
ETHICS RESEARCH CONSIDERATIONS IN PRACTICE. 



Ethics - Ethical issues

An ethical 
consideration is a 
consideration of what 
is acceptable to do in a 
study. Researchers 
always have to balance 
between what they 
want to find out and 
the rights of 
participants.



Ethics

Psychologists deal with 
people in many 
contexts:

• students on psychology 
courses

• participants in a research 
study

• patients undergoing therapy

• clients in a business setting

Important to have 
safeguards for people 

who use the services of 
psychologists.



ETHICS: 
WHY DO WE NEED THEM ?

Human beings and 
animals are sentient living 

things(i.e. they can 
experience pain, fear, etc.)

Human beings are 
thinking creatures, 

capable of feeling guilt, 
embarrassment etc.



Ethics and Morals - Issues

Ethics 
(professionals) 

→ Morals 
(common 
standards)

Cost-benefit 
analysis

• Animal 
experiments, 
developing nuclear/ 
chemical weapons, 
stem cells

Psychology:

• Human and animals 
(care and respect)

• Socially sensitive 
(e.g. IQ testing)

• Exploitation of 
results (e.g. stress 
factors)

Deception, 
consent, 

protection from 
harm



• Controversial research studies

Ethical issues not 
always been high on 
list of Psychologist’s 
concerns

Influential and informative research, but concern over 

treatment of participants in these studies

• Asch (1951)
• Deception, damage to self-image
• https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NyDDyT1lDhA

• Zimbardo (1973)
• Psychological damage (stress, self image)
• https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GePFFf5gRKo

• Hofling et al (1966)
• Damage to self image
• http://lca-psychology.weebly.com/hoflings-study-of-nurses.html

• Milgram (1963)
• All the above
• https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=yr5cjyokVUs

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NyDDyT1lDhA
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GePFFf5gRKo
http://lca-psychology.weebly.com/hoflings-study-of-nurses.html
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=yr5cjyokVUs


Discussing Ethical Issues

Could the outcome have been 
predicted?

Could consent have been presumed?

Could another method have been 
used?

Did benefits outweigh costs?

Was the damage undone (debriefing)?

What did the participants say?



Ethical guidelines

• Today all aspects of research and professional practice in 
Psychology are covered by codes of ethics.

• In the United Kingdom, the British Psychological Society has a 
detailed Code of Conduct and Ethics

• Can be accessed on the BPS website

• http://www.bps.org.uk/documents/Code.pdf

Respect Competence Responsibility Integrity

Four ethical principles

http://www.bps.org.uk/documents/Code.pdf


BPS Code of Ethics

Research procedures 
e.g.

will any of the tasks in 
the study be stressful 
or unpleasant for the 

participant?

will it involve 
presenting participants 
with material they may 

find offensive or 
distressing?

Can apply to situations 
that appear ‘harmless’ 

at face value:

e.g. a difficult memory 
test leaving 

participants feeling 
stupid and anxious



BPS ETHICAL GUIDELINES THE NINE MAJOR 
PRINCIPLES

RESPONSIBILITY TO / OF COLLEAGUES

GIVING ADVICE

OBSERVATIONAL RESEARCH

PROTECTION OF PARTICIPANTS

CONFIDENTIALITY

WITHDRAWAL FROM THE INVESTIGATION

DEBRIEFING

DECEPTION

CONSENT 



Informed Consent

• What will be required

• Purpose of research

• Your rights (confidentiality, withdrawal, etc.)

Informed 
on:

• Children and learning impaired

• Retrospective; in public domain (e.g. Kitty Genovese 
bystanders)

• Presumptive consent (from similar sample)

• Prior general consent

• Withhold data (damage done)

• Participants (subjects)

Problems



Unacceptable 
where 

physical pain 
or emotional 
distress are 
concerned 

(see 
Milgram)

If no 
alternative, 
can be used 

(with 
consultation)

Explain 
deception 

ASAP

Opportunity 
to withdraw 

data

Distinction –
deliberate 

lies & 
omission of 

details

Research Ethics: deception

sometimes it is 
necessary to hide the 

true purposes of a 
study for it to be valid

under what 
circumstances is this 

permissible?

what steps will be 
taken to debrief 

participants 
afterwards?

will participants need 
to be followed up at 
any future points?

Use of deception



Carried out ASAP

Correct 
misconceptions

Not guaranteed to 
deal effectively with 

harm

Procedures in place 
– researchers are not 

usually qualified 
counsellors

Research Ethics: debriefing



Protection from Harm

Physical Harm:

• e.g. anxiety 
(seizures, 
sweating, etc.)

Psychological 
Harm:

• Psychological 
safety (of pp)

• Confidentiality

• Privacy (observing 
in public or 
private places)



Right to withdraw

Participants have the 
right to withdraw at 
any time during the 

study

Participants may feel 
they should not 

withdraw because it will 
spoil the study



Data protection and 
Privacy

Researchers 
should not record 
the real names of 
any participants, 
they should use 
numbers of false 

names

Do not observe 
anyone without 
their informed 

consent unless in 
a public space

Not always 
acceptable to 
observe in a 

public space, e.g. 
lovers on a park 

bench



Research Ethics: animals

Not usual for undergraduate students

Laws and regulations: acquisition, care, use, disposal/retirement

Supervision: comfort, health, humane treatment

Minimise adverse aspects of animal research: e.g. pain, comfort, freedom 
from infection and illnesses

Stress/pain etc. – only if can be justified on the basis of ‘scientific, 
educational, or applied value’

Anaesthesia before and after surgery

If termination is necessary – as painlessly and quickly as possible



Ethics for students

You must talk through 
ethical considerations 
with your supervisor

Include discussion of 
ethics in your research 

reports

Ensure you use, consent 
forms etc.

Discuss the forms you 
use in your 

methodology and link 
to appendices

Include the forms as 
appendices


