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Henry A. Walker (2007) pay particular attention to debriefing after deception in their book about experimental 
research. They argue that every experiment involving deception should be followed immediately for each partici-
pant with debriefing, sometimes called dehoaxing, in which the deception is explained, and all the participants’ 
questions are answered to their satisfaction; those participants who still feel aggrieved are directed to a university 
authority to file a complaint or to a counselor for help with their feelings. This is sound advice.

Selective Distribution of Benefits

Field experiments conducted to evaluate social programs also can involve issues of informed consent (Hunt, 1985). 
One ethical issue that is somewhat unique to field experiments is the selective distribution of benefits: How much 
are subjects harmed by the way treatments are distributed in the experiment? For example, Sherman and Berk’s (1984) 
experiment, and its successors, required police to make arrests in domestic violence cases largely on the basis of a ran-
dom process. When arrests were not made, did the subjects’ abused spouses suffer?

Is it ethical to give some potentially advantageous or disadvantageous treat-
ment to people on a random basis? For example, in the drug court field experi-
ment, is it ethical to randomly assign those who wanted extra help with their drug 
problem to the comparison group that did not receive extra treatment? Random 
distribution of benefits is justified when the researchers do not know whether some 
treatment actually is beneficial—and, of course, it is the goal of the experiment to 
find out. Chance is as reasonable a basis for distributing the treatment as any other. 
Also, if insufficient resources are available to fully fund a benefit for every eligible 
person, distribution of the benefit on the basis of chance to equally needy persons is 
ethically defensible (Boruch, 1997).

Debriefing  A session after an experiment in 
which all instances of deception are revealed 
and explained and participants are allowed to 
ask questions

Selective distribution of benefits  An ethical 
issue about how much researchers can 
influence the benefits subjects receive as 
part of the treatment being studied in a field 
experiment
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