Ethical principles for conducting research

with human participants 

                                        INTRODUCTION

Good psychological research is possible only if there is

mutual respect and confidence between investigators and participants.

Psychological investigators are potentially interested in all aspects of

human behaviour and conscious experience. However, for ethical reasons,

some areas of human experience and behaviour may be beyond the reach

of experiment, observation or other form of psychological investigation.

Ethical guidelines are necessary to clarify the conditions under which

psychological research is acceptable.

In all circumstances, investigators must consider the ethical implications

and psychological consequences for the participants in their research.

The essential principle is that the investigation should be considered from

the standpoint of all participants; foreseeable threats to their

psychological well-being, health, values or dignity should be eliminated.

Investigators should recognise that, in our multi-cultural and multi-ethnic

society and where investigations involve individuals of different ages,

gender and social background, the investigators may not have sufficient
knowledge of the implications of any investigation for the participants. It

should be borne in mind that the best judge of whether an investigation

will cause offence may be members of the population from which the

participants in the research are to be drawn.

                        Deception

The issue of deception caused the Committee considerable problems. To many

outside the psychology profession, and to some within it, the idea of deceiving

the participants in one’s research is seen as quite inappropriate. At best, the

experience of deception in psychological research can make the recipients

cynical about the activities and attitudes of psychologists. However, since there

are very many psychological processes that are modifiable by individuals if they

are aware that they are being studied, the statement of the research hypothesis

in advance of the collection of data would make much psychological research

impossible. The Committee noted that there is a distinction between

withholding some of the details of the hypothesis under test and deliberately

falsely informing the participants of the purpose of the research, especially if

the information given implied a more benign topic of study than was in fact the

case. While the Committee wishes to urge all psychologists to seek to supply as

full information as possible to those taking part in their research, it concluded

that the central principle was the reaction of participants when deception was

revealed. If this led to discomfort, anger or objections from the participants

then the deception was inappropriate. The Committee hopes that such a

principle protects the dignity of the participants while allowing valuable

psychological research to be conducted.

                               Debriefing

Following the research, especially where any deception or withholding of

information had taken place, the Committee wished to emphasize the

importance of appropriate debriefing. In some circumstances, the verbal

description of the nature of the investigation would not be sufficient to

eliminate all possibility of harmful after-effects. For example, an experiment in

which negative mood was induced requires the induction of a happy mood

state before the participant leaves the experimental setting.

                                  Risk

Another area of concern for the Committee was the protection of participants

from undue risk in psychological research. Since this was an area in which the

Principles might be looked to during an investigation following a complaint

against a researcher, the Committee was concerned to seek a definition that

protected the participants in the research without making important research

impossible. Risks attend us every moment in life, and to say that research

should involve no risks would be inappropriate. However, the important

principle seemed to be that when participants entered upon a psychological

investigation they should not, in so doing, be increasing the probability that

they would come to any form of harm. Thus, the definition of undue risk was

based upon the risks that individuals run in their normal lifestyle. This

definition makes possible research upon individuals who lead a risk-taking or

risk-seeking life (e.g. mountaineers, cave divers), so long as the individuals are

not induced to take risks that are greater than those that they would normally

encounter in their life outside the research.

                           Consent

3.1 Whenever possible, the investigator should inform all participants of the

objectives of the investigation. The investigator should inform the participants

of all aspects of the research or intervention that might reasonably be

expected to influence willingness to participate. The investigator should,

normally, explain all other aspects of the research or intervention about

which the participants enquire. Failure to make full disclosure prior to

obtaining informed consent requires additional safeguards to protect the

welfare and dignity of the participants (see Section 4).

3.2 Research with children or with participants who have impairments that

will limit understanding and/or communication such that they are unable

to give their real consent requires special safe-guarding procedures.

3.3 Where possible, the real consent of children and of adults with

impairments in understanding or communication should be obtained. In

addition, where research involves any persons under 16 years of age,

consent should be obtained from parents or from those in loco parentis. If

the nature of the research precludes consent being obtained from parents

or permission being obtained from teachers, before proceeding with the

research, the investigator must obtain approval from an Ethics Committee.

3.4 Where real consent cannot be obtained from adults with impairments in

understanding or communication, wherever possible the investigator

should consult a person well-placed to appreciate the participant’s

reaction, such as a member of the person’s family, and must obtain the

disinterested approval of the research from independent advisors.

3.5 When research is being conducted with detained persons, particular care

should be taken over informed consent, paying attention to the special

circumstances which may affect the person’s ability to give free informed

consent.

3.6 Investigators should realise that they are often in a position of authority or

influence over participants who may be their students, employees or

clients. This relationship must not be allowed to pressurise the

participants to take part in, or remain in, an investigation.

3.7 The payment of participants must not be used to induce them to risk harm

beyond that which they risk without payment in their normal lifestyle.

3.8 If harm, unusual discomfort, or other negative consequences for the

individual’s future life might occur, the investigator must obtain the

disinterested approval of independent advisors, inform the participants,
and obtain informed, real consent from each of them.

3.9 In longitudinal research, consent may need to be obtained on more than

one occasion.

           Withdrawal from the investigation

6.1 At the onset of the investigation investigators should make plain to

participants their right to withdraw from the research at any time,

irrespective of whether or not payment or other inducement has been

offered. It is recognised that this may be difficult in certain observational

or organisational settings, but nevertheless the investigator must attempt

to ensure that participants (including children) know of their right to

withdraw. When testing children, avoidance of the testing situation may be

taken as evidence of failure to consent to the procedure and should be

acknowledged.

6.2 In the light of experience of the investigation, or as a result of debriefing,

the participant has the right to withdraw retrospectively any consent given,

and to require that their own data, including recordings, be destroyed.
                         Confidentiality

7.1 Subject to the requirements of legislation, including the Data Protection

Act, information obtained about a participant during an investigation is

confidential unless otherwise agreed in advance. Investigators who are put

under pressure to disclose confidential information should draw this

point to the attention of those exerting such pressure. Participants in

psychological research have a right to expect that information they

provide will be treated confidentially and, if published, will not be

identifiable as theirs. In the event that confidentiality and/or anonymity

cannot be guaranteed, the participant must be warned of this in advance

of agreeing to participate.

                  Protection of participants

8.1 Investigators have a primary responsibility to protect participants from

physical and mental harm during the investigation. Normally, the risk of

harm must be no greater than in ordinary life, i.e. participants should not

be exposed to risks greater than or additional to those encountered in

their normal lifestyles. Where the risk of harm is greater than in ordinary

life the provisions of 3.8 should apply. Participants must be asked about

any factors in the procedure that might create a risk, such as pre-existing

medical conditions, and must be advised of any special action they should

take to avoid risk.

8.2 Participants should be informed of procedures for contacting the

investigator within a reasonable time period following participation should

stress, potential harm, or related questions or concern arise despite the

precautions required by the Principles. Where research procedures might

result in undesirable consequences for participants, the investigator has

the responsibility to detect and remove or correct these consequences.

                                     POINTS TO CONSIDER

It is your job to understand the implications of these guidelines:

· Why have the BPS implemented these guidelines?

· What purpose do they serve?

· When discussing research- which of the guidelines have been broken?

· Did the end justify the mean- or was the cost of participation too high?

Remember debriefing is a way of dealing with an ethical issue it is not an ethical issue itself!!!!
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