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vaccine as a historical example) required that the procedure be 
tested on human beings. What was deemed unethical was that 
these Nazi physicians were convicted of conducting experi-
ments without the consent of their participants.

Ingredients of the Initial  
Scientist–Participant Dialogue
One of the first principles of research is that the participants 
must consent to being part of an experiment. Furthermore, 
they must also be informed of the experiment’s purpose 
and its potential risks. Thus, major ingredients in the dia-
logue between the scientist and the research participant are  
voluntary participation and informed consent.

Voluntary Participation
In the initial dialogue between the scientist and the prospec-
tive participant, the scientist must ask the participant to be a 
part of the experiment. This is the principle of voluntary par-
ticipation. In essence, the voluntary participation principle 
requires that a person should participate in an experiment 
only by free choice. In addition, this principle states that a participant should be free to leave an 
experiment at any time, whether or not the experiment has been completed.

As you think about voluntary participation, you will become entangled in the question of 
whether anyone can ever make a free decision and, if so, under what circumstances. As you might 
have realized already, this question becomes even more complicated for someone interested in 
developmental psychology, which requires research with children, or for someone interested in 
psychopathology, which requires research with clients or patients who are mentally impaired. In 
terms of ethical concerns involving research with children, a number of recommendations have 
been put forward by the National Academies of Sciences, including how to obtain informed con-
sent and ensure voluntary participation in research (Field & Behrman, 2004).

Informed Consent
Assuming for a moment that someone can agree freely to participate in research, the scientist 
in the initial dialogue should inform the prospective participant about what will be required of 
him or her during the study. The scientist must also inform the prospective participant about 
any potential harm that may come from participation. Thus, the prospective participant must 
be given complete information on which to base a decision. This is the principle of informed  
consent. As you can imagine, the principle of informed consent raises the issue of how much 
information about an experiment is enough, and that is sometimes a gray area.

From the principles of voluntary participation and informed consent, one can see that it is 
the initial task of the scientist to fully discuss the experimental procedure with prospective par-
ticipants and to remind them that they are human beings who do not give away their rights just 
because they are taking part in a psychological experiment.

The Rights of the Research Participant  
and the Responsibilities of the Experimenter
In our society, research participants have the same rights during an experiment that they have 
outside the experimental situation. One major one is the right to privacy. Most of us at first think 
of the right to privacy as the right to spend time by oneself or with others of one’s choosing, with-
out being disturbed. This is the external manifestation of the right to privacy. But there is also an 

A Polish survivor displays scars she endured at a concentration camp 
during World War II. After the war, the Nuremberg trials focused on 
how the German Nazi government treated people under their control, 
including subjecting thousands of prisoners to medical experiments. 
These trials helped establish ethical considerations in research.
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informed consent: a prospective 
participant in psychological 
research must be given complete 
information on which to base a 
decision, including information 
about what will be required of him 
or her during the study, and about 
any potential harm that may come 
from participation

voluntary participation: a 
principle stating that a person 
should participate in an 
experiment only by free choice, 
and should be free to leave an 
experiment at any time, whether 
or not the experiment has been 
completed

right to privacy: in an 
experiment, this means that 
information given by a participant 
to a scientist should be 
considered a private event, not a 
public one




