Getting Permission

The field of psychology is haunted by a series of experiments that had deleterious effects on the participants involved.  Here are some examples:

Tuskegee Project- black men diagnosed with syphilis were examined over a period of many years.  They were treated for illnesses other than syphilis, given a paid burial, and transportation to and from the clinic.  For poor people who could not otherwise afford health care and life insurance, this was a good deal.  However, the cure for syphilis was available and not administered to these patients, in order to properly study the course of the disease.  This is entirely unethical because of the sample used and because it does harm to the participants involved.

Homosexuality- In order to study the phenomenon where people are nicer when they identify with another person’s plight, a group of male college students were brought into a lab, hooked up to several blood pressure/pulse/etc machines, and asked to watch a gay erotic movie.  They were then told misleadingly that they were latent homosexuals, based on the fictitious machine readouts, and given a scenario in which they were asked to sympathize with a gay male.  The participants were never debriefed and likely continue to this day to think they are latent homosexuals.  

There are countless others, including the work of Stanley Milgram and the Stanford Prison Experiment.  There are also a few studies on sexuality and male and female gender differences that have also created problems.  

Important things to Remember

1) Informed consent.  A person over 18 without mental disability may in sane and sober mind provide consent to participate in an experiment given they know all the risks and benefits of participating.  Incarcerated persons, minors, the elderly, and the mentally disabled require other types of consent.  For example, minors must have a parent or guardian provide consent, and the child should, when possible, provide assent.

2) Do no harm.  Experiments should not harm their participants.  This would involve undue physical pain (many studies that use averse stimuli use a very loud noise, freezing cold water, or tasting hot sauce, but rarely the electric shock, etc of the past), emotional pain (such as asking a person to talk about their experiences being raped, or telling someone their homosexual when there is no actual reason to believe that), or humiliation (asking a person to sing the star spangled banner on tape is ok, but asking them to do it nude is not).  

3) Coercion.  You cannot coerce a person to participate, through “hard sell” speeches, too much money (if I offered you 2 million dollar to have “dipwad” tattooed on your forehead, you might do it, but it isn’t fair to ask), or through a class grade.  Obviously, there are times when this isn’t coercion, but incentive, however the distinction is unclear.  

4) Sampling.  Your sample should not target one “type” of person unless it is critical to the research question.  For example, targeting black men for the syphilis study was uncalled for, and using men only in many medical studies (including for testing of the birth control pill) is likewise unethical

5) Confidentiality.  Anything that has information that might POSSIBLY be bad or humiliating if it got out (for example, I study task performance and if a participant admits to slacking off and the employer finds out, it can be a problem) must be kept confidential.  That means only people who are trained (which you will be) can access it, by storing it in a locked filing cabinet or something of the sort. Also, any identifiers should be removed when possible, such as name or SSN.  If you can collect the data without requiring name to go on the packet, etc., which most of mine don’t, then you have no worries.

6) Debrief.  Let people know what you did, why you did it, any deception that took place, and where to get more information or help if they need it.  For example, when I studied domestic abuse, when I debriefed I mandated that each person take a slip that has resources for battered persons.  

What policies guide ethical behavior?

1) Most importantly, the law.  There are many legal considerations when conducting an experiment.  When ethical policies and legal issues clash (and they do, at times), follow the law.  For example, APA said it is unethical to share your practice with another clinician (or something of that sort) however it was ruled by the US judicial system that this is a monopoly and therefore an illegal policy.

2) The Belmont Report: respect for persons says you must respect a persons ability to make a decision to participate given the risks and benefits, and to protect them from harm

3) APA has a code of ethics that, as members of APA, you should know.

4) Likewise, most professional association have ethical policies

5) Every institution that does research has an IRB or Institutional Review Board (although the title varies in some places).  Any study you do at an institution must be reviewed and accepted by the committee before you can do this.  Please see the USF IRB website link on my “links” page.

Assignment

Last week, you designed a study.  This week, please describe if this is ethical and what steps you would take to ensure that it is ethical.  Then, complete the IRB form (available on my links page) and submit it to me.

Next assignment

Complete the NIH training on my links page.

http://ohsr.od.nih.gov/guidelines/belmont.html#gob1

