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Ethical Issues in Different
Social Science Methods
HERBERT C. KELMAN

Thc c~hical issues arising in social science research tend to vary as a func
tion of the particular research methods employed. Fer-example, certain genres
of social-psychological experiments have created ethical concerns because
they involve mlsrecresenrarion of the purpose of the research to the partici
pants or because they subject participants to stressful experiences. Some
organi2ational or large-scale social experiments have been troubling because
participation may be seen as damaging to the long-term interests of certain
groups. Survey research has on occasion been criticized for probing into
sensitive areas, such as sex, religion, or family relations. Participant observa
tion research may constitute invasion ofpri\'acy, particularly when Invesuga
lars I;aln access by misrepresenting themselves or make covert observations.
Cross-cultural studies have been charged with exploitation of Third World
populations and disrespect for their cu\lural values. I
The purpose of the present chapter is to provide an overview ofthc types of
ethical .ssues that confront the different methods used in social research. The
overview is intended to be more than a checklist, ticking ofTthe problems that
arise with each research method. but less than a comprehensive, overarching
scheme for categorizing and organizing all orme problems. Instead, it takes the
form ora rudimentary framework, designed to highlight some of the problems
that willbe discussed more fully in subsequent chapters and to suggest possible
relalionships between them.
The framework is hsclf rcoreo in a social science analysis, relevant to our
concern with problems ofsocial institutions [including the professions and the
institution ofscientific research), of social relations, and oi'social control. This
kind of analysis may provide a systematic basis for answering some of the
questions that have bcen central to the debate about the ethics of social
researeh. One is the question of the appropriateness of a risk-benefit analysis
lO the ethical Issues that arise in social and behavioral research. Such an
analysis mayor may no, be useful for biomedical research, but perhaps a
modified version of risk-benefit analysis or an entirely difTerent approach
such as an analysis in terms of rights (including, of course. the right to protec
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tion against injury)-would be more appropriate to social research.' Another
issue to which the present framework might contribute concerns the apprcpri
ateness of government regulations for the control of social research. Should
social research be subject to government regulation at all? Should at [east
certain types of research be specifically exempt from regulation? If govern
ment regulations are indicated, should they take a form difTerent from those
designed for biomedicllo\ research or should they be applied in differem ways?
The framework may help us address such questions in a systematic way.
In the discussion that follows, J shall (I) present the framework and identify
the ethical issues that it brings to the fore; (2) examine which of these issues
arise for each of the different methods of social research that can be dis
tinguished; and (3 }draw out some of the general impticalions suggested by lhis
analysis. Before turning to this discussion, however, I shall summarize the
general approach to the problem of moral justification that underlies my

enelysls.'
Approach to Moral Justification
My ultimate criterion for moral evaluation of an action, policy, or institu
tion-as well as of a general rule of conduct-is its effeet on rhe fulfillment of
human potentialities. Fulfillment of people's potentialities depends on their
well-being in the broadest sense of the terra: Satisfaction ofth~ir basic needs
including needs for food, shelter, security, love, setr-esrcem, and self
actualiz.aticn-e-is both a condition for and a manifestation of such fulfillmeru.
Furthermore. rulfilJment of'buman potentialities depends on the availability of
capacities and opportunities for self-expression, self-utilization, and self
devclopmcnt. \Ve therefore have a moral Obligation to avoid actions and
policies that reduce others' well-being (broadly defined) or that inhibit their
freedom to express and develop themselves. This is essentially a consequen
tialist view, in that it judges the moral rightness of behavior on the basis of its
consequences. It difTers from some Slandard utilitarian theories in the
particular consequences that form the center or its concern-namely, ccnse
quences for the fulfillment of human potentialities. This definition of "the
good" in tum implies a broader conception of human well-being that includes
the satisfaction of such needs as self-actualization.
Most commonly accepted moral principles can be derived directly from
analysis of the consequences of their acceptance or violation for the fulfill
ment of human potentialities. Clearly, violations of the principles of autonomy,
nonmaleficence, and beneficence, described in the preceding chapter, have
direct negative consequences for the fulfillment of potentialities. The import
ance of truth telling or keeping promises is not so obvious, Breaking a promise
or telling a lie may inhibit fulfillment ofthe other's potential, depending on the
precise nature ofthc benefit or the information of which that person is thereby
deprived. But, to justify a general rule of truth tdling or promise keeping, one
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fulfillment. Even in the absence of such demonstrable consequences, how
ever, I assume that lying degrades and diminishes the person so treated and
undermines the principle of truth telling-and thus generally weakens, at the
individual and societal level, the conditions for fulfillment of human potential
ities. According to my view of human nature and of the social order, these are
necessary and immediate consequences of the action itself, consequences
usually manifested only in their cumulative effects. Whether or not such con
sequences can be demonstrated in a given mstance,'I regard them as sufficient
justification for evaluating the action as morally wrong.
The principle of human dignity, along with its two components, serves as a
"master rule" from which other rules ofmoral conduct can be derived. Some of
these rules-such as the rules against killing, injuring, or enslaving others
govern actions that are not only obviously inconsistent with respeet for human
dignity, but also have direct negative consequences for the fulfillment of
human potentialities. This category includes actions that deprive others of
their basic human needs (broadly defined), that reduce their freedom of self
expression and self-development (ineluding their capacity and opportunity to
pursue their own goals and protect their own interests),orthatdeny them equal
access to such benefits and freedoms. Other rules-such as the rules against
lying or breaking promises-govern actions that are also inconsistent with
respect for human dignity but that mayor may not have directly demonstrable
consequences for the fulfillment of human potentialities. These rules ultimately
derive their moral force from the presumption that the actions they pro
scribe have adverse consequences for the individual capacities and social
conditions essential to personal fulfillment.
In any particular situation, moral COnmClS may arise because two different
moral rules require eonflieting actions. To resolve such conflicts, we must
make ajudgment about the relative importance ofthe two rules-in general and
in the particular situation-to the preservation of human dignity. Such judg
ments are not easy, particularly when they must take account ofthe long-term
and systematic effects of violation of a rule, including effects on the continuing
integrity of the rule itself. Equally difficult dilemmas, however, are faced by
the act utilitarian, trying to assess (quantitatively) which action maximizes
utility, or by the deontologist, trying to decide which is the overriding duty.
Conflicts may also arise because an action that presumably contributes to
creating the conditions for enhanced human dignity in the society at large (e.g.,
the advancement of social research) may deprive partieular individuals of
dignity (e.g., by lying to them). In many cases oflhis sort (such as the decision
whether or not to carry out an important experiment that involves some
deception of the participants), I would accept the need for weighing the relative
costs and benefits oftaking or not taking the action and choosing the one that is
most consistent with the preservation and enhancement of human dignity. In
calculating costs, however, I would consider not only the cost to the individual
who is deceived, but also the long-term cost to the larger society. In other cases
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(such as the decision about an important experiment that entails some risk of
death or serious injury to the participants], the action represents so fundamen
tal a violation of the principle of human dignity that it can virtually never
be envisioned, no matter how valuable its social eontribution may be.
Harm-benefit considerations clearly playa central role in my approach to
moral justification, if harms are defined as cxperiences that detract from well
being and benefits as experiences that enhance well-being, and where well
being in tum refers to meeting one's needs, attaining one's goals, and having
the eapacity and opportunity to express and develop one's self. Human
dignity, which is closely linked to thc fulIillmentofhuman potentialities, can be
seen as a manifestation and condition of well-being. Thus, actions, policies, and
rules deemed consistent with human dignity represent either ways ofenhanc
ing well-being, or ways of maintaining people's ability to assure their own well
being (l.e., protect their own interests, pursue their own goals, express and
develop themselves). But, to say that harm and benefit considerations are
central to moraljustifteauon does not mean-as it does for the act utilitarian
that the procedures for arriving at ethical decisions involve a calculation of
immediate risks and benefits without reference to rules and other moral con
siderations. Risk-benefit analysis is a useful tool in ethical decision making,
but it is not relevant, and certainly not conclusive, under all circumstances. For
many purposes, I would consider a rights-based analysis as the mostappropri
ate procedure for arriving at ethical decisions.
Rights, in my approach, are derivative from consequential considerations,
and thus are not the ultimate source ofjustification for moral action. The use of
fulfillment of human potentialities and of respect for human dignity as criteria
for moral evaluation implies a right to self-fulfillment and dignity. And from
this "right," one can derive various other rights, corresponding to the various
"duties" implied by the moral rules based on respect for dignity. Thus, for
example, one can speak of a right not to be lied to, corresponding to the rule
against lying. But I do not postulate a set of rights as independent bases for
moral action. I see rights as socially accepted and enforced protective devices,
which assure people access to certain benefits, defense against certain harms,
and continued ability to safeguard their interests, pursue their goals, and ex
press and develop themselves. The value of rights is that they reduce the
dependence ofan individual's (or group's) well-beingon others' calculations in
particular circumstances of what is best for that individual (or group) and for
society at large. They represent, in principle, noncontingent entitlements to
certain resources or opportunities. In practice, of course, rights are not
absolute. Judgments have to be made about competing rights,both in thesense
that it may not be possible 10grant a given right (e.g., the right to food or police
protection) fully to everyone, because of limited resources; and in the sense
that the right of one person (e.g., to speak freely) may conflict with a competing
right ofanother(e.g., to be protected against intimidation). In weighing competing
rights, one ofme considerations is the relative cost ofviolating one as compared to
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the other, including the relative social cost entailed by the reduced integrity of

whichever right is being violated.
Rights, then-although their origin is ultimately in harm-benefit considera
tions-become functionally autonomous in that they retain their moral force
whether or not, in any given case, it can be demonstrated that their violation
will cause harm. Furthermore, maintaining the integrity ofthe rights is itself an
important consideration in ethical decision making, because of the long-term,

systemic consequences of their violation. In short. operationally. we take or
avoid certain classes of action (defined by general moral principles) in order to
conform to a right and to maintain the integrity of that right, not (or not only) in
order to avoid the harm against which the right is designed to protect people, It
is enough to say that the right is being violated; there is no need to prove that its
violation causes measurable harm. Calculation of harms becomes especially
important when the right conflicts with another right and some way of assign
ing priorities must be found.
A Framework for Identifying Etbieal Issues in Soeial Researeb
The primary task of this chapter is 10 identify and classify ethical issues in
social research in a way that would enable us to evaluate and compare the role
different research methods play in creating or perpetuating these issues. In
order to make the resulting scheme maximally useful for the present volume, I
selected, as one of the bases for classifying ethical issues, the four issue areas
around which the volume is organized: harm and benefit, informed consent and
deception, privacy and confidentiality, and social control. These four issue
areas constitute the rows of table 2.1, which summarizes the classificatory
scheme. Of these four issue areas, the first three represent broad categories of
TABLE 2.1
A CLASSIFICATION OF ETHICAL ISSUES IN SOCIAL SCIENCE RESEARCH

Types of Impact of the Research
Areas

Concrete Interests
of Participants

Quality of Inter
personal Relationships

Wider Social vnlues

Harm and benefit

Injury
(physical; psycho
logical, material)

Stress and indignity

Diffuse harm

1~5U~

(discornfcrt.embar
rassmem, feelings
of inadequacy)

(perversion of
pclltical process,
inequity. manipulll
lion. arbitrariness)

Privacy nnd con
fidenlialhy

Public exposure

Reduced control over
self-presentation

Reduction of private
space

informed consent
and deception

Impaired capacity for
decision making

Deprivation of'respect
(lack of candor,
choice. reciprocity)

Erosion of trust
(cynicism, anomie)

Social control

Government regu

Professional
smndnrds

Social policy

lation
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ethical problems that soelat research confronts, while the fourth refers [0
socially patterned ways of dealing with such problems. For the fourth area, it
should be noted. I am using a more inclusive description than the one used in
the organization of this volume (social control instead of government
regulation). since I want to eover a wider range of control mechanisms, of
which government regulation is only one form.
The three categories of problems overlap to a considerable degree.
Specifically, issues of privacy and deception could both be analyzed within a
harm-benefit framework. P There is heuristic value, however, in separating
them out, particularly since they encompass some of the special problems that
are inherent in certain methods of social research.
Harms and benefits here refer to certain effects of a piece of research on the
well-being ofindividuals and society. Well-being, in tum, can be gauged by the
attainment of goals or valued states. Any effect that reduces people's well
being, by blocking achievement of a goal or interfering with a valued state
(such as health, security, or social cohesion), constitutes a harm.'? Any effect
that enhances well-being, by promoting the attainment of goals or valued
states, constitutes a benefit. The clearest examples of harms that might result
from scientific research are lasting injuries or damages suffered by the research
participants themselves. The termhanns, as used here, however, also encom
passes temporary experiences of stress or discomfort, even if they cause no
measurable long-term damage. Furthermore, harms may accrue not only to
the research participants themselves, but also to other individuals and groups
affected by the process or products of research." More generally, one may
speak of harms to the soeiety at large insofar as the process or products of
research tend to reduce the integrity and effeetiveness of social institutions in
achievtng societal goals and values.
Benefits may accrue to individual research participants in the form ofim
provernents in health, help with personal (psychological or social) problems,
specific services (such as child care, educational enrichment, and income
supplementation), financial remuneration. new insights, enjoyable experiences,
advantages 10their groups or communities, or the satisfaction of contributing
to the research enterprise. Benefits may also accrue to individuals and groups
who do not personally participate in the research, and to society at large, "in
the form of contributions to scientific knowledge and the general social wel
fare or public enlightenment generated by this knowledge."!' Since ethical
concerns are frequently generated by the potential of harmful effects in social
research, I shall be emphasizing harms much more than benefits in this
chapter. Benefits, of course, affect the amount of concern engendered by a
piece of research, on the assumption that the greater its potential benefits to
participants or to the larger society, the greater the justification for risking
certain harms. As was noted in the previous chapter, however, ethical judg
ments are not based solely on the ratio between harms and benefits. There are
certain kinds and degrees of harm that most of us would consider unac
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ceptable no matter how large the potential benefits might be (unless perhaps
the risk of harm had been consented to by those affected). Moreover, ealcula
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Turning to the third row of table 2.1, we can link informed consent and
LO a harm-benefit framework in three ways: deception and curtail
ments of informed consent can be viewed as harms in their own right, as
mUltitHers of harms due to other causes, and as conditions that subject re
searc participants to the possibility of harm. Deception refers to any
delib rate misrepresentation of the purposes of the research, of the identity or
qualifications of the investigator, of the auspices under which the research is
conducted, ofthe experiences to which participants will be subjected, or ofthe
likel~ uses and consequences of the research. Deception curtails the partici
pant~'opportunities to give informed consent insofar as it deprives them of
info ation that might be material to their decision to participate. Withhold
ing 0 potentially relevant information-even in the absence of active decep
tion in the sense of misrepresenLation)-would also constitute a violation
of the requirement of informed consent. Furthermore, informed consent is
compromised insofar as the individual's freedom to agree to or refuse
partidipation is Iimitcd-whether it be through outright coercion or undue pres
sure, through threats ofpunishmcnt or the olTeringof irresistible inducements.
W~en viewed as harms in their Own right, deception and violation of
infornlcd consent-like invasion of privacy-belong in the category of "moral
wrongs" or deprivations of dignity. Whether or not individuals suffer specifi
able damage as a rcsultofthese procedures, they are wronged in the sense that
their tJasic rights to the truth and to freedom of choice are violated. Deception
and c6ercion can also be viewed as multipliers ofharms due to other causes. In
the c~lcuJation of the risk-benefit ratio for a stressful psychological experi
ment, 'for example, the injury or discomfort resulting from participation would
be multiplied if participants were misled about the nature ofthe experiment or
unduly pressured to take pan in it and therefore prevented from making an
inforn)ed, voluntary decision about whether or not to subject themselves to a
potenjially stressful experience. Finally, deception and coercion-again,like
invasion of privacy-are linked to a harm-benefit framework in that they are
conditions that subject the individual to thepossihility of harm. The norms of
truthfulness and informed consent afford us some protection against hannful or
unple~santexperiences by enhancing our ability to make decisions in line with
Our interests, preferences, and values. They do so by providing the opportuni
ties and the tools for making such decisions, and by maintaining an atmo
sphere ofpredictability, trust, and mutual respect, in which Such decisions can
be made. Deception and violations of infonned consent increase the likelihood
of hark because they reduce research participants' ability to protect them
selvesl against it.
In sum, the issues of privaey and informed Consent can both be addressed
withiOia harm~benefitframework. Not only can invasions ofprivacy and viola
lions qr informed consent be viewed as harms in their own right, but-most
impor1ant for a risk-benefit analysis-they constitute conditions that subject
research participants to the possibility of various other harms. Nevertheless,
there ~re some advantages in treating these two issue areas as separate

dec~~tion

tions of the risk-benefit ratio are complicated by the fact that those who are
mostlikely to benefit from a research study are often not the ones who bear the

attendant risks.
Turning to the second row of table 2.1,the issue ofprivacy and confidential
ity relates to a harm-benefit framework in two ways: Invasion of privacy and
violation of confidentiality can be viewed, in their own right, as harms of a
special type; or they can be viewed as conditions that subject people to the
possibility of harm. Oscar M. Ruebhausen and Orville G. Brim, Jr., define
privacy as "the freedom of the individual to pick and choose for ltimselfthe
time and circumstances under whieh, and most importantly, the extent to
which, his attitudes, beliefs, behavior and opinions arc to be shared with or
withheld from others." IJ Since social research, by its very nature, focuses on
precisely such personal information, it inevitably runs the risk of invading the
participants" privacy. "Invasions of privacy occur to the extent that partiei
pants are unable to determine what infonnation about themselves they will dis
close and how that information will be cissemlnated.?" Violations of confi
dentiality occur when information about a participant is disseminated to
audiences for whom it was not intended. They constitute a subclass ofinvasion
of privacy, exacerbated by the breaking of a promise that was made
explicitly or implicitly-at the time the data were Obtained.
Invasion of privacy cannot be described as a harm in tho obvious sense ofa
lasting injury or measurable damage to the research participants. It can, how
ever, be subsumed under the category of harms that Alasdair Maclntyre
designated "moral wrongs,"!' i.e.. acts that subject people to the experience of
being morally wronged, whether or not their Interests arc damaged in specifi
able ways. Similarly, in terms of the approach to moral analysis that I pre
sented above, invasion of privacy, by violating people's autonomy, is inconsis
tent with respect for their dignity and hence a presumptive eause of harm. In
evaluating consequences of this variety, we move away from a standard risk
benefit analysis toward an analysis related 10 the concept of individual rights.
Thus, when we speak of the invasion of privacy as a moral wrong, we are
postulating a correlative right-the right to privacy-that is being violated.
Invasion of privacy. when known by subjects, also tends to create a certain
degree of stress and discomfort. In this sense, too, it can be viewed as a harm in
its own right. More importantly, however, the discomfort cngendered by in
vasion of privacy may be a function oHts illdirecrrelationship to harm: Within
a harm-benefit framework, invasion ofprivacy is troubling primarily because it
subjects the individual to thepossibiliry ofhann. Privacy provides people with
some protection against harmful or unpleasant expericnces-against punish
ment and exploitation by others, against embarrassment or lowered self
esteem, against threats to the integrity and autonomy of the self. Invasions of
privacy inerease the likelihood of harm because they deprive the individual of
that protection.
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categories. First, they highlight concerns that are of critical importance to the

protection of research participants in general-concerns reflected in the
regulation of confidentiality and informed consent. Concerns in these two
issue areas are particularly likely to be aroused by certain methods ofsocial re

search, which-in the interest of enhancing the validity of the data-are
especially intrusive in nature or rely on deceiving participants about the pur
pose (or even the occurrence) afthe research. Second, separating out these two

issues suggests an additional procedure, complementary to risk-benefit arialy
sis. for arriving at ethical decisions; a procedure based on the specification of
rights, including the right to privacy and the right to aU material information
and to freedom ofchoice. Thus, separate consideration ofthe issues ofprivacy
and deception is useful, despite the Inevitable overlaps, precisely because
these issues bridge two approaches to ethical decision making, one based on
calculation of risks and benefits and the other based 011 protection of rights.
Cutting across the four issue areas is a distinction between three types of
impact that social research may have, each of which is a potential source of
ethical concern (see the columns of table 2.1): the impact on the concrete
interests of research participants, on the quality of the interpersonal relation
ships between investigators and participants, and on wider social values. The
distinction is conceptually linked to distinctions that I have made in my earlier
work among three processes of social influence (compliance, identification,
and internalization) and three types of oricntation to social systems (rule, role,
and value orientation). U
The first column of table 2.1 refers to the possible impact of social research
on the concrete interests of research participants. The concern here is that
participation in the research may work to the disadvantage of the individuals
involved, leaving them worse off at the end of the experience than they were at
the beginning. In other words, the research may entail risks of injuries
physical, psychological, or material-that are of a relatively enduring nature.
Involved here is more than momentary stress or discomfort, but a lasting
damage to the individual's interests, The risk of such injuries may stem from
the research procedures themselves (e.g., ingestion of potentially harmful
drugs or confrontation with potentially disturbing revelations about one's self)
Dr it may stem from the research findings (e.g., data showing inefficiencies in
work organization that may lead to layoffs of some. workers, or data on family
organization that may lead (0 cuts in welfare payments).1n some cases, risks
are created or magnified by public exposure of information obtained from re
search participants; that is, the interests of participants are jeopardized if the
information is widely disseminated or revealed to certain specific individuals
or agencies. Risks of injury-and ethical concerns about such risks-are
generally increased when the norm of informed consent is in any way violated
or sidestepped, since research participants are then deprived of the full
opportunity 10 protect their own interests.
Questions about the impact of social research on the interests of partici
pants become more complex when we consider the interests, not only of the

5/

individualpanicipants, bUIaJsoofthe groups from which they are drawn. This
immediately calls attention 10the Impact of the products of social research, in
addition to the impact of the processes of research themselves. Much of the
thinking about research ethiCS-particularly the logic behind the regulatory
approach to research with human subjectS_is predicated on the assumption
thatone is dealing with specific effects on identifiable Individuals. The model is
taken from the type of biomedical research in which injection of certain sub
stances or performance ofcertain procedures exposes research participants to
the risk of disease or other injury. This model is inSUfficient even for
biomedical research, which may well have an impact on the interests of
specific groups within the population, such as research on genetic diseases that
disproportionately affect certain ethnic groups, or research on environmental
hazards that affect certain regions and occupations, It is dearly .insufficient for
social research, which often focuses on group differences and has implications
for social policy.
The very conduct of social research, and particularly its findings, may ad
versely affect the interests of SOme groups Within the population-typically
those who are already most VUlnerable. Research suggesting that the per.
formance of individuals from minority groups or lowcr social classes Compares
unfavorably with that of the majority or middle-class participants (perhaps
lhough not necessarily-because of biases in measurement or interpretation)
may serve as a basis for practices or policies that place these groups at a dis
tinct disadvantage. Thus, in considering the impact of a piece of research on
the concrete interests ofthe participants, it is necessary to take group interests
into account-to project lhe possible hanns that may accrue to the group, to
assure adequate protection of the group in the dissemination and use a the
findings, and to assess effects on the group as part of the process of informed
consent The issues here are far more complex than those relating to the impact
of the research on the specific individual Whoprovides the data: Effaets 011 the
group are more remote and harder to predict; confidentiality of group data
cannot readily be preserved; and there is no obvious way of determining Who
speaks for the group in giving informed consent. These issues go beyond the
impact of the research on the specific individuals involved and are, to Some ex
lent, within the domain of the third column of table 2. I-the Impact of the
research on wider social values-to be discussed below.
The second column of table 2.1 refers to the possible impact of research
procedures on the quality of the interpersonal relationship between investiga,
tors and participants. There is general consensus_to a large extent universally
shared-about the way in which people ought to "deal with each other in a
variety of interaction conlexts, In a professional relationship, wh,ich can serve.
as a model for interaction between investigators and research participants, it is
expected that each party will show concemforthe other's welfare and that they
will treat each other with dignity and respect. Each tries to be helpfUl to the
other and 10avoid actions that might cause the other stress crdrscomron. They
ere carefull10t to insule, degrade, coerce, exploit, frighten, or shock each other.
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They make every effort to protect each other from humiliation and embarrass

of interaction situation in our society) to the general quality of life in our
society, brings us directly to the kinds of issues that are the focus for the third
column of table 2.1.
The third column refers to the potential impact of social research on wider
social values. The procedures and the products of social research-and indeed
the prevalence or even the very existence of certain lines of research-may
affect social values in a variety of ways. Social research may help to create,
reinforce, and legitimize certain values within the society-and, conversely, to
undermine and delegitimize other values. It may have an effeet on the soeial
atmosphere in which we live, contributing to the development of general
moods and expectations. It may influence patterns of interpersonal relations,
the functioning of various social institutions, the shape of political and
economie processes. It may affect the relationships between different groups
within the society and the satisfaction oftheir separate and competing needs. It
may contribute to the relative emphasis given within the soelety 10diverse and
often conflicting social goals. Concern is aroused here by the possibility that
social research may thus have a deleterious impact on important values of the
society. Judgments of this impact are likely to differ among different analysts,
not only because they may make different predictions about the probable
consequences of various procedures or findings, but also because they may
differ in their value preferences or in the priorities they assign to them. Thus, it
is entirely possible that a type of research considered socially harmful by some
will be deemed beneficial by others.
The third column differs from the other two in that it does not focus on the
direct impact of the research on the individuals who participate in it or even on
the groups from which they are selected, but on its impact on the society at
large. The concern here is, essentially, with diffuse harm to the entire body
politic. I! However, the way indilliduals-or groups-are treated in the process
of collecting the data and disseminating the findings is an important source of
the diffuse harm that research may cause to wider social values. For example,
research procedures that systematically deceive participants, subject them to
undue pressure, or intrude on their privacy may result in the weakening ofsuch
social values as trust and personal autonomy. Research that exploits relatively
powerless and vulnerable groups, whose members find it difficull to refuse
partieipation, and that disseminates findings in a way that may place such
groups at a disadvantage, may have a deleterious effect on the values ofequity
and social justice. Other potential sources of diffuse harm are the products of
social reseerch-c-Le., some of its specific findings. For example, research [hat
suggests genetic differenees in intelligence between different racial groups may
undermine societal efforts to promote equal opportunities in education and
employment."
Finally, the prevalenee or even the very existence of certain lines of
research may itself constitute a Source of diffuse harms to important social
values. For example, opinion polls that focus on the intentions of the voters

ment, from feelings of pressure or hurt. To this end, we generally accept the
way in which others present themselves and we try not to be overly inquisitive
or intrusive, leaving others adequate room for maneuver. One of the guiding
principles of a respectful relationship is honesty and candor about our own
purposes and intentions. Another is reciprocity in both obligations and
benefits. Social research engenders concerns insofar as it violates these
standards for good interpersonal relations. Such concerns are aroused by
procedures that subject research participants to discomfort, embarrassment,
or other forms of stress; that deliberately deprive them of control over their
self-presemation; or that involve deception or undue pressure.
The second column differs from the first in that it does not refer to long-term
damages LO the participant's interests. Rather, Itencompasses experiences that
are largley confined to the research situation itself-experiences of temporary
stress or of wrongful treatment, without any measurable effect on the partici
pant's well-being beyond this situation. Of course, there is always the
possibility that such experiences may leave a residue that influences the
person's future relationships. The experience ofbeing humiliated, deceived, or
coerced may lead to a lowering of the person's self-esteem or a wariness about
interpersonal relationships that carries over into subsequent situations. In such
cases, we could properly speak ofdamage to the person's concrete interests in
the form of a psychological injury. But even when the psychologleal impact is
only temporary, a sacrifice in the quality of interpersonal relationships is not
devoid of ethical significance. First, respect for human dignity ought to be
treated as though it were an end in itself, quite apart from any particular
consequences. I base this requirement on the view that depriving others of
dignity leads to a presumptive decline in their well-being, even in the absence
of calculable damage to their interests. Second, social research cannot be
isolated from the rest of social life, particularly as it becomes more wide
spread and thus enters into the lives of a large number of people on a large
number of occasions. Thus, any lowering in the quality of interpersonal rela
tionships in research situations has a wider effect on the quality of life through
out the society.
Finally, the behavior of social scientists within their research situations has
implications for the role of social science in the society. When social scientists
violate the norms of good interpersonal relationships, they contribute to forces
of exploitation, deception, coercion, and intrusion that are already at work.
Moreover, the conditions under whieh the data are collected may affect the
nature of the findings; thus, research procedures that rely heavily on manipula
tion of the participants may reinforce a manipulative conception of human
relations and organizational funetlonmg;" The impact of social research pro
cedures on the quality of interpersonal relationships, therefore, raises ques
tions about the larger social impact of social sctenee. This concern, as well as
the concern about the spreadofeffects from the research situation (as one type
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the poll results themselves may become majordeterminants of the behavior of
both citizens and candidates." To lake a different example, the prevalence of
field experiments on helping behavior may have the effect of reducing such
behavior by providing an additional justification for bystanders' failure to
intervene in a crisis situation on the grounds that it is probably just another
experiment. Proponents, of course, can cite countervailing soeial benefits that
might accrue from both of these lines of research, but the examples illustrate
the possibilities of diffuse harm that must be taken into account.
In sum, the columns orrabte 2.1 distinguish three types ofimpact of social
research that bring three distinct (though interrelated) sets of ethical concerns
to the fore. These ethical coneems. in tum, reflect general social concerns
about the functioning of any profession that is recognized and supported within'
a society: How are the competing interests of the professionals and their
publics to be balanced and reconciled? How are standards ofprofessional con
duct, consistent with the social norms that govern interpersonal relations, to be
established and maintained? And, how are basic social values to be enhanced
and protected by the role the profession occupies and the ways it functions
within the society? With these general concerns in mind, I shall proceed to
examine the implications of the three types of impact distinguished by the
columns oftable 2.1 for each of the four issue areas defined by the four rows.
For the first three rows, these implications follow directly from the descrtp
tions of these three rows, as well as of the three columns, that have already
been given. From my summary and elaboration ofthe three-way distinction as
it applies to each of these three rows, J shall then draw further implications for
the fourth row, proposing the form of soeial eorurol that seems most
appropriate in response (0 each of the three types of ethical concern.

Harms and Benefits
From a harm-benefit perspeeuve, the three columns simply represent a
classification of three types of harm that might result from social research (or,
indeed, any research with human participants). For each of these types of
harm, one can also cite a corresponding type of benefit. There is no
assumption, however, that the justification for a particular study depends on
the separate harm-benefit ratios for each column. For example, there could be
a justification for risking harms of the first or second type if the potential
benefits of the third type were sufficiently great. On the other hand, a favor
able risk-benefit ratlo-c-within a column or across columns-would not
automaticallyjustify a study beeeuse, as has already been noted, certain kinds
and degrees of harm cannot legitimately be risked, no matter how great the
potential benefits might be.
The three types of harm have already been defined above, in the discussion
of the columns of table 2.1, and they will only be summarized here with some
further elaboration.

Research may cause damage to the concrete interests of the participants or
of the groups from Which they are drawn in the form of relatively enduring
physical, psychological, or material injuries." PhYSical injuries in social re
search could conceivably occur if the research procedures generated violent
reactions among participants themselves, if the research rmdings caused
others todirect violence against the participants or their groups, or if participa
tion in the research subieered people to penalties from authorities or revenge
from adversaries. Physic,,) injuries could also Occur in studies involving the use
of drugs or alcohol, various forms ofdeprivation, orexposure to the elements. 11
Psychological injuries could take the form ofpsychotic reactions in vulnerable
individuals, as a result of stress, anxiety, painful self-discovery, or rejection
experienced in the course of the research. They may also take the form of
experimentally induced losses in self-esteem or self-confidence, which persist
beyond tile research shuation.v Material injuries may take the form of losses
in certain resources or opportunities lIS a result of participation in the
research-for example, by those who receive the "less desirable" treatment in
educational, criminal-justice, or large-scale social experiments. Tile findings
of social research may also have a deleterious effect on the material well-being
of research participants, since they could lead to changes in policy with
negative consequences for their incomes, fringe benefits, working conditions,
or living ccndnions. It is the findings of research that represent the most
obvious risks of damage to group interests. Thus, research findings on group
diITerences in intelligence could cause injury to disadvantaged groups-both
materially, through their effects on social policy, and psychologically, through
their effects on the groups' reputation and self-esteem.
Corresponding to these different kinds of potential injuries, there are
various ways in which social research may produce concrete benefits 10 Ute
interests of participants and their groups. Such benefits may take the form of
financial remuneration, special services, improvements in health .andpsycho
logical well-being, and access to material resources and opponunities.
Similarly, the findings ofsocial research may advance the concrete interests of
the participants as well as their groups, through their effects on organizational
practices, Social policy, and public understanding,

Stress and Indignity
Research may cause stress and indignity to the participants within the re
search situation. While such experiences may not constitute long-term harms
to their interests, they do represent violations of the standards of good Inter
personat relations. Stress may take the form of specific fears or general
anxiely, physical or interpersonal discomfort, feelings of inadequacy or un
certainty, embarrlLSsment, frustration, or internal conflict. Research partici
pants may, for example, experience discomfort, embarrassment, anda sense of
inadequacy becau.se they do not know how to handle the situation in which
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they find themselves or because they believe-c-somerimes because they have

which is damaging to the society at large. Such damage may take the form of
reducing the integrity and effectiveness of social institutions in achieving
societal goals and values, or of creating an atmosphere-a set of beliefs and
expectauoas-cantagonistic to important and widely shared social values. A
prime example, already mentioned, is the perversion of the political process
that might result from the excessive use of opinion polling in election
campaigns. Under the guise of assessing the views ofvoters, polls may actually
shape (he preferences of voters; consequently, (he activities of candidates may
in turn be geared to raising their standing in the polls rather than to addressing
the issues. Disproportionate and sometimes exploitative use of minority group
members as research participants and dissemination of data about group
differences in ability and achievement may increase the level of inequity in the
society and undennine efforts to enhance equality of opportunity. The value of
equity may also be compromised by social experiments-ee.g., in housing,
income maintenance, or the administration of criminal justice-in which
certain advantages are differentially allocated to different segments of the
population. The prevalence of field experiments on helping behavior,
mentioned above, in whleh experimental confederates feign injury or other
kinds of disability in order to observe bystander reactions under varying cir
cumstances," may add to the level of arbitrariness and irrationality within
society and compound the ambiguity of real-life situations that call for by
stander intervention. These and other types of social research that are intrusive
or-deceptive may also cause diffuse harm by reducing the private space and the
level of trust in the society-effects to which I shall return momentarily,
Corresponding to the different kinds of diffuse harms that have been
described, there are potential benefits that social research may bring to the
larger society. Research advances the development of scientific knowledge,
whlch is a social value in Its own right, and Which, in turn, may contribute to
social welfare and public enlightenment. Increased understanding of human
behavior and social institutions may both directly enhance the quality of life
and contribute to the solution of social problems, to the effectiveness of
institutional functioning, and to the development of sound and just social
policies.
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been deliberately led to believe-that they are not performing well. These
typicallyare temporary, situational reactions,althoughthe line betweenshort
term and long-term effects cannot always be sharply drawn. As has already
been noted. the self-doubts and lowered self-esteem induced in such situations
may at tlrnes-depending on the characteristics onhe individuals involved and
the nature of the precipitating experience-carry over into future situations;

short-term stress and discomfortwould, in these cases, shade into psycholog
ical injury. Even when the stress is ontytcmpcrary, it does constitute a hann:

Clearly the accumutauon of stressfulexperiences represents a lowering in the
quality of a person's life, even though the harm contributed by any single
stressful experience-s-because of its short-term nature-cannot be easily
calculated for purposes of risk-benefit analysis."
Research participation may also produce situational effects that are less
palpable and more elusive than stress or discomfort and hence even more
difficult to enter into risk-benefit calculations. These can best be described as
indignity-c-i.e., being subjected to an experience that is degrading and that
dcprives the person of the respect with which we generally treat fellow humans.
Such experiences may arise, for example, when research procedures cause
people to lose control over their reactions, to violate their own values, or to
appear foolish, or-more generally-when they employ deception and psycho
logical manipulation. Perhaps the limiting case of short-term ham, involving
at leas! a mild form of indignity, is the imposition that results from taking up
people's time in an activity that they find useless and lacking in interest.
Though the relationship between investigator and participant in this case may
be free of stress and degradation, it lacks reciprocity in that it serves the
interests of the investigator bUI provides no benefits to the participants com
mensurate with the lime they are asked to invest. Again, it should be noted that
indignities constitute hanns-in the form of insults, rather than injuries. While
it may not be possible to demonstrate the damaging effect of any single
instance ofindignny, the accumulation ofsuch indignities (whether or not they
are experienced as stressful) is likely to lower the person's self-esteem. self
confidence, and capacity for autonomous action.
Corresponding to the different kinds of short-term harms that have been
described, there are potential benefits to participants resulting from their in
...olvemenc in an experience that may be enjoyable, interesting, or instructive,
and may enhance their self-esteem. The latter effect is likely to the extent
participants are treated with respect, assured that they are participating in an
important enterprise, and made to feel that their personal contribution to the
enterprise is valuable and appreciated.

Privacy and Confidentiality
For the issue of privacy and confidentiality, the three columns of table 2.1
correspond to three types of concerns about invasion of privacy that social
research brings into play." In each case, invasion of privacy can be viewed
both as a harm in its own right, particularly in the sense of a moral wrong, and
as a condition that subjects people to the possibility of harm by depriving
them of the protection mal privacy offers. However, as we move from the first
to the third column, the emphasis shifts somewhat from invasion of privacy as
exposure to the risk of specific harms to invasion of privacy as violation of a
basie right.

DiflUse Harm
Research may cause diffuse harm which does not directly affect the
individual participants or even the groups from which they are drawn, but
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Public Exposure

An obvious source of COncern about the potential invasiveness of social
research is the fear that information revealed by participants in the course of
the research may be disseminated beyond the research setting itself. Such
wider public exposure ofthe participants' views or actions may subject them to
the possibility of damaging consequences. Research participants may be
concerned, for example, that the information might become accessible to
authorities who are in a position to penalize or harass them. Individuals
engaged in illegal actlvtties, welfare recipients whose private lives are always
subject to scrutiny, or political dissidents in a repressive environment are
among those who are particularly likely to feel such anxieties. paruclperus
may also be concerned that the information might become accessible to
specific others in their daily environments, particularly their superiors in a
status hierarchy (such as their bosses, teachers, parents, officers, or keepers),
who might retaliate against them if they disapproved of their opinions or
actions. Potentially damaging consequenees of public exposure include not
only the risk of penalty or reprisal, but also the possibility of embarrassment
and disapproval, affecting people's reputations and relations with their
associates.
Concern about public exposure may also extend to group data. For
example, information about the performance or attitudes of II particular unit
within an organization or community may subieet its members to possibly
damaging or embarrassing consequences, even if the responses of individual
participants are net identified. Similarly, information about the practices ofan
organization, institution, or community may have deleterious effects on its
reputation and the resources it can command. Sometimes, of course, research
is specifically designed to increase public knowledge about the practices of an
organization (or type of organization) and to evaluate its performance. In such
cases, public exposure does not present an ethical problem, unless respondents
were misled about the way in which the data were to be used, or unless
observations were made covertly, as in David L. Rosenhan's pseudopatient
studies in which the investigators gained admission 1O psychiatric hospitals by
pretending to have heard voices.!' public exposure of group data may also be
an issue in studies of ethnic minority communities or foreign societies, carried
out by outsiders with insufficient understanding of the cultural context.
Members of these groups may view the dissemination of information obtained
in such studieS as invasive of their group's privacy, with the consequence of
reinforcing negative stereotypes about them and justifying policies that are
irrelevant or detrimental to their interests.
At the level of the individual, the risks of public exposure can be virtually
eliminated by spelling out precise procedures for maintaining confidentiality of
the data and scrupulously adhering to them (as Robert F . Boruch discusses in
this volume). In most cases, it is even possible to protect confidential data
against involuntary exposure (resulting, for example, from forced entry or
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court orders) by removing identifying information as soon as possible.
Maintaining the confidentiality of group data is far more complex. Even when
research reports attempt to disguise the identity of an organization or
subgroups, it is often impossible to prevent recognition by
community or
many readers. In studies focusing on large groupings (such as ethnic
minorities) or on entire societies, disguising the identity of the population is
generally both impossible and inconsistent with the purposes of the research.
In the case of group data, then, the main issue shifts from maintaining
confidentiality to introducing safeguards-in the choice of research topics, the
design and procedures of the research, the solicitation of the participants, and
the reporting of the findings-to assure that the group's interests wifl be
maximally protected against potentially harmful consequences of public

orus

exposure."
Reduced Concrol over Self-Presentation
A second source of concern about the potential invasiveness of social
research is that it may reduce participants' control over their seff-presentation
in the research situation proper. Self-presentation and impression manage
ment are central preoccupations in most of our interpersonal relationships."
Efforts to control our self-presentation are partly designed to protect ourselves
against humiliation, embarrassment, disapproval, and rejection. According to
the norms that govern social interaction, people generally accept and support
the identity that others seek 10project and respect the others' desire to maintain
control over their self-presentations. To maintain this control, they must be
free to pick and choose what information about themselves to disclose and
what information to withhold. There are a number of ways in wltich the
structure of the research situation and the procedures of social research may
have the effect of restricting this freedom, thereby reducing participants'
privacy. Research participants lose a measure of control over their self
presentation to the extent they are unaware ofthe conditions under which they
are being observed-because they do not know that they are being observed at
all, or who it is that is observing them, or what aspects of their behavior arc the
focus of observation. Control over self-presentation is also reduced 10 the
extent that participants feel under pressure to reveal personal information that
they would prefer to withhold. Finally, control over self-presentation is
reduced to the extent participants are caught unawares, being confronted by an
unexpected Or disturbing event or a violation of social norms.
Confrontation with such circumstances, which reduce people's control over
their self-presentation, is not unique to social research situations, but is a
common feature of everyday life. It is one of the risks we take whenever we
venture out into the public arena and engage in social interaction. Even though
the resulting reduction in control over our self-presentation is experienced as a
loss in privacy, the events that cause it-whether in real life or in the research
situation-do not Jn themselves constitute ethically objectionable invasions of
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privacy. Serious ethical concerns arise only insofar as the reduced control over

R Dennis Middlernist et al. studycrmicturitton." Crities of these studies have
focused on the surreptitious nature of the observations and the fact that they
were obtained without informed conscnt-procedures that are generally
troublesome, but become more so whcn used to gain access into people's
private space." The problems of balancing thc social values represented by
social research with the value of preserving private space are more funda
mental, however, than these more dramatic examples would suggest. Signif
icant research on human behavior and social institutions inevitably must
inquire into matters that at least some individuals. some groups, or some
societies place within the boundaries of private space-such as love, personal
health, death, religion, ethnicity, politics. money, or family relations. To
declare such topics categorically off limits to social science would tnvializc the
enterprise and greatly reduce its potential benefits to human welfare. While no
topic ought to be considered taboo for social investigation. social controls are
essential to assure care and sensitivity in the choice of occasions and
procedures for investigating areas that might constitute part of private space
for the individual, group, or society involved.
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participants' self-presentation is brought about by deliberately deceptive,
coercive, or intrusive means." The problem is that social research. in at least

some of its manifestations, is prone to employ precisely such questionable
means in its quest for valid, spontaneous reactions from respondents. There is
often an inherent tension between the participants' desire to maintain control
over their self-presentations and the investigator's goal to obtain accurate
information aboul their motives, altitudes, behavior patterns, or personal
histories, which may require circumventing their efforts at control and
penetrating their facades. For example, unobtrusive measurement and cxper
imental deception are specifically designed to counteract respondents' tend
encies to manipulate their self-presentations by keeping them unaware of the
behavior being observed. Thus, the issues raised by the second source of
concern over privacy are more difficult than those relating LO public exposure.
We are dealing not merely with the introduction of safeguards to minimize
threats to privacy (by protecting confidentiality of data), but with the question
of the inherent Invasiveness, and hence the ethical propriety, of certain
research procedures that social scientists consider essential to the method
ological soundness of their work.

Reduction ofPrivate Space
The third source of concern about the potential Invasiveness of social
research is that it may reduce the overall amount of private space available to
individuals. Private space protects the integrity and autonomy of the self.
Preservation of the sense of an autonomous self depends on maintaining a
recognized boundary between self and environment, which assures the
individual a private space, both physical and psychological. Violations of this
space-what Erving Goffman has called "contaminative exposure'v'<-.
threaten our capacity to develop an autonomous self and to maintain its
integrity. The definitions of the boundaries of private space differ across
individuals and across cultures, but it generally includes our own bodies and
personal possessions, our intimate relationships, biographical facts, and
personal thoughts. Societies develop and maintain social norms designed to
minimize personal and institutional actions that overstep these boundaries.
The inviolability of private space as a sociaJ value, however, often comes into
conflict with the functioning of various social institutions in thc pursuit ofother
social values-such as the functioning of a free press, of the criminal justice
system, of consumer credit systems, or of airport security systems.
Social research is one societal enterprise that, by its nature, comes into
conflict with the value ofprescrving an optimal amount of private space within
the society. Some of the controversies about Intrusive research have centered
on studies that involve direct observations of behavior that is quintessentially
private (even though it may occur in semipublic places)-such as Laud
Humphreys's study of male homosexual activities in public rcstrooms" or the

Informed Consent and Deeeption
When applied to thc issue ofdeception and informed consent, the three-way
distinction reflected in the columns of table 2.1 eorresponds to three types of
eoncerns generated by the use of deception and by violations of informed
consent in social research. I shaJl use thc term pressure as a shorthand
designation of the various ways in which an individual's freedom ofchoicc in
the situation may be curtailed. At the extreme, this refers to the use ofcoercion
or direct threats of punishment to induee participation in the research. Less
extreme fonns ofpressure include efforts to induce participation by indicating
that powerful authorities expect it, by offering irresistible rewards. by
implying thai failure to participate would result in penalties or place the
individual in a bad light. by putting the individual on the defensive, or by
identifying refusal with a lack of courage, courtesy, or patriotism. Both
deception and pressure may occur at the point at which partieipation in the
research is solicited, where they have a direct impact on the individual's
capacity to give voluntary, informed consent. They may also occur at different
points throughout the research process itself. For example, participants may
be misled about various features of the situation or given false information
about their performance; and they may be pressured to reveal information that
they would prefer to withhold, or to engage in activities they would prefer to
avoid, or to continue in the research when they would prefer to Quit.

Impaired Capacity for Decision Making
One reason for concern about pressure and deception is that they impair
participants' capacity to make voluntary, informed decisions in line with their
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own interests. Decisions about participating in the research at all, about

some of the guiding principles on which a respectful relationship rests. The
resulting relationship is marked by a lack of reciprocity in obligations and
outcomes, which is tantamount to the use of others as means rather than as
ends in themselves.
This concern is independent of the possibility that deception and pressure
may expose research participants to specifiable harmful consequences. Even
if they suffer no injury or even temporary discomfort{except for the discomfort
that generally accompanies the experience of being pressured), they have been
subjected to a moral wrong. Their right to respectful treatment, including
associated rights to candor, to freedom ofehoice, and to reciprocity. have been
violated. Violation of these rights subjects people to the possibility of harm in
the long run. The principle of mutual respect and the rights associated with it
provide a set of social norms and an interpersonal atmosphere that help to
proteet individuals from injurious and stressful interactions. Systematic
violations of these norms undermine the principle of respect and create an
atmosphere in which disregard for the well-being of participants is legitimized
and their vulnerability to harm is heightened.

continuing participation, about cooperating with certain of the activities or
procedures involved in the research, and about revealing certain kinds of
information may all have a bearing on the concrete interests of the participants.

Insofar as they are subjeeted to pressure or coercion, theyare denied the oppor
tunny to weigh these considerations and decide accordingly. Insofar as they are
subjected to deception or misrepresentation, they are denied information that
may be material to the decisions they have (0 make. As a consequence, their
ability to protect themselves against possible injury is restricted.
The problems in this category are not completely resolved by full disclosure
and mechanieal adherence to the principle of informed consent. Full dis
closure ofthe purposes and conditions ofthe research may provide information
that is not material to participants' interests and the decisions they have to
make. while adversely affecting the validity of the findings. Voluntary,
informed consent is illusory if the participants: lack the capacity to evaluate the
information given (e.g., because of age, intelligence, or mental and physical
state) or if they are in a highly coercive environment (such as prison). The
primary concern is that participants have all the opportunity and information
that they need and that thcy can utilize for making decisions and protecting
their own interests.
An added element of complexity is introduced when we consider the effects
of deception and pressure on participants' capacity to protect the interests of
the groups to which they belong. The problem takes on special urgency when
we remember that the groups whose interests are most likely to be affected by
social research-groups characterized by disadvantage, dependence, de
viance, orcaptlve status-are also the groups that are most subject to pressures
and least able to resist demands to participate in research," When group
interests are at stake, therefore, it is particularly important to avoid procedures
that would further impair research participants' capaeity to make voluntary,
informed decisions. Given the difficulty in predicting the probable conse
quences of a piece of research (ineluding its products) for the interests of the
group, it may often be useful to bring represematives of rhe group's leadership
into the decision-making process. This would lessen the individual partic
ipants' burden of deeiding what is or is not in the best interest of their groups,
although it might also subject them to an additional set of pressures coming
from their own (perhaps self-appointed) group leaders.

Deprivation of Respect
A second reason for concern about deception and pressure is .that they
deprive participants of the respeet to which fellow humans are entitled as a
basic assumption of decent interpersonal relations. By deliberately misrep
resenting their own purposes and intentions and by restricting participants'
choices through manipulative and eoerelve means, investigators are Violating
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Erosion of Trust
A third reason for concern about the use of deception and pressure in social
research is the cumulative effect that such proeedures have on the integrity of
certain social values. Specifically, by the systematic use of deception and
pressure, social research may contribute to the erosion of trust in social
institutions and interpersonal relations. Extensive reliance on deception and
manipulation by various institutions in our soeiety-including government,
business, the professions, and the media-has already created widespread
distrust in social institutions. Coneomitants of this distrust are a cynical
attitude and a sense of anomie. The message seems to be that deception and
manipulation are expectable and hence acceptable as long as you manage to
avoid being caught; in any event, you would be wise to assume that people,
particularly those in authority positions, cannot be trusted or believed. It is
especially troublesome when social scientists contribute to this message, since
they implicitly lend their own professional authority to the view that such
behavior is an inevitable feature of human nature and social relations.
Trust is an important social value in its own right, basic tocur concepuonor
desirable relationships among people generally, as well as between citizens
and authorities. It is also of great instrumental significance, in that crust is a
condition for the legitimacy and effectiveness ofsocial institutions and for the
smoothness and reliability of social interaction. Trust provides the sense of
security and predictability that allows us to plan and arrange our activities so
as to maximize our values and proteet our interests. Thus, the erosion of trust
within the society or any of its component institutions subjects us to the
possibility of harm by undermining our ability to protect ourselves against it.
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Social Control

The term social control is used loosely here to refer to the entire range of
processes and mechanisms employed by a society through its various agencies
to prescribe, guide, monitor, and restrain the behavior of its members-for
present purposes, the ethical conduct of social scientists. The coneems
aroused by each of the three types of impact mapped in table 2.1 call for some
kind of social control. What I am proposing, however, is that the most
appropriate form of social control varies from column 10column. dependingon
the particular nature of the problem we are confronting. Specifically, I
maintain that government regulation becomes less appropriate as one moves
from concerns about the concrete interests of research panicipants to concerns
about the quality of interpersonal relationships and wider social values (which
affect more ephemeral and remote interests).

Government Regulation
When our concern focuses on the impact of research on t.he concrete
interests of the research participants, government regulation is probably the
most appropriate fonn of social control, although it should not be seen as a
substitute for the development of professional standards and broader social
policies to protect the interests of participants. A good example ofgovemment

involvement in social eontrol is the system of Institutional Review Boards,
with its associated regulations and procedures, established by the U.S.
Department of Health. Education, and Welfare (now Health and Human
Services) in recent years. The primary purpose of government regulation is to
protect research panicipants from palpable injuries, such as physical harm,
psychologieal breakdown, or financial loss. To this end. regulatory mech
anisms are designed to ensure that research studies do not expose participants
to undue risks of injury; that the confidentiality of data is protected, so that
injuries resulting from publie exposure can be avoided; and thai informed
consent procedures are adhered to, so that participants are in a position to
protect themselves against injury.
The role of government in protecting citizens against palpable injuries
(through such diverse agencies as the police, the courts, and the regulatory
commissions) is well established. Introducing government regulation, backed
by rbe gcvernmem's coercive power, into the research process can thus be
justified when one is dealing with the risk of harms that are enduring, direct,
and rneasurable-e-that is, injuries eomparable to those for which one might
claim damages in court. Hislorically, government intervention in research with
human subjects began in the United States with the revelation of abuses in
certain biomedical studies, which placed patients at serious risk to their health
and perhaps even their survival, without adequate procedures for obtaining
their informed consent. The involvement of government agencies can be
attributed in part to the failure of professional associations and institutions to

Ethical Issues in Social Science Methods

65

do a satisfactory job of self-policing. But even if they had done so. total reliance
on self-regulation by the profession does not seem appropriate in a situation
that clearly involves conflicting interests between investigators and research
participants. While the two parties do have some common interests. the
research participants have a special interest in avoiding injwy to themselves,
and the investigators have a special interest in advancing their scientific work
and their personal careers. Complete reliance on self-regulation, under these
circumstances, would be tantamount to leaving the task of adjudicating
competing interests to one of the interested parties. Thus, involvement of a
third party-in the form ofa public agency-is not only appropriate but clearly
necessary Where such conflicting interests are at issue.
Government regulation becomes more problematic when the concern
focuses on group interests rather than the interests of individual participants;
and when the concern is generated by lhe products ofthe research rather than
by its proeesses. In these situations, it is considerably more difficult to predict
the impact of the research (as it interacts with other social forces), to specify
the nature of the injury that might result, and to identify the populations that are
at risk. If government regulation is appropriate at all under these circum
stances, it should apply only to special cases. in which important interests of
particularly vulnerable groups are at stake, and it should set only very general
guidelines [e.g., mandating that some type of consultation or "sccioenviron
mental impact study" be undertaken). In general, however, it would seem
more appropriate to rely on the social policy process, rather than the
regulatory process, for the protection of group interests in social research.

Professional Standards
When our concern focuses on the impact of social research on the quality of
interpersonal relationships, without risk of significant injury, government
regulation does not appear to be the appropriate form of social control. While it
is possible to set out general criteria for the respectful, solicitous treatment of
research participants, it is very difficult to translate them into specific
requirements that can be enforeed by an IRB (beyond such requirements as
ensuring confidentiality and informed consent, which are designed to protect
the participants' concrete interests, but of course also have a bearing on the
quality of the relationship). Furthermore, violations ofth.e norms that govern
social Interaction do not constitute palpable, demonstrable. enduring injuries
of the kind that justify intervention by the government's regulatory apparatus
with iLS coercive backing. Finally, maintaining the quality of interpersonal
relationships with clients requires professional judgment, which is an essential
ingredient of the professional role and an important criterion for professional
certification. While government intervention may be necessary to protect
clients from the consequences of gross violations of the norms of professional
conduct (essentially, from malpractice), it would totally undermine the
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professional role ifit were aimed at regulating the details of the professional

fonn of social control. We are dealing with the riskof diffuse harms to the body
politic, rather than concrete injuries to identifiable individuals, whose interests
government regulations are designed to protect. The consequences of research
for social values are remote and hard to predict, and the links of existing social
trends to earlier research activities (as distinct from other social forces) cannot
readily be established. Not surprisingly, observers disagree in their specu
lations about the probable wider Impaet of certain lines of social research.
Moreover, there is often disagreement about the desirability of certain
anticipated consequences: Effects seen as harmful by some may be seen as
beneficial by others. Under these circumstances, given the absence of a clear
and present danger, the possible effect of government regulation On the
integrity of social science itself becomes a particularly important consid
eration. Much of social research involves observation of ongoing events,
interviewing. and the study of public records, and is thus more comparable to
journalistic than to biomedical investigation.w Regulation of social research,
therefore, Can be seen as imposing constraints not only on the freedom of
scientific inquiry, but also on freedom of speech and freedom of the press. Such
constraints are hard tojustify in a democratic society when their only purpose
is to reduce the risk of diffuse harm.
To an important degree, reducing the risks of diffuse hann is the
responsibility of the profession. Social scientists must consider the impact of
their research on wider social values in the collection and dissemination of
their data, as well as in their teaching and other professional activities. One of
the functions of professional associations is to monitor the uses to which social
science is put and to anticipate the long-term consequences of social research.
Professional standards need to include norms regarding research sponsorship,
the presentation of research findings, and follow-ups on completed research,
all designed to minimize the possibilities of misinterpretation and misuse ortne
findings. But social controls in this domain cannot be left entirely to the
profession itself. To a large extent, we are dealing here with the place of social
science in the larger society, and this is of necessity a concern that engages the
public interest.
Social control, under these circumstances, is most appropriately exercised
through the processes by which social policy is formulated. These processes,
in a democratic society, involve extensive public debate at different levels, in
which social scientists-individually and through their organizations-must
take an active part. By way of this debate, policies affecting the status of social
science in the society are hammered out, This policy process yields decisions,
for example, about the amount of public financial support that is to be given to
social science and about its allocation to particular lines orresearch; about the
extent to which social research (e.g., in the form of social experiments or
evaluation studies) is to be commissioned or mandated in conjunction with the
development of social programs; about the use of social science data in the
implementation of social policies (such as school desegregation or court
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client relationship.
To say that the quality of the relationship between investigatorand research
participant is not an appropriate subject for government regulation is not to
imply that it should be entirely exempt from social control. Rather, in keeping
with my view that the quality ofthe relationship with clients is a central feature

of the professional role. I propose that this is precisely a domain in which
professional standards must exercise the major control function. At the most

formal level, professional standards for the treatment of research participants
may be communicated in the Conn of ethical guidelines Of codes adopted by

professional associations, to serve an advisory or a binding function for their
memberships. An excellent example of such an effort is the rather detailed
document on ethics of research with human participants developed by the
American Psychological Association." Documents of this type contribute to
social control by sensitizing the profession to thc standards to whieh members
are expected to adhere and introducing these standards into the training of new
professionals. Often, professional associations may also develop mechanisms
for enforcing their codified standards. For example, the ten general principles
formulated by the American Psychological Association's Committec on
Ethical Standards" were formally adopted by the association and incor
porated in its code of ethics. Violations of the code can be the subject offonnal
charges brought against a member and can lead to various penalties, of which
the most extreme is expulsion from the association.
The primary function of professional standards, however-whcther or not
they are formally codificd-is not to serve as the basis for enforcemcnt
procedures, but to express the profession's consensus about the proper ways to
enact the professional role. Professional standards governing the relationship
of investigator and research participants are conveyed in professional training,
in research supervision, in discussions at professional meetings, in debates in
the literature, in special conferences and publications. Standards can be raised
by introducing various practices that legitimize and institutionalize concern
with ethical issues as part of the professional role-e.g., by including units on
research ethics in the curriculum, by requiring a section on ethical consid
erations as a standard feature of research rCJX>t1s,J1 or by establishing
committees and task. forces devoted to these issues. J9 Professional standards
(whether for the quality of scientific work or the quality of investigator
participant relationships) exercise social control by virtue of the effect that
adherence to such standards has on thc professional careers, reputations, and
se\f-images of investigators.

Social Policy
When our concern focuses on the impact of social research on wider social
values, government regulation again does not appear to be the appropriate
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reform); about the establishment of new research or training institutionsin the

TABLE 2.2
MAJOR ETHICAL ISSUES CONFRONTING otFFERENT TYPES
OF SOCIAL RESEARCH

social sciences (such as a National Peace Academy); or about the special
rights, privileges, and protections that are to be extended to social scientists
(such as the right to maintain the confidentiality of their sources). In the course
of this policy process, which clearly represents an effective source of social
control Over social science, assessments of the impact of social research on
wider social values legitimatelyplay a central part. The debate, of course, must
carefully balance the risks of diffuse harm created by certain types of social
research against tbe potential benefits to the society, not only of the Scientific
knowledge to be produced, but also of maintaining a free, vigorous, inde
pendent social research emerprise.
Ethical Issues Confronting Different Research Methods
Within the framework presented in table 2.1, we can now look more
spectncatty at the differentlnethoos used by social scientists. We can ask what
impact each method is likely to have on the concrete interests of research
participants, on the quality ofthe interpersonal relationships between investi
gators and participants, and on wider social values. Each of these types of
impact will be examined in terms of the amount and kind ofhann that is risked
by a given method, the degree to which it threatens violations of privacy and
confidentiality, and the degree to which it involves deception or other
curtailments ofinfonned consent. This cxurninaticn will also suggest the major
issues to which social controls need to be directed for each method,
For present purposes, 1 have divided the methods of social research into
three broad categories that represent different ways in which the data are
obtained: experimental manipulation, questioning of responde ny;, and direct
observation. Each of these three categories, in tum, has (for the sake of
symmetry) been further divided into three SUbcategories. The resulting nine
types of research methods are listed in the left-hand column of table 2.2.
Within the category of experimental manipulation, the first Subcategory
that can be distinguished is the laboratory experiment. In controlled laboratory
experiments, which are particularly popular among psychologists, the exper
imenter creates different psychological or social conditions by varying the
definition of the situation, the experimental instructions, or the participants'
aeuviues or experiences in the situation, and observes the effects of these
variations on the participants' behavior. I also include in this subcategory
laboratory simulations in which participants are asked to play such real-life
roles as those of national decision makers, business executives, or prison
guards and inmates. Though such simulations are generally not controlled
experiments, they do involve the deliberate staging of a set of events or
experiences in order to study their effects on participants' behavior. A second
use of experimental manipulation occurs in Field experiments in which the
experimenter-unbeknownst to the research participants-introduces ex-
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perimentn l manipulations in a natural setting, as in the studies of helping
behavior cited earlier. A very different type of field experiment, which I am
including in the third category (with the designation "organizational experi
ment"), deliberately introduces alternative experimental treatments in an
ongoing organization or group of organizations and compares their effects on
various behavioral, attitudinal, or organizational dimensions. An ext~nsion of
this type of research, also included in the third subcategory, is the large-scale
social experiment, such as the New Jersey-Pennsylvania Income Main
tenance Experiment, designed to evaluate new social policies by studying their
effects on sample cornmurutles, each of which is selected to participate in one
or another version ofthe program being tested or to serve as a control group."
The second category involves the questioning of respondents about their
personal cheracterlstlca, life histories, experiences, lmerpersonat relations,
attitudes, beliefs, values, fantasies, past behaviors, or behavioral intentions.
This type of research may rely on written questionnaires and tests (ofapUtude,

70

Foundations

achievement,or personality).whichhave been used ona varietyofpopulations
for a variety of purposes-ranging from studies of child-rearing practices, as
reported by school children, to studies of creativity in artists and scientists.

The second subcategory of this type includes lhesample survey. which is used
in opinion paning. market research, and a wide variety of theoretical and

applied studies, to assess the attitudes. expectations, or practices of a
population through interviews with a representative sample offbat population.

I also include in this subcategory the use of personal interviews with special
populations, as in studies of job satisfaction among workers in a particular
factory, of inner conflicts among psychiatric patients, or of political attitudes
among legislators. The third subcategory of"que~tioning" research includes
the use of records-such as those kept in hospitals, schools or municipalities
as a source of data, and thc secondary analysis of data collected in earlier
surveys or questionnaire studies. The distinguishing feature of this subcate
gory is that the data consist of information obtained from (or about)
respondents on an earlier occasion and for a different purpose.
Direct observation of ongoing behavior can be subdivided into structured,
unobtrusjve, and participant observation. In structured observation, the
investigator assigns special tasks to research participants or arranges special
interaction situations-such as group discussions or mother-child inter
actions-in a laboratory selling and then observes and records the partlcl
pants' performance, usually in terms of II systematic set of behavioral
categories. I would also include in this subcategory systematic observations
carried out in relatively structured nonlaboratcrv situations-such as class
rooms, encounter or therapy groups, and conferences-in which the investi
gator is a nonparticipating observer. Unobtrosive observation refers to
naturalistic study of ongoing behavior in public places, such as the play
behavior of children, the interactions of strangers on trains or lovers in lhe
park, and the reactions of crowds at football games or political demonstrations.
In participant observation, used extensively by anthropologists and sociol
ogists, the investigator studies a community, organization, institution, or social
movement. by participating in its regular activities. Participant observers may
in fact be members of the groups they are studying, or they may deliberately
become members for the purposes crtne research, or they may join the group
temporarily as acknowledged outsiders.
My listing of the ethical issues that may arise in each of these types of
research is not based on a systematic survey of studies in the genre and is
certainly not intended to provide a statistical picture of prevailing practice. I
will cite a problem for a given type of research whenever the logic of the
methods it employs, or the context in which il is generally carried out, or the
nature of the data it collects. creates the potential fOT that problem to arise. I
will give special emphasis to a problem when there is evidence that it has
manifested itself with relative frequency in the actual experience with this
type of research. Thus, deception is presented as a major issue for laboratory
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and field experiments, since it flows from the Jogic of the method (i.e., the
requirement of keeping participants unaware of the purpose of the experi
mental manipulation) and is rather widespread. For participant observation
research, deception is presented as a less central issue because h Is not as
pervasive as in experimental research, even though disguise and misrep
reseruanon have been used fairly often for methodological purposes (to gain
entry into situations thai might oU1erwise be inaccessible to the observer). By
contrast, deception hardly arises as an issue at all with respect to survey
research, because investigators working in that tradition have not had any
systematic reason for its use, nor are there any indications Ihat if has often
appeared in practice. This does not mean that deception could never be used in
survey research, or even that it could not, under different circumstances,
become a standard procedure. Conversely. there is no implication that
deception is a necessary Component oflaboratory Orfield experiments, oreven
that it is ubiquitous in current practice. It is important to remember that many
lines of experimental research-and certainly of participant observation
research_do not rely on deception at all. In short, citing a problem for a
particular type of research does riot suggest that certain abuses are inherent in
its methods; omitting Oleproblem for another type of research does nor suggest
that its methods are inunune to these abuses.
Table 2.2 summarizes the major ethical issues posed by each of the nine
types of research with respect to particJp.ant interests, interpersonal relation
ships, and wider social values. For each cell of the table, I make a judgment
about the most important problem, choosing in each case between magnitude
of potential harm, threez 10 privacy and confidentiality, and potential violation
ofinfonned consent. These choices are somewhat arbitrary, particularly since
the three Issue areas often overlap and interact. They are forced choices,
whose main purpose is to make a tabular overview of major issues more
manageable. A fuller statement of Ole problems associated with each type of
research can be found in the text that follows.

Laboratory Experiments and Simulations
At the level of participant interests, the risk of physical injury becomes an
issue only in those laboratory studies that Involve pharmacological or
physiological interventions. In studies involving strictly psychological or
sociaJ interventions, there is the hypothetical possibility that experimentally
induced aggression, for example. might expose participams to the risk of
physical attack, but there is virtually no evidence that this problem has in fact
arisen. A possible exception is the prison simulation study by Philip G.
Zimbardo and associates, in which student participants became so involved in
their roles that the "guards" actually began to subject the "inmates" to
physical (in addition to psychological) abuse." Shortly thereafter, however,
the study was prematurely tenninated. The riskofpsychologicaJ injury is more
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serious, although there is 1'10 evidence that participants in laboratory exper

iments have actually experienced psychotic reactions or long-term

psycho

logical damage. Yet, one cannot rule out the possibility that the self-doubts and

lowered self-esteem that participants often experience, as a direct or indirect
result of experimental manipulations, may endure beyond the laboratory
situation. This issue is raised. for example. by several experiments in which

college-age participants were givenfalse Information that createddoubts about
their sexual identities (attnougn they were subsequently debriefed).o and by
studies in which participants are. induced to act in ways that violate their values

and self-concepts, such as Stanley Milgram's well-known obedience exper
iments" or the Zimbardo et a1. prison simulation.
Public exposure due to violations ofconfidentiality has not been an issue in
laboratory experiments, largely because the infuNn.ation they obtain from
individuals is quite esoteric and usually of no interest to anyone other than the
experimenter. Impairment of the capacity for decision making, on the other
hand. is a major issue-in faCt, I am suggesting. the major issue when our
concern focuses on theCOncreteinterests of research participants-because of
the heavy reliance on deception in this research tradition. While the risk of
injury-even psychological injury-may be relatively small, participants have
a right to decide for themselves whether or not they are prepared to take that
risk, and deception may deprive them oflhe opportunityto do so. I would argue
that. in the case of laboratory experiments. deception and other possible
constraints on informed consent are the primary issues to which government
regulations (and IRBs) need to address themselves. The use of deception
immediately raises the question whether the participants' capacityfor decision
making is impaired-a question that takes on special importance in experi
ments that are stressful and experiments in which there is even a remote
possibility of enduring psychological injury. Regulations arc necessary to
ensure that panicipants have all the information and freedom they need to
protect themselves against undue stress and possible injury. For laboratory
experiments involving only psychological and social intervention. regulations
ensuring informed consent are probably also sufficient to provide the needed
protection,
At the level of interpersonal relationships, the possibility of stress and
indignity is a major issue for laboratory experiments. In many laboratory
studies, the experimental manipulations arc specifically designed to induce
such stressful states as fear, anxiety. internal conflict, frustration, feelings of
failure or inadequacy. embarrassment, confusion, or unpleasant interactions,
in order to explore their behavioral consequences under different conditions.
In other cases, participants may be subjected, over the course of the
experiment, to experiences that are stressful or demeaning-for example.
when they are induced to engage in actions that they and others consider
unworthy," Invasion of privacy is not a serious issue in laboratory studies,
since participants know that they are under observation and can exercise some
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control over their self-presentations. Control over self-presentation is reduced.
however, to the extent that participants arc deceived about the purposes ofthc
experiment (which is precisely why experimenters often resort to deception)
and to the extent that they are exposed to disturbing experiences or to
instroelions that violate common expectations. Deception and manipulation
threaten the quality of the experimenter-participant relationship-even in the
absence of acute stress-cbecause they deprive participants of the respect to
which they are entitled. I have listed stress and indignity as the major tssues
confronted by laboratory studies in the second column of table 2.2, since in
effect they encompass the problems of deception and manipUlation. Controls
at this level call for continuing refinement of professional standards, in the
search for alternative approaches that would meet the research objectives
without sacrificing participants' dignity. for ways of mitigating deception and
stress ifthcy are to be used, and for debriefing procedures designed to alleviate
stress and restore trust.
At the level of wider social values, the major concern generated by
laboratory experiments is that, in their extensive reliance on decepuon and
manipulation, they may be contributing to the erosion of trust in authorities
and social institutions. As a further consequence, they may reinforce an
attitude of cynicism and help to legitimize the practices ofmisinfonnalion and
manipulation within the society. These potential implications of research that
uses deception are appropriate subjects for policy debate, to be considered in
the context ofother societal actlvltles-csucf as politics. advertising. and CleWS
reponing-that may similarly contribute to the erosion of trust.

Field Experiments
The profile for field experiments is similar to that for laboratory ex
periments, with some differences in emphasis. At the level of participant
interests, the risk of injury is negligible in those experiments that involve the
introduction of only minor variations in an ongoing pUblic activity (e.g.,
variations in the race, sex, appearance, or attire of individuals collecting
signatures for a petition). When the manipulation involves the staging of an
unusual, disturbing event. there is the hypothetical, but far-fetched, possibility
of physical iruury (e.g., lr somchow a melee werc precipitated). More reahstic
is the possibility of psychological injury; for example, unwitting research
participants confronted with a feigned accident might be deeply shocked. or
might experience losses in self-esteem because they found themselves
incompetent or unwilling to help, Even in such disturbing situations, however,
the likelihood of enduring psychological harm is rather low. The experience is
more likely to produce temporary effects, though it may cause considerable
inconvenience, annoyance, and conflict." The possibility of material injury
may arise in Fleld experiments in whieh the manipulation has differential
effects on the participants in a real-life setting, For example, in the Robert
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Rosenthal-Lenore Jacobson study ofself-fulfillingprophecies,~l teachers were

authorities and social institutions, the prevalence of intrusive field experiments
would also affect the level of IrusC in ordinary rclalionships. Since field
experiments, unlike laboratory experiments, are injected without warning into
everyday life, their prevalence may reinforce people's sense of the arbi
trariness and irrationality of daily existence and compound the ambiguity of
real-life situations that call for bystander intervention.
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led to expect that certain children (in fact, randomly selected for the
experimental group) would show unusual intellectual gains; the teachers

apparently interacted with these children in wayS that actually facilitatedtheir
intellectual development. It can be argued that the control-group children were
not only deprived of benefits extended to the experimental group, but were
denied opportunilies they might have had in the absence of the experiment.
As in laboratory experiments, public exposure due to violations of
confidentiality is not an issue here, since participants are not even identified.
Public exposure becomes an issue only in the sense that some of the
participants' shortcomings may be revealed in a public situation; but this is
more a matter of embarrassment and shame (relevant to the quality of
relationships) than a threat to concrete interests. The major threat to concrete
interests comes from impairment of participants' capacity fordecision making,
which is inherent in this line of research. A central feature orthe variety offield
experiments that I have included in this category is that participants are not
even aware that an experiment is in progress, so that informed consent in the
usual sense of the term is virtually impossible. The intrusion and deception
represented by this procedure are not particularly problematic when Inc
experimental manipulation "falls within the range of the respondent's ordinary
experience, merely being an experimental rearrangement of normal-level
communicalions."41 The curtailment of informed consent becomes prob
lematic, and a suitable subject for government regulation, when the manip
ulation involves lhe staging of a dramatic event lhat borders on the creation of a
public nuisance.
Such potentially disturbing field experiments also raise the issue ofstles:;
and indignity, at the level otlnterpersonal relationships. At the least, they may
constitute an imposition on unsuspecting passers-by and cause them incon
venience. Beyond chat, they may generate anxiety, internal conflict, guilt,
embarrassment, feelings of inadequacy, and unpleasant interactions. The
deception and manipulation involved deprive participants of their right to
respectful treatment. Perhaps the most important issue is that such procedures,
without giving people the opportunity to give or withhold their consent, intrude
on their privacy. in the sense of reducing their control over their self
presentations. By misrepresenting themselves and the situation and by
catching people unawares, experimenters restrict participants' ability to pick
and choose the aspects of themselves they wish to reveal. While people may be
confronted with similar experiences in the usual course ofevents, professional
standards must specify the extent to which investigators are entitled to stage
them deliberately for experimental purposes.
At the level of wider social values, the major concern generated by field
experiments-and hence the major issue for social policy consideration-is
again the erosion of lIUSt. Whereas the prevalence of deceptive laboratory
experimenlS would contribute primarily to distrust and cynicism regarding
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Organizational and Social Experiments
Research in this category is generally designed to evaluate organizational
processes or social policies, which have a bearing on the material wcll-beingof
the research participants themselves and of others similarly situated in the
organization or the society. Therefore, the major ethical issue that arises at the
level or participant interests-Land hence the primary focus for government
control-is the risk of material injury to the participants and their groups. In
large-scale experiments, control-group members may not only be denied the
benefits extended to the experimental group, but may actually be worse offas a
consequence of the experiment. For example. an experiment that provides
housing allowances to some members of a community may contribute to
competition and to inflated costs in the housing market for the entire
community, thus leaving members of the control group (or, in a community
saturation experiment, those who do not meet the Criteria for partlciparlon)"
worse off than they were before. Even members of the experimental group,
who do receive the intended benefits, may find themselves worse off. Peter G.
Brown has demonstrated how participants in a health insurance experiment
may actually experience a decline in the quality of their health ellfe.~Q
Moreover, participants risk material (and to some extent psychological)
injury at termination of the experiment. For example, individuals who decide
1.0 change their employment patterns as a result of their participation in an
income maintenance experiment may find. at termination of the experiment,
that (hey can no longer return to the jobs they had given up (or no longer find
them as satisfying as in the past)." In organizational experiments, some of the
participants may be subjected to experimental treatrnents-Lsuch as new ways
of organizing the work process or new incentive systems-that they find
disadvantageous. N at only the procedures, butalao thefindings of such studies
may cause material injUry to participants (and to other present or future
members of the organization). For example, as mentioned earlier, the findings
may suggest changes in policy with negative consequences for their incomes,
fringe benefits, working conditions, or living conditions.
The material interests of participants in social and organizational ex
periments are further jeopardhed by the possibility of public exposure ofSome
of the data they provide. In the New Jersey-Pennsylvania Income Mainten
ance Experiment," for example, the investigators experienced considerable
difficulty in maintaining the confidentiality of the data in the face of pressures
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from official agencies." In organizational experiments, even if the con

short-term benefits to some of the participants. Since the disadvantaged and
the poor are more likely to be targeted for research, social experiments may
"impose greater burdens on the poor, for the sake of gaining information about
human behavior in various markets(suchas labor, housing, orhealthcare)that
may be useful in formulating policy that will be beneficial to poor and nonpoor
alike. "'9 Inequities may also arise from the fact that different segments of the
population differ in their degree of influence on the definition of the research
problem and the design of the experiment; those groups whose points of view
dominate the formulation of the alternatives selected for study may also be
more likely to benefit from the resultant findings. Debates on social policy
need to address the impact of social experiments on the value of equity and
need to develop ways of reducing and counteracting their possible con
tributions to the level of inequity in the society.

fidentiality of individual data is preserved, I have already noted the complex
ities in disguising the identities of subunits and protecting their members
against damaging consequences. Participants' capacity 10 protect their
interests may also be impaired by informed consent procedures. There have
been no reports of deliberate deception, but it is onen difficult in a complex
social experiment to give participants enough information to understand the
implications of the rules to which they are committing themselves or to predict
the long-run consequences of their participation." Moreover. in experiments
sponsored by the government or by their employers, people often are not free
or at least do not feel free-to refuse participation. Obtaining informed consent
from control groups and from nonparticipants affected by the experiment may
prove particularly troublesome."
Consent, in a broader sense, is the major ethical issue at the level of
interpersonal relationships. As. Donald P.Warwick points out: "Few social
experimenters would disagree with the broad ethical principle that those to be
affected by the policies tested by social experiments should take pan in their
design. Yet none of the experiments conducted to date has been based on
anything resembling real participation by target groups.?" The same holds
true for most organizational experiments. In research that has such a direct
bearing on the fate of the participants and their groups (usually the dis
advantaged segments of the society or the rank and file of an organization), it is
important that their "consent" be sought, not only to their personal partic
ipation, but also to the definition ofthe problem and the selection of the options
to be subjected to experimental test. At the very leas! this requires consultation
with representatives of (he target groups in the design of the experiment (as
well as in the subsequent interpretation of the findings). To assume that
participants lack the capacity or the authority to contribute to this process is to
deprive them of the respect-that we owe to autonomous, responsible adults.
The issue raised here has 'ramifications for othcr types of research as well,
underscoring the need for encouraging, within the profession, the development
of "participatory research" mcdels.v
At the level of wider soeial values, the major ethical issue raised by social
and organizational experimentation is that of inequity. The issue arises partie
ularly in large-scale experiments, in which the government, in effect, provides
certain benefits to some citizens (the experimental group) and withholds them
from others (the control group), or subjects different groups 10 more and less
desirable treatments. Insofar as participation in the experiment is man
datory-as it is, for example, in experiments within the criminal justice
system-such differential treatment raises not only ethical issues, but also the
constitutional issue of equal protection of the laws." Potential inequities may
arise, not only in the assignment of individuals to different conditions, but also
in the selection of the target populations for the experiment. Participation in
social experiments may be risky and burdensome, even when i{ offers certain
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Questionnaires and Tests
At the level ofparticipant interests, it is difficult to conceive of injuries that
might result from the process of completing a questionnaire or test, other than
the Joss of time. Perhaps somc respondents might be Shocked by a highly
personal question, or disturbed by an association to a projectivc test item, or
distraught by their poor performance on an intelligence test, but the likelihood
that such reactions would cause enduring psychological harm is so remote that
it does not call for protective regulation. There is a real possibility that the
findings of research using test or questionnaire data for group comparisons
may be deleterious to the interests of certain groups, particularly minority and
disadvantaged populations, but this Issue is more appropriately considered
under the rubric of wider social values. F or individual participants, the threat
of injury arises jf some of their responses arc publicly exposed-c-through
inadvertence or under legal compulsion-subjecting them to the possibility of
punishment, harassmenl, social disapproval, or denial of certain benefits and
opportunities. Even if individual responses are not identified, the disclosure of
subgroup data (e.g., data for a given work unit or for welfare recipients in a
particular neighborhood) may expose the members of that subgroup to
damaging consequences.
For these reasons, the primary purpose of government regulation ofstudies
relying on questionnaires or tests is to ensure that investigators maintain the
confidentiality of the data and adequately inform participants of any con
straints on their ability to maintain confidentiality. Failure to infonn
participants of such constraints, of course, reduces their capacity to protect
their own interests when deciding on participation. Participants' capacity for
decision making is also impaired if they are given the explicit or implicit
message that they are required to complete the research instruments-an issue
that is particularly likcly to arise if the research is sponsored by an official
agency or conducted in institutional settings with captive populations. The
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issue of consent is further complicated when there is controversy about
participants' competence to give informed consent. For example, some critics
have argued that the distribution of questionnaires in schools-particularly if
they deal with such controversial topics as sex, religion, or parent-child
relations-requires the consent of the parents, even ifthe students themselves
are clearly informed that they are free to refuse participation.
At the level of Interpersonal reletlonships, there is some possibility that
queseonnarre or lest respondents may experience a degree of stress or
discomfort, even though there is no deliberate attempt to induce such
reactions. For example, they may feel confused by the instructions, disturbed
by some of the questions, annoyed by the choices offered, inadequate because
of their inability 10 answer, or simply bored and imposed upon. Since
respondents often do not know precisely what dimensions the instruments are
designed to tap, their control over their self-presentation is reduced and they
may unwittingly reveal information about themselves that they would prefer to
withhold. This is particularly likely to happen when attitude scales or
personality tests deliberately disguise the dimensions of concern-through the
use of indirect questions or projective tasks-i.n order to circumvent re
spondents' tendency to give responses they consider socially approved and
mentally healthy. While such procedures withhold information that respon
dents could use in controlling their self-presentations, I would not regard them
as unduly deceptive and invasive, as long as respondents are not given false
information and freely enter into the research contract on the basis of the
minimal or vague information that they have received about the precise
dimensions under scrutiny. More serious ethical problems, amoW1ting 10
deprivation of respect, would arise if the purpose of the research were
deliberately misrepresented or if respondents were SUbjected to direct or subtle
pressures to participate. I list this as the major issue in the second column of
table 2.2, not because it is inherent in the use of questionnaires and tests or
represents a prevalent practice. but because these instruments are often used in
settings in which people are habitually asked to do things without explanation
and find it difficult to say no. There may be II temptation, therefore, to take
shortcuts in informed consent, which has to be curbed by professional
sensitivity to the issue.
At the level of wider social values, the major issue that has confronted this
type of research is its potential for reinforcing inequities within the society.
This issue, as I have already indicated more than once, has emerged from the
interpretation that is often placed on group differences round in studies using
questionnaires or psychological tests-such as racial and social-class dif
ferences in intelligence. national differences in attitudes toward work, or differ
ences between "deviants" and "normals" on various personality char
acteristics. There has been a tendency to attribute such differences to enduring
characteristics of the groups (Le., to "blame the victim"), which encourages
social policies likely to perpetuate the systemic inequities that may largely

account for the differences. There is nothing inherent in questionnaires or
tests-even when they are used to compare demographic groups-that
produces such interpretations and policies. However, they readily lend
themselves to dispositional attributions because they focus on characterisnes
of individuals and because they produce quantitative data on objective
instruments that are presumed to have the same meaning for the different
groups compared. Since the products of this particular line of research playa
significant role in the policy process, the research itself becomes a relevant
focus for policy debate. A more general impact on wider social values of the
proliferation of questionnaires and tests, probing into a variety of personal
matters, is that it reduces the amount ofprivate space available in the society.
The policy implications of this issue need to be explored in the context of
debates about the entire range of social processes and institutions (including,
for example, the mass media) that contribute to the reduction ofprivate space
in modem society.
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SUTYeys and Interview Studies
Many of the iSSues raised by survey research and the use of personal
interviews are identical to those raised by questionnaires and tests, but some
special ccnsideracons are introduced by the collection ofdata through face-to
face interactions, and by some of the social uses to which surveys are put. At
the level of participant interests, the risk or injury resulting from the interview
process is as low as it is in questionnaire studies, and the possibility that the
findings of the research may be injurious to group interests is as real as it is in
questionnaire studies. Again, the major concern is public exposure of an
indiVidual's responses, and the primary focus for government regulation is
therefore to ensure confidentiality of the data and communication to par
ticipants of any constraints on the investigator's ability to maintain confi
dentiality. The capacity of respondents to protect their own interests when
deciding on participation is impaired if the interviewer misrepresents the
organization that is conducting the Survey Orthe overall purpose of the survey.
Such misrepresentations, however, are completely contrary to the norms of
survey methodology and are frowned upon by reputable survey organizations.
Respondents may be subject to some pressures deriving from the dynamics of
a face-to-face request: to tum down such requests is considered discourteous
and places the individual in a bad light. Yet, there is evidence that many people
do feel free to refuse an interview. This feeling is reinforced by one of the
important features of survey research: Interviews are typically carried out in
the setting of the respondent's home-or, increasingly now, over the tele
phone.
At the level of interpersonal relationships, the interview situation may
create some stress and discomfort, although a skilled interviewer can keep
these to a minimum. Still, respondents may feel inadequate because they lack
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information on the topic on which they are being questioned or because they
have no opinions on matters on which they feel they are expected to have
opinions; they may feel embarrassed and uncomfortable about the opinions
they do have, expecting the interviewer to disapprove ofthern; they may feel
constrained by the form of me interview and frustrated because they are not
given the opportunity to discuss the topic on their own terms; or they may feel
anxious because of uncertainties about the organization that is asking all these
questions and its purposes. Respondents' control over their self-presentation is
reduced by the fact that the interviewer may not always give them complete
information about the study and may ask questions that are indirect or not
obviously related to the topic of the interview. Such procedures, however, are
generally within the terms of the contract formed when the respondent agrees
to be interviewed, assuming there was no misrepresentation. Respondents'
control over their self-presentation is further reduced by the interpersonal
aspects of the interview situation. Respondents may prefer not to answer
cenain questions because they are embarrassed about their opinions or their
lack of opinions, but they may feel under pressure to respond. Failure to do so
would itselfbe embarrassing because it would both violate the implicit contract
they agreed to and reveal something about their areas of sensitivity or
ignorance. Such subtle pressures, which are normal features of social
interaction, do not represent serious ethical problems as long as the interviewer
does not use coercive or manipulative tactics. Nevertheless, I list redueed
control over self-presentation as the major issue here, to whieh professional
standards need to be addressed, because it bears directly on the sensitivity with
which the interrogation itSelf-the central tool of the survey method-is
carried out. Blatant deprivations of respect for the respondent, in the fonn of
deception and coercion, are rare in survey research, in part because the typical
setting in which interviews are carried out is the respondents' home territory.
At the level of wider social values, the proliferation ofsurveys-along with
questionnaire studies-contributes to the reduction of private spaee. What I
see as the major issue at this level, however, to whieh public debate needs to
address itself, relates to some of the special uses to which survey methods are
being put in our society. It must be stressed that these uses are not inherent in
survey methodology and characterize only a small proportion of the research
based on sample surveys or other interview procedures. I have in mind surveys
whose primary purpose (or at least practical purpose) is to find out how best to
sell 10 the public a product, a political candidate, a program, or a policy. I do
not refer to the use of surveys in the development of a program or policy (or
even a commercial product), where there is a genuine interest in exploring
public needs and concerns to ensure that these are being seriously considered
and adequately met. Rather, I refer to surveys designed La help in the
packaging ofthe product (commercial or political) and in projecting the desired
image. Such surveys often try to discover people's vulnerabilities, prejudices,
and secret dreams, so that these can be exploited in selling the product. Ethical

concerns are likely to differ, as a function of the nature of the product that is
being sold and the interests that are being served. For example, we may not be
too concerned about public-health research seeking the best ways to "sell" the
public on the importance of regular blood pressure tests or the dangers of
smoking. But, at least in the political arena and in market research, there is
concern that survey methods may be used to manipulate the public in the
interest of political power and corporate profit. In the political sphere, as I
mentioned above, such uses of surveys and electoral polls may contribute to
the perversion of the political process, shifting the focus from debating the
issues to selling the candidate. Not only may surveys provide information on
how best to accomplish that, but the results of polls taken in the course of a
political campaign may themselves shape the preferences of voters and the
activities of candidates. I do not wish to suggest that the use of surveys in
politics and marketing is always destructive of wider social values, but it docs
raise the issue of possible perversion of the political and economic process
and, more generally, of contributing to the level of manipulation in the society.
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Records arid Secondary Analysis
At the level of participant interests, the major issue that arises in the
analysis of records and documents, or in the secondary analysis of data from
earlier surveys or questionnaire studies, is the risk of public exposure. The
primary purpose of government regulation, therefore, is to ensure that the
confidentiality of the data is maintained, preferably by removing all identifying
infonnation. Another issue that needs to beconsidered is whether respondents'
consent is required to the new use of the data they originally Supplied.
Assuming they did not know that their data would be used in subsequent
studies, lheir capacity to protect their interests was clearly impaired when they
originally consented to providing the information. The question is whether
their tacit consent to the subsequent analyses can be taken for granted. IL can
be argued that individuals are generally aware (or should be aware) of the
possibility that personal information they provide to hospitals, schools, or
agencies may be used for subsequent statistical analyses, since such analyses
are routinely perfonned and often reported in the press. An even stronger case
for tacit consent can be made with respect to secondary analysis, on the
presumption that people agreeing to participate in a study have no particular
expectations about who will perfonn what analyses to test which hypotheses.
. Serious ethical problems arise only whcr:: respondents agree to provide
information for one specific purpose and the data are then used for a clearly
different purpose.
The failure to obtain consent for a clearly different use of the data than the
One originally agreed upon would also represent an ethical problem at the level
of interpersonal relationships. Investigators working with data collected by
others do not have a direct relationship with the respondents, but in accepting
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their data they incur an obligation to honor the original contract Failure to do
60
so deprives the respondents of the respect to which they arc entitled.
At the level ofwider social values, the major issue raised by research based
on records and secondary analysis is the reduction of private space. The

ledge; or if other deceptions are introduced, such as the use of a pre instructed
"stooge." Although such deliberate deceptions appear to be quite rare in
structured-Observation studies, they represent the main potential threat to the
interests of the participants and hence the primary focus for government
regulation.
At the level of interpersonal relationships, I have already raised the
possibility that some of the interaction Situations arranged for laboratory
observation may be stressful. In nonlaboratory Situations, particularly sit
uations in which people express intense personal feelings and reveal their
conflicts and vulnerabilities-as in therapy or encounter groups-participants
may experience the mere presence of uninvolved observers as stressful and
degrading and may consider it an invasion of their privacy. Their control over
their self-presentation is reduced by the sometimes contradictory require
ments of impressing the observers and impressing fellow participants. Hidden
observation and other deceptions, of course, reduce their control over self
presentation in different ways and also raise the issueof deprivation of respect.
At the level of wider social values, the major issue arising in this type of
research is that the proliferation of observation studies in a variety of real.life
settings may contribute to the reduction of private space within the society.
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practice of opening people's records to research and widening the circle of
those to whom personal mformauon about them is made available may weaken
the boundaries that the society sustains between private and public domains. It
may help to create the feeling that personal data revealed in a restricted context
will sooner orlater become public property. On the other hand, ncan be argued
that the sharing and recycling of data help to preserve privacy by reducing the
number of intrusions by researchers into people's lives. Although this type of
research probably does not represent a serious invasion ofprivacy(as long as
the confidentiality of the personal data is scrupulously protected), it ought to
be considered in the context of policy debates on the entire range of threats to
privacy within the society.

Structured Observtuion
At the level of participant interests, the risk that people taking part in a
structured-observation study might be injured in any way is quite low. It is
conceivable that in certain of the interaction situations that are especially
arranged for the purpose of systematic observation, psychologically vul
nerable people might experience a high level of anxiety. This could happen, for
example, if participants in a self-analytic group are induced to go too far in self
revelation or fmd themselves scapegoated by fellow participants; or if
participants in a stress interview are subjected to relentless pressure or hostile
attack. Although it is unlikely that such experiences will result in enduring
psychological injuries, it is important for investigators to monitor participant
reactions carefully when the interaction situations they observe have lhe
potential for producing anxiety. The risk of public exposure is not much of an
issue in this type of research, since the observations typically focus on
behavior in the situation, producing data about the participants that are of little
interest to outside parties.
Impaired capacity for decision making, on the other hand, may well arise as
an issue, particularly when the Observations focus on interactions in structured
real-life settings such as classrooms, therapy or encounter groups, and
conferences. In such situations, the investigator-s-though making no secret of
the fact that Observations (or recordings) are being made-may be casual
about obtaining participants' consent or may subtly discourage participants
from raising objections. The problem becomes more serious if the investigator
(in laboratory or nonlaboratory studies) deliberately keeps the participants
uninfonned of the presence of observers; or if the observers or listeners are
hidden, perhaps using mechanical devices (such as one-way mirrors or hidden
recorders) to extend their vision or hearing without the participants' know-

Unobtrusive Observation
The issues raised by unobtrusive observation depend very much on the
particular context in which the observations are made. Serious ethical
problems arise when people are secretly observed in a situation that they had a
right to consider private, particularly if hidden mechanical devices are
employed." Another set of problems arises in the typical field experiment, in
which the investigator makes unobtrusive observations after introducing
certain experimental manipulations into the natural setting. For the present
purposes, however, I refer only to unobtrusive observation focusing on
ongoing behavior in a public situation, not manipulated for experimental
purposes. In this context, unobtrusive observation does not present anyrisks of
injury to the unwitting participant. There is also no risk of public exposure of
individuals, since the participants are not identified, although there is the
possibility ofpublic exposure that might prove embarrassing to the group being
observed. The only serious issue, at the level of participant interests, is the
impairment of participants' capacity for decision making. By definition, there
is no informed consent in this type ofresearch, sfnce participants are not aware
that they are systematically being observed. On the other hand, as long as the
investigators do not hide, or misrepresent themselves, or intervene in the
situation, their observations consist essentially ofpubJic behavior, accessible
to anyone who happens to be present. It can be assumed, in such a skuetion,
that people know their behavior is potentially observable by others (even if
they do not know that these others include social scientists) and that they
already do what is necessary to protect their interests in view of this possibility.
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At the level of interpersonal relationships, the fact that participants are not
aware chat they are systematically being observed raises the issue of invasion
of privacy, in the sense ofreduced control over self-presentation. If they knew
they were being observed. they might wish to act differently. It can be argued,
however, that whenever people aet in a public situation, they are in effect
waiving their right to privacy, since they must (and do) accept the possibility
that they will be observed by others. The right to privacy is never completely
relinquished: Social norms (such as those against eavesdropping and staring)
set limits to the kinds of observations that are permissible even in public
situations. However, when social scientists make systematic observations of
public behavior that would be accessible, within the limits set by social norms,
to anyone else who took the trouble to look, they are not being unduly invasive
of people's privacy.
At the level of wider soeial values, the major issue again is that the
proliferation of studies in this genre may contribute to the reduction of private
space. Even though we are dealing with public behavior, there is a difference
between knowing that random passers-by may be able to observe what we are
doing and feeling that, at any time, a professional social scientist may be out
there, systematieally focusing on particular categories of our behavior,
counting their Frequency and rating their intensity. Such observations of
naturally occurring behavior by social scientists are not unlike those made by
journalists, novelists, travel writers, and moralists. They are equally legiti
mate, but also at least equally likely to impinge on the sense of privacy in a
society.

the publication used pseudonyms, the town and many of its inhabitants were
readily identified, which caused them considerable embarrassment and hurt.
Publication of reports of anthropological field studies, of community studies
(particularly if they involve minority eommunities), and of studies of deviant
groups and their organizations may damage the group interests of the
populations observed, by creating or reinforcing stereotypes and adversely
affecting public opinion and public policy.64 Of eourse, such reports may also
benefit the groups involved, by eorreeting commonly held stereotypes, by
providing a sounder understanding of their realities and their problems, and by
thus creating a more favorable climate for public opinion and public policy.
The risks of public exposure are intensified when the observation is
disguised, the investigator having gained access to the people observed through
misrepresentation. The research in this genre that has aroused the greatest
amount of debate and controversy is the study by Humphreys, who was able to
observe male homosexual activities in publie restrooms by posing as a
"watcbqueen," orlookout." He also recorded the automobile license numbers
of a sample of the men he observed, traced the men through police license
registers by posing as a market researcher, and interviewed them in their
homes a year later by adding them to the sample of a health survey. Other
examples of disguised observation come from the various studies in which
investigators join an organization under false pretenses in order to gain access
to activities from which nonmembers would normally be excluded." These
misrepresentations elearly impair people's capacity to decide whatto reveal or
not to reveal to an outsider and hence to protect themselves against the possible
consequences of wider exposure. The ethical problems here parallel those
raised by deception in experiments, but they are even more serious because the
risk ofinjury (in the event of public exposure) is generally greater." In many of
these studies, for example, the disguised observer gains access to information
that the group members deliberately want to keep secret-because their
behavior is illegal, socially disapproved of, or part of an organizational
strategy. Disguised observation can be justified more readily if the behavior
observed is in principle subject to public scrutiny. For example, in defense of
Rosenhan's" and other pseudopalient studies, it can be argued that the
hospital stafT's treatment of their patients is not protected by the right to
privacy: Staff members have in effect waived that right in adopting their
professional and institutional roles. Alternatively, insofar as such studies are
undertaken to increase the accountability of public institutions, it can be
argued that the staff's right to privacy is outweighed by the clients' rights to
protection against abuse or neglect. Still, the observers' covert entry into the
situation remains ethieally troublesome.
Disguised observation also raises the issue, at the level of interpersonal
relationships, of reduced control over self-presentation. Even when they are
not particularly concerned about potential damages to their concrete interests,
people tend to relate differently to fellow members of their own groups than

Participant Observation
At the level of participant interests, the risk of injury of any kind resulting
from the interaction between participant observers and the people they observe
(as distinct from injury resulting from publication of the data) is minimal, and
indeed there is no evidence that such studies have caused tong-term damage. fi 2
The major risks of injury stem from the possibility of public exposure. The
participant observer is often privy to personal information about individuals
and to sensitive information about groups, organizations, and communities,
disclosure of which might cause them embarrassment and damage their
material interests in a variety ofways-e.g., by subjecting them to legal action
or to withdrawal of financial support. Thus, the primary concern for
government regulation of this type of research is to ensure that investigators
maintain confidentiality or provide elear information about any external limits
on their ability to protect the confidentiality of the data and about their own
plans for publication.
The problem of public exposure in field studies is illustrated by the
controversial Springdale study," in which eommunity members and other
critics felt that the investigators broke their promise of anonymity. Although
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they do to outsiders. By pretending LO be group members, the observers induce
to say or do things in theirpresence that they may wish to reserve for
fellow members. Control over self-presentation is also reduced if the observers
are themselves genuine group members. but do not acknowledge the fact that
they are making systematic observations. The ethical problem in this case is
much less severe, as long as the observations focus only on activities in which

Third World societies and encourages policies focusing on group "defi
ciencies" rather than on inequalities rooted in social structure. The prolifera
tion of participant observers in a variety of groups and organizations may
contribute to the reduction of private space in the society. However, the most
important threat of diffuse harm to social values comes, again, from disguised
observation. The knowledge that hidden observers may insinuate themselves
into various private relationships and group activities, often On a continuing
basis, is bound to contribute to the erosion of trust Although their purpose is
social research, the cumulative effect of such practices must be examined in
the context ofthe widespread use ofspies and undercover agents (and perhaps
the even more widespread suspicion of their use) for many other legitimate and
illegitimate purposes.

them

the observers participate as part of their normal membership roles. Group
members must always reckon with the possibility that someone in their midst
might write about their experiences-in a novel or a memoir, ifnot in a social

science monograph. The way in which member-observers subsequently use
their observations has more critical implications for privacy than the fact that
they make unacknowledged observations. Even when participant observers
acknowledge their research interest and are accepted on that basis, some
reduction in group members' control over their self-presentation may ensue
because of the ambiguities inherent in the participant observer role. Group
members may come to accept the observers as part of the scenery and act
unself-consciously in their presence, revealing information they might prefer
to keep private. However, such an eventuality raises ethical problems only if
observers deliberately take advantage of the ambiguity of the role-e.g., by
implying a greater level of conunitment to the group than they actually feel
and thereby seduce group members to confide in them more than they
otherwise would."
Disguised observation clearly constitutes a deprivation of respect, which I
see as the major ethical issue raised by participant observation research at the
level of interpersonal relationships. In some ways, deception in participant
observation is more profoundly disrespectful of others than it is in laboratory
experiments, since it is not confined to a special experimental situation, which
can be isolated from the rest of life, but enters into real-life and sometimes
continuing relationships. It should be noted, however, that disguised obser
vation is only one of several models of participant observation (or fieldwork),
and the one that raises uniquely knotty ethical problems." The other models,
of course, are not entirely free of their own ethical complexities. In one of the
models distinguished by Joan Cassell, the verandah model, disrespect for the
people studied manifests itself in the coercive, exploitative, patronizing, and
nonreciprocal relationship that the investigator tends to establish with them.'!
On the whole, however, participant observation research-particularly as it
has evolved in anthropological fieldwork-haS been more respeclful of the
people from whom it obtains its data than many other research traditions. It
has been characterized by a greater degree of reciprocity between investigator
and participant, equality of power, and two-way interaction, thus approx
imating a model of participatory research."
At the level of wider social values, participant observation research may
contribute to prevailing inequities within the national and the global society,
insofar as it reinforces stereotypes about minority and deviant conununities or
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Implications
The analysis presented in this chapter has relied heavily upon a harm
benefit framework. 1 consider the harm-benefit approach, if broadly con
ceived, as a useful and probably necessary tool for making ethical decisions in
social research. Our primary concern is with protecting and enhancing the
well-being of research paruclpems and of others who are, or may in the future
be, affected by the research. We therefore have an obligation to minimize the
risk of harm caused by the research and to forgo research that carries
unacceptable risks. N at even minimal risks can bejustified unless the probable
benefits outweigh them. (The converse does not hold true: Certain risks
cannot bejustified no matter how large the probable benefits.)" Harm-benefit
considerations are also central to our notions about the rights of research
participants. Such rights as the right to informed consent or the right to privacy
are not mere abstractions, but conditions for maintaining people's well-being.
That is, these rights are ultimately linked to our concern with meeting our basic
needs and interests and protecting ourselves against harm.
Even though 1 regard harm and benefit considerations as basic to the
analysis of ethical issues in research with human participants, the particular
model of risk-benefit calculation as it has evolved in biomedical research is of
only limited usefulness in social research. In biomedical research itself, the
model applies most clearly to the decision whether a given experimental
treatment procedure should be used on a particular patient. One can
reasonably base such a decision on the ratio between the risks entailed by the
procedure and its probable benefits, relative to the risk-benefit ratio for the
standard treatment procedures that are available. These estimates may be
difficult to make, bUl the logic of the approach is straightforward. As one
moves from this situation to biomedical research in which the experimental
procedure is not related to the subject's own treatment, the calculations
become considerably more complicated, since they involve balancing risks to
the subject against potential benefits to future patients and/or to science. Still,
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at least with respect to the risks, one is dealing with measurable physical
injuries that can be entered into the calculation. Even within the biomedical
sciences, however, there seem to be other lines of research in which risk-
benefit calculations are not particularly relevant to the ethical issues raised,14
Whether or not this is so, I would argue that, at least as far as social research is
concerned, risk-benefit analyses are often not particularly relevant to the
ethical decision about whether or not to proceed with a given piece ofresearch.
There are several reasons for-this conclusion, which I hope have emerged from
previous sections of Uris chapter.
I. By and large, the probability that participants in most social research
will incur concrete injuries in the course ot'the research process is low, as is the

magnitude of the injuries that might occur.! have pointed to the possibility that
certain laboratory experiments and observations, as well as certain field
experiments, might cause psychological injury, although there is no evidence
that enduring damage bas actually resulted from participation in such studies.
Only in one type of research-social and organizational experiments-are
participants, in principle, exposed 10 serious risks of injury, in the fonn of
material losses, since the experimental manipulations may affect such
significant life resources and opportunities as income, housing, health care,
working conditions, edueational programs, or conditions of parole. At the
same time, the magnitude of potential concrete benefits accruing to participants
is generally low-again, with the possible exception of participants in large
scale social experiments. The benefits to be derived from social research
largely take the form of contributions to science and society; these con
tributions are not readily predictable or demonstrable-and, in any case, they
do not directly advance the well-being of the participants themselves. Under
these circumstances, the calculation of risk-benefit ratios in social science
studies-with some notable exceptions-may largely be a hypothetical
exercise that hampers research without really addressing the critical ethical
issues.
2. The major threats to the concrete interests of participants in social
research do not come from the researeh procedures themselves, but from the
possibility of public exposure of information about identifiable individuals or
groups. Public exposure may seriously affect people's reputations and may
subject them to the possibility of harassment and punishment-even to the
point of imprisonment or death, if, for example, the research is done in an area
of intense domestic or international conflict. The real concern in this context,
to which regulation must address itself, is to ensure that investigators maintain
the confidentiality of the data or clearly inform participants of any limits to
their ability to do so. The urgency of maintaining confidentiality varies, of
course, as a function of the magnitude of the danger to which participants
would be exposed if their responses were publicly identified. But, except in
extreme cases, it is very difficult to predict what might happen as a
consequence of exposure. The principles of confidentiality and privacy are
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designed to protect participants against the possibility of harm caused by
unforeseeable as well as foreseeable future circumstances. If they were made
conditional on calculation of the magnitude of harm anticipated, they would
lose much of their protective value. Thus, although the right to confidentiality
and privacy is ultimately rooted in Concerns about the possible harms to
participants, it must be treated as functionally autonomous. That is, the right
has moral force regardless of whether, in any given case, it can be demon
•strated that its violation would cause harm. Itispresumed that any violation of
this right is damaging-if not in the short run, then in the long run; ifnot to the
particular individual involved, then to the larger society (by weakening an
important protective mechanism). In the ethical evaluation of procedures
used to protect participants against unacceptable public exposure, therefore,
the primary issue is the risk of violations of confidentiality (and the
concomitant requirement that participants be fully informed of such risks)
rather than the risk of harm if confidentiality wen: violated.
3. The requirement of informed consent, like that of confidentiality, is
ultimately rooted in concerns about possible harms (0 participants' concrete
interests. The requirement is designed to ensure that participants have the
opportunity and the capacity [0 decide for themselves What is in their best
interest and what risks they are prepared to take. The Urgency of ensuring
informed consent varies, of COurse, as a function of the magnitude of the
potential harm entailed by a given piece of research. But, in the final analysis,
the decision of how large an injury is too large and how much of a risk is too
much must be left to the individual. If the availability of the informed consent
procedures were made COnditional on calculation of the magnitude of harm by
others (IRBs, for example), it would lose much of its value as a protective
device for participants themselves. The right to informed consent, therefore,
must also be treated as functionally autonomous. Thus, in the ethical
evaluation of informed consent procedures, Impairment of participants'
capacity for decision making isan issue thatmust be considered independently
of the magnitude of demonstrable harm to which participation might expose
them.
Appropriate procedures for informed consent are relatively straightforward
when it is possible to spell out in advance the risks entailed by participation. In
social research, it is often Impossible to predict the consequences of the
research (particularly the consequences of publication ofthe findings) or even
to describe in advance what will happen in the course of the research.
Furthermore, there are some types of social research that would not be feasible
if standard procedures for obtaining informed consent were to be used.
Examples are those studies in which participants are not even informed that
they are being observed, or in which Some information about the research is
withheld or deceptions are introduced in the interest of obtaining valid
data. The mere fact that such studies may entail only negligible risks of injury is
not in itself sufficient reason to sidestep informed consent. On the other hand,
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there may bejustifications for modifying or even omitting jnfonned consent

the body politic. Such harms may result not only from the procedures of the
research, but also from its findings. They can generally not be traced to a
particular study, but represent the cumulative impact of a continuing line of
research. They do not involve direct effects on the individual participants in the
research, but effects on the Jerger society and on wider social values. They ere
typically subject to disagreements within the society, both about the occur
rence or nonoccurrence of a particular impact and about its harmful or
beneficial implications. For all of these reasons, diffuse harms Cl1IU10t readily
be entered into the standard risk-benefit calculations that are undertaken as
part of the regulation of individual research projects. The issues raised by the
possible impact of social research on wider social values clearly require a
balancing of potential harms against potential benefits, but within the context
of public policy debate rather than within a regulatory framework.
In pointing out the limitations ofthe standard risk-benefit requirement, I am
not suggesting that government regulation of social research is unnecessary. l
have already stressed the appropriateness and clear necessity of such
regulation when the protection of the participants' concrete interests is at
stake. I am suggesting, however, that the scope, the focus, and the specific form
of government regulation have to be adapted in view of the special char
acteristics of different types of social research and the nature of the ethical
issues raised by each. Furthermore, I am suggesting that government
regulation is only one form of social control, which cannot SUbstitute for the
development and refinement of professional standards and broader social
policies designed to enhance the well-being of research participants and the
integrity of social values.
My review of ethical issues confronting different research methods
indicates that the risk of injury resulting directly from research participation is
not a major concern for the vast bulk of social science studies. Only in social
and organizational experiments are the material injUries to which participants
are potentially subject of sufficient magnitude to become a central con
side ration in regulation and prior review. Though oflesser magnitude, the risks
of psychological injUry resulting from laboratory experiments and simulations
and from structured observations in laboratory settings, and the risk of
psychological or material injury resulting from field experiments, also must be
considered; generally the risks involved in these studies are of such a nature
that informed consent would be sufficient to provide the needed proteeuon.
The lWO major issues in social research that have direct implications for
participant interests and to which regulation must address itself are public
exposure and impaired capacity for decision making. The risks entailed by
public exposure and hence the need to regulate the confidentiality of U1e data
are a central concern in research based on questionnaires and tests, in surveys
and interview studies, in studies based on records and secondary analysis, and
in participant observation studies, as well as in social and organizational
experiments. Impalrmem of participants' capacity for decision making is a
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procedures in certain instances, particularly as one moves away from research

thai involves manipulations of the person or the environment. In any event,
risk-benefit analysis is of only limited utility in devising procedures that would
uphold participants" capacity to protect their own interests in social research.

4. In much of social research (and in a fair amountofbiornedical research,
as well), the findings may have harmful consequences for the groups that are
studied. Since potential damage to group Interests affects the individual
participant only indirectly, it cannot readily be incorporated in the standard
risk-benefit calculation, which focuses on the individual. Similarly. pro
eedurcs for obtaining informed consent from individual participants will not in
most cases provide proper protection against possible harms to group interests;
concerns in this domain have to be addressed through other means, such as
consultation with group representatives. On the whole, group interests are
probably not as well protected LIS individual interests by the regulatory
process. as embodied in IRBs, because their definition is often a matter of
controversy both within and between different groups in the society. The
protection of group interests, therefore, requires particular attention at the
professional and public policy levels.
5. The harm that participants may experience in the course of their
involvement in social research may often take the fonn of stress and indignity.
These are temporary situational effects, which debase the quality uf the
relationship between investigator and participant, but do not cause Iong-terrn
measurable damage to the participant's interests. Exposing people to stress
and indignity is certainly a harm, since respectful treatment by others is a
condition for personal well-being. Furthermore, the difference between
temporary effects and enduring injuries is often merely a quantitative one. For
example, a single instance in which a person is made to feel inadequate or
degraded may be a source of temporary discomfort; but the cumulative effect
of repeated experiences of this kind may well be a cnronic lowering of the
person's self-esteem, constituting psychological injury." Nevertheless, it is
difficult to enter temporary discomforts into risk-benefit calculations in the
absence of measurable injUries that can directly be attributed to these
experiences. By the same token, these are not the types of hann for which
government regulation, with its coercive backing, is an appropriate form of
social control. Instead, I have argued, they should be controlled through the
development and refinement of professional standards. At that level, we are
less bound to the negative emphasis of the risk-benefit model, which links
regulation to evidence that certain procedures are potentially harmful; we can
instead focus on the positive task of defining the contours of a good
investigator-participant relationship as a matter of continuing professional
nncntion."
6. Another type of harm that may be caused by social research-and by
many Jines of biomedical research, as well-t-akes tile form ofdiffuse harms to
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central issue in laboratory experiments employing deception, in intrusive field

experiments, in structured observation using hidden observers, and in
disguised participant observation. The problem may also arise in social or
organizational experiments and in questionnaire and test studies, if people are
led to believe (by virtue of the setting or the auspices) 1hat their participation is
required; and in studies based on records and secondary analysis, if the data
are used for purposes that clearly diverge from those for which consent was
originally granted. Studies using unobtrusive observation of public events, by
their very nature, do not olTer participants the opportunuy for informed
consent, but I take the view that in such public situations people give tacit
consent to observation of their behavior."
The review of ethical issues confronting different research methods also
highlights practices that bear on the quality of the investigator-participant
relationship, even though they may not cause demonstrable long-term injuries.
Participants may be subjected to stressful or degrading experiences in
laboratory experiments and simulations, particularly where deception is also
involved; in intrusive field experiments; and, less frequently, in structured
observation studies. They may also experience a certain degree of dis
comfort-arising from the nature of the questions or from their own sense of
inadequacy-when responding to questionnaires, tests, or personal inter
views. Invasion of privacy, in the sense of reduced control over self
presentation, is potentially a central issue in field experiments; in structured
observation studies. particularly when they use hidden observers; in par
Iiclpant observation studies, particularly when the observer is disguised; and in
studies based on unobtrusive observation, particularly when they violate
social norms against eavesdropping and staring. Respondents' control over
their self-presentation is also reduced by the use of indirect or projective items
in questionnaires or tests and by the dynamics of the interaction process in
many interview situations.
Similarly, there are a variety ofways in whichparticipanls' choices may be
restricted, depriving them of respect for their personal eutocomy. This may
happen in laboratory and field experiments, whenever participants are
deceived and manipulated; in organizational and social experiments, when
ever participants or their representatives are excluded from the process of
selecting the options to be investigated; in questionnaire or test studies,
whenever investigators take advantage of the setting to induce participation
without giving people much choice or explanation; in studies based on records
or secondary analysis, whenever investigators violate the contract Under
which the data Were originally collected; and in participant observation
studies, whenever investigators misrepresent themselves or treat informants in
a patronizing, exploitative way.
This review brings to the fore a number of issues to which the social science
professions must address themselves, as We continue to develop and refine
professional standards governing the investigator-participant relationship.
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What are the limits of stress and deception that an investigator can Impose on
research participants'? What are the limits of permissible intrusion and
interference in real-life settings'? How do investigators avoid taking advantage
of positions of power within the society, within a particular institutional
setting, and within the research interaction itself, to manipulate research
participants'? What special obligation do investigators have to protect the
rights and interests of disadvantaged and powerless populations on whom they
carry Out research'? What obligations do investigators have in debriefing
research participants, in feeding back to them the findings of the research, in
reciprocating the help that they have received'? What obligations do they have
lo people whose data they USe when these data Were collected by others? To
what extent are they responsible for the ways in which others interpret and use
their own findings,? What alternative approaches can be developed to replace
procedures that are deceptive, coercive, or intrusive, or violate in other ways
the standards for good interpersonal relationships? How can social science
further develop research models and practices that are based on the principles
of participation and reciprocity and that enhance the autonomy of the research
participant? Concern with these issues at the level of professional practice
makes it possible, as I suggested above, to move from an emphasis on avoiding
harm through professional misconduct to an emphasis on the positive task of
developing a reciprocally enriching relationship between the investigator and
the participant
Finally, the review of different types of research helps us focus on the
impact of social science on wider social values. There are various ways in
which social research may cause diffuse harm by contributing to the weakening
of Certain values on which the integrity of social institutions and soeial
relations is based. The level of privacy in the society may be reduced by the
proliferation of questionnaires, tests, and interviews, particularly when these
probe into areas that most people consider parts of their private space; by the
use of personal records for research purposes; and by observation studies in
real-life settings, especially when they intcrferc with ongoing activities or in
trude on relationships from which outsiders are generally excluded. The
erosion of trust may be furthered in a number of Ways: trust in authoritics and
institutions by the proliferation of deceptive laboratory experiments; trust in
Ordinary day-to-day relationships by intrusive field experiments; and trust in
one's associates in various groups and organizations by research using
disguised participant observers. The value of eqUity may be compromised by
social experiments that provide unequal treatment to different groups; by
questionnaire and test studies focusing on group dilTerences; and by par
ticipant observation studies featuring the Characteristics of minority or Third
World communities..Some of the uses of survey methodology-panicularly in
electoral polling and market research-may contribute to the perversion of
political and economic processes and, more broadly, to manipulation of the
public. In fact, the potential that their methods and findings may be used for
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manipulative purposes runs through many areas of social research that
contribute directly or indirectly lO creating knowledge about the control of
human behavior."
Social control with respect to these potentially harmful effects of social
research on wider social values must be exercised, I have argued, through the
public policy process, in which such effects have to be balanced against the
potential social benefits of social research and of particular investigations. In

the debate of these issues, the potential diffuse harms ofsocial research have to
be seen in the context of other societal processes that contribute to the erosion
of trust, the invasion of privacy. the spread of manipulation, and the
perpetuation of inequity. As a committed social scientist, I hope-and
conunue to beheve-c-that social research will contribute more to the solution of
these problems than to their aggravation.
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