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  Try This Now

Why would it make sense to have an IRB even without federal sup-
port for biomedical or behavioral research?

HISTORY OF ETHICAL OVERSIGHT
Nazi biomedical experimentation on concentration camp prisoners during World War II 
and the judicial hearings of those events by the Nuremberg Military Tribunal led to the 
creation of the Nuremberg Code. These events are often listed as the reason the United 
States established its own code to protect human subjects. For example, the Belmont 
Report specifically mentions the Nuremberg War Crimes Trial and subsequent establish-
ment of the Nuremberg code. The substance of the 10 points in the Nuremberg code is as 
follows (http://wayback.archive-it.org/4657/20150930181802/http://www.hhs.gov/
ohrp/archive/nurcode.html):

zz Voluntary consent is critical
zz The results should be beneficial to society and not procurable in any other way
zz A knowledge base from animal studies or the literature should suggest that the 

likely results justify the experiment
zz No unnecessary physical or mental suffering or injury is involved
zz No research should occur if there is a priori knowledge that death or disabling 

injury may occur
zz The degree of risk should never outweigh the importance of what is to be learned
zz Every precaution should be taken to prevent even the remote possibility of injury, 

disability, or death
zz Only scientifically qualified individuals should conduct experiments
zz Subjects should have the right to stop participating if they have reached a physical 

or mental state where they judge it impossible to continue
zz Scientists must be prepared to stop the research if in their judgment continuing 

presents the risk of injury, disability, or death to the subject

These stipulations may strike you as emphasizing the risks associated with medical 
research, but research in the social and behavioral sciences has also raised concerns about 
the safety and protection of human subjects. For example, the Belmont Report highlights 
the Tuskegee syphilis study:

In this country, in the 1940s, the Tuskegee syphilis study used disadvantaged, rural 
black men to study the untreated course of a disease that is by no means confined to 
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