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Words, words, words: participants do not read consent 
forms in communication research
Daria Parfenova , Alina Niftulaeva , and Caleb T. Carr

ABSTRACT
Informed consent is an essential part of conducting human sub-
jects research; but its utility is dependent on participants actually 
reading the consent forms provided. This research conducted 
secondary analysis of data (N = 1,283) to assess how long partici-
pants spent on the consent forms. Participants spent an average of 
35.4 seconds on consent documents: not a nonsignficant amount 
of time (i.e., different from 0 seconds), but insufficient to read or 
even skim consent forms. Women spent slightly less time on 
consent forms. Neither the length nor readability of a consent 
form predicted time spent reading, and neither readability nor 
gender moderated the relationship between word count and 
time spent reading. Results suggest participants in communication 
studies do not spend enough time on a consent document to be 
able to read it, and therefore modern practices of informed consent 
do not ensure informed participation in research.

KEYWORDS 
Research ethics; consent; 
word count; reading level; 
institutional review boards

“What do you read, my lord?” - Polonius 

“Words, words, words.” - Hamlet 

Hamlet, Act II, Scene 2

Informed consent is essential to research involving human subjects, serving as 
a vital safeguard for participant autonomy and safety. As institutional Review 
Boards (IRBs) and their equivalents continue to abdicate their roles as ensur-
ing participant safety in favor of becoming litigiphobic protectors of their 
institutions (Carr, 2015; Hammerschmidt & Keane, 1992), the onus falls on 
researchers to ensure participants are aware of the nature and potential risks of 
the research in which they are participating. One means of ensuring partici-
pants are informed is consent forms, although they are often poorly attended 
to by participants, raising questions about their efficacy. Amid the increasing 
research demonstrating participants typically have low recall or awareness of 
the contents of consent forms is an even more fundamental issue: Whether 
participants even read informed consent. If participants’ poor understanding 
of informed consent forms is not due to their poor attention or recall skills, but 
instead due to not even attending to consent documents, researchers may need 
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to find new ways to let participants know about the research in which they are 
taking part, beyond the bureaucratically-necessary consent form. Analyzing 
data collected from eight studies over a span of three years, this study explores 
the time participants spend regarding consent documents. Based on this 
behavioral data, this research can inform future research practices, helping 
communication scholars go beyond institutional mandates to find mechan-
isms for informed consent that may actually fulfill their ethical purpose.

Purpose and efficacy of informed consent

In most Western societies, one means by which participants’ safety is main-
tained is by ensuring they are aware they are participating in a research study 
and knowledgeable of the potential risks involved in that research. In the 
United States, federal regulations require subjects to read (and acknowledge, 
often via a signature) a consent document prior to their involvement as 
a research subject (Code of Federal Regulations, 2009). Similar legal and 
ethical requirements exist in Europe (European Parliament, 2016), Australia 
(National Health and Medical Research Council, 2023), Singapore (Health 
Sciences Authority, 2021), and elsewhere. However, merely presenting 
a consent form does not ensure consent is voluntary or informed (Gray,  
1975), even if signed.

The impotence of informed consent is well-documented: Subjects fre-
quently fail to recall the content of consent documents (Perrault & 
McCullock, 2019; Wexler et al., 2022), including the potential harms of 
a study (Sherlock & Brownie, 2014), even immediately after consenting. 
Many scholars (e.g., Albala et al., 2010; Paasche-Orlow et al., 2003) have 
suggested such inattentiveness may be attributed to the length and legalese 
that plague many consent forms. Though common guidelines proffer consent 
documents should be readable and accessible (National Institutes of Health,  
2011), IRBs’ demanded inclusion of litigiphobic language and boilerplate 
statements have increased the length and reading level of consent forms over 
time (Albala et al., 2010) without affecting participant safety (Hammerschmidt 
& Keane, 1992). Shortening IRB forms can help marginally, but still few 
participants recall key study details (Perrault & Nazione, 2016).

One explanation for the low efficacy of informed consent is that subjects 
simply do not read consent documents. Studies into reading websites’ privacy 
policies and terms of services (Obar & Oeldorf-Hirsch, 2020; Steinfeld, 2016) 
and consent forms for clinical medical studies (Sharp, 2004; Vural & Bozkurt,  
2019) reveal individuals do not actually read forms. Social science research 
asking participants to self-report whether they read, skimmed, or did not read 
consent forms similarly reveals less than 10% of the individuals admit to 
reading consent forms fully, carefully, and/or for comprehension (Perrault & 
Nazione, 2016, 2018); with most indicating they either skimmed or skipped 
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the consent form. We extend this line of research, further exploring whether 
communication participants even read informed consent documents.

Do communication participants even read informed consent?

As self-reports (e.g., asking whether participants read a consent form) can 
introduce social desirability response bias, behavioral indicators of partici-
pants’ actual actions–especially those that can be discreetly captured by com-
puter systems–can be stronger operationalizations of a construct (Neuberger,  
2016). Consequently, we consider whether participants spend enough time on 
a consent document to read all of the words in the document as another means 
of determining whether they read or skimmed. By assessing whether the time 
spent is sufficient for thorough reading, we can infer whether participants are 
likely to have read and comprehended the consent information, thereby 
evaluating the effectiveness of informed consent practices in ensuring truly 
informed participation. If, for example, a reader is asked to read a 1,000-word 
document and reads at 200 words per minute, spending ~5 minutes reading 
could indicate the reader actually read all the words on the page. Even more 
directly, a participant spending significantly less time on a consent document 
than needed to read it (e.g., 1 minute) can be presumed to have not read. Our 
initial hypothesis proposes participants do not spend enough time on consent 
documents to read all of the words, relative to the average adult reading speed. 
The average silent reading rate for adults in English is 238 words per minute 
(wpm) for nonfiction (Brysbaert, 2019). Therefore:

H1: Communication participants spend significantly less time on informed 
consent documents than would be required by the average reading speed (i.e., 
238 wpm).

Rather than fully reading consent forms, participants may simply skim them, as 
they often self-report doing (Perrault & Keating, 2018; Perrault & Nazione, 2016). 
Skimming is a form of mindless reading, in which an individual’s eyes move across 
the words while thinking of something else and not processing what’s being read, 
resulting in the reduced or omitted comprehension of what was read (Schad et al.,  
2012). For example, skimming that 1,000-word document at 500 wpm, spending 
~2 minutes could indicate they skimmed the entire document. Our second 
hypothesis thus proposes participants do not spend enough time on consent 
documents to skim all of the words, relative to the average adult’s fast skimming 
speed. Skimming, enables readers to get through text with the speed ranging 
around 500–750 wpm and moderate comprehension (Rayner et al., 2016). 
Formally:
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H2: Communication participants spend significantly less time on informed 
consent documents than would be required by the fastest skimming speed (i.e., 
750 wpm).

Finally, participants may simply not attend to or read consent documents in any 
meaningful way, due to apathy, lack of concern of consequences, or being 
inundated with repetitive standardized language across multiple studies. If 
a participant is asked to read a 1,000-word document and does not do so, the 
reader will simply advance ahead mindlessly without attempting to read any of 
the words on the page, spending a negligible amount of time (i.e., 0 minutes) on 
a consent form. Consequently, our third hypothesis proposes participants do not 
spend any meaningful time on consent documents. Formally:

H3: Communication participants spend a nonsignficant amount of time on 
online informed consent documents.

Readability and gender as moderators of time spent reading informed consent

A final way to consider the degree to which participants read consent documents 
is as a function of the document itself. Building off the hypotheses above, if 
participants are reading the consent document, the document’s word count 
should generally predict time spent reading the consent form, as longer forms 
require longer to read (Sharp, 2004). This direct relationship is expected to be 
moderated by two additional factors. First, the readability of the document 
should moderate the relationship between the words in the document and the 
time spent reading, as more complex sentence structures and erudite words 
require additional time to read and process (Obar & Oeldorf-Hirsch, 2020). 
Second, as prior research has found women are more likely to read consent 
forms than men (Webb & Taylor, 2003), gender likely also moderates the 
relationship between words in the document and time spent reading. Formally:

H4: Length of consent document positively relates to time spent reading the 
document; and this relationship is moderated by the document’s (H4a) read-
ability and (H4b) the gender of the reader.

Method

Procedure & participants

Secondary analysis was conducted on data collected over the course of 
three years (2021–2023) across eight different online studies conducted by 
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the last author. Studies addressed an array of topics and recruited several 
samples (i.e., convenience sampling, university research pool, Prolific 
sampling) from multiple regions (e.g., Midwest USA, Belgium, English- 
speaking countries). Consent documents were run through three different 
IRBs, two in the USA and one in Europe; and all were determined 
“exempt” (or its equivalent) by IRB1. Participants (N = 1,283) were 28.29 
(SD = 10.68) years old and self-reported their gender: (nfemale = 797; 
nmale = 407; ntrasngender = 9; nself-identified = 19).

Data

Attributes for each of the eight studies’ consent documents were obtained using 
Microsoft Word 2024. Word has been used in prior research as it serves as an 
effective preliminary tool for scanning consent forms (Walters & Hamrell, 2008). 
Word count reflects the total words of each consent form (M = 547.62, SD = 110.52, 
range: 428–730). The readability of each consent form was operationalized via the 
Flesch Reading Ease score (M = 34.41, SD = 7.77). The Flesch Reading Ease test 
rates text on a 100-point scale, with the higher the score indicating greater ease of 
understanding.

For each participant, time spent on the consent document was automatically 
captured in the survey engine via an unseen timer. Time was initially captured 
in seconds and converted to minutes (M = .59, SD = 1.62). Additionally, parti-
cipants were asked to self-identify their age and gender.

Analysis

The first three hypotheses make predictions about the participants’ read speed of 
a consent document relative to specific benchmarks: (H1) average reading speed– 
238 wpm, (H2) skimming speed–750 wpm, and (H3) not reading at all. A paired- 
samples t-test revealed participants spent significantly less time on their consent 
document (M = .59, SD = 1.62) than they would need to read the document at 236 
wpm (M  = 2.30, SD = .46), t(1282) = −36.83, p < .001, supporting H1. A second 
paired-sample t-test revealed participants spent significantly less time on their 
consent document than they would need to rapidly skim the document at 750 wpm 
(M = .73, SD = .15), t(1282) = −3.20, p = .001, supporting H2. Finally, a one-sample 
t-test revealed that the time participants spent on their consent document did differ 
significantly from 0 minutes, t(1282) = 12.93, p < .001; therefore, H3 was rejected.

H4 predicts a double-moderation, tested using Hayes (2020) PROCESS macro 
(v.3.3; model 2), using 5,000 bootstrap samples, including words in the consent 
document as the independent variable, minutes on the consent form as the 
dependent variable, and the document’s Flesch Reading Ease score and the 
participant’s gender (dummy-coding female as 1 and all others as 0) as two 
moderators (Figure 1). The model was significant, F(5, 1277) = 3.93, p = .002 R2  
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= .02. Neither word count, b = .01, t[1277] = 1.07, p = .29, or Flesch score, b = .18, t 
[1277] = 1.29, p = .20, had a significant main effect; however, females spent less 
time on consent documents, b = −1.69, t[1277] = −3.65, p < .001. Readability did 
not moderate the relationship between word count and time on consent form, b = 
.00, t[1277] = −1.22, p = .22; but being female did have a moderating effect, b = .003, 
t[1227] = 3.54, p < .001. These results suggest the rejection of H4 and the moderat-
ing effects of H4a and H4b.

Discussion

Informed consent is a crucial component of human subject research, but 
it is predicated on participants actually being made knowledgeable about 
the research in which they are being asked to participate. These findings 
extend prior research that indicated participants do not carefully read 
consent forms, evidencing participants do not spend sufficient time on 
consent documents to read (or even skim) them at all. Document length 
and readability did not further predict the time spent reading.

Prior research has suggested most (40%-80%; Perrault & Nazione, 2016; 
Perrault & Keating, 2018) participants at least skim a consent document. The 
behavioral evidence of the present work suggests those self-reports may be 
inflated: Participants here did not spend enough to read (H1) or even quickly 
skim (H2) the consent document. If participants did read the consent form at the 
time they used it, they did so at an average of 4,712.92 (SD = 4,126.58) wpm, 
unrealistically faster than the average reading (238 wpm) or skimming (750 

Figure 1. Results of double-moderation predicted by H4. “Gender” was dummy coded for 1 =  
female, 0 = not female based on participant self-identification.
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wpm) speeds. Participants may simply view the consent form as a formality, 
rather than an essential part of their involvement in the research, leading them to 
skip the document. Consequently, prior self-report measures may impose 
a social desirability bias, overestimating how many participants are reading or 
skimming consent documents.

Moreover, properties of the consent form itself did not directly relate to time 
spent reading. These results extend previous findings in the medical field (Vural 
& Bozkurt, 2019), revealing no relationship between the readability of 
a document and whether a participant reads a consent form into the social 
sciences. Consent forms in this research were shorter but just as linguistically 
complex as in medical studies2; but neither of these document factors had any 
bearing on whether or not the forms were read, perhaps undercutting the NIH’s 
(2011) recommendations for consent form readability. The one factor that was 
revealed to affect read time was gender. Women did spend longer on the consent 
page, counter to Webb and Taylor’s (2003) psychology study. Though there was 
a direct relationship with gender, there was no relationship between word count 
and reading time for gender to moderate, as-hypothesized.

So what did participants do with their average 35 seconds on the consent 
page? One potential problem is that it simply took participants 35 seconds to 
scroll to the bottom to find and click the button to begin the study. Alternately, 
participants perhaps used this minimal amount of time to read more selectively. 
Fitzsimmons et al. (2020) noted readers use hyperlinks as markers to suggest 
important information and navigate through the text efficiently and effectively. 
Participants may likewise use heuristics to quickly navigate consent forms, such 
as using subheadings in forms as anchors to navigate and seek especially 
problematic or unexpected sections, then rapidly consenting when such non- 
normative headers are not found. These possibilities are all beyond the scope of 
the present data, but merit additional research.

These results do demonstrate a low level of engagement with informed 
consent documents that raises ethical concerns regarding the validity of parti-
cipants’ informed consent. If participants do not adequately understand the risks 
and procedures involved in a study, their autonomy and safety may be compro-
mised (Gray, 1975). Researchers should consider strategies to ensure that parti-
cipants are genuinely informed and able to provide voluntary consent, 
potentially supplementing IRB-required forms that are lengthy and complex 
texts (and thus intimidating; Krousel-Wood et al., 2006) with multimedia or 
interactive tools that may better-engage participants in the consent process.

Future directions

Several limitations should be acknowledged and potential future scholarly steps 
identified. First, this study focused on time spent reading consent documents in 
their entirety, without considering whether certain components of the consent 
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form were read. It may be that participants only read certain sections (e.g., 
potential risks, benefits) without reading others. Future work may employ eye 
tracking (e.g., Steinfeld, 2016) to assess reading directly, as well as to consider the 
parts of consent forms on which participants may and may not focus, or whether 
the limited time spent is simply to sign or scroll to accept. Second, though this 
research reflects several typical exempt communication studies and consent 
forms subjected to three institutions’ ethics reviews, these findings do not reflect 
all types of communication research (especially higher risk studies that may be 
subjected to “expedited” or “full” review) nor does it reflect the breadth and 
capriciousness of institutional oversight and involvement (see Carr, 2015). 
Future work should consider higher-risk communication research, which may 
prompt participants to engage with consent documents more deliberately.

Conclusion

The medical field, where the ethical imperative to ensure full comprehension is 
well-documented (Check et al., 2013), has warned that participants are not 
attending to or critically reading consent documents (e.g., Sharp, 2004; Vural 
& Bozkurt, 2019), undercutting the value of informed consent. This study 
extends that concern into communication research, evidencing participants 
are not spending sufficient time on consent forms to be considered informed 
participants. For many low-risk studies (e.g., surveys of general media use and 
focus groups about perceptions of adverts), this may not be an egregious 
ethical concern. However, scholars conducting higher-risk studies (e.g., 
experiments of risky behaviors and interviews about traumatic experiences) 
should be mindful. Typical consent procedures, even if “approved” by institu-
tional review boards, may still be impotent in informing participants about the 
nature of research in which they are involved. Communication researchers 
may need to supplement organizational requirements, taking steps indepen-
dently to ensure participants are fully informed and aware of the research and 
risks in which they engage.

Notes

1. It is worth noting the irony of IRB determining a study “exempt,” as such 
a categorization would mean the research should not have needed to have been sub-
mitted to or overseen by IRB.

2. The reading level of the consent documents in the present research (Flesch-Kincaid 
grade level: M = 13.53 grade, SD  = 1.82) was actually higher than that of consent 
documents in medical/clinical trials (Mreadability = 11.6 grade; Larson et al., 2015), t 
(1282) = 38.03, p < .001.
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