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This commentary focuses on two important contrasts in the
behavioral sciences: (i) default versus nondefault study populations, where default samples have been used disproportionately
(for psychology, the default is undergraduates at major research
universities), and (ii) the adoption of a distant versus close (engaged) attitude toward study samples. Previous research has
shown a strong correlation between these contrasts, where default samples and distant perspectives are the norm. Distancing
is sometimes seen as necessary for objectivity, and an engaged
orientation is sometimes criticized as biased, advocacy research,
especially if the researcher shares a social group membership with
the study population (e.g., a black male researcher studying black
male students). The lack of diversity in study samples has been
paralleled by a lack of diversity in the researchers themselves.
The salience of default samples and distancing in prior research
creates potential (and presumed) risk factors for engaged research
with nondefault samples. However, a distant perspective poses
risks as well, and particularly so for research with nondefault populations. We suggest that engaged research can usefully encourage attention to the study context and taking the perspective of
study samples, both of which are good research practices. More
broadly, we argue that social and educational sciences need skepticism, interestedness, and engagement, not distancing. Fostering
an engaged perspective in research may also foster a more diverse
population of social scientists.
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ur commentary is based on experiences with the following
kind of story. A Latina graduate student wants to do research in a Latino/Latina community. She may have a variety of
reasons in mind, ranging from wanting to use her Spanish language skills, to having the sense that Latinx perspectives are
underrepresented in science, to wanting to “give back” to her
community. When she tells her advisor of this interest, the
feedback she receives is “You know, it’s really important to avoid
bias in research” or “Be careful, you don’t want to be accused of
advocacy research.” This scenario, where claims of “insider bias”
are levied at the notion of researchers from societally marginalized communities studying their own community, is one that we
authors have heard conveyed by numerous colleagues and students. Our starting point for interrogating this scenario was the
recurrence of this story in our own academic communities, primarily in the psychological and educational sciences. However,
the phenomenon has also been documented across the social
sciences; consider, for example, a project by Hendrix (1), a black
female scholar from the field of communications, who wrote
about her personal experiences, presenting her research and
then receiving the question “Did being black introduce bias into
your study?” She also surveyed other researchers of color and
found that her experience was common rather than unique.
Would a white (or even Latinx) graduate student be cautioned
in the same way if he or she wanted to focus on the undergraduates on his or her campus (which is usually majority white)
or work in a (heavily) European American community? We
www.pnas.org/cgi/doi/10.1073/pnas.1721167115

seriously doubt that similar cautions would be expressed, given
that European American majority communities are the typical
default population. Again, this is not a case specific to a particular underrepresented community: A similar scenario could be
drawn for a female scholar wanting to study women (especially if
she studies what gets stereotyped as “women’s issues”) or a
lesbian gay bisexual transgender or queer (LGBTQ+) scholar
wanting to study an LGBTQ+ community. In other words, any
departure from the study of “the norm” (white, middle-class
heterosexual) can raise questions that do not arise when (Eurocentric) norms are followed. This skepticism seems to be
particularly evident when the researcher shares aspects of identity with his or her study participants who have been traditionally
stigmatized (2).
The Latina graduate student in our scenario has a potentially
strong case to make for doing research within the Latinx community. Her advisors nonetheless caution that she may be “too
close” to her Latinx participants. Her advisors also may be
worried that her research will be less theoretically motivated and
less informed by previous research than it should be. At the core
of the advisors’ concern is the assumption that good social science research requires a disinterested, distanced perspective that
builds systematically on previous research. However, it may reveal the way race and white privilege have shaped and continue
to shape social science. As a result, research that centers on an
ethnic minority group, or on other nondefault populations, raises
concerns that it may be “less than” (less rigorous, less objective,
and/or less scientific than) research with the default population.
For purposes of our argument, it is time to take a look at that
previous research, in part, because it reveals its own form of bias.
Historical Background: Dominance of Default Populations
Henrich et al. (3) noted that social and behavioral research
overwhelmingly relies on WEIRD (Western, educated, industrialized, rich, and democratic) samples, samples that they
argue are quite literally weird in that they are especially unrepresentative of the world at large. A “heat map” showing the
locations of major research universities and who gets studied by
them, we hypothesize, would reveal steep mountains and broad,
flat plains as the primary contours. The underrepresented groups
include communities that have traditionally been minoritized or
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absent in WEIRD geocultural spaces, including Native Americans,
African American peoples, Latin American peoples, Middle Eastern communities, communities without traditions of Western
schooling, the rural poor, and the urban poor. For that matter, the
samples drawn from WEIRD populations are not at all representative even of WEIRD people. Instead, they favor select age, educational, income, geographical, and occupational groups. (Note that
the “W” in WEIRD fits with white as well as it fits with Western.)
With respect to who gets studied, there is a sense in which all
social and educational sciences research necessarily favors some
groups over others. If a researcher is studying how to enrich the
experience of museum-goers, he or she is necessarily studying
people with more education, greater wealth, and greater mobility
than people who do not go to museums. Of course, this does not
mean that research on museum-goers should be avoided or that
any one study is necessarily biased because it fails to recruit a
random sample of the world’s population. What matters more is
the broader profile of a field’s research, such as the NIH’s
portfolio of research covering in aggregate the ecology and severity of diseases. When a disease or community is neglected in
NIH research, we see societal pressure for scientific representativeness, as in the initial lack of attention to the AIDS crisis.
Social science is largely missing this pressure.
When it comes to this sort of aggregate assessment, psychology’s long-standing overreliance on college undergraduates as
research participants is particularly striking (4). It means that the
field will learn more about how college students think, feel, and
act than about how other adults do. Since college students in
America are disproportionately middle class, white, and 18–22 y
of age, this is the population about which psychology knows the
most. Reviews reveal that the situation in developmental research is no better (5) and the negative policy consequences are
even more significant (6). Similar concerns can be levied at educational research. Research drawing on middle-class schools
close to research campuses may be unrepresentative of schools
more broadly and may encourage neglect of issues that are salient elsewhere. Although nothing intrinsic to the social and
education sciences favors or supports this sort of “bias” or selectivity in study populations, it is endemic and persists with far
too little consideration. This is presumably due, in part, to
pragmatic concerns about the feasibility of conducting such
work, as well as the strong historical precedent for how research
has been done structurally at local and global scales.
These pragmatic and historical considerations, of course, are
not intrinsic to the pursuit of rigorous and informative science.
However, they appear to reveal either the implicit assumption
that the default population is more important than other samples
or a surprising lack of curiosity about the generalizability of
findings across samples. With this in mind, we pose the following
critical question for social scientists to ponder: To what extent is
the insider bias of people who have been long overrepresented in
the field of psychology (WEIRD researchers studying WEIRD
participants) similar or dissimilar to the potential insider bias of
nondominant researchers who study their own communities?
Defaults and Selection Biases. If researchers primarily study people
who are like themselves, then researcher intuitions may be a
good guide to developing stimuli, methods, and appropriate
contexts for their studies. Furthermore, the very accessibility of
research participants allows for pilot studies and the further
development and selection of “what works.” It also means that
borrowing stimuli and procedures from published studies on
WEIRD samples is likely to be most effective for new studies on
WEIRD samples. The disproportionate investment in WEIRD
samples means researchers have more opportunity to learn from
the findings of other researchers and that research methods are
likely to converge on effective and efficient measures, measures
that are tailored to WEIRD samples and perhaps less apt for
11436 | www.pnas.org/cgi/doi/10.1073/pnas.1721167115

non-WEIRD samples. Of course, given these strong selection
factors, the stimuli may be anything but a random and representative sample from some domain of interest; consequently,
the findings may be less likely to generalize to other stimuli,
procedures, and study populations (7).
Is Engaged Research Intrinsically Biased? Are engagement and interest incompatible with good science? One important role for
engaged research is in formulating research questions and then
translating them into rigorous research programs. It is important
to note that the social and educational sciences are not restricted
to describing the world as it is but extend to examining what is
possible under appropriate implementation.
For example, consider a project in which a researcher seeks to
determine the potential benefits of a technological innovation
for educational settings. If that researcher is already convinced
that the use of technology is the key to better educational outcomes, this need not mean that the work that researcher is doing
is necessarily biased or involves questionable research practices.
Indeed, if this “interest” disqualified work along these lines, a
substantial portion of educational research in computer science,
educational psychology, the learning sciences, cognitive psychology, curriculum and instruction, and other related fields
would need to be stricken from the research record. Rather,
many of these researchers presumably hold the belief that
technology can be a valuable tool under certain learning conditions, conditions that the researcher aims to identify.
An analogous interest is related to many researchers’, practitioners’, and laypersons’ beliefs concerning the potential benefits
of diversity. Consider research by Gurin and coworkers (8–10) on
the educational benefits of campus diversity. While they held the
view that distinct benefits could and would be realized, their
approach and findings were much more nuanced. Their work
showed that it is not that diversity guarantees success but, rather,
that positive results of diversity critically depend on (designed)
curricular and cocurricular experiences with diverse peers. Their
hypothesis concerning the potential benefits of campus diversity
led to the careful design of curricula and the application of
empirical methods rather than wishful thinking and polemic.
This example demonstrates that an engaged stance is not incompatible with good science. A scholar who wishes to help his
or her community is invested in making that support a reality and
exploring possibilities for doing so. Given that goal, producing
biased research with false-positive outcomes is an exercise in
self-deception, and attempts to generalize and apply the findings
elsewhere would fail. We now turn to engaged research where
the study populations themselves are focal.
Engaged Research and Nondefault Samples. Engaged research with
non-WEIRD study populations draws on samples that are less
conveniently accessible. It employs methods and measures that
have had fewer opportunities for selection effects and less opportunity for convergence on the most efficient and effective
stimuli, methods, and contexts. Engaged research is therefore
more likely to be in exploratory stages with respect to these
factors. This difference from research with default samples has
mixed consequences. As we have seen, selection may lead to
unrepresentative stimuli and settings as well as procedures tailored to default samples. If the Latina in our scenario has concerns about the advisability of directly “building” on prior
research by adopting methods that have not been selected for
her study population, her worries may be well justified.
Perhaps more significant is the fact that research with nondefault populations is outside the mainstream. Because of the
American academy’s history of excluding the research and the
participation of scholars of color throughout the 19th and 20th
centuries, engaged researchers (specifically researchers of color
studying non-WEIRD populations) are often likely to draw on
Nzinga et al.

Summary. The comparison of distant versus engaged perspectives
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is inevitably confounded with WEIRD versus non-WEIRD
samples, vastly unequal previous investment in them, and (often implicit) default assumptions that derive from fields dominated by WEIRD researchers. The diversity of researchers and
the researched is intertwined, and calls for increased diversity of
scholars and scholarship (13, 14) face research environments
dominated by default (WEIRD) perspectives and values, including the perspective that objectivity requires distance. It is
important to bear these factors in mind in considering how engagement may interact with risk factors and virtues in research.
In what follows, we provide our consensual and preliminary
assessment of specific risks associated with engaged versus
disinterested research.
Engagement, Disinterest, and Risk Factors in Research
Generalized accusations of real or potential bias do not take into
account the fact that a number of specific kinds of research
biases and questionable research practices have been identified
and discussed in the literature, going back at least to Campbell
and Stanley’s classic analysis of various threats to the validity and
generalizability of research (15), which remains relevant today
(16). In addition, the considerable literature associated with what
Nzinga et al.

Challenges and Risk Factors Linked to Engaged Research. Some
limitations associated with engaged research derive from the
historical and ongoing underinvestment in nondefault study
populations. For example, engaged research is often in a more
exploratory phase, which can limit the robustness of statistically
significant results (19, 20). In that sense, the risk factors only
become questionable research practices when exploratory studies are judged by the standards of more established research.
Other limitations are associated with the need to preserve a
meaningful researcher and participant relationship. Here, we
provide a list of our considerations along these lines:

i) Data mining: One questionable research practice involves
conducting statistical tests and analyses that have not been
preplanned and failing to adjust for multiple tests that go
unreported. It typically takes more effort to do research with
advocacy populations, and it is possible researchers will
probe further into their data and consider a wider range of
measures. Arguably, this is what they should do. In exploratory research, it may be difficult or impossible to specify all
potentially relevant dependent variables in advance. For example, one notable result reported by Unsworth et al. (21) in
their examination of children’s ecological knowledge was
cultural differences that emerged in their spontaneous imitations of sounds of animals included in probes. This observation is intriguing but was not preplanned. What may be a
virtue for exploratory research is nonetheless a serious risk
factor (given, for example, that it might enable so-called
“fishing expeditions”), so it is important to fully report analyses; apply extra caution concerning generalizability; and,
whenever feasible, include systematic replication.
ii) Conducting underpowered studies: The issue of limited
numbers and accessibility of samples for engaged research
means that studies often will be underpowered. Low power
is associated with difficulty with replication. At major research universities or with online MTurk studies, samples
of 100 or more participants per condition may be routine
and feasible to collect in a few days or weeks compared with
PNAS | November 6, 2018 | vol. 115 | no. 45 | 11437
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has been called “replication crises” has called attention to a
number of questionable research practices, including selective
reporting of results, unreported researcher degrees of freedom,
and hypothesizing after the results are known (17). Finally, there
is a robust literature on biases associated with comparisons of
two or more study populations (e.g., refs. 7, 18) when one of
them is the default (WEIRD) sample.
With respect to these biases, we raise the issue of whether they
are more likely to appear from a disinterested perspective or an
engaged perspective, or, equally likely, are independent of perspective. To foreshadow, our analysis suggests limitations of each
perspective, and it is well to bear those in mind rather than to
adopt a blanket dismissal or endorsement of either. Furthermore, we identify some virtues of engaged research that may be
useful in all social science research.
The social and educational sciences are extremely diverse with
respect to research methodologies employed both within and
across disciplines. As a consequence, the aptness of the factors
we describe will also vary (e.g., concerns about how statistical
tests are done obviously are not relevant if no statistics are done)
within and across disciplines. Nonetheless, we believe that most
of the factors discussed have fairly broad applicability.
For simplicity, we write as if engaged versus distant stances
were a categorical distinction, even while acknowledging that
degree of engagement is a continuous variable. Note also that
researchers inevitably rely on their own intuitions to some degree
such that even the most distanced perspective is likely to favor
research participants who are like the researcher and sometimes
disfavor those who are not.
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research theories, epistemologies, and methodologies that were
developed by previous generations of non-WEIRD scholars who
operated on the margins of the academic mainstream. For example, the Association of Black Psychologists (ABPsi) is a professional association of African American psychologists and
researchers founded in 1968 during a time when many American
universities were quite hostile to black students and professors,
and were just beginning to racially desegregate their campuses
(11). The founders of the ABPsi made an intentional decision to
remain independent from the American Psychological Association, and many of the scholars, although trained in some of the
most prestigious predominantly white American universities,
decided to join faculties at distinguished historically black colleges and universities like Howard University. They were wary of
joining institutions with a tradition of supporting research theories with racist logics (e.g., strong deficit models, eugenics).
The ABPsi thus represents a community of engaged scholars
who have been developing empirically tested methods, theories,
and instruments for researching African American communities
for at least the past 50 y. Many researchers at predominantly
white institutions still view these theories as less credible since
they were published in journals with low-impact factors, including outlets like ABPsi’s Journal of Black Psychology.
The question of credibility invoked here is not merely about
the research process itself but about the power structures in
which that research takes place, in which scientists decide who
and what counts as high-quality research. We suggest that research that challenges the status quo or questions the existing
“truths” (theories and approaches) of the field faces disproportional critique with respect to its quality. Those scholars who are
intentionally choosing research theories and methodologies that
have been separate (and, in some cases, blatantly excluded) from
the intellectual communities and rely on language, concepts, and
theories that are “foreign” to mainstream scholarly communities
often get inappropriately flagged as biased.
This tendency for scientists to scrutinize and disqualify research that defies the norms of the mainstream paradigm is related to social processes that Kuhn (12) identified when he
studied stasis and change in scientific disciplines. We suggest that
the current research paradigm involves primarily WEIRD researchers using WEIRD participants (and protocols developed
for WEIRD samples) as the basis for (presumably universal)
generalizations. Consequently, approaches that start elsewhere
are often viewed with suspicion.

many months or even years for a population in which there is
an engaged interest. This challenge is common in cultural
research or when the sample of interest is small (e.g., children with Williams’ syndrome). Low power is often an inevitable reality, but engaged researchers need to bear this
problem in mind in discussing the scope of their findings and
the claims to be derived from them (22).
iii) Selective reporting of studies and file drawer problems:
Given null results, engaged researchers may be more likely
to reflect on how their methods and measures could be
improved and to treat early studies as pilot studies. In addition, the question of when and why piloting is stopped, and
when “real” data collection has started, can be fuzzy. On the
other hand, when sample size is limited and data collection
is difficult, researchers may be more likely to report their
data, hopefully noting their limitations, rather than to discard the data in favor of a more pristine design.
iv) Hawthorne effect and reactive measures: It is important to
separate effects of independent variables on performance
from results driven simply by receiving attention from researchers (the latter has been dubbed the “Hawthorne effect,” named after a study of worker performance in a
Western Electric factory in the Hawthorne suburb of Chicago). Given the dominance of WEIRD samples in research,
non-WEIRD samples may find being in a study to be a novel
experience and exert more effort, pay more attention, and
be more concerned about looking good (This presumes that
researchers have taken steps to build rapport and trust; without these steps, participants may react with indifference). In
the same way, researcher enthusiasm may elicit more effort
and attention from non-WEIRD participants. In contrast,
default research participants (i.e., undergraduates completing studies for course credit, extra credit, or pay; typical
MTurk workers have been participants in hundreds of studies) may be only engaged enough to complete the study
requirements. In that sense, the latter populations may be
evidencing a reverse Hawthorne effect, so the issue of effort
and attention cuts both ways.
v) Protecting community by selective use of dependent variables: Close engagement with a study population may bias
researchers to avoid anything that might tend to make the
population look bad. For example, the Nisbett and Cohen
(23) Culture of Honor monograph examined the question of
why US murder rates are higher in the South than in the
North. Had the authors deeply identified with the South,
they might have instead focused on the issue of why military
service to country is higher in the South than in the North
and ignored murder rates. This can also relate to concerns
about developing and testing for reasonable alternative hypotheses, which should necessarily be part of any research
project (24). Some engaged projects might fail to consider
such reasonable alternatives, or even to generate them,
if the focus is on supporting the invested groups and
engagements.

ii)

iii)

iv)

v)
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Risk Factors Linked to Disinterested Research. Some limitations of
disinterested research derive from the unquestioned assumption
that what one is studying is a human universal that should
emerge in any population. Others arise from a reliance on prior
research primarily conducted in WEIRD populations, and failure to recognize how this qualifies theories and methodology.
We outline some of these issues below:

i) Inattention to description of study populations: It is important for descriptions of participant samples to include factors that may be relevant to the pattern of results. However,
disinterested research may tend to neglect this aspect of
research, sometimes even failing to describe the participant
11438 | www.pnas.org/cgi/doi/10.1073/pnas.1721167115

vi)

sample at all (25). Even statements such as “participants
were college students at a large Midwestern university” ignores research suggesting that social science majors may
reason differently from natural science or humanities majors (e.g., ref. 26) or that decision-making processes may
differ between psychology and economics majors (27).
The very fact that nondefault samples are departures from
the norm means that descriptions of them are more elaborate and understood as potentially relevant to understanding variability, while descriptions of default populations are
less likely to include details that highlight the nuances of
social context.
Overgeneralization of research findings (both explicitly and
implicitly): One stance on generalizability is to assume that
any effects observed are universal until proven otherwise.
Henrich et al. (3) suggest that this stance is unrealistic, and
others have noted that when the universalist assumption is
translated into policy, it is deeply problematic [e.g., Keller
(28)]. Although the replication crisis in the social sciences
has led to a focus on “exact replications,” potential limitations
on generalizability are related to study samples, measures,
contexts, and procedures (29). Interestingly, the OpenScience
project focuses on exact replications (30–34), but implicitly
assumes that “exact” is not affected by nationality, language,
or other demographic variability in study samples (35). One
corrective action for any tendency to overgeneralize is to describe results using past tense rather than present tense, as in
“mothers spoke” rather than “mothers speak” (36).
Inattention to the social context of research and positionality: Despite classic research on experimenter expectancy
effects by Rosenthal and coworkers (37–39), the social context of research is often ignored as if the experimenter were
invisible. It is now uncommon for methods sections of research papers to describe the experimenters who collected
the data or to mention whether they were blinded to the
hypotheses guiding the research. One obvious counterexample to this trend is the recent upsurge of interest in the role of
stereotype threat in participant performance (40). Notably,
this work has been driven by an engaged perspective (41).
Insensitivity to selection effects from intuitions; evolution of
stimuli, methods, and materials; and focus on efficiency:
Given the dominance of nonadvocacy research and the tendency to adopt or reuse materials “that work,” it is likely
that effect sizes will be misleadingly large since researchers
are incentivized to design studies to produce effects. Competitive pressures may encourage convenience sampling and
efficiency in data collection, particularly for pretenure scholars, and this is a serious risk for selection effects in research.
Insensitivity to default assumptions in cross-group comparisons of WEIRD and non-WEIRD samples: The hazards
associated with having a default population as one of the
groups in cross-group comparisons are considerable, and we
provide a partial list here: (i) use of measures selected and
normed for WEIRD samples as the standard for comparison (7); (ii) use of outdated, inappropriate norms [e.g., until
only the past few years, reliance on the word frequency
norms of Kučera and Francis (42)] that have been developed using restricted groups of participants or that are too
old to accommodate contemporary considerations of linguistic diversity and variability; and (iii) insensitivity to alternative measures and intuitions that may be appropriate
for non-WEIRD samples. These biases will tend to favor
WEIRD over non-WEIRD samples and encourage a deficit
orientation toward non-WEIRD samples.
Default samples leading to asymmetrical attention to
groups: When researchers describe findings with nondefault
samples (e.g., African American), it is common to ask how
these results compare with those from default samples (e.g.,
Nzinga et al.

Summary of Risk Factors. Our analysis suggests that both “disinterested” and “engaged” perspectives on study populations have
associated risk factors that constitute questionable research
practices in some cases. Many of the limitations associated with a
disinterested perspective would be addressed by employing more
diverse study samples. In the same way, the primary risk factors for
an engaged perspective derive from the strong correlation between the use of non-WEIRD samples and more exploratory
stages of research. Again, a more balanced investment in study
samples would address many of the potential limitations of an
engaged perspective.
So far, our focus has been on risk factors and potential limitations of an engaged research perspective with respect to study
samples. We have shifted from generalized accusations of bias
associated with advocacy research to specific risk factors associated with engaged versus disinterested perspectives. This,
however, neglects potential virtues associated with engagement,
and we turn to them now.

Virtues of Engagement
Consider the following contrasting scenarios:
In one case, a researcher reviews the literature, identifies a
“gap” in the knowledge, and designs a study to test a novel
hypothesis. A sample is recruited from the psychology subject
pool or via MTurk, and standard measures are used based on
prior literature. The researcher collects the data following
appropriate design procedures, analyzes the data, and writes
up the results for publication in a peer-review journal.
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In an alternative scenario, our Latina graduate student researcher identifies a community in which to conduct a new
study. She does background research on the community and
location, and meets with members of the community to identify key partners and contacts to carry out the work and discuss
effective strategies for recruiting community members to participate in the study. She conducts small focus groups and pilot
tests the materials and survey instruments to ensure they are
valid and appropriate for the population. To build trust and
rapport, she also volunteers once per week at a local community center. The research is carried out rigorously, with attention to systematic protocols, control groups, and design. The
results are analyzed and presented to community members for
discussion. Based on this work, she submits a manuscript for
publication in scholarly outlets.
The former description sounds more similar to traditional
notions of “basic science,” whereas the latter calls forth what we
have referred to as engaged research. Both researchers carried
out an empirical study of human behavior following the standards of social science, but from different starting points: The
first is what we refer to in this paper as “distanced” research, and
the second is an example of engaged research. We suggest that
rather than a subtype of research, the qualities that often delineate engaged research from distanced research may be
reframed as useful and effective methodological approaches for
a wide array of social science inquiries.
Nzinga et al.

Building Relationships and Rapport, Diminished Stereotype Threat.

As stated earlier, a dispassionate researcher often relies on the
fact that participants will be conveniently available. Mandatory
participation of students enrolled in “Introduction to Psychology” courses in research studies means that participants will be
involved despite the fact that the researchers may have made
no personal connection with them beforehand. Engaged researchers, on the other hand, usually have to venture off campus,
out of the WEIRD campus community, spending a significant
amount of time building relationships with a local community,
school, or organization to gain access to participants. During this
process of relationship building, an impassioned stance is often a
criterion for entry into the community. Institutional gatekeepers
to the community (and potential participants themselves) are
often quite skeptical of researchers who do not show an explicit
advocacy for the population in question, given that many nonWEIRD communities are vulnerable or have been exploited by
researchers in the past (46, 47). This tendency toward relationship building with participants can be an asset when engaging in
certain methodologies, for example, building rapport during a
clinical interview. While a dispassionate interviewer may be
better at avoiding acquiescence bias or social desirability bias,
the engaged interviewer is often read by informants as more
authentic and trustworthy, which encourages them to open up,
thereby providing more complete and accurate data.
Awareness of Positionality. As illustrated by the earlier example of
the Latina graduate student cautioned by her advisor, engaged
researchers are often asked to think about how their identity
might affect their perception of the research question and data.
Since the Latina student is likely to be a member of a student
cohort in which very few of her classmates are asked this question (especially with regard to race), it will feel like unfair
scrutiny. This scrutiny, although it is certainly doled out inequitably, may lead engaged researchers to a deep examination
of the epistemology of their work. They cannot help but ask
“How do my life experiences bias my epistemology in a way that
makes me see a research question in a certain way?”
There are some areas of social science, anthropology in particular, that include this kind of self-questioning in research
training. Perhaps this question should be a prerequisite for other
students as well: “How does the fact that I am a college-educated
white male psychology researcher in an American college town
PNAS | November 6, 2018 | vol. 115 | no. 45 | 11439
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Why might research, for example, that considers the culture
and context of the sample, builds genuine relationships and
rapport with participants, and ensures the ecological validity of
measures and research activities be viewed with a skeptical eye?
Might not all behavioral science research benefit from such engaged practices? Why has research by minority scholars with
minority populations, particularly in minority-serving spaces (e.g.,
communities, churches, schools), been delineated as both more
engaged and less scientific than research with dominant populations conducted by majority-group scholars? Why is it that research with and by “majority”-group populations is not equally
held to the standards of humane, equitable, engaged research
practices? Much in the way that Ladson-Billings (45) reframed
“culturally relevant teaching” for communities of color as “just
good teaching,” we propose that systematic, empirical science that
is responsive to communities, policies, cultures, and contexts is
“just good research.” Rather than a unidirectional comparison
whereby the “deficiencies” of engaged research are compared with
the “rigors” of distanced research, we consider how a more engaged paradigm in the social sciences can strengthen the quality,
rigor, and impact of all research. We believe that there are compelling reasons for researchers to take an engaged stance on their
study populations (even when the study samples are WEIRD and
even while bearing risk factors in mind).
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European American), but the reverse does not hold when
results from default samples are described.
vii) Focus on the average/assumption of homogeneity: Distanced research tends to be characterized by a focus on central
tendencies. This can lead to a blind spot as to whether default
populations can be meaningfully subdivided. A good practice is
to explicitly test for within-sample variation rather than just
assuming that samples are homogeneous (e.g., as in ref. 43;
also ref. 44).

affect the way that I would approach answering this research
question?” Asking this question would be helpful for a field
dominated by this demographic, even if the only effect were to
encourage them to consistently question their tendency to default to WEIRD undergraduate participants and to restrict
themselves to research methodologies and theories created in
the majority-culture West.
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Taking Laboratory-to-Field Steps Seriously. One of the most enduring problems in social science research is the fact that experimental results achieved in a controlled laboratory setting often do
not translate to the messiness of the environments that humans
actually inhabit (16). However, engaged researchers can be very
integrated in the community that they are studying in a way that
encourages attention to laboratory-to-field application. If they are
collecting data from a community center, they are necessarily
spending time building relationships there, volunteering their time
as an instructor, or conducting extended ethnographic observations. They know some of the potential beneficiaries of the research by name. Therefore, the process of thinking about how
research results can be deployed in the field is ongoing. It is never
an abstract mental exercise, and it is seen as a core component of
the work rather than a possible extension. This concern of applicability to real-life settings happens during the design and implementation of the study. In fact, researchers are often thinking
about the research study itself doubling as an activity that is useful
for the participants involved. If you are deeply impassioned to
produce research that can be directly applied within your population of interest, the design of the research is executed with that
goal in mind. All researchers can also learn from this by developing field studies as part of the initial stages of research
rather than follow-ups once in-laboratory phenomena have
been demonstrated. In general, laboratory-based research
would benefit not only from attention to internal validity but also
from greater attention to external validity (35).
Awareness of Audience and Politics/Policy. Engaged researchers are
often informed by a deep interest in the political implications of
their research on social policy. For example, how will research on
the environmental practices of Native Americans inform US
policy on native land rights? As another example, how will research on African American language practices influence political discourse about addressing achievement gaps or opportunity
gaps? While a disinterested stance is often associated with political neutrality and abstaining from policy discussions, such
research becomes implicated in policy nonetheless, if only in the
form of preserving the status quo.
Engaged researchers are deeply informed by the political
discourse related to their subject matter. They are likely more
cognizant about how a particular research finding relates to the
current political arguments about that phenomenon (48). They
may better anticipate how their findings will be used by various
political agendas, and thus know how to couch their arguments
to prevent misuse and distortion of findings. All researchers can
benefit from paying attention to the sociopolitical context of
their research, especially as part of disseminating research to the
public or to policy audiences.
The science of science communication needs to include attention to potential policy implications (and, in some cases,
potential misunderstandings). With that said, we also acknowledge the benefits of showing open-mindedness and intellectual
independence from any one political party or agenda. This allows
for exposure to and consideration of effective policy solutions
that do not coincide with theories of social change that are currently
in vogue in one party or the other. Sociopolitical independence is
also useful to effectively and credibly communicate research to an
audience across the political spectrum. This tactfulness should not
be confused with being distant from the sociopolitical issues that
11440 | www.pnas.org/cgi/doi/10.1073/pnas.1721167115

affect the communities we study and making explicit value commitments, such as human rights and social justice.
Discussion
The “OpenScience” initiative has led to a healthy reexamination of social science research practices. It has illuminated a
number of questionable research practices and fostered
changes in practices aimed at establishing robust empirical
findings. To date, it has primarily focused on replicability and
avoiding practices that lead to unreliable results. The present
commentary can be seen as an extension of this movement, one
that takes up issues of generalizability and diversity, especially
across study samples, as well as biases associated with crossgroup comparisons.
With respect to generality over study samples, there are distinct challenges growing out of the historical (disproportionate)
focus on WEIRD samples, which has led to such samples being
the “default” rather than one of a wide range of samples on
which to build a science. Departure from a default captures attention, and in the case of scholars of color who wish to study
people from their own ethnic and racial groups, this attention
has often taken the form of the belief that the research may be
compromised by the researchers’ closeness to those being
researched. A parallel argument exists for researchers who are
members of other marginalized groups, for instance, LGBTQ+
individuals, women, or people from low-income backgrounds.
As American society, in general, and social science, in particular, continue the process of addressing human diversity, it is
important that we understand we are not just socializing black
and brown students and faculty into “the mainstream,” but that
we will have to reconcile multiple distinct traditions of intellectual inquiry [e.g., Western science, Native science (49)] that
have remained segregated due to political and social processes.
Both the history of segregation and racism in the academy and
the correlated disproportionate investment of research in default
study populations have important consequences for research
practices, research environments, and perceptions of bias.
Our goal has been to move beyond vague accusations of
(possible) bias and the idea that engaged research is necessarily
biased by examining specific research practices and asking
whether or not they are associated with an engaged perspective.
With respect to potential risk factors, our analysis suggests a
mixed picture, one that tends to undermine favoring a distanced
perspective over engagement. Some risk factors may be linked to
an engaged perspective, but others are associated with a distanced one. Furthermore, we have identified distinct virtues
associated with engagement, virtues that might also benefit
research with WEIRD samples.
In retrospect, it is something of a puzzle that psychological
research, in particular, has so often ignored the very people it
studies. A former colleague of one of the authors stated, “I only
want to study what is universal.” Indeed, if some phenomenon is
universal, study samples do not matter. Equally obvious, however, one cannot establish that some finding is universal without
evidence. Arguably, science consists of a search for patterned
variability that it seeks to understand and explain. A willful neglect of study sample variability represents an abdication of a
fundamental moral and scientific principle.
Merton (50) argued that effective science is organized around
norms that include (i) universalism (applying the same standards
of evidence for claims, regardless of who is making them), (ii)
disinterestedness (avoiding ideological or political temptations
to distort the truth), and (iii) skepticism (creation of accountability systems dedicated to evenhanded norm enforcement). His
first point should provide encouragement for non-WEIRD researchers, but where he suggests we need distancing and skepticism,
we suggest that the social and educational sciences need skepticism,
interestedness, and engagement, not distancing.
Nzinga et al.
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