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Privacy and Research with Human Beings

Herbert C. Kelman

Harvard University

Sacial and psychological research generates three kinds of concerns
about invasion of participants’ privacy: that public exposure of their
views and actions may have damaging consequences for thern; that
the procedures used to clicit information may deprive them of conrrol
over their self-presentation; and that the research may probe into
arcas that constitute their private space, overstepping the customary
boundary between self and environment. The paper explores the
psychological significance of preserving privacy in each of these three
senses, the ways in which differemt kinds of research may threaten
privacy in cach case, the requirergehts for minimizing or counteracting
such threats, and the conditions under which research representing
a certain degree of invasion of privacy can nevertheless be justified.

Following Ruebhausen and Brim (1963), 1 shall refer to
privacy as “the freedom of the individual to pick and choose
for himself the time and circumstances under which, and most
importantly, the extent to which, his attitudes, beliefs, behavior
and opinions are to be shared with or withheld from others”
(p. 1189). Social and psychological rescarch with human beings,
by its very nature, focuses on precisely such personal facts and
feelings and thus inevitably runs the risk of invading the partici-
pants’ privacy. Invasions of privacy occur to the extent that
participants are unable to determine what information about
themselves they will disclose and how that information will be
disseminated.

We can distinguish three types of concerns about invasion
of privacy, linked, respectively, to the substantive focus, the
procedures, and the consequences of the rescarch: {a) concern
that the research may probe into arcas that constitute participants’
private space, overstepping the customary boundary between self

Correspondence regarding this article may be addressed to H. C. Kelman,
Department of Psychology and Social Relations, Harvard Universiry, Cam-
bridge, MA 02138.
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