
ETHICS 



THE ETHICS OF SCIENTIFIC DISCOVERY 

¢ One particularly tricky 
thing about doing 
experimental research 
in psychology is the fact 
that it is often 
necessary to distract or 
deceive people to get 
them to behave 
naturally 
�  Ex: studying aggression, 

confession, depression, 
etc. 



THE EVOLUTION OF ETHICAL GUIDELINES 

¢  During the early days of psychological research, there 
weren’t much in the way of ethical guidelines 
�  Nothing concerning the rights of human participants or the 

researcher’s responsibilities to their participants 
�  People got away with a lot, because it was always thought 

that scientists would never harm their participants 

¢  In 1932, a group of researchers wanted to study to 
effects of untreated syphilis (mental insanity and 
death) 
�  At first, there was no cure for the disease so no ethical 

guidelines were breached 
�  BUT, in 1943, it was discovered that penicillin cures 

syphilis 

¢  So, how do you think the researchers conducted their 
study? 



THE EVOLUTION OF ETHICAL GUIDELINES 

¢  “How about…you just don’t give patients the cure?! 
Great idea!” 
�  Coincidentally, the participants were 600 black men living 

in Alabama, and all the researchers were white men 

¢  In Willowbrook, hepatitis experiments were 
conducted because this disease was rampant there 
�  Most kids caught the disease within one year of being there 
�  So, researchers gave some an antibody against it, and 

deprived others of the vaccine to see what would happen 
�  In another study, children were given a vaccine and then 

deliberately infected with the disease 
�  WHATS THE BIG DEAL? MOST KIDS WILL GET IT 

ANYWAY! 



THE EVOLUTION OF ETHICAL GUIDELINES 

¢  Stanley Milgram’s study of obedience to authority (1963) 
�  http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=BcvSNg0HZwk 
�  http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IzTuz0mNlwU 
�  http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CmFCoo-cU3Y 

¢  The APA revised its ethical principles in 1972, FINALLY! 
�  As it has been revised over the years, it now covers pretty 

much EVERYTHING 



INTERNAL REVIEW BOARDS (IRB) 

¢  All institutions and universities conducting research 
must have an IRB 
�  They usually tailor their concerns to the type of research 

conducted at the institution 
�  They perform a risk-benefit analysis 

¢  Members usually include: 
�  Instructors and researchers employed by the university 
�  Staff members with special expertise in the area of 

research 
�  Laypeople from the community 

¢  If you want to conduct research, you have to submit a 
proposal and protocol to the IRB for approval 
�  Should include a summary of the goals and procedures 

involved 



RISK-BENEFIT ANALYSES 

¢ Research is based on a 
means-end assumption 
�  Its okay to use people 

as a means to reach a 
desired end 

¢ Risk-benefit analysis 
�  Some greater good must 

come from 
psychologists’ use of 
human subjects in their 
studies 

�  At least, subjects must 
get something back for 
participating 



RISK-BENEFIT ANALYSES 
¢ Benefits 

�  No matter how personally interesting you might 
consider a topic to be, you  must always document that 
the research holds the possibility of some kind of 
reasonable benefit 

�  Most IRBs can deal with minor risks (boredom) 

¢ Costs 
�  What the IRB is most concerned with 
�  They want to make sure that participants do not incur 

mental or physical costs that are unusual or extreme 
¢  Ex: researchers are not allowed to knowingly place their 

participants in usually dangerous or risky situations 
¢  Ex: you must keep responses on surveys anonymous  
¢  Ex: screen out people with depression in a study concerning 

suicide 



OTHER ETHICAL CONCERNS 

¢  Informed consent 
�  Before a participant agrees to be in a study, they must be 

informed about ANY potential risks of the research so that 
they can make an enlightened decision about participating 

�  But, the researcher doesn’t have to reveal their hypotheses 

¢  Freedom from coercion 
�  No pressure can be placed on a participant to take part in a 

study 
�  Ex: an employer cannot ask his employees to “volunteer” to 

be in a study 
�  But what about your Psy 100 research credit requirement? 



OTHER ETHICAL CONCERNS 
¢  Confidentiality 

�  Some studies require participants to reveal embarrassing or 
personal information 

�  This information has to be kept confidential, so many times a 
participant will be assigned a number and all of their 
identifying information will be removed from their paperwork 

�  This information should be kept in a locked cabinet only for 
use when the experiment is over and groups need to be 
identified for statistical testing 

¢  Debriefing 
�  If any deception takes place during a study, the researchers 

must inform the participant of the deception and the reason 
for it ASAP 

�  Researchers should eventually discuss the whole purpose of 
their study, along with their hypotheses, with the participants 

�  Ex: After the Milgram experiment, participants needed to be 
told that they weren’t really shocking someone and the study 
wasn’t really about memory 



THE TARASOFF CASE 

¢  Tarasoff v. Regents of the University of California 
�  A result of a “friendship” between Tatiana Tarasoff and a 

student from India, Prosenjit Poddar who both attended 
UC Berkeley in the late 1960’s 

�  Tatiana and Poddar became friends after being in the same 
dance class 

�  Tatiana kissed Poddar on New Year’s Eve, and he 
interpreted this as the initiation of a serious relationship 

¢  Poddar went through a crisis, and after this Tatiana 
went to South America   
�  During this time, Poddar sought psychological  counselling 



THE TARASOFF CASE 

¢ During his sessions with Dr. Moore, Poddar 
admitted that he had plans to murder Tatiana 

¢ Moore had campus police detain him, as he 
diagnosed him with acute paranoid schizophrenia 

¢ Since Poddar didn’t act strange during his short 
detainment, they released him and Moore’s 
supervisor demanded that he be left alone 

¢ Poddar stopped seeing Moore after that and 
befriended Tatiana’s brother… 



THE TARASOFF CASE 
¢  …and he murdered Tatiana 

¢  Tatiana’s parents sued Moore as no one ever told them or 
Tatiana about Poddar’s therapy sessions or police detainment 

¢  He was convicted of second-degree murder, but was released 
shortly thereafter based on an appeal that the jury was 
misinformed 

¢  He went back to India 

¢  After that, the California Supreme Court ruled that mental 
health professionals have a duty to inform not only a patient, 
but anyone who is threatened by that patient 

¢  So, do you think it was good enough that Moore alerted the 
police? 



¢ Pelham, B. W. and Blanton, H. (2012). 
Conducting research in psychology: Measuring 
the weight of smoke, 4th ed. Belmont, CA: 
Wadsworth, Cangage Learning. 

¢ http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/
Tarasoff_v._Regents_of_the_University_of_Califo
rnia 


