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Objective To replicate Sifers, Puddy, Warren, and Roberts (2002) examining reporting rates of

demographic, methodological, and ethical information in articles published during 1997, and to compare

these rates to those found in articles published during 2005, in order to determine whether and

how reporting practices of these variables have changed over time. Methods We examined reporting

demographic, methodological, and ethical information in articles in four journals: Journal of Pediatric

Psychology, Journal of Clinical Child and Adolescent Psychology, Journal of Abnormal Child Psychology,

and Child Development. Reporting rates during 2005 were compared to articles published

during 1997. Results These four journals improved on many of the 23 variables compared to

Sifers et al. including increases in the reporting of ethnicity, attrition, child assent procedures,

socioeconomic status, reliability, and reward/incentive offered to participants. Conclusions Improvements

in descriptive information have implications for interpretation, replication, and generalizability of

research findings.

Key words demographics; ethics; journal content analyses; research methodology.

Information regarding the demographic characteristics of a
research population is extremely important to the inter-
pretation and generalization of findings. Providing this
information to other professionals allows for the evaluation
and generalization of scientific studies, which in turn
furthers the knowledge and applicability of that field.
Further, it is essential that consumers of research be aware
of and understand for whom the findings of a study apply.
For example, it is important to know the ethnic
composition of a participant pool, in order to determine
if a specific intervention would be effective for minority
clients. Additionally, ethical considerations, such as the
protection of participants and consumers, as well as
methodological information, such as how participants are
recruited and contacted for participation, are important
aspects to report (Weil, Nelson, & Ross, 2002). The
collection and dissemination of ethical and methodological
procedures allows other professionals to make informed
decisions regarding the integrity and validity of research
findings, and helps set standards and guidelines for

subsequent research to follow, thus ensuring high-quality
practices and results in future research.

The American Psychological Association (APA)
holds that participant information is a vital component
of research studies and publications. Specifically, the
Publication Manual of the American  Psychological
Association (APA, 2001) requires that the methods sections
of manuscripts include major demographic and methodo-
logical variables, such as the number of participants,
method of selecting participants, agreements made,
payments made, and attrition. Ethnicity, level of education,
and geographic location are recommended but not stated
as required. The APA Publication Manual best summarizes
the importance of including this information by stating:

Appropriate identification of research participants
and clientele is critical to the science and practice of
psychology, particularly for assessing the results
(making comparisons across groups); generalizing the
findings; and making comparisons in replications,
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literature reviews, or secondary data analyses. The
sample should be adequately described, and it
should be representative (if it is not, give the
underlying reasons). (p. 13)

With regard to the reporting of important demo-
graphic, methodological, and ethical variables, Sifers,
Puddy, Warren, and Roberts (2002) stated that “it is
worthwhile to periodically examine psychology publica-
tions for compliance to these standards of scientific
communication” (p. 20). To examine this issue, Sifers
et al. investigated the degree to which four major
psychological journals complied with the established
methodological standards as put forth by the APA
Publication Manual. According to Sifers et al., many of
the published articles neglected to include important
methodological information in 1997, such as child assent
procedures, parental consent procedures, attrition rates,
the use of rewards or incentives, location of the study, and
total contact time with participants. Other characteristics
that also exhibited low rates of reporting included
ethnicity, socioeconomic status, exclusion/inclusion cri-
teria, and methods of contacting participants.

The present study re-examined the reporting rates of
and ethical
variables in the four journals previously examined by

significant methodological, demographic,
Sifers et al. (2002). Re-examination of the reporting rates of
these variables is important in determining whether
positive changes have been made over the past 8 years to
rectify the low reporting rates.

Method
Database

The database included all empirical research articles
published during 2005 in Journal of Pediatric Psychology
(JPP, 43 articles), Journal of Clinical Child and Adolescent
Psychology (JCCAP, 42 articles), Journal of Abnormal Child
Psychology (JACP, 46 articles), and Child Development
(CD, 75 articles). Articles not of an empirical nature
(ie.,
addresses, case studies, and studies that did not include
human participants) were excluded from the database. In
total, 206 research articles were coded and included in
this study.

review articles, commentaries, editorial articles,

Coding Procedure

To ensure consistency with Sifers et al. (2002), the
current study focused on the rates at which articles in
the research literature reported the same methodological,
ethical, and demographic variables, including the use of
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rewards/incentives, exclusion and inclusion criteria, attri-
tion, consent and assent procedures, age, gender, ethnic-
ity, and socioeconomic status (SES). Three additional
variables were added to provide more detailed information
regarding methodological and ethical information. These
included whether a control group was utilized within the
study, whether approval by an IRB or other institutional
board was reported, and whether the validity of the
dependent measures was reported.

The coding procedure was based on the methods used
by Sifers et al. (2002). The coding procedure included the
development and use of a 23-item checklist (see Table 1
for a list of these variables). Three coders used this
checklist to identify which key components were included
or described within the research article. Interrater reliability
was calculated on ~10% (n=22) of the articles. Percent
agreement between coders ranged from 77% to 100%
across the 23 items with a mean of 93%; «k-interrater
reliability coefficients were also calculated, ranging from
45 to 1.0 with a mean of .81. Interrater reliability («;%
agreement) for each coded variable is presented subse-
quently: (a) population (e.g., general/school children,
medical condition: 1.0; 100%); (b) control group used
(1.0; 100%); () number of participants (1.0; 100%);
(d) ages (1.0; 100%); (e) gender (0.65; 95%); () ethnicity
(0.65; 95%); (g) socioeconomic status (0.70; 86%);
(h) location (urban or rural: 0.90, 95%); (i) location
(within/outside United States: 1.0; 100%); (j) setting of
sample (e.g., school, psychological clinic, hospital:
0.45; 91%); (k) identification/selection of sample (e.g.,
requested, teacher/staff recommended, records: 0.65;
95%); () method of contacting participants (e.g., informa-
tion mailed home or sent home with child, advertisement,
phone contact: 0.61; 77%); (m) reward/compensation
offered for participation (1.0; 100%); (n) consent rate for
participation (0.61; 82%); (o) child assent (1.0; 100%);
(p) exclusion criteria (0.56; 77%); (q) inclusion criteria
(0.72; 86%); (r) number of contacts requested (0.58;
86%); (s) total contact time (0.90; 95%); () attrition rate
(0.82; 91%); (w) reliability of dependent measures used in
study (1.0; 100%); (v) validity of dependent measures used
in study (0.73; 86%); and (w) IRB approval (1.0; 100%).

Results

The frequency and percentage of articles reporting each
variable were calculated for each of the four journals
individually, as well as together (see Table I). The results
of the total percentages across all journals yielded a wide
range in reporting practices of methodological and
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Table 1. Percentage of Articles Reporting Demographic, Methodological, and Ethical Information

JCCAP? cD Total®

1997 2005 1997 2005 1997 2005 1997 2005 1997 2005

n=>58 n=43 n=>52 n=42 n=>56 n=46 n=94 n=75 n=260 n=206
Population 100 100 100 100 100 100 95.7 100 98.5 100
Control group used® 27.9 35.7 522 14.7 30.1
Number of participants 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100
Ages 98.3 100 98.1 100 100 100 100 100 99.2 100
Gender 82.8 90.7 98.1 97.6 80.4 95.7 85.1 92.0 86.2 93.7
Ethnicity 63.8 90.7 84.6 90.5 60.7 76.1 52.1 88.0 63.1 86.4
SES 51.7 69.8 46.2 54.8 46.4 52.2 43.6 54.7 46.5 573
Location (urban/rural) 31.0 39.5 42.3¢ 42.9 41.14 50.0 42.6¢ 52.0 39.6¢ 47.1
Location (within US) 81.4 69.0 783 90.7 81.6
Setting of sample 96.6 83.7 923 90.5 91.1 93.5 75.6 74.7 86.9 84.0
Identification/selection 91.4 79.1 86.5 100 87.5 100 63.8 80.0 79.6 88.3
Contacting participants 69.0 69.8 55.8 54.8 42.9 47.8 37.8 52.0 48.8 553
Reward/incentive offered 25.9 30.2 13.5 54.8 17.9 28.3 14.9 28.0 17.7 34.0
Parent consent rate 58.6 72.1 46.2 50.0 42.9 41.3 27.7 26.7 41.5 44.2
Child assent 24.1 44.2 34.6 57.1 16.1 26.1 8.5 18.7 18.8 33.5
Exclusion criteria 70.7¢ 48.8 48.1°¢ 38.1 60.9 52.1¢ 32.0 55.8¢ 43.2
Inclusion criteria 86.0 54.8 71.7 34.7 57.8
Contacts requested 51.7 86.0 59.6 73.8 55.4 60.9 79.8 66.7 64.2 70.9
Total contact time 24.1 37.2 135 31.0 21.4 19.6 40.4 253 273 27.7
Attrition rate 36.2 60.5 21.2 23.8 19.6 50.0 31.9 32.0 28.1 40.3
Reliability 53.4 62.8 51.9 97.6 51.8 89.1 60.6 733 55.4 79.6
Validity* 51.2 71.4 73.9 30.7 52.9
IRB approval® 74.4 23.8 152 6.7 26.2

FJournal of Clinical Child Psychology changed its name to Journal of Clinical Child and Adolescent Psychology since Sifers et al.
"The mean percentages listed in this column refer to combined data from JPP, JCCAP, JACP, and CD.
“These variables were not examined by Sifers et al. (2002), and so comparison between articles from 1997 and 2005 was unavailable.

4P ocation (urban/rural)” and “location (within US)” were combined into a single category in 1997.

““Inclusion” and “‘exclusion” were combined into a single category in 1997.

demographic information. Perhaps not surprisingly (Sifers
et al., 2002), information regarding the type of population
sampled, the number of participants in the sample, and the
ages of the participants were consistently reported in all
four journals. In comparison, Sifers et al. reported rates of
99.2 and 98.5% for ages and populations of participants,
respectively, across all four journals. Representing rela-
tively high (but not uniform) reporting practices were
variables such as gender, methods of identifying and
selecting the sample, ethnic distribution, setting and
location of the research project, reliability of the dependent
measures, and the number of contacts requested. The
remaining variables represented somewhat lower reporting
practices, with the use of a reward/incentive, child assent
procedures, the use of a control group, total contact time,
and approval from an IRB or other research institution
anchoring the bottom of the distribution.

Overall, all four journals exhibited an increase (from
1997 to 2005) in reporting practices with regard to almost

every demographic, methodological, and ethical variable
examined. Decreases were noted in only two categories:
the setting of the sample (2.9% decrease) and exclusion
criteria (12.6% decrease). Across all journals, the largest
increases in reporting rates were found with regard to the
reliability information of dependent measures (24.2%
increase), ethnic distribution of the sample (23.3%
reward/incentive offered (16.3% increase),
child assent procedures (14.7% increase), attrition rate
(12.2% increase), and SES (10.8% increase).

In terms of individual journals, reporting rates in 2005

increase),

declined compared to 1997 with regard to the setting of
the sample (12.9% decrease) and identification/selection of
the sample (12.3% decrease) in JPP; the total contact time
(15.1% decrease), number of contacts requested (13.1%
decrease), parental consent rate (1.0% decrease), and set-
ting of the sample (0.9% decrease) in CD; exclusion criteria
(10.0% decrease), setting of the sample (1.8% decrease),

method of contacting participants (1.0% decrease),
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and gender (0.5% decrease) in JCCAP; and total contact
time (1.8% decrease) and parental consent rate (1.6%
decrease) in JACP.

Discussion

Overall, the results of this brief report indicate that there
has been an increase over time in the reporting of
important demographic variables, such as ethnicity. This
was found to be true across multiple variables and four
journals. Sifers et al. (2002) found that age was reported at
a much higher rate in journals pertinent to pediatric and
child psychology. This rate was also found to be high in
this study. Again, the high incidence of age being reported
may be attributed to the developmental manner by which
researchers and journals view the study of pediatric and
child psychology. Within the present study, ethnicity was
also found to be one of the more frequently reported
variables, reported more frequently in 2005 than 1997.
As Sifers et al. noted, greater efforts have been made to
increase the reporting of ethnicity in child and pediatric
psychology research. Our results suggest similar strides
over the past 5 years. For example, in contrast to the Sifers
et al. study, where much of the ethnicity information was
reported by stating the percentage of the sample belonging
to the majority group, many of the articles reviewed here
reported a minimum of two to three ethnic groups. This
observation suggests that researchers may be placing more
importance on the impact that different ethnicities may
have on the results of a study by collecting and reporting
this information. Alternatively, editors and reviewers may
have placed more emphasis on the methodological
importance and are rejecting more papers that inade-
quately describe ethnicity. As methodologies improve and
as emphases in the discipline shift, changes in journal
policy, and content would be expected.

Previous studies have also alluded to the impact that
ethnicity may have on research outcomes. For example,
Miller and Cross (2006) found that ethnicity had a
significant effect on outcomes of child maltreatment.
Other findings may suggest that this pattern is not true
for all areas of research in psychology. For example, Ram,
Starek, and Johnson (2004) found that the rate of reporting
ethnicity for adults was as low as 19.86% in the field of
exercise and sport psychology. Based on this information,
it is possible that the importance placed on the identifica-
tion of ethnicity for demographic purposes may be limited
to specific fields of research. However, the clear impact of
ethnicity and the continued underreporting of it in some
journals indicate the necessity for continued studies to
examine again the rate of reporting ethnicity. Ethnicity, as

Reporting Practices

a stand alone variable, has the possibility to show
significant effects in future research (Ram et al., 2004).
However, we find it difficult to definitively state what
constitutes appropriate ethnic information necessary for
publication. It is reasonable, however, to require investi-
gators to provide at least an overview of the ethnic make-up
of the sample, in order to publish in professional journals
(Jackson, 2003).

Other important variables to report include the rate
of consent and/or participation. This information allows the
reader to determine how representative the sample may be
of the overall population from which it was extracted.
Additionally, the inclusion of consent/assent for all
participants is an ethically and legally important aspect of
an article submitted for publication in recognition of the
special vulnerabilities of children as research participants
(Weil et al., 2002). We found that rates of reporting for
consent and/or participation information provided within
more recent journal articles to be higher than those found
in the research articles from 1997. Compared to other
variables, however, reporting rates of consent and assent
procedures was relatively low across all journals. It is
possible that information pertaining to child assent, as with
other variables, may have been provided to the editors of
the journals and omitted from the final draft due to space
constraints or editor preferences (Roberts & Buckloh,
1996; Sifers et al., 2002). However, the “Instructions to
Authors” for JPP specifically state that authors must report
“how informed consent was obtained and report the
approval of the study by the appropriate Institutional
Review Board.” Acknowledgment of the importance of this
information, as well as improved reporting practices, allows
readers to make better informed judgments regarding the
degree to which the study adheres to ethical and legal
standards, and sample represents the general population.
These practices also enable psychologists to verify and/or
replicate previous studies. Psychologists are required by the
APA ethical code (2002) to share data for the purposes of
verification (8.14(a)). This is to ensure that psychological
studies can be replicated and/or evaluated by third parties.
An important advantage of electronic communication
enables psychologists to obtain this information directly
from researchers more easily and quickly than in the past.
This increased accessibility to data and other information
may provide researchers with an alternate way to share
demographic or methodological information (and therefore
comply with the APA ethics code) without inclusion of the
data within the actual publication.

Attrition rates are beneficial in publications to aid
in understanding how and why participants may have

601

9T0Z ‘6 dunC uoepxINoy ABojouyda | Joannsu| feuoieN e /610'speulnolpiojxoAsdedj/:dny woly pspeojumoq


http://jpepsy.oxfordjournals.org/

692

Raad, Bellinger, McCormick, Roberts, and Steele

discontinued their participation in a study. Reasons such
as fatigue, minimal interest, or feeling that the intervention
is adequate are all important considerations, as they would
all be potentially applicable for future clinical use of
the intervention. On average, this study showed a 12%
improvement in the frequency of reporting attrition rates
from the Sifers et al. (2002) study.

Although one might think that having submission
requirements and guidelines for inclusion of specific pieces
of information would result in compliance by submitting
authors, the fact appears to be that some of the variables
investigated here have relatively low occurrence (even
though emphasized in the APA Publication Manual and in
journal instructions to contributors). Authors sometimes
do not comply and editors/reviewers are not enforcing the
instructions uniformly. Some journals place page limits on
submission, so demographic and procedural information
as well as more comprehensive referencing may be the first
pieces omitted. Fitting to page requirements may be a more
rigidly enforced rule than are, apparently, those for
including certain information. As Sifers et al. (2002)
established, the present authors do not wish to imply that
the nonreporting of variables is unethical or unprofes-
sional. It may simply be that researchers do not feel that
reporting a particular demographic, methodological, or
ethical variable is important for the understanding and
interpretation of particular studies. Similarly, researchers
may have decided to omit the collection of these data from
their study, or simply to exclude the data from further
analyses or publication. However, the inclusion of this
information for the reader’s consideration would allow the
reader to determine the relevance of that data for him or
herself, which may be more appropriate (Sifers et al.).

Although the present study revealed valuable cross-
sectional information about reporting rates, some limita-
tions must be considered when interpreting the results.
First of all, inferential statistics were not used to determine
the statistical significance of differences found between
reporting rates in 1997 and those in 2005. In consideration
of the nature of the data (i.e., frequencies of reporting
specific information across four journals in 1year),
we provided descriptive, qualitative information regarding
changes over time. In addition to periodic “‘snapshots’ of
reporting practices such as this, a longitudinal investigation
of trends in reporting information (e.g., reporting rates of
variables across several years within a set of journals) would
provide important information as well.

Another apparent limitation is the presence of several
seemingly low k-coefficients and interrater reliability rates
on categories that should be objective and stable across

raters. Frequency of interrater reliability ranged from 77%
to 100%, with k-coefficients ranging from 0.45 to 1.0.
Some variables had lower rates of interrater reliability
due to clarity issues within the studies. For example, some
investigations included vague descriptive information
(e.g., method of contacting participants), while others
allowed the readers to draw conclusions about methods
based on implied or contextual information (e.g., location
of the study). The difficulty and ambiguity associated with
collecting this information indicates that authors should
consider presenting that information in a more explicit and
identifiable manner. In keeping with the importance of
complete reporting among empirical articles, we encourage
authors to carefully consider the clarity of their reporting of
methodological and demographic information.

Despite the increase in reporting rates, as illustrated
by this study, it is important for the science and practice
of psychology to continue to strive for more uniform and
complete reporting of all demographic, methodological,
and ethical variables. The addition of the CONSORT and
TREND reporting standards for clinical trials in JPP
(Brown, 2003; Des Jarlais, Lyles, Crepaz, & the TREND
Group, 2004) appears to us to be worthwhile to adopt for
all empirical research. This information is critical for
replication of a study and for the important issue of
generalizability. For example, determining the exact
composition of the population on which an intervention
was tested helps in the judgment that the intervention may
be beneficial for use with another population.

Improvements have been made, but as scientist—
practitioners, there is always room for continued improve-
ment and evaluation. The reporting of demographics and
methodology is one such area in need of continued
monitoring to ensure that all journal readers are provided
with the information necessary to make informed decisions
regarding the interpretation and application of research
outcomes.
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