenges presented by imposter participants. Instead,
researchers need to consider how the risk of imposter
participants relates to their research aims and context when
designing and implementing studies. Discussing how their
research prioritises inclusion and diversification alongside

the need for data integrity for example is a key step applied
qualitative researchers should undertake as early in the
research design process as possible. Additionally, future
research endeavours should aim to expand from currently
largely siloed team-based solutions to develop evidence-
based guidance not only applicable across disciplines but
also transferable across different domains within those
disciplines. Researchers should be engaging with multi-
disciplinary publications as a means for disseminating on
this topic. Further, it would be beneficial if future research
enabled the facilitation of multi-disciplinary participatory
projects. This would be particularly beneficial to engage
with researchers from across career stage and context to
ensure a breadth of perspective is gained to enable the
development of guidance that is flexible, feasible and re-
flective of researchers’, and institutions, needs and views.
We anticipate that this sort of guidance will prove useful for
researchers and journal editors as both increasingly must
contend with the growing prevalence of imposter partici-
pation. Importantly, this guidance must consider ways
changes in research protocols and procedures could also
pose risk to non-imposter participants, to not jeopardize
sensitive and hard-won relationships between researchers
and participants.

Papers identified in this review probe thorny ethical
questions that may arise in navigating solutions or miti-
gation strategies to these challenges. This includes tensions
around trust and use of participant incentives in research. It
is understood that one potential negative impact of financial
incentives in qualitative research is coercion, but in the
context of imposter participants, this incentivization may be
a main driving force. However, this is juxtaposed with the
need to appropriately recognize participant contributions
and expertise. Addressing such dilemmas requires a nu-
anced approach that balances ethical considerations with
practical solutions.

Conclusion

This review sought to scope the evidence of imposter
participants in synchronous online qualitative research
literature. We explore how the problem of imposter par-
ticipants and participation is being framed, including how
this relates to proposed solutions. While three key con-
siderations were identified across this nascent body of work
- the impact of on diversity of research participation, the
impact on trust between researchers and participants, and
data integrity - the solutions proposed were strongly
grounded in disciplinary paradigms. Papers drawing on
medicalised perspectives prioritised screening and exclu-
sionary practices, foregrounding data integrity, whereas
papers drawn from the social sciences emphasised inclu-
sionary practices and trust. The predominance of case
studies, letters, and reflective articles currently available
regarding imposter participation contribute to this siloed
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approach to mitigation strategies, where more empirical
work might promote a consideration of how the challenges
presented by imposter participants might be approached in a
more co-ordinated and systematic fashion. To move for-
ward in developing cross-disciplinary guidance that pre-
serves the core values of applied health research, there is a
need to both clearly articulate the disciplinary priorities that
inform proposed solutions and to look past them to identify
cross-cutting principles for engagement with imposter
participants.
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Note

1. Some vouchers are seen by participants as discriminatory due to
being associated with low social economic status or benefit re-
cipients for example and the suggestion to make payment by
BACS by Ridge et al., would be viewed in some localities e.g., the
UK, as income by authorities therefore creating a barrier to
participation.
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