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ETHICAL GUIDELINES FOR 
PSYCHOLOGICAL RESEARCH3

Consider the following questions as you read Chapter 3

• Why do we need ethical guidelines for research?

• How were ethical guidelines for psychological research developed?

• Were the Milgram (1963) and Zimbardo (1974) studies ethical? Why or why not?

• What are the current ethical guidelines for human participants?

• What is an institutional review board (IRB), and what purpose does it serve?

• What are the current ethical guidelines for animal subjects?

• How do ethics influence the way we report research?

LEARNING OBJECTIVES  
FOR CHAPTER 3

• Understand the purpose of ethics in 
psychological research

• Understand how ethical guidelines 
developed

• Evaluate research studies for their 
adherence to ethical guidelines

• Compare ethical guidelines for research 
with human and nonhuman subjects

In 1932, in Tuskegee, Alabama, the U.S. Public Health 
Service began a research study to investigate the 

course of syphilis in the human male. The researchers 
recruited 399 African American men who had previ-
ously contracted syphilis (see Photo 3.1). The men were 
told that they had “bad blood” and that they could 
receive free health care by coming to the clinic where 
they were studied. None of the men were informed that 
they had syphilis by the researchers, and none of the 
men were treated for the disease (Brandt, 2000).

At the time the study started, the treatment for 
syphilis was dangerous and was not always effective. 
Thus, the researchers of the Tuskegee syphilis study were 
interested in better understanding the damage that the 
disease did to the men as it progressed to help determine if treating the disease was better 
than not treating it. By 1947, however, penicillin had become available as a safe and effective 
treatment for syphilis. Yet the researchers of the Tuskegee syphilis study did not end their 
study until 1972 and did not make penicillin available to the participants to treat the disease.
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50  Part I  • Overview of the Research Process From Start to Finish

Through this study, the researchers 
learned a good deal about the progres-
sion of the syphilis disease. They learned 
about the different stages of the dis-
ease and about the many symptoms that 
accompany the disease. These symptoms 
include rashes, warts on the genitalia, and 
pus-filled skin pox. Later stages involve 
damage to the internal organs, including 
dementia when the brain deteriorates in 
some patients.

The researchers who were responsible 
for the Tuskegee syphilis study believed 
for the most part that their study was 
ethical (Brandt, 2000). They thought the 
medical knowledge about syphilis that 
would be gained was an important contri-

bution to science. In addition, they argued that the men in the study were not being harmed 
by the study. The participants had already contracted syphilis, so the researchers believed 
that they were not doing anything to worsen the disease. The participants were also receiv-
ing free medical examinations that they could not have afforded on their own. In addition, 
in 1969, the Centers for Disease Control (CDC) reaffirmed the need for the study after con-
cerns about the ethics of the study were raised. They also won the approval of the American 
Medical Association (AMA) for the study.

Do you agree with the attitudes of the researchers of the Tuskegee syphilis study that 
their study was not harmful to the participants in the study? If you answered “no” and 
believe it was harmful, why do you think it was harmful? In what way did the study harm 
the research participants? The answers to these questions have been a major point of discus-
sion among psychologists and medical researchers for the past 50 years or so, as changes in 
the way society views the ethics of research on human participants have taken place. These 
changes in ethical guidelines for research have been motivated in large part by the discus-
sion of studies such as the Tuskegee syphilis study, where it is clear to many people that the 
researchers did not meet their ethical obligations. In this chapter, we discuss the historical 
context for ethical guidelines that provides the motivation for current ethical standards, the 
current guidelines for research with humans and animals, and the role of an institutional 
review board in the research process. See Figure 3.1 for an indication of the steps in the 
research process to which ethics are relevant.

HISTORICAL CONTEXT FOR ETHICAL GUIDELINES

Why do we need ethical guidelines for research in psychology? There are several reasons that 
researchers are held to ethical standards, but the most important one is that researchers are 

PHOTO 3.1: The U.S. Public Health Service studied the course of syphilis 
in African American men without their knowledge or consent in Tuskegee, 
Alabama.

©
 N

at
io

na
l A

rc
hi

ve
s 

at
 A

tl
an

ta
, G

a

Copyright ©2020 by SAGE Publications, Inc.  
This work may not be reproduced or distributed in any form or by any means without express written permission of the publisher.

Do n
ot 

co
py

, p
os

t, o
r d

ist
rib

ute



Chapter 3 • Ethical Guidelines for Psychological Research  51

FIGURE 3.1 ■ Steps in the Research Process: Ethical Guidelines

Step 7: Reporting
the results

Step 1: Choosing a
research question

Step 2: Conducting a
literature review

Step 3: Developing a
hypothesis

Step 4: Designing
the study

Step 5: Conducting
the study

Step 6: Analyzing
the data

Adhering to
ethical guidelines

Note: Ethical guidelines must be followed at several steps in the research process.

not always able to be objective about the effects of a study on the participants and whether 
or not a study will be harmful to the participants. In addition to the Tuskegee syphilis 
study, there are a few other important examples of studies that were conducted to advance 
scientific knowledge but also may have harmed the research participants in the process. 
Some particularly heinous examples are the experiments conducted by the Nazis on World 
War II concentration camp prisoners.

Nuremberg Code

At the end of World War II, the world learned of the atrocities the Nazis had committed 
during the war. Among their horrific acts were experiments conducted on concentration 
camp inmates. These experiments were conducted by scientists interested in learning 
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52  Part I  • Overview of the Research Process From Start to Finish

about the limits of the human body and mind. Many of 
the experiments were designed to better understand the 
conditions soldiers are able to endure in war and involved 
exposure to extreme temperatures, infections, and 
noxious chemicals (Schuler, 1982). The subjects of these 
experiments were forced to participate as prisoners in the 
Nazi concentration camps. The details of the experiments 
became public during the Nuremberg trials held between 
1945 and 1949, where Nazi officers and officials were tried 
for war crimes (see Photo 3.2). The Nuremberg Code was 
developed by officials involved in the trials (judges, medical 
experts) as a result of what was learned about the Nazi 
experiments and was an early attempt to specify ethical 
standards for any research involving human participants.

The Nuremberg Code focuses on the issues of 
informed consent, which is informing participants about the study and then gaining their 
consent for participation, and coercion, where the participants’ right to refuse or end par-
ticipation in a study is taken away. The code also includes other important ethical guidelines 
that remain part of the current ethical guidelines for psychologists. The Nuremberg Code 
states the following (Schuler, 1982):

1. Participation in research is voluntary, and participants must be given information 
about the risks involved in the research (i.e., informed consent and freedom from 
coercion).

2. The research must contribute to scientific knowledge and be conducted by 
qualified researchers.

3. The researchers must avoid unnecessary harm, take precautions against risk, ensure 
that benefits outweigh the risks of the study, and terminate the study if unforeseen 
harm comes to the participants.

4. The participants have the right to discontinue their participation in the study (i.e., 
freedom from coercion).

APA Code

In 1953, the American Psychological Association (APA) codified its own ethical standards 
for the field of psychology, including psychological research (Schuler, 1982). (The European 
Federation of Psychologists’ Association, www.efpa.eu, and several other international 
psychologists’ associations have developed similar ethics codes that have been adopted by 
other countries.) Many of the elements in the APA code overlapped with the main elements 
of the Nuremberg Code described above. Two additional elements were included in the 
guidelines for research: (1) the researchers must reduce harm due to deception, which is 
misleading the participants about the study’s purpose or procedures, and (2) the researchers 

PHOTO 3.2: Experiments conducted on Nazi concentration 
camp prisoners during World War II prompted the 
development of the Nuremberg Code of Ethics.

Nuremberg 
Code: set of 
ethical guidelines 
developed 
for research 
with human 
participants based 
on information 
gained during the 
Nuremberg trials 
after World War II

informed consent: 
consent obtained 
from participants 
for participation in 
research after the 
participants have 
been informed 
about the purpose, 
procedure, and 
risks of the 
research

coercion: forcing 
participants to 
participate in 
research without 
their consent

deception: 
misleading 
participants about 
the purpose or 
procedures of a 
research study

P
ho

to
 fr

om
 D

ac
ha

u 
du

ri
ng

 W
W

II

Copyright ©2020 by SAGE Publications, Inc.  
This work may not be reproduced or distributed in any form or by any means without express written permission of the publisher.

Do n
ot 

co
py

, p
os

t, o
r d

ist
rib

ute



Chapter 3 • Ethical Guidelines for Psychological Research  53

must ensure the confidentiality of participant data. However, the original APA code left 
the responsibility for overseeing research studies to the researchers, and several researchers 
used the element of weighing of benefits against risk to justify harmful studies by claiming 
that the studies were highly beneficial. In some psychological studies, the researchers 
have argued that the important knowledge gained in the study justified the risk to the 
participants. Two well-known examples of research conducted by psychologists that many 
have argued stretched the APA ethical standards are described below: the Milgram (1963) 
obedience study and the Zimbardo (1973) prison study.

Milgram (1963) Obedience Study. During the Nuremberg trials, several defendants 
argued that they were not responsible for their wartime actions because their actions were 
carried out to follow orders of their superiors. This defense argument led social psycholo-
gists to some interesting research questions. How strong is the power of authority? Does a 
person need to have sadistic tendencies in order to harm another person, or is an order from 
an authority figure enough to cause someone to commit these actions? Stanley Milgram 
became interested in these questions and wondered how many people would harm another 
person simply because an authority figure told them to do so. Milgram designed a study 
to investigate these research questions that examined the effect of an authority figure on 
participants’ behavior. In his study, participants were recruited to administer a memory task 
to a second participant. The second participant was actually a confederate in the study. In 
other words, the second participant was not an actual participant; instead, the confederate 
acted a part in the study to make the participants believe that he or she was just another 
participant in the study.

The confederate was placed behind a screen and attached to electrodes in the partic-
ipants’ presence. After that point, the participants could hear the confederate but could 
not see him during the study. The participants were then asked to read word pairs to the 
confederate for a later memory test. The participants administered the memory test by 
reading a word and asking the confederate to choose from four choices of the word it was 
paired with in the study list. Each time the confederate answered incorrectly, the partici-
pants were instructed to deliver an electric shock to the confederate by pressing a button 
on a console placed in front of them. For each wrong answer, the participants were told to 
increase the level of shock delivered. Shocks were not actually delivered to the confederate, 
but participants were led to believe that they were actually shocking the confederate. The 
confederate cried out after some of the shocks as if in pain and was silent for the more 
severe shock levels. The buttons on the participants’ console were labeled such that the 
shocks appeared to increase in intensity with each incorrect answer. If participants resisted 
(verbally or nonverbally), an experimenter in a white lab coat (i.e., an authority figure) 
encouraged them to continue, with statements increasing in strength as more resistance 
was displayed (see Photo 3.3).

At the start of the study, Milgram asked other social psychologists how many partic-
ipants they thought would continue the experiment to the end, where the shocks were 
labeled “danger” and “XXX.” Most predicted that only the very cruelest participants (less 
than 2%) would administer all the shocks. However, the results of Milgram’s study showed 

confederate: a 
person who is 
part of a research 
study but acts as 
though he or she is 
not, to deceive the 
participant about 
the study’s purpose
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54  Part I  • Overview of the Research Process From Start to Finish

that almost two thirds of the participants 
administered all the shocks, and none 
of the participants checked on the con-
federate without asking permission first. 
This study showed that the presence of an 
authority figure greatly influences peo-
ple’s behavior, to the point where people 
may harm another person when ordered 
to do so.

Milgram justified his study by argu-
ing that, although the participants were 
deceived in the study, they did not experi-
ence long-term harm from the study. The 
participants were fully debriefed after 
the study to show that no harm had been 
done to the confederate. In addition, vital 

knowledge about human behavior was learned. The social psychologists Milgram had 
surveyed at the start of the study had been unable to predict the results of the study. Thus, 
new knowledge was gained about the effect of authority figures on behavior. However, 
critics of the study argued that the stress of the situation and deception of the partici-
pants were too great and were psychologically harmful (Schuler, 1982). Furthermore, it is 
unclear whether the participants felt they could withdraw from the study if they wished, 
given that every time they protested the experimenter told them that they were required 
to continue.

Imagine how you would feel if you were a participant in the Milgram study and learned 
that you were willing to shock another person simply because a stranger in a lab coat told 
you to. How would that knowledge change the way you felt about yourself? Milgram coun-
tered the criticisms with a survey of the participants after the study that showed that a large 
majority of them were “glad” or “very glad” to have participated, despite the stressful situ-
ation they experienced in the study. Despite Milgram’s arguments, an exact replication of 
the Milgram study is unlikely to meet the ethical standards for research currently in use in 
psychology (but see Burger, 2009, for a description of a recent modified replication that was 
also covered on the ABC News show Primetime).

Zimbardo (1973) Prison Experiment. Another famous study that was criticized for 
stretching ethical standards for research was conducted by Phillip Zimbardo and his col-
leagues at Stanford University in the early 1970s. Zimbardo was interested in how the roles 
we are given in a society affect our behavior toward others. He created a mock prison in 
the basement of the psychology building at Stanford and randomly assigned students to 
play the role of prisoner or guard in the mock prison (see Photo 3.4). He carefully screened 
the participants to ensure that they were all similar in terms of intelligence and personality 
characteristics. Thus, the only difference between the prisoner and guard groups was the 
role they were assigned to play in the prison experiment.

PHOTO 3.3: An experimenter and participant in the Milgram (1963) study.

Note: The photograph shows that an experimenter in a lab coat served as the 
authority figure and encouraged the participants to continue the study if they 
were hesitant to administer electric shocks to the “learner” confederate.
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Chapter 3 • Ethical Guidelines for Psychological Research  55

Zimbardo created conditions for the 
prison that were as realistic as possible. He 
had the participants assigned as prisoners 
publicly arrested by campus police before 
they were placed in the prison. They were 
given prison clothes to wear and assigned 
a number. They remained in the prison  
24 hours a day for the length of the experi-
ment. Small cells were built in the prison 
area to confine the prisoners for much of 
their time. The guards were given uniforms 
and worked set shifts at the prison, returning 
to their student lives during their off hours.

Zimbardo had planned for the prison 
experiment to take place over two weeks 
but stopped the study after only a few days, when he realized that the study had become 
harmful to the participants. Some of the prisoners had extreme stress reactions and had 
to be released. Several of the guards became cruel and forced the prisoners to engage in 
embarrassing behaviors. However, none of the participants ever asked to stop the exper-
iment. Both groups of participants, prisoners and guards, had lost the reality that they 
were participants in an experiment and were greatly affected by the situation they were 
placed in during the experiment.

Zimbardo followed ethical guidelines in designing the experiment. He considered alter-
nate ways of studying the effects of the prisoner/guard roles, received informed consent from 
all the participants before beginning the study, and discussed the purpose of the study and its 
benefits (a process called debriefing) with the participants after the study ended (Zimbardo, 
1973). He also stopped the experiment earlier than planned to avoid further harming the par-
ticipants (see www.prisonexp.org for more information on this study provided by Zimbardo). 
However, critics of the study claimed that the participants should not have been placed in such 
a stressful situation in the study. Furthermore, given the powerful influence of the prison con-
text, it was difficult for those involved in the study to be objective about the effects of the study. 
Zimbardo himself admitted to being influenced by the context of the prison study, feeling like 
a prison warden at times when the study was taking place (Reiniger, 2001).

PHOTO 3.4: Philip Zimbardo and his colleagues studied the effect of social 
roles in a mock prison at Stanford University.

STOP AND THINK

(3.1) Describe the elements of the Nuremberg 
Code that are still present in ethical 
guidelines for researchers.

(3.2) Explain what is involved in obtaining informed 
consent.

(3.3) Which ethical guidelines (if any) do you think 
the Milgram and Zimbardo studies may have 
violated?

debriefing: 
discussing the 
purpose and 
benefits of a 
research study with 
participants, often 
done at the end of 
the study
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56  Part I  • Overview of the Research Process From Start to Finish

CURRENT ETHICAL GUIDELINES  
FOR HUMAN PARTICIPANTS RESEARCH

Due to the criticism leveled at studies such as Milgram’s and Zimbardo’s, the APA Ethics 
Code has been revised several times to ensure that researchers include a thorough debriefing 
of the participants, more clearly define the conditions under which deception may be 
used, and include specific guidelines for research with animal subjects. See Table 3.1 for a 
summary of the current APA Ethics Code guidelines for research.

In addition to the APA Ethics Code, federal ethical guidelines exist that must be 
adhered to by all institutions that receive public funds. After the Tuskegee syphilis 
study became public, the U.S. Government formed a committee to discuss appropri-
ate ethical guidelines for medical and psychological research. The committee produced 
the Belmont Report (National Commission for the Protection of Human Subjects of 
Biomedical and Behavioral Research, 1979, p. 200), which lists the responsibilities of 
researchers as they conduct research with human participants and the rights of those 
participants before, during, and after a study (a copy of the full report can be viewed 
at https://www.hhs.gov/ohrp/regulations-and-policy/belmont-report/index.html). The 
Belmont Report provides the set of ethical guidelines that researchers in psychology 

TABLE 3.1 ■ Summary of the APA Ethics Code for Research

APA Code Ethics Issues Addressed

1. Research should be approved by the researcher’s IRB, 
where applicable.

IRB approval

2. Research must include an informed consent process, 
including the following:

(a) purpose of the research

(b) expected duration of participation

(c) procedures used in the research

(d) participants’ rights to decline to participate 
and withdraw participation at any time and the 
consequences of withdrawal

(e) foreseeable risks of the research to the participants

(f) benefits of the research

(g) confidentiality rights of the participants

(h) incentives for participation

(i) whom to contact for questions or concerns

Informed consent

3. In addition to (2), if the research involves an experimental 
treatment, the participants must be informed that it is 
experimental, how participants will be assigned to groups, 
the available alternative treatments, and the compensation 
they will receive for participation.

Informed consent;  
Reduce harm
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Chapter 3 • Ethical Guidelines for Psychological Research  57

APA Code Ethics Issues Addressed

 4. In addition to (2), if the research involves video or audio 
recording of the participants, they must be informed ahead 
of time if it does not compromise the research to do so.

Informed consent; 
Confidentiality

 5. Incentives for participation must be reasonable so as not 
to be coercive.

Coercion

 6. If the research involves deception, the researchers must 
determine that the deception is necessary and justified 
and explain any use of deception to participants as soon 
as possible at the completion of the study. Researchers 
may not use deception that is expected to cause physical 
pain or severe distress.

Deception; Reduce harm

 7. Thorough debriefing must be given for the study. If it is 
not possible to give debriefing immediately, researchers 
must protect against participants’ harm.

Reduce harm

 8. If researchers become aware of unexpected harm to 
participants, they must take reasonable measures 
to reduce harm, including termination of the study if 
necessary.

Reduce harm

 9. The following are rules to be remembered while doing 
research with animals:

(a) adhere to federal and local guidelines for care and 
treatment of animals

(b) involve trained personnel

(c) minimize discomfort to the animals

(d) painful or stressful procedures must be justified and 
only used when alternative procedures cannot be used

(e) use anesthesia and prevent infection when surgical 
procedures are used

(f) terminate animals quickly with minimal pain if 
termination is necessary

Animal research ethics

10. Researchers must report data accurately and correct 
errors if they are discovered.

Ethics in reporting 
research

11. Researchers must properly cite others’ ideas and work 
when reporting research.

Ethics in reporting 
research

12. Publication credit can be taken only for work the authors 
have performed, and credit order should be determined 
according to the contribution of each author.

Ethics in reporting 
research

13. Data should be shared with other researchers to allow 
verification of results.

Ethics in reporting 
research

Source: American Psychological Association (2017).
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58  Part I  • Overview of the Research Process From Start to Finish

TABLE 3.2 ■ Applications of the Belmont Report Principles

Principle Application

Respect for 
persons

Provide information about the study before it begins (nature of participation, 
purpose, risks, benefits)

Obtain voluntary consent from participants after they are informed  
(i.e., informed consent)

Give participants opportunity to ask questions

Inform participants of right to withdraw

Beneficence Reduce risk of harm to participants

Potential benefits of the study must outweigh risks

Inhumane treatment of participants is never justified

Justice Selection of participants must be fair

All participant groups must have opportunity to receive benefits of research

No participant groups may be unfairly selected for harmful research

must adhere to. Three major principles described in the report outline the responsibilities  
of researchers: (1) respect for persons, (2) beneficence, and (3) justice. We will consider  
how these principles translate to ethical guidelines for psychological research in the 
section below. Table 3.2 also provides an overview of the application of these principles  
to psychological research.

Respect for Persons

The first principle of the Belmont Report, respect for persons, refers to the treatment of 
participants in research studies. Informed consent is an important element of this principle, 
and it includes informing the participants about the nature of their participation in a study, 
including what the participants will do in the study, the purpose of the study, any risks 
associated with the study, benefits of the study, information about alternative treatments (if 
applicable), and the participants’ rights during the study (especially their right to withdraw 
from the study and their right to ask questions about the study). It is the researchers’ 
responsibility to ensure that the participants have the ability to understand the information 
they are given during the informed consent process. Often, researchers provide a consent 
form that includes the information listed above about the study that the participants 
need to read and sign before their participation in the study. Special protections must be 
provided for participants who may not have the ability to fully comprehend the information 
(e.g., children, persons with certain types of disabilities or illnesses). The amount of 
protection needed depends on the risk of harm to those individuals and the benefits of their 
participation (see Photo 3.5).

consent form: a 
form provided to 
the participants at 
the beginning of a 
research study to 
obtain their consent 
for the study and 
to explain the 
study’s purpose 
and risks and the 
participants’ rights 
as participants
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Chapter 3 • Ethical Guidelines for Psychological Research  59

As part of the informed consent pro-
cess, research participants must volunteer 
to participate in the study after they are 
informed about the study as described 
above. This creates a dilemma for partic-
ipants who may feel coerced to partici-
pate in the study. For example, the rights 
of participants who are prisoners must be 
carefully considered to reduce any implied 
coercion the participants may feel to partic-
ipate. This may also be an issue when stu-
dents are included in a research study where 
the instructor is a researcher for the study. 
In this case, the instructor needs to make it 
clear in the informed consent process that 
the participants have the right to refuse 
to participate without it affecting their evaluation in the course. If non-English-speaking  
participants are included, a translated version of the informed consent information must  
be provided. If children or other individuals with legal guardianship are included as partici-
pants, informed consent must be obtained from the legal guardian and assent for their par-
ticipation must be obtained from the participants. The assent process must explain what the 
participation will entail and must be explained in a way that the participants can understand 
what they are being asked to do.

Beneficence

Beneficence refers to the reduction of risk of harm to the participants as compared with the 
benefit of the study. In other words, a risk-benefit analysis should be conducted to ensure 
that the benefits of a study outweigh the risks to the participants. In addition, the risk of 
harm to the participants should be reduced as much as possible when designing a study. 
There are many types of risks that must be considered in psychological research. Physical 
risk is an obvious factor but is an issue in only a small number of studies. More common are 
risks to a participant’s psychological health, reputation, and social standing. Some studies 
can be emotionally upsetting to participants or cause them stress (as the 1963 Milgram study 
did). If they are asked to consider difficult or traumatic experiences during an interview or 
in answering a questionnaire, participants can experience psychological harm in a study. 
In some studies, negative mood induction may occur to compare mood states. Thus, 
altering participants’ moods may also psychologically harm them. Risk to participants’ 
social standing may occur if their confidentiality is breached in disseminating a research 
study. Consequently, it is the researcher’s responsibility to maintain the participants’ 
confidentiality at all times during the research process.

The risks described above are weighed by the researcher against the benefits of the study 
to society to ensure that the benefits outweigh the risks. The researcher must determine 
what the likely benefit of the study is, determine the likely risks to the participants—often 

PHOTO 3.5: The Belmont Report specifies that special protections are 
required for participants who may not be able to fully comprehend the 
consent process.

risk-benefit 
analysis: weighing 
the risks against 
the benefits of a 
research study to 
ensure that the 
benefits outweigh 
the risks

confidentiality: it 
is the researcher’s 
responsibility 
to protect the 
participants’ 
identity and right to 
privacy (including 
participant 
responses) during 
and after the 
research study
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60  Part I  • Overview of the Research Process From Start to Finish

by reviewing past studies conducted in a similar manner to determine their impact on the 
participants—and describe the study in terms of its potential benefits to justify whatever 
risks might befall the participants during the study. Hence, studies with the potential to 
gain important knowledge may have increased risks as compared with studies with lesser 
potential benefits. However, inhumane treatment of participants is never justified, and the 
researcher is responsible for determining what conditions may be too harmful to partici-
pants to include in a study.

Justice

Fair selection of participants is covered by the justice principle. Researchers are responsible for 
ensuring that all participants have a fair chance of receiving potentially beneficial treatments 
in research (e.g., treatments for specific mental illnesses or conditions), as well as ensuring 
that potentially harmful conditions are not exclusively administered to a specific group (as it 
was when treatment was withheld from African American men with syphilis in the Tuskegee 
study). Special considerations must be provided for groups that may be easier to manipulate 
(e.g., individuals with illnesses, low-income individuals). For example, suppose that you are 
a researcher conducting a study in a geographical area where there are many economically 
disadvantaged individuals (e.g., a low-income area of a large city, a developing country). As 
compensation, you plan to offer the participants $50 to participate in your extensive study 
(e.g., you plan to interview the participants extensively and observe them for a period of 
time). Compensation of $50 is a reasonable amount to offer U.S. students for this type of 
participation, so you offer the same amount to the low-income participants in your study. 
However, $50 has a different value to low-income individuals than it has to middle-class 
individuals. Even if the participants did not want to participate in your study, they may feel 
compelled to participate to earn the $50, which may feed their family for a period of time. 
Thus, many would consider this type of compensation coercive to the low-income participants. 
These individuals may feel that they have less choice in participating because they are in greater 
need of the compensation than higher income individuals. These issues must be considered by 
researchers to ensure that the selection of their participants is fair. If a participant group is to be 
excluded from a research study, there must be a scientific justification for the exclusion.

An Example

Consider a study by Mihai et al. (2006). These researchers were interested in testing a possible 
treatment for alcohol abuse. After long-term alcohol abuse, individuals may experience 
delirium tremens. These episodes can include hallucinations, disorientation, motor tremors, 
and severe anxiety. In the Mihai et al. study, the treatment involved videotaping patients 
with severe alcohol dependence while they were experiencing a delirium tremens episode.

Patients who were hospitalized with delirium tremens were recruited for inclusion in the 
study. To be eligible, patients had to have severe alcohol dependence for at least three years and 
consume a large quantity of alcohol per day. Consent to videotape the patients was obtained 
from the patients’ families. Patients were videotaped during their delirium tremens episode 
with a psychiatrist and a medical assistant present. Consent for the study was obtained from 
the patients themselves at some point after videotaping. After the patients had recovered from 
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Chapter 3 • Ethical Guidelines for Psychological Research  61

their delirium tremens episode (9 to 27 days 
later), they were randomly assigned to one 
of two groups. One group of patients (the 
experimental group) was shown the vid-
eotapes of their episodes with a psychiatrist 
explaining the symptoms and their connec-
tion to the alcohol abuse (see Photo 3.6). 
The other group (the control group) was 
given the choice to erase their tapes or to 
view them after six months had passed and 
the follow-up measures had been completed 
(the majority chose the latter option).

Each month for six months after the 
beginning of the study, the patients were 
tested for relapse rates, number of days per 
week they drank, and number of drinks 
they had on each day they drank. Results (see Figure 3.2) indicated that the group that 
viewed their videotapes showed lower relapse rates, fewer drinking days per week, and 
fewer drinks per drinking day than the group that did not view their videotapes. Mihai et 
al. concluded that the videotape treatment was effective in reducing relapse in patients with 
alcohol dependency.

Based on the ethical guidelines described above (see Tables 3.1 and 3.2), what are the 
ethical issues involved in this study? What issues should the researchers have considered 

PHOTO 3.6: Mihai et al. (2006) found that patients with delirium tremens from 
alcohol abuse who viewed a video of themselves in this state were less likely 
to relapse than those who did not view the video.

FIGURE 3.2 ■  The Results From Mihai et al.’s (2006) Study Showed That 
Participants Who Viewed the Videos of Their Delirium Tremens 
Episodes (Group A) Had Lower Rates of Relapse Over Time 
Than the Participants Who Did Not View the Videos (Group B).
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62  Part I  • Overview of the Research Process From Start to Finish

before they conducted this study? One issue you may consider is the coercion of the partici-
pants. Initial consent for the study was obtained from the patients’ families instead of from 
the patients themselves. Consent was not obtained from the patients before videotaping 
took place. However, the researchers may have felt that the patients were not in a position to 
provide consent during their delirium tremens episode. Instead, they destroyed the videos 
of any patient who refused to consent after the videotaping took place. Another issue is the 
participants’ confidentiality. The videotapes of the participants’ delirium tremens episodes 
provide a lasting record of a difficult and potentially defaming episode in the participants’ 
lives (see Broyles, Tate, & Happ, 2008, for a more thorough discussion of ethical issues 
involved in videotaped records collected in research). Where the videotapes are stored, who 
is allowed access to them, and what happens to them when the study is concluded are all 
important issues in this study. In fact, the researchers reported destroying the videotapes at 
the conclusion of the study (if they had not already been destroyed prior to this time at the 
participants’ request) to protect the confidentiality of the participants. A third issue is the 
harm the study procedures may bring to the participant and whether the risk of harm out-
weighs the benefit of the study. The participants in the study may have experienced stress, 
anxiety, or other negative emotions while viewing the videotapes of their delirium tremens 
episodes. However, the researchers may have argued that the possible benefit of finding an 
effective treatment for alcohol abuse may outweigh the negative emotions experienced by 
the participants in the study. This is a difficult question best answered by society at large: 
When is the discomfort of a few worth knowledge that may aid many? We will return to this 
question later in the discussion of animal research ethics.

INSTITUTIONAL REVIEW BOARDS

In response to reported abuses of research ethics, the U.S. Department of Health and 
Human Services (DHHS) currently requires that all institutions where research is 
conducted (universities and colleges, hospitals, companies, etc.) have an institutional 
review board (IRB) to oversee the research conducted at that site or the research done 
by researchers affiliated with that institution in order to ensure that ethical guidelines 
are adhered to in research with human participants (U.S. DHHS, 2005). This policy 
applies to all institutions that are subject to federal regulations. The IRB reviews all 
research proposed at the institution to provide a more objective evaluation of the ethics 
of a study. The IRB is made up of at least five members with backgrounds sufficient to 
ensure qualified review of the research proposals. If the IRB finds ethical problems with 
a proposed study, the board can instruct the researcher to revise the study or simply 
disapprove the study. In other words, before researchers can conduct a study, they must 
first receive approval from their IRB.

There are three categories of review by IRBs. The category for a study is determined by 
the amount of risk there is to the participants in the study. Riskier studies require more care-
ful and thorough review. The three categories of IRB review are (1) exempt, (2) expedited, 
and (3) full review.

institutional 
review board 
(IRB): a committee 
of knowledgeable 
individuals who 
oversee the ethics 
of research with 
human participants 
conducted at an 
institution
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Chapter 3 • Ethical Guidelines for Psychological Research  63

Exempt Studies

Exempt studies are those studies that have the smallest amount of risk involved. They are 
typically studies that involve educational or cognitive testing of participants, where there 
is no physical or psychological risk and no risk of loss of social standing if confidentiality 
were to be breached. Archival studies where the individuals cannot be identified in the 
data also fall into the exempt category. Research conducted in educational settings for 
educational purposes also qualifies for exempt review. Studies that fit into this category 
are typically given a brief review and then assigned exempt status, which means that they 
are exempt from further review as long as the procedures of the study do not change in 
the future.

Expedited Studies

The DHHS identified a category of expedited review for studies that involve minimal risk 
(U.S. DHHS, 2005). Expedited studies need to be reviewed by only one member of the 
IRB, which speeds the process of review. Expedited studies may involve a small amount 
of physical or psychological risk. For example, studies involving noninvasive medical 
procedures (measurements of heart rate, galvanic skin response, brain-wave activity, etc.), 
collection of blood by normal means (finger stick, venipuncture, etc.), video- or audiotaping 
of observations, and survey or questionnaire studies with minimal emotional impact are 
typically given expedited review.

Full-Review Studies

Studies with the highest amount of risk receive full review by the IRB, meaning that each 
member of the IRB reviews the research proposal. Studies requiring full review are often 
studies where a special population has a risk of harm, such as studies with particular risk 
to children or other individuals who may not be capable of providing informed consent 
on their own. Studies involving invasive medical procedures or high psychological risk, as 
with deception that could cause stress or questionnaires about behaviors that could cause 
emotional distress, typically require full IRB review.

Criteria for IRB Approval

IRB members use a set of criteria to evaluate research proposals and ensure that the research 
meets the ethical guidelines described in the Belmont Report (U.S. DHHS, 2005). The 
criteria are as follows:

1. The researcher minimizes unnecessary risk to the participants.

2. The risk in the study is justified by the potential benefits of the study.

3. The selection of the participants is fair and appropriate for the study.

4. An informed consent process is included in the study and can be documented by 
the researcher.
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64  Part I  • Overview of the Research Process From Start to Finish

5. The researcher monitors collection of the data to ensure the safety of the 
participants during the course of the study.

6. The privacy and confidentiality of the participants is protected by the researcher.

7. If a special participant group is included in the study, procedures must be included 
to protect the rights of these participants.

A research proposal sent to the IRB for review must address each of these elements. 
Individual IRBs may have their own proposal form that researchers must complete to allow 
all elements of the criteria to be addressed clearly in the proposal.

Deception and Debriefing

In addition to the criteria listed above, the APA Ethics Code (APA, 2017) requires sufficient 
justification for studies involving deception and a debriefing process in all studies. If a study 
makes use of deception, the researcher must justify why the deception is necessary and why 
alternative procedures that do not use deception cannot be employed. The deception cannot 
be used if it will cause physical or severe psychological harm. Note, however, that there is a 
difference between deception and not fully disclosing the study’s purpose. In many cases, 
researchers do not fully disclose the purpose of the study to reduce demand characteristics, 
where the participants may alter their behavior based on their perception of the study’s 
purpose or hypothesis (see Chapter 4 for more discussion of demand characteristics). 
For example, in research testing a type of memory called indirect or implicit memory, 
researchers may not call the test a memory test, because they do not want the participants 
to intentionally retrieve studied items during this test. In other words, indirect memory 
tests involve a form of memory that is used unintentionally. In studies of indirect memory 
(e.g., Roediger & McDermott, 1993), participants are given a study session and then a task 
that they are to complete as quickly as possible (e.g., identify a word flashed very quickly on 
the computer screen), with studied items included in the task. No mention is made of the 
study episode when the indirect memory test is given, and participants are often told that 
it is an unrelated task. This is done to discourage participants from using direct memory 
in the test (i.e., intentionally retrieving studied items). Indirect memory can be measured 
in these tests by the faster speed with which participants identify words they have studied 
versus items not studied. This is a procedure commonly used in research I have conducted 
on indirect/implicit memory (e.g., McBride, Coane, & Raulerson, 2006). Describing the 
indirect memory test in general or alternative terms that reduce demand characteristics is 
not the same as deceiving the participants, and the IRB will view these situations differently 
when reviewing a study for approval.

Most studies involve a debriefing process to fully explain the purpose of the study to the 
participants and the knowledge that the study will contribute, including expected results of 
the study (see Photo 3.7). However, if the study uses deception, the debriefing process must 
thoroughly explain the nature of the study and the deception used, including the purpose 
of the deception in the study. The goal of the debriefing process is to allow the partici-
pant to leave the study with a positive attitude toward the research. Thus, if the participant 

demand 
characteristics: a 
source of bias that 
can occur in a study 
due to participants 
changing their 
behavior based on 
their perception of 
the study and its 
purpose
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Chapter 3 • Ethical Guidelines for Psychological Research  65

has been stressed during the study, part 
of the debriefing process should attempt 
to reduce this stress. If the participant’s 
mood has been negatively altered by the 
study, an attempt should be made during 
the debriefing process to restore the partic-
ipant’s mood to the state before the study 
began. The participants are also provided 
with an opportunity to gain new knowl-
edge about their behavior in the debriefing 
through the explanation of the study pro-
vided by the researcher and through ques-
tions they may wish to ask about the study.

An Example

Consider the ethics of the following social 
psychology study: To investigate the effects on physiological behaviors of personal-space 
invasions, Middlemist, Knowles, and Matter (1976) arranged an interesting field experiment 
of urination behaviors in college males. They conducted their experiment in a men’s restroom 
at a university, such that men using the restroom were selected as participants, and a field 
experiment was conducted (see Chapter 5 for a discussion of field experiments). Three 
urinals in the restroom were arranged so that men entering the restroom were forced to use 
(1) the end urinal with a confederate next to them (the urinal at the other end had a “being 
cleaned” sign and a bucket and sponge placed on it), (2) the end urinal with a confederate 
two urinals away (the middle urinal had the sign), or (c) the end urinal with no confederate 
nearby (both of the other urinals had signs). An experimenter in a stall measured the time it 
took for the participant to begin urination and the length of time he urinated. Participants 
were never informed that they were participating in a research study. The researchers found 
that the participants in the condition with the confederate at the urinal next to them took 
longer to begin urination and urinated for a shorter duration than the other two conditions, 
indicating that invasion of personal space affects physiological behaviors.

Imagine that you are a member of the IRB reviewing this study before it is conducted. 
What issues might you have with the research? What are the risks to the participants in this 
study? Do you feel that the risk to the participants outweighed the benefit of the knowledge 
gained? Why or why not? Can you think of any other way that this study could be designed to 
reduce the risks to the participants? One issue that you may have noticed is that no informed 
consent process or debriefing took place because the participants were never informed that 
they were involved in a research study. The informed consent process would likely have 
affected the participants’ behavior, but a debriefing process may have alleviated any psycho-
logical discomfort caused by the presence of the confederate, especially in the condition with 
a confederate at the next urinal. However, the researchers may have argued that the process 
of debriefing the participants may have embarrassed them, thus causing harm. These are the 
sorts of issues that are considered by the members of an IRB as they review research.

PHOTO 3.7: In the debriefing process, the purpose and hypotheses are fully 
disclosed to the participants in a research study.

field experiment: 
an experiment 
conducted in 
the participants’ 
natural 
environment
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66  Part I  • Overview of the Research Process From Start to Finish

Collaborative Institutional Training Initiative (CITI)

Many IRBs now require researchers (faculty and students) to complete the CITI ethics 
training modules. The CITI website (http://www.citiprogram.org) allows researchers 
to register and then complete modules that cover ethical guidelines for different types of 
research. Many universities, colleges, and other institutions are linked to CITI so that you 
can complete modules designated by your institution as required to work on research with 
human subjects. For example, the Social/Behavioral Research Course in CITI required of 
principle investigators at my university covers ethical guidelines and U.S. federal regulations 
for protecting research subjects, the informed consent process, assessing risk in research, 
conducting research with children and in schools, conducting international research, and 
conducting research with protected or at risk populations. However, a shorter module covers 
the most important ethical guidelines for research with minimal risk, and the students who 
work on most of my research projects on human memory take this shorter course before 
being approved by the IRB for these projects. Completing CITI modules is also a good way 
for students to review the ethical guideline concepts covered in this section.

STOP AND THINK

(3.4) Explain the purpose of the IRB.

(3.5) New drugs are sometimes tested just in male 
research participants for side effects. Explain 
how this practice violates the ethical guideline 
of justice as described in the Belmont Report.

(3.6) Explain why a debriefing typically takes  
place at the end of a research study.  
Include both ethical and reduction of bias 
purposes.

CURRENT ETHICAL GUIDELINES  
FOR NONHUMAN ANIMAL SUBJECTS

Psychological research sometimes involves animal subjects (see Photo 3.8). Animals are 
often used as subjects when study procedures are considered too invasive or difficult to 
conduct with human participants. Important knowledge regarding basic human behaviors, 
such as hunger, thirst, sensory processes, and learning, has been gained through animal 
research in psychology (APA, n.d.). However, research with animal subjects represents 
a minority of the studies conducted in the field of psychology. Only about 7% to 8% of 
all psychological research involves animal subjects, mostly with bird and rodent subjects 
(APA, n.d.). Monkeys and other primates are rarely used in psychological research—only 
about 5% of animal studies in psychology involve primates (APA, n.d.). Yet just as there are 
guidelines for research with human participants, there are ethical guidelines that researchers 
must adhere to in research with animal subjects as well. The APA Ethics Code (APA, 
2017) defines specific criteria that must be met for animal studies regarding justification 
of the study, personnel involved in the study, care and housing of the animals in the study, 
acquisition of the animals for the study, and procedures used in the study.
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Chapter 3 • Ethical Guidelines for Psychological Research  67

Justification

According to the APA Ethics Code (APA, 
2017), justification of research with animal 
subjects must include a clear scientific 
purpose for the study. This ensures that 
frivolous studies with animals are not 
conducted. Any study with animal subjects 
must be shown to contribute important 
knowledge of behavior (for humans or other 
animals). The researcher must also justify 
the use of the specific species chosen for the 
study and why that species is best suited to 
the study. In other words, how will a study 
with that species contribute knowledge 
about behavior that can be generalized beyond that species? Researchers must consider 
alternative species and justify why animals are needed for the study. Just as is required in research 
with human participants, a risk-benefit analysis must be conducted to justify the research. The 
greater the risk of harm to the subjects, the greater potential benefit there must be from the study.

Personnel

The APA Ethics Code (APA, 2017) indicates that only trained and experienced personnel 
may be involved in research with animal subjects. Any researcher involved with a study 
that includes animals must be trained in the procedures to be used in the study to ensure 
that quality research is conducted and that effects on the animals are properly anticipated. 
Researchers must also have knowledge about the specific species being studied to properly 
care for the animals during the course of the study.

Care and Housing of the Animals

Researchers and the institutions where the research is conducted are responsible for 
the proper care of the animal subjects before, during, and after a research study has been 
conducted. The Animal Welfare Act (U.S. Department of Agriculture [USDA], 2007) 
provides specific standards for the acquisition, housing, and care of animals in the United 
States. Other countries also have specific standards for the care of animals that are used in 
research. The APA Ethics Code (2017) specifically states that researchers in psychology must 
meet or exceed the USDA guidelines for care of animals. Animals are to be provided with 
humane care and housing conditions that keep the animals in good health. Enrichment of 
the animals’ environment is also encouraged.

Acquisition of the Animals

The APA Ethics Code (2017) describes criteria in a separate section of the guidelines to outline 
how animals used in psychological research may be ethically obtained. Animals not bred by 
the researcher’s institution must be obtained in a manner that follows USDA regulations 

PHOTO 3.8: Rats are a common species used in psychological research with animals.

joecicak/ istockphoto
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68  Part I  • Overview of the Research Process From Start to Finish

and local ordinances. Researchers must ensure that proper care of the animals is maintained 
during transport to the facility. Animals taken from the wild must be obtained humanely and 
lawfully. Finally, rules regarding the use of endangered or threatened species must be followed.

Procedures Used in the Study

Researchers must treat animals humanely during the study procedures. If the animals are to 
experience pain in the study, their discomfort should be minimized as much as possible. For 
example, animals must be given anesthesia during surgical procedures, and these procedures 
may be conducted only by trained researchers. As described above, a study with greater risk 
of harm to the animals requires greater justification of the study. Studies that harm animal 
subjects must have a greater potential to contribute important knowledge. Animals must 
be monitored during the study to look for unanticipated negative effects. For example, if 
food is withheld from the animal for a period of time during the study, the researchers must 
stop the study if the animal’s body weight falls below a set criterion to ensure the health of 
the animal (see Photo 3.9 for an example of a study that used food to investigate reaching 
behaviors in dogs). Finally, animals cannot be released into the wild at the completion of the 
study, as it may be unsafe for the animals and the ecosystem into which they are released. 
Researchers conducting field studies in the wild must take care that their observations do 
not disturb that ecosystem.

Institutional Animal Care and Use Committee

The IRB equivalent for research with nonhuman animal subjects is the institutional 
animal care and use committee (IACUC). Just as IRBs oversee research conducted with 
human participants, IACUCs oversee research conducted with nonhuman animal subjects 

at an institution. Thus, IACUC members 
must have knowledge of the APA Ethics Code 
regarding animal subjects, federal guidelines 
regarding the care and treatment of animals, 
and research procedures used in past studies 
with animals. Research proposals must be 
reviewed and approved by the IACUC before 
research with animals can commence.

For proposals of animal research, justifi-
cation of the research is a particularly import-
ant issue. As discussed above, the risk-benefit 
analysis of research with human participants is 
important in justifying the need for the study 
and any risks the participants may experience as 
a result of the study. The benefit of the knowl-
edge gained by the study must outweigh the 
risks to the participants. However, in the case 
of animal research, this can be more difficult 
to determine. Human participants can refuse 

PHOTO 3.9A-B: There are specific ethical guidelines for procedures in animal 
studies. This photo shows a dog participating in a study looking at reaching 
heights relative to animal heights (Wagman, Langley, & Farmer-Dougan, 
2018). The dogs were reaching for a food reward while standing or rearing.

institutional 
animal care and 
use committee 
(IACUC): 
committee of 
knowledgeable 
individuals that 
oversees the ethics 
of research with 
nonhuman animal 
subjects at an 
institution
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Chapter 3 • Ethical Guidelines for Psychological Research  69

consent or choose to withdraw from a study if they wish. They can verbally indicate to the 
researcher if they are experiencing high levels of stress or pain during the study to alert the 
researcher to stop the study (as occurred in the 1973 Zimbardo prison study). Animal subjects 
do not have the choice to participate in a study and cannot terminate their participation during 
the course of a study. Animals cannot verbalize their discomfort level to the researcher, and it 
may be unclear how much discomfort an animal is experiencing during a study. Finally, some 
studies require that the animal be sacrificed to more closely examine brain tissue or other physi-
ological aspects of the animal. Thus, justification of a study with animal subjects is an extremely 
important part of the approval process. The issue of when the discomfort of a few can be justi-
fied by the great benefit to the many, especially when the few have no choice but to endure the 
discomfort, is one that is debated by both psychologists and society at large (see Figure 3.3).

An Example

As an example of ethical considerations for animals in psychological studies, consider a study 
reported by Nuseir, Heidenreich, and Proudfit (1999). Nuseir et al. were interested in the 
effects of an injection of a drug that reduces pain into a specific area of the brain to determine 

FIGURE 3.3 ■  Animals Cannot Provide Informed Consent so Researchers 
Must Design Studies to Reduce Harm

Source: Copyright by S. Harris, www.sciencecartoonsplus.com/scimags.html. 
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70  Part I  • Overview of the Research Process From Start to Finish

if that area of the brain is involved in pain perception. Rats were used as subjects in the 
experiment. Each rat was immobilized, injected with the drug, and then subjected to a heat 
source applied to its tail. A control group received a saline solution instead of the drug as a 
comparison group. The time it took for the rat to flick its tail (indicating it felt the heat on its 
tail) was measured for the rats. If the rat did not flick its tail within 10 seconds, the heat source 
was terminated to prevent burning of the rat’s tail. At the end of the experiment, the rats 
were anaesthetized and injected with a lethal drug before brain removal. Tissue samples of the 
rats’ brains were then analyzed to map the exact site of drug injection. Results indicated that 
initially, although the tail-flick response time was slower for the drug group than the saline 
group, over time their responses were quicker, indicating that the drug had worn off. Thus, the 
area of the brain the researchers were interested in was involved in pain perception in the rats.

What should the researchers consider in this study to ensure that their study meets ethical 
guidelines for research with animals? In the description above, did you notice any aspect of the 
study that shows the researchers included methodological details to make their study more eth-
ical? You may have noticed, for example, that the researchers terminated the heat source after 
10 seconds if the rats did not flick their tails to prevent harming them. They also anaesthetized 
the rats before removing their brains so that they would not feel any pain. In fact, the published 
report of the study contains a section titled “Animal Care and Use” that indicates that the study 
adhered to ethical guidelines for animal research and that efforts were made to reduce the rats’ 
suffering (such as the procedures described above). What would need to change in the above 
study in order to include human participants? Would the same knowledge be gained if human 
participants were used instead? Why not? Should there be similar ethical guidelines for human 
and animal subjects? Why or why not? These are ethical issues that psychologists continue to 
ask themselves as research is designed to answer important societal questions.

ETHICS IN REPORTING RESEARCH

In addition to the treatment of participants/subjects in a study, the APA Ethics Code (2017) 
contains sections outlining ethical guidelines for reporting research in an ethical manner. 
Two primary issues are addressed in these sections: (1) errors in the data that are reported 
(either intended or unintended) and (2) plagiarism. These issues are just as important to 
the scientific process as the treatment of participants/subjects.

As you have seen, the scientific method relies on reports of previous studies for hypoth-
esis development, designing valid methods, and anticipating negative consequences of 
study procedures on participants. Thus, the reports of psychological research must be 
accurate, or future research decreases in validity, an effect that can ripple through the 
literature for many years. Researchers are ethically bound to report data accurately. If an 
error is discovered in their report, the researcher must correct the error or make it known 
if correction is not possible.

Credit must also be given for information contained in the reports of research. Thus, 
researchers must properly cite the source of information they give in research reports. This 
includes both word-for-word reports from others (your university or college likely has a stu-
dent code of conduct that forbids and punishes this type of plagiarism) and summarized 

plagiarism: 
claiming another’s 
work or ideas as 
one’s own
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representation of another’s ideas. You have seen such citations throughout this text that provide 
sources for the information it contains. Research reports (even those that may not be published) 
must always cite sources for theories, methods, data, and other topics an author describes that 
came from another source. Even oral and poster presentations (see Chapter 8 for more discus-
sion of these types of research reports) must include source information for material that is 
not original to the reporting author. Figures and pictures taken from previous studies or items 
posted on the web are included. Regardless of the form, the original source must be credited 
(e.g., see the source credits with the photos in this text).

When I teach scientific writing to students, my suggestion is to be especially careful 
when summarizing previous studies. If you are writing directly from the source, inadvertent 
plagiarism can easily occur. Thus, a better strategy is to first read the original source and 
take notes in your own words about the important information you want to use in your 
own writing. Then write using your notes, instead of the original source, to ensure that your 
writing is in your own summarized words. This strategy can help you avoid accidentally 
plagiarizing the words of the article’s authors.

Violation of either of the above ethical guidelines (data errors or plagiarism) can seriously 
damage one’s career. There have been several famous examples of such violations that damaged 
the standing of researchers in the scientific community. One such recent example was reported 
in 2011, when it was discovered that Diederik Stapel, a Dutch social psychologist, had fal-
sified data in many of his published papers (Shea, 2011). All of his research has fallen under 
suspicion, including two particularly publicized findings: a paper published in Psychological 
Science titled “Power Increases Infidelity Among Men and Women” and a paper published 
in Science titled “Coping With Chaos: How Disordered Contexts Promote Stereotyping and 
Discrimination.” The Science paper has been retracted (along with many of his other papers), 
and Stapel was criminally prosecuted. One reason such cases occur is the pressure on research-
ers to publish surprising and statistically significant (see Chapter 7) results. Often, there is 
a bias in publishing research studies for such findings (i.e., findings that are not surprising 
and/or and not statistically significant are less likely to be published), resulting in pressure on 
researchers to produce data that fit this description. However, this also creates another problem 
that you should be aware of: There may be many studies that have failed to find an effect that 
have never been published, meaning most researchers are unaware of them. This is also why it is 
important to replicate research findings that are new and surprising. If they can’t be replicated, 
then it’s possible they were due to chance factors in the studies that first reported them. This is 
how the falsified data are typically discovered—they cannot be replicated by other researchers.

From this example, you can see that false data reports can have very serious consequences, 
not just to the individual who falsified the data but to the field of psychology as well in leading 
researchers in pursuit of findings that are not real as they attempt to replicate and expand on 
the falsified data. Publicizing such cases also make the general public skeptical of all research, 
despite their infrequent occurrence. Researchers have an ethical duty to accurately report 
their methods and data in their research reports and to alert others to errors in their work if 
they are found (e.g., by having an erratum correcting a research article if the researcher finds 
an error after it is published). You are probably more likely, however, to be concerned about 
the second issue discussed here: plagiarism. Plagiarism can be intentional or unintentional; 
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72  Part I  • Overview of the Research Process From Start to Finish

however, both are serious ethical violations, as they both involve taking credit for someone’s 
work or ideas. Students should exercise caution when writing about psychological research in 
their own reports to ensure that their own words are used and that information is properly 
cited. If you have any doubts about your own writing, it is always a good idea to check with 
your instructor to make sure your writing does not contain plagiarism.

STOP AND THINK

(3.7) In what way(s) do ethical guidelines for research 
with humans and nonhuman animals differ?

(3.8) Describe some ethical issues in reporting 
research.

THINKING ABOUT RESEARCH

A summary of a research study in psychology is given below. As you read the summary, 
think about the following questions:

1. What are some ethical issues for this study regarding informed consent?

2. How would the consent process differ for the children and the chimpanzees/
orangutans?

3. What steps should the researchers take to protect the confidentiality of the child 
participants in this study?

4. Ethically, what role is appropriate for parents/guardians to play in the participation 
of children in research studies? What role do you think they played in this 
particular study?

5. What are the possible risks to the animal subjects in this study? How about the 
risks for the children participants?

6. If you were an IRB member reviewing this study, what information would you ask 
the researchers to provide to allow you to determine the risk-benefit analysis for 
this study?

Research Study. Haun, D. B. M., Rekers, Y., & Tomasello, M. (2014). Children conform 
to the behavior of peers; Other great apes stick with what they know. Psychological Science, 
25, 2160–2167. doi:10.1177/0956797614553235

Purpose of the Study. The study examined social learning behaviors in order to compare human 
social learning to social learning in nonhuman primates. Past studies (e.g., Laland & Galef, 
2009) have shown that, similar to humans, many different animal species show evidence of 
social groups with behavioral differences. In addition, both humans and animals have shown 
evidence of social learning. In the current study, the researchers were interested in examining 

Copyright ©2020 by SAGE Publications, Inc.  
This work may not be reproduced or distributed in any form or by any means without express written permission of the publisher.

Do n
ot 

co
py

, p
os

t, o
r d

ist
rib

ute



Chapter 3 • Ethical Guidelines for Psychological Research  73

whether nonhuman primates show the same level of conformity to peer behavior that humans 
show. Study 1 was conducted to examine how often human children, chimpanzees, and orang-
utans change their current problem-solving strategy after watching peers perform a different 
strategy for the problem. Study 2 was conducted to examine whether the presence and number 
of peers during the strategy test phase would influence the children’s strategy-switching behavior.

Method of the Study. In Study 1, 18 children, 12 chimpanzees, and 12 orangutans par-
ticipated. In Study 2, 72 children participated. Participants completed a task of dropping 
balls into one of three slots in boxes presented to them on a display (see Figure 3.4 for a dia-
gram of the task). One of the boxes dispensed a reward (chocolate for children, peanuts for 

FIGURE 3.4 ■ Task Performed by Participants in the Haun et al. (2014) Study

Source: Figure 1 from Haun, Rekers, & Tomasello (2014).
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FIGURE 3.5 ■ Mean Switch-Stay Scores for Study 1
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Source: Figure 2 from Haun, Rekers, & Tomasello (2014).

animals) when a ball was dropped into its top slot. Participants completed the task until they 
received the reward on 8 of 10 consecutive trials. In Study 1, they then watched three famil-
iar peers (one at a time) perform the task for two trials each using a different box than the 
one the participant had used in the initial phase. Peers were rewarded on both of their trials. 
Participants were then tested on the task again while the peers watched. They performed 
three trials in the test phase. Each of the three trials was recorded as a “stay” response (they 
used their same box from the initial phase), a “switch” response (they used the box they had 
seen their peers use), or an “other” response (they used a different box from both the initial 
phase and their peers). In Study 2, this procedure was followed for the new children partic-
ipants, but half of the participants had only one peer demonstration instead of three peer 
demonstrations. In addition, half of the children completed the testing phase alone with 
the experimenter (private condition), and half completed the test phase while the peer(s) 
watched, as in Study 1 (public condition).

Results of the Study. A switch-stay score was calculated for each participant for the 
three trials they performed in the test phase. Positive scores indicate more “switch” 
responses, and negative scores indicate more “stay” responses. Figure 3.5 illustrates the 
results of Study 1. The graph shows that on average, children switched their responses 
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to those shown by their peers, whereas animals stayed with their original responses, 
showing less influence of the peer demonstrations. Figure 3.6 shows the switch-stay 
scores for Study 2, where the children were exposed to different numbers of peers 
(one or three) and performed the test phase publicly or privately. The graph shows 
that switch responses were evident in the public conditions, but not in the private 
conditions.

Conclusions of the Study. From the results of the study, the researchers concluded that 
humans are more willing to adjust their behavior to match peers’ behavior than are non-
human primates. They also suggest that children change their behavior for social reasons 
because in Study 2 they were more likely to switch their responses to match those of their 
peers when their peers were present (public condition) than when they were absent (private 
condition). They also showed that children adjust their responses to match peers’ responses 
with as few as one peer illustrating the behavior and watching them perform the task. From 
these studies, the researchers concluded that nonhuman primates are not influenced socially 
by peers’ behavior as much as humans are.

FIGURE 3.6 ■ Mean Switch-Stay Scores for Study 2
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Source: Figure 4 from Haun, Rekers, & Tomasello (2014).
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76  Part I  • Overview of the Research Process From Start to Finish

CHAPTER SUMMARY

Reconsider the questions from the beginning of the chapter:

• Why do we need ethical guidelines for 
research? As described in this chapter, 
ethical guidelines are needed to define 
the appropriate treatment of subjects in 
psychological research.

• How were ethical guidelines for 
psychological research developed? Current 
ethical guidelines were derived over the 
years as the original Nuremberg Code 
was revised and adopted by the American 
Psychological Association (APA) and the 
U.S. Government in the Belmont Report.

• Were the Milgram (1963) and Zimbardo 
(1974) studies ethical? Why or why not? Due 
to the level of deception and stress caused 
by both the situation and the participants’ 
experience in the Milgram study and the 
level of stress experienced by the “prisoners” 
in the Zimbardo study, many researchers 
believe that these studies were not ethical.

• What are the current ethical guidelines 
for human participants? Current ethical 
guidelines for psychological research are 
summarized in Table 3.1.

• What is an institutional review board, and 
what purpose does it serve? The IRB oversees 
research conducted at each institution. In 
cases where the researchers may not be the 
most objective judges of the ethics of their 
study, the IRB provides a more objective 
review of the ethics of psychological research.

• What are the current ethical guidelines for 
animal subjects? Current ethical guidelines 
for animal subjects are also summarized in 
Table 3.1.

• How do ethics influence the way we report 
research? Ethical guidelines for reporting 
research necessitate accurate reports of 
results and proper citation of sources.

COMMON PITFALLS AND HOW TO AVOID THEM

Problem: Confusing deception with full information— 
there can be confusion about what qualifies as decep-
tion in psychological research.

Solution: Holding back some information about 
the study does not usually qualify as deception. In 
many cases, researchers do not fully inform par-
ticipants about the purpose of the study to pre-
vent demand characteristics. Deception typically 
involves a more direct manipulation of the partici-
pants’ understanding of the study.

Problem: Failure to identify risks—researchers 
often fail to see the possible risks to the participants 
in their own study.

Solution: Assume that there are always risks to the 
participants in a study. Sometimes these risks are mini-
mal, such as boredom or fatigue. You should also think 
carefully about the different elements of the ethical 
guidelines (confidentiality, deception, informed con-
sent, etc.) to attempt to identify situations where these 
elements could cause possible harm to the participants.

Problem: Inadequate debriefing—sometimes stu-
dents designing a research study do not properly 
debrief participants at the end of a study.

Solution: Be sure to include a thorough debriefing 
for your study. It is your responsibility to ensure 
that participants do not have a negative experience 
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in your study, and the debriefing is your opportunity 
to ensure that participants leave with as positive a 
view of the study as possible. Be sure to explain why 
the study was conducted to enrich the participants’ 

understanding of psychological research. Also 
include information about where they can have 
further questions answered or learn about the final 
results if they wish.

APPLYING YOUR KNOWLEDGE

An instructor wants to better understand how often 
her students are off task during class time. She sets 
up a video camera to videotape the class without 
their knowledge and then has undergraduate stu-
dents working in lab code the videos for time off 
task and what other things her students were doing 
during class time (e.g., looking at their phone, 
sleeping).

• Why do you think the instructor chose to 
film the students without their knowledge?

• Imagine you were a student in this course. 
How would you feel about this study?  
What kinds of things would you be 
concerned about?

• How could the instructor design her study 
to be more in line with ethical guidelines?

TEST YOURSELF

1. Suppose you wanted to replicate the Milgram 
(1963) study to adhere to ethical guidelines 
currently in place for psychological research. 
What changes would you need to make to the 
procedures (described in this chapter) in order to 
conduct the study ethically?

2. Given what is described in this chapter 
regarding the informed consent process, 
make a list of information that should be 
provided on a consent form for participants  
in your modified Milgram (1963) study  
(see Question 1).

3. Why is the debriefing process especially 
important in studies that involve deception?

4. Write a debriefing statement that you think 
might be appropriate for the Middlemist et al. 
(1976) study on male urination described in the 
chapter.

5. Which of the following is part of the 
ethical guidelines for research with human 
participants?

(a) No identifying information may be 
collected from the participants during  
the study.

(b) Participants can withdraw from the study at 
any point before the study begins but not 
after that point.

(c) Participants must be informed about the 
study’s procedures before they are asked to 
give consent for their participation.

(d) All of the above.

6. Which of the following is part of the ethical 
guidelines for research with animal subjects?

(a) Only trained personnel may be involved 
with the research.

(b) Discomfort of the animals must be 
minimized as much as possible.

(c) Use of animals and the particular species of 
animal used must be strongly justified for 
the study.

(d) All of the above.
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7. The __________ provides a set of ethical 
guidelines provided by the U.S. Government 
that must be adhered to by all researchers 
conducting studies with human participants.

(a) Nuremberg Code
(b) APA Ethical Code
(c) Belmont Report
(d) IACUC

8. At the conclusion of a study with animal 
subjects, the researcher

(a) must provide for the care of the animals for 
the rest of their lives.

(b) may release the animals into the wild to 
live the rest of their lives.

(c) must use those animals for additional 
research studies before any new animals 
can be obtained.

(d) (a) and (c) only.

 9. The Belmont Report principle of 
____________________ involves making 
certain that harm to the subjects in a research 
study is reduced such that the benefit of the 
study is greater than the risk.

10. If I were to discuss a research study without 
citing the source or authors of the study,  
I would be guilty of ____________________.

Answers can be found at edge.sagepub.com/
mcbride4e.

STOP AND THINK ANSWERS

(3.1) Participation is voluntary, participants cannot be 
coerced and must be informed about the research, 
unnecessary harm/risk must be reduced and the 
benefits must outweigh the risks, and participants 
can end their participation at any time.

(3.2) Obtaining informed consent involves 
informing the participant about what will 
occur in the study, including any risks 
involved and the participant’s right to 
withdraw at any time, and then obtaining 
their consent to participate after they have 
been informed about the research.

(3.3) Answers will vary but may include coercion, 
risks outweighing the benefits, and/or not 
reducing unnecessary risks.

(3.4) The IRB reviews proposed research studies to 
ensure that ethical guidelines are followed.

(3.5) It does not provide opportunities for 
information about how the drug affects 
women. It violates the justice principle 
because if only men are tested, women do not 
obtain the benefits of the testing.

(3.6) Debriefing typically takes place to ensure that 
subjects understand the purpose of the research 
and any deception used without introducing 
bias from this information that might be 
present if debriefing occurred before the study.

(3.7) More care of the animals is needed than with 
humans and there is no informed consent 
process as with humans.

(3.8) Violations of ethics in reporting research 
occur if authors report false data or plagiarize 
from other sources without providing 
citations to those sources.

Visit edge.sagepub.com/mcbride4e to help you accomplish your coursework goals in  
an easy-to-use learning environment.
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