Research Ethics Workbook  

Ethical guidance protects the dignity, rights, and wellbeing of participants in psychological research. It ensures people are treated respectfully, safeguarded from harm, and that studies are carried out with integrity and social responsibility. Following ethical principles not only protects individuals but also strengthens the credibility and trustworthiness of psychology as a discipline. Understanding these principles helps us learn from past mistakes and ensures modern research remains safe, responsible, and ethically sound.

Ethics Summary: BPS Code of Human Research Ethics (2021)

1. Respect for the Autonomy, Privacy, and Dignity of Persons:
Participants must be treated as autonomous individuals with the right to:
Participants must be able to make informed choices, understand what the study involves, withdraw freely, and have their privacy protected. Extra protections are required for vulnerable groups.

Red Flags to Look For:
· No consent or unclear consent
· Deception without safeguards
· Participants pressured to continue
· No clear withdrawal procedure
· Use of children without parental consent or assent

2. Scientific Integrity & Transparency:
Research must be well‑designed, justified, and transparent about aims, methods, and risks. Procedures must be honest, accurate, and reviewed by ethics committees.

Red Flags to Look For:
· Poorly justified methods
· Lack of pilot/feasibility assessment
· Unnecessary harm when safer alternatives exist
· Misleading information in ethics applications
· Deception presented as “scientific necessity” without justification
3. Responsibility (Professional Competence & Duty of Care): 
Researchers must prevent harm, minimise risks, monitor participants, stop procedures if needed, provide debriefing and support (especially after deception), and avoid coercive or dual‑role relationships.

Red Flags to Look For:
· Participants visibly distressed but the researcher continues
· Emotional, physical, or social harm not addressed
· No debriefing
· Researcher in a dual‑role (e.g., “guard” and psychologist)
· No plan for managing distress in children or vulnerable groups

4. Social Responsibility:
Research must have clear value, avoid causing stigma or harm, consider wider societal impact, and balance risks against benefits. Ethical reflection should continue throughout the study.

Red Flags to Look For:
· Research that normalises harm
· False claims that benefits outweigh risks
· Unnecessary use of distress, aggression, or coercion
· Misleading public reporting
· Impact on participant wellbeing beyond the study (e.g., traumatised children)

How to Use This Workbook
In this session, you will analyse four historical psychology studies using modern ethical standards (BPS 2021, GDPR, safeguarding frameworks). 
The ethics forms are written in the voice of original researchers, as if they were writing these forms prior to their research taking place, and intentionally contain the ethical issues present within their research.

[bookmark: _Hlk221793252]Task 1: Identify Ethical Issues
For this task I want you to take each ethics form in turn and highlight the ethical problems in the form based on BPS principles.

[bookmark: _Hlk221794244]

Milgram’s study of obedience

[bookmark: _Hlk221796804]Respect for Autonomy & Consent:
1. Did the researcher describe procedures adequately? 
☐ Yes	☐ No

2. Was valid consent obtained?
☐ Yes	☐ No

3. Were participants deceived or misled?
☐ Yes	☐ No
If yes, how?
__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

4. Were vulnerable individuals used (e.g., prisoners, children, infants)?
☐ Yes	☐ No
If yes, who? 
_________________________________________________________________________________

Scientific Integrity & Transparency:
1. Were procedures described precisely, or were key details omitted?
☐ Yes	☐ No
If no, what was omitted?
__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________


2. Would the BPS consider the method scientifically rigorous?
☐ Yes	☐ No

Social Responsibility & Avoiding Harm:
1. What physical or psychological harm was possible or observed?
____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

2. Did the researcher anticipate or minimise risk?
____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

3. How does the researcher justify harm?
____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

[bookmark: _Hlk221791711]Right to Withdraw:
1. Do participants have a clear right to withdraw?
☐ Yes	☐ No

2. Would they feel able to stop?
☐ Yes	☐ No
If no, why?
___________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Privacy & Confidentiality
1. Is personal data protected?
☐ Yes	☐ No

2. Is identifiable or sensitive data mishandled?
☐ Yes	☐ No
If yes, how?
____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________


Zimbardo’s study of authority

Respect for Autonomy & Consent:
1. Did the researcher describe procedures adequately? 
☐ Yes	☐ No

2. Was valid consent obtained?
☐ Yes	☐ No

3. Were participants deceived or misled?
☐ Yes	☐ No
If yes, how?
__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

4. Were vulnerable individuals used (e.g., prisoners, children, infants)?
☐ Yes	☐ No
If yes, who? 
_________________________________________________________________________________

Scientific Integrity & Transparency:
1. Were procedures described precisely, or were key details omitted?
☐ Yes	☐ No
If no, what was omitted?
__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________


2. Would the BPS consider the method scientifically rigorous?
☐ Yes	☐ No

Social Responsibility & Avoiding Harm:
1. What physical or psychological harm was possible or observed?
____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

2. Did the researcher anticipate or minimise risk?
____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

3. How does the researcher justify harm?
____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Right to Withdraw:
1. Do participants have a clear right to withdraw?
☐ Yes	☐ No

2. Would they feel able to stop?
☐ Yes	☐ No
If no, why?
___________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Privacy & Confidentiality
1. Is personal data protected?
☐ Yes	☐ No

2. Is identifiable or sensitive data mishandled?
☐ Yes	☐ No
If yes, how?
____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________


Watson’s study of ‘Little Albert’ 

Respect for Autonomy & Consent:
1. Did the researcher describe procedures adequately? 
☐ Yes	☐ No

2. Was valid consent obtained?
☐ Yes	☐ No

3. Were participants deceived or misled?
☐ Yes	☐ No
If yes, how?
__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

4. Were vulnerable individuals used (e.g., prisoners, children, infants)?
☐ Yes	☐ No
If yes, who? 
_________________________________________________________________________________

Scientific Integrity & Transparency:
1. Were procedures described precisely, or were key details omitted?
☐ Yes	☐ No
If no, what was omitted?
__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________


2. Would the BPS consider the method scientifically rigorous?
☐ Yes	☐ No

Social Responsibility & Avoiding Harm:
1. What physical or psychological harm was possible or observed?
____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

2. Did the researcher anticipate or minimise risk?
____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

3. How does the researcher justify harm?
____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Right to Withdraw:
1. Do participants have a clear right to withdraw?
☐ Yes	☐ No

2. Would they feel able to stop?
☐ Yes	☐ No
If no, why?
___________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Privacy & Confidentiality
1. Is personal data protected?
☐ Yes	☐ No

2. Is identifiable or sensitive data mishandled?
☐ Yes	☐ No
If yes, how?
____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Bandura’s study of aggression


Respect for Autonomy & Consent:
1. Did the researcher describe procedures adequately? 
☐ Yes	☐ No

2. Was valid consent obtained?
☐ Yes	☐ No

3. Were participants deceived or misled?
☐ Yes	☐ No
If yes, how?
__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

4. Were vulnerable individuals used (e.g., prisoners, children, infants)?
☐ Yes	☐ No
If yes, who? 
_________________________________________________________________________________

Scientific Integrity & Transparency:
1. Were procedures described precisely, or were key details omitted?
☐ Yes	☐ No
If no, what was omitted?
__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________


2. Would the BPS consider the method scientifically rigorous?
☐ Yes	☐ No

Social Responsibility & Avoiding Harm:
1. What physical or psychological harm was possible or observed?
____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

2. Did the researcher anticipate or minimise risk?
____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

3. How does the researcher justify harm?
____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Right to Withdraw:
1. Do participants have a clear right to withdraw?
☐ Yes	☐ No

2. Would they feel able to stop?
☐ Yes	☐ No
If no, why?
___________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Privacy & Confidentiality
1. Is personal data protected?
☐ Yes	☐ No

2. Is identifiable or sensitive data mishandled?
☐ Yes	☐ No
If yes, how?
____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
Task 2: Could these study be run today? Why/why not?
For this task, you must decide for each study (Milgram, Zimbardo, Watson, Bandura) whether it would receive ethical approval today. Your answer must explain why or why not, using modern ethical standards and legal requirements. 

You should refer to:
· BPS Code of Human Research Ethics (2021) – e.g., consent, right to withdraw, minimising harm, protecting vulnerable groups.
· Legal frameworks – such as GDPR and the Data Protection Act, which control how personal data and recordings must be handled. 
· Institutional expectations – including independent ethics review, informed consent standards, debriefing requirements, and risk‑mitigation procedures. 
· Safeguarding responsibilities – especially important for studies involving vulnerable people (e.g., children in Watson’s study, or the power imbalance in Zimbardo’s study). 

Your task is to give a justified judgement for each study: Would an ethics committee approve it today? If not, which ethical or legal rules would it violate?

Your thought: 
____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________



Task 3: If not, how would the study need to be changed?
For this task, you will redesign each study so that it can be carried out ethically today while still answering the key research questions. 
Your redesigned studies must protect participants, meet modern ethical and legal standards, and avoid the harms seen in the original versions. 

When proposing your ethical redesign, think about:  
· How to study the same psychological concepts (e.g., obedience, conformity, fear learning, observational learning) without causing harm, distress, coercion, or using vulnerable participants 
· How to replace unethical procedures with modern alternatives (e.g., simulations, videos, computer tasks, role‑play, archival data, virtual reality) 

You should consider: 
· What modern ethics require - BPS guidance (informed consent, right to withdraw, minimising harm, privacy, protections for vulnerable groups) 
· Legal frameworks: GDPR/Data Protection Act requirements for filming, storing data, and anonymising information 
· Institutional ethics procedures: independent review, clear risk assessments, safeguarding protocols 
· Safeguarding expectations: especially relevant for studies involving children (Little Albert) or extreme power imbalances (Zimbardo) 


For each historical study, design an ethical, updated version that still investigates the original research questions listed below. For each study, explain: 
1. How the unethical elements would be removed 
2. How participants would now be protected 
3. What methods you would use instead (e.g., VR tasks, video‑based stimuli, adult participants, safe non‑fearful conditioning, non‑aggressive models, computer simulations) 
4. How the updated study still answers the research questions




Milgram (Obedience) 
Why do people obey instructions that could harm others? 
How does perceived authority affect obedience? 
____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________


Zimbardo (Prison Simulation) 
How do people behave when placed in guard vs. prisoner roles? 
How do confinement and authority affect behaviour?  
Are behaviours driven more by situational factors or personality? 
____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________
Little Albert (Conditioned Fear)
Can a neutral stimulus be paired with fear? 
Does fear generalise to similar objects? 
Does conditioned fear persist over time? 
____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________

Bandura (Social Learning Theory) 
Do children imitate aggressive behaviour? 
Does model/child gender influence imitation? 
Does a non‑aggressive model reduce aggression? 
____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________

Additional Discussion Questions:

In this final section, you will reflect on the four historical studies as a whole. The aim is to think beyond individual ethical issues and consider broader patterns, lessons, and modern expectations. These questions help you make links between the studies and apply the BPS Code at a more evaluative level. Consider: 
1. Common Ethical Mistakes: Identify the ethical problems that appeared repeatedly across all four studies. For example, think about issues such as lack of informed consent, use of deception, inadequate safeguarding, or failure to minimise harm. 
2. Relevant BPS Principles: Decide which modern BPS ethical principles (2021) would have prevented the harms that occurred. For example, principles on autonomy, responsibility, scientific integrity, or social responsibility. 
3. Comparative Judgements: Reflect on the studies by answering: 
· Which study was the most unethical? (Give reasons using modern ethical standards.) 
· Which study would be the easiest to redesign ethically today? 
· Which study is the least justifiable even with modifications? 

These questions encourage you to weigh up risk, harm, scientific value, and feasibility under contemporary ethics rules.

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________

