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The main task of the IRB is to determine whether the participants are adequately protected 
in terms of both welfare and rights. One major question that the committee asks is the following: 
Are there any risks—physical, psychological, or social—associated with participating in a given 
piece of research? Almost everything we do each day involves varying degrees of risk, so the com-
mittee attempts to determine when a risk is unreasonable.

The committee also considers the potential long-term effects of a particular treatment on a 
person. For example, asking a participant to run a mile, to give a small sample of blood, to have 
his or her heart rate measured, or to discuss his or her sexual preference or childhood involves 
some risks in the way the term is used by most internal review committees. However, the IRB 
may decide that, in light of the information that would be gained, these risks are not sufficient to 
prevent the study from being performed. Thus, a second major question that a review commit-
tee asks is the following: Are the risks to the participants outweighed by the potential benefits to 
them or by the estimated importance to society of the knowledge to be gained? If the commit-
tee determines that the answer to this question is yes, a third question is asked: Has the experi-
menter allowed the prospective participants to determine freely whether they will participate 
in the experiment? Finally, the committee asks the following: Will the experimenter obtain the  
participants’ informed consent?

The Ethical Relationship
As we conclude these considerations, let’s remind ourselves that ethical questions have at their 
base issues of relationships and traditions. As scientists, we ask what is and what ought to be our 
relationship with our participants and our society with regard to research. To answer these ques-
tions, we stress that part of our ethical responsibility is to consult with others about our research. 
In this context, we described the manner in which internal review committees evaluate the ethics 
of research and the guidelines (e.g., those of the APA and the federal government) used to direct 
our evaluations. With both humans and animals, we are only beginning to develop methods for 
the study of inner experience that can help to inform our ethical considerations.

CONCEPT CHECK

•• “Ethical considerations of psychological experimentation have at their heart the idea that people 
participating in research should not be harmed.” What four questions does every scientist need 
to consider in designing a research study?

•• Which four sources of ethical and legal guidelines help the scientist in designing and conducting 
psychopathology research?

•• What are “voluntary participation” and “informed consent” in the context of scientific research? 
What are some of the specific issues they raise in terms of psychopathology research?

•• How do “confidentiality” and “anonymity” figure into the experimenter’s responsibility to protect 
the research participant’s right to privacy?

•• What are the questions an IRB asks in regard to the risks of a psychopathology research study?

SUMMARY

In general, there is no single scientific method, yet there is a 
general process called science. This process consists of expe-
riencing the world and then drawing general conclusions 
(called facts) from observations. In science, we use doubt to 
question our ideas and our research and ask whether factors 
other than the ones that we originally considered might have 

influenced our results. By doing this, we come to see that sci-
ence is a combination of interaction with the world and logic. 
There are three stages to the scientific method: (1) Develop 
an idea or expectation (hypothesis), (2) evaluate the ideas 
and expectations about the world through observation and 
experimentation, and (3) draw conclusions or inferences 




