
 
 

Westcliff University IRB Guidance: Participant Compensation and Incentive Promotions 
(Drawings and Prizes) 

Purpose 

This document outlines ethical and regulatory considerations for using promotional incentives in 
research involving human participants. It is intended to guide Westcliff University researchers 
and IRB reviewers in ensuring that such incentives do not compromise voluntary participation or 
introduce undue influence. 

1. Definitions 

●​ Compensation: A token of appreciation for participants’ time and effort. This may 
include cash, gift cards, course credit, or small gifts. It is not considered a benefit of 
participation and should not be presented as one. 

●​ Reimbursement: Repayment for direct expenses incurred due to participation, such as 
transportation or parking fees. This is distinct from compensation and should be itemized 
separately. 

●​ Promotional Incentives: Items of value (e.g., gift cards, electronics) awarded through a 
random drawing or sweepstakes. These are used to encourage participation but must be 
carefully managed to avoid coercion. 

2. Legal and Ethical Considerations 

●​ Avoiding Lotteries: To comply with state and federal laws, researchers must ensure 
that their incentive structure does not meet the legal definition of a lottery, which exists 
when these three elements are present:  prize, chance, and consideration. To avoid this: 

○​ Allow individuals to enter the drawing without participating in the study. 
○​ Clearly state that participation is not required to win. 
○​ Avoid language such as “raffle” or “lottery,” which may trigger legal scrutiny. 

●​ Transparency: Clearly communicate the rules of the drawing, including how winners are 
selected, the odds of winning, and how prizes will be distributed. 

3. Westcliff IRB Review Criteria 

●​ Equity: Incentives must be distributed fairly. All participants performing the same tasks 
should receive the same opportunity to win the drawing or prize or be compensated, 
unless justified by cultural or contextual factors. 

●​ Voluntariness: The incentive must not be so large or enticing that it overrides a 
participant’s ability to make a free and informed decision. This is especially important for 
vulnerable populations. 
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●​ Risk Assessment: The IRB must consider whether the incentive could introduce 
psychological, social, or financial risks. For example, offering cash to individuals with 
substance use disorders may be inappropriate. 

●​ Clarity and Disclosure: All details about the incentive must be included in the IRB 
application and participant-facing materials, including consent forms and recruitment 
flyers. 

4. Best Practices for Researchers 

●​ Terminology: Use “drawing” instead of “raffle” or “lottery” to avoid legal implications. 
●​ Alternative Entry: An Alternative Method of Entry (AMOE) must be provided for all 

prize-based incentives. See Section 8 for jurisdiction-specific requirements. 
●​ Prize Value: Keep the value of individual prizes modest to minimize the risk of undue 

influence. As a general guideline, individual prizes should not exceed \$100. If higher-value 
prizes are proposed, the researcher must provide a clear, written justification in the IRB 
application explaining why the increased amount is appropriate for the study population and 
context. Such justification must be reviewed and approved by the IRB prior to offering 
higher-value prizes. 

●​ Recruitment Materials: Avoid sensationalizing the incentive. For example, do not use 
large, bold text such as “WIN A $100 GIFT CARD!” as the primary recruitment message. 

●​ Privacy Protections: Collect contact information for prize distribution separately from 
research data to maintain anonymity. Use secure, encrypted systems for storing and 
transmitting this information. 

5. Informed Consent Requirements 

●​ Incentive Description: Clearly describe the nature of the incentive, including the type of 
prize, the number of winners, and the value of each prize. 

●​ Odds of Winning: If the number of participants is known or capped, state the approximate 
odds of winning (e.g., “1 in 50”). If the odds cannot be determined in advance, explicitly state 
this (e.g., “Odds depend on the total number of entries received”). This information should be 
clearly communicated to participants in consent materials and any recruitment 
announcements. 

●​ Selection Process: Explain how winners will be chosen (e.g., random number 
generator) and when the drawing will occur. 

●​ Notification and Delivery: Describe how winners will be notified and how prizes will be 
delivered (e.g., email, mail, in person). 

●​ Data Privacy: Include a statement explaining how contact information will be stored, 
who will have access to it, and when it will be destroyed. 

6. Special Populations 
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●​ Minors: 
○​ Use age-appropriate incentives (e.g., toys for young children, gift cards for 

teens). 
○​ Avoid cash unless there is a compelling reason and parental consent is obtained. 
○​ Consider the potential influence of parents and peers on the decision to 

participate. 
●​ Prisoners: 

○​ Ensure that incentives comply with institutional policies. 
○​ Avoid offering incentives that could be perceived as coercive or that promise 

additional privileges. 
○​ Deliver incentives privately to protect participant confidentiality and safety. 

●​ Low-Income or Vulnerable Populations: 
○​ Tailor incentives to the population’s needs and access (e.g., local grocery store 

gift cards instead of online retailers). 
○​ Avoid offering incentives so small they could be considered exploitative or so large 

they could be considered coercive. 
○​ Consult with community organizations or advocates when designing incentive 

plans. 

7. Documentation in IRB Application 

Researchers must include the following in their IRB submission: 

●​ Justification: Explain why the incentive is appropriate for the study population and 
context. 

●​ Details: Specify the type, value, and timing of the incentive. 
●​ Distribution Plan: Describe how winners will be selected and how prizes will be 

distributed. 
●​ Privacy Measures: Outline how participant information will be protected. 
●​ Recruitment and Consent Materials: Attach sample flyers, emails, and consent forms 

that include accurate and balanced descriptions of the incentive. 

​
8. Jurisdiction-Specific Compliance Clause 

All research conducted under the auspices of Westcliff University must comply with the local, 
state, federal, and international laws applicable to the jurisdiction in which the research is 
conducted. This includes: 

●​ Adhering to country-specific ethical review processes. 
●​ Using jurisdiction-appropriate language in consent and recruitment materials. 

Rev. July 1, 2025 



 
 

●​ Implementing Alternative Methods of Entry (AMOE) for any prize-based incentives, 
regardless of research location, to avoid legal classification as gambling or lotteries (e.g., 
submitting an email address via a separate form). 

●​ Ensuring transparency, fairness, and respect for participant autonomy in all 
incentive-related communications. 
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