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CONCEPT CHECK

•• What kinds of research questions could you explore using each of the following research 
designs? What are the advantages and disadvantages of each?

{{ Single-subject design
{{ Longitudinal research
{{ Epidemiological research

•• What is the overall goal of behavioral genetics research? What are the three primary types of 
research designs used in behavioral genetics research?

•• Which is more important, statistical significance or clinical significance? Why?
•• If a research study has already been conducted and its results have been communicated, why 

should it be replicated?

Ethics and the Scientific Experiment
Ethics is the study of proper action. Ethics examines relationships between human beings and 
provides principles regarding how we should treat each other. The ultimate decision in ethical 
questions resides in judgments of value. Ethical considerations of psychological experimentation 
have at their heart the idea that people participating in research should not be harmed (see Ray, 
2012). Specifically, at the end of an experiment, participants should not be affected in a way that 
would result in a lower level of human functioning. This includes emotional distress.

In most cases, the scientist has a question that he or she wants to ask and that the participant is 
willing to help answer. In some cases, the participants learn something about themselves from the 
experience and they are glad to have participated. In brain imaging studies, for example, partici-
pants often report that they enjoy seeing their brain activity (e.g., functional magnetic resonance 
imaging [fMRI], electroencephalography [EEG]) displayed. Thus, they are willing to participate 
in research in exchange for these types of experiences.

If these experiences were always pleasant and any changes in the participant always positive, 
participants would participate gladly in experiments, and scientists would face few ethical ques-
tions. However, at times the scientist may want to answer a question that requires that the par-
ticipant experience psychological or physiological discomfort. In terms of psychopathology, we 

ethics: the study of proper action

examined 13,327 studies that ended during the period 
from 2008 to 2012. Of these, over 77% were drug trials. 
Of all the trials, only 13.4% reported summary results 
within 1 year of completing the research. When using 
a 5-year time frame, 38.9% reported summary results.

A British physician, Ben Goldarce, is part of an 
international campaign called ALLTrials, which 
seeks to require researchers worldwide to publish 
their results. He noted that an antidepressant he 
had prescribed for his patients showed positive 
results in the published literature. Whereas the 
published literature showed this antidepressant 
to be as effective as any other antidepressant 
drug, unpublished data involving 3 times as many 
people as the published data did not find the same 
results. A similar situation happened for another 

type of antidepressant drug, referred to as SSRIs 
(selective serotonin reuptake inhibitors). Prozac 
is one example of this class of drugs. Although 
these were introduced in the 1980s, it was not 
until 2006 that data submitted to the FDA showed 
a relationship between the drug and suicidal 
ideation in adolescents. Further, only 51% of the 
studies submitted to the FDA showed that use 
of SSRIs led to a positive result, whereas 94% of 
published studies showed positive results.

Thought Question: What role should the U.S. federal 
government play in ensuring treatment data from all 
clinical trials are available to the public?

(Based on “Failure to Publish the Results of All  
Clinical Trials Is Skewing Medical Science,” The Economist, 
July 25, 2015)




