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themselves, and the institutions they represent. There are also specific definitions of what 
constitutes research and what a human subject is. Research is essentially a systematic 
investigation designed to contribute to generalizable knowledge. A human subject is a 
living individual from whom the researcher gathers information through interaction or 
intervention or about whom the researcher has access to identifiable private information. 
Both of these definitions come from the federal regulations known as the Common Rule 
[45 CFR 46.102(d) and (f )], respectively, which is discussed in more detail later in the 
chapter. Not every study rises to the level of research (e.g., a study on food preferences in a 
single residence hall might not be designed to contribute to generalizable knowledge), but 
the ethical treatment of people who participate in studies is an important aspect, despite 
whether the study is technically “research.”

Many students have heard of Stanley Milgram’s (1963) research on obedience to 
authority, either in class or through the 2015 movie about the research (i.e., The Experi-
menter). This research is widely discussed in social science texts and not infrequently leads 
off the discussion of ethics (e.g., Cozby & Bates, 2014). In the research, participants are 
deceived, believing they are giving potentially lethal shocks to unseen “learners,” who are 
performing a word association task and are shocked for their incorrect answers. In fact, 
these learners are confederates, or collaborators of the experimenter, and no such shocks 
are being administered. Conducted after World War II, the Nazi war crimes were a clear 
motivation for Milgram’s studies; he mentioned them in the introduction to his paper 
about this research, published in 1963. Milgram questioned the extent to which ordinary 
people would potentially inflict harm on others when instructed to do so by someone in 
authority, in this case, an “experimenter.”

Milgram’s (1963) research raised a host of questions, many of them about deception and 
the extent to which we can ethically mislead people in research. The point of the research 
was determining the extent to which people follow authority, but concerns were raised about 
the immediate and long-term effects on the participants, who believed they were inflicting 
potentially harmful levels of shock. Institutions are sensitive to such issues and have estab-
lished boards that evaluate the ethical issues raised by research. In considering ethical aspects 
of research, this chapter will explain why these boards exist and how they work.

  Try This Now

Have you ever been deceived by someone you trusted? What were 
your reactions? How do you think you might feel if you participated 
in research and found out after the study ended that deception was 
involved? If you have participated in a study involving deception, what 

Common 
Rule: federal 
policy adopted 
in 1991 that 
lists specific 
regulations 
guiding 
research 
with human 
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Research: 
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to the federal 
definition 
(45 CFR 46), 
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collection 
of data with 
the goal of 
generalizable 
knowledge.
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(IRB) review.


