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adopted in 1991 as the Federal Policy for 
the Protection of Human Subjects. 
This policy has shaped the course of social 
science research ever since. This section 
introduces these regulations.

Federal regulations require that every 
institution, including universities that seek 
federal funding for biomedical or behav-
ioral research on human subjects, have an 
institutional review board (IRB) to 
review research proposals. Other countries 
have similar entities, such as the United 
Kingdom’s Research Ethics Committees 
(RECs) (Calvey, 2014). IRBs at universities 
and other agencies adopt a review process 
that is principally guided by federally 

regulated ethical standards but can be expanded by the IRB itself (Sieber, 1992). To 
promote adequate review of ethical issues, the regulations require that IRBs include 
members with diverse backgrounds. The Office for Protection from Research 
Risks in the National Institutes of Health monitors IRBs, with the exception of 
research involving drugs (which is the responsibility of the federal Food and Drug 
Administration).

The Academy of Criminal Justice Sciences (ACJS) and the American Society 
of Criminology (ASC), like most professional social science organizations, have 
adopted ethical guidelines for practicing criminologists that are more specific than 
the federal regulations. The ACJS Code of Ethics also establishes procedures for 
investigating and resolving complaints concerning the ethical conduct of the orga-
nization’s members. 

The Code of Ethics of the ACJS (2000) is available on the ACJS Web site (www.
acjs.org). The ASC follows the American Sociological Association’s (ASA, 1999) 
code of ethics, which is summarized on the ASA Web site (http://www.asanet.org/
membership/code-ethics).

22 Ethical Principles

Achieving Valid Results

A commitment to achieving valid results is the necessary starting point for ethical 
research practice. Simply put, we have no business asking people to answer questions, 
submit to observations, or participate in experimental procedures if we are simply 
seeking to verify our preexisting prejudices or convince others to take action on 
behalf of our personal interests. It is the pursuit of objective knowledge about human 
behavior—the goal of validity—that motivates and justifies our investigations and 
gives us some claim to the right to influence others to participate in our research. If we 
approach our research projects objectively, setting aside our personal predilections in 
the service of learning a bit more about human behavior, we can honestly represent 
our actions as potentially contributing to the advancement of knowledge.

Belmont Report  A 1979 National Commission 
for the Protection of Human Subjects of 
Biomedical and Behavioral Research report 
that established three basic ethical principles 
for the protection of human subjects, including 
respect for persons, beneficence, and justice

Respect for persons  Treating persons as 
autonomous agents and protecting those with 
diminished autonomy

Beneficence  Minimizing possible harms and 
maximizing benefits in research

Justice (in research)  Distributing benefits and 
risks of research fairly

Federal Policy for the Protection of Human 
Subjects  Federal regulations established in 
1991 that are based on the principles of the 
Belmont Report

Institutional review board (IRB)  Committee 
in all research organizations including 
universities that reviews research proposals to 
ensure the protection of human subjects

Academy of Criminal Justice Sciences (ACJS) 
Code of Ethics  The Code of Ethics of ACJS 
sets forth (1) general principles and (2) 
ethical standards that underlie members of 
the academy’s professional responsibilities 
and conduct, along with the (3) policies and 
procedures for enforcing those principles and 
standards; membership in the ACJS commits 
individual members to adhere to the ACJS Code 
of Ethics in determining ethical behavior in the 
context of their everyday professional activities

Exhibit 3.4 Belmont Report Principles

Source: Office of Human Subjects Research, National Institutes of Health.
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