
Chapter 4    Ethics and the Institutional Review Board (IRB) Process    111

zz Assessing risk–benefit criteria
zz Creating guidelines for selecting subjects
zz Monitoring and evaluating the work of IRBs
zz Creating informed consent guidelines for vul-

nerable populations (children, prisoners, those 
institutionalized with cognitive impairments)

The Belmont Report is useful to read in its entirety; 
at the very least, researchers might read Part C: 
“Applications.”

Three ethical principles underlie the Belmont 
Report: respect for persons, beneficence, and  
justice. These three core values are reflected in the 
way we do research (see Figure 4.1).

Respect for persons is the leading principle, which 
addresses two core ethical guidelines. First, people are 
to be treated as autonomous agents. Autonomous agents are capable of acting indepen-
dently, i.e., making their own decisions and given the opportunity to do so. Second, when 
people cannot act as autonomous agents, for example, because of diminished capacity, 
they are provided with additional protections. How is this principle of respect for persons 
manifested in research? Through the process of informed consent; the elements of informed 
consent are covered fully later in the chapter. Informed consent is a document outlining 
what will happen in the research project and what protections are offered for participants.

The second guiding principle listed is beneficence. This word points to the importance 
of doing good, expressing kindness, and safeguarding well-being. Maloney (1984, p. 34) 
listed as extensions of this category “1) do not harm and 2) maximize possible benefits and 
minimize possible harms.” In this principle, you can see links to the Nuremberg code. Being 
able to assess the risks and benefits provided by the research is an aspect of beneficence.

The third principle is justice. Stated in the Belmont Report, the essence of this principle 
is “Who ought to receive the benefits of research and bear its burdens?” Another phrase 
used in the report framing this principle is “Fairness in distribution.” Risks and benefits 
should be equally distributed across participants. Thinking about the selection of subjects 
and who takes part in the research is a central task related to the principle of justice.

REVISIT AND RESPOND

zz Thinking back to the lead paint study, was the principle of justice followed in that 
research?

Beneficence: 
one of the three 
principles of the 
Belmont Report 
that emphasizes 
doing no harm 
(maximizing 
benefits while 
minimizing 
risks).

Justice: one 
of the three 
principles of 
the Belmont 
Report that 
emphasizes the 
fair distribution 
of risks and 
rewards of 
participation.

FIGURE 4.1	 Three Ethical Principles That 
Underlie the Belmont Report
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Source: Adapted from Devlin, A. (2006), Research methods: 
Planning, conducting, and presenting research. Belmont, CA.: 
Wadsworth/Thomson., Figure 5.1.

Autonomous 
agents: part 
of Respect for 
Persons, one of 
three guiding 
principles in the 
Belmont Report, 
stressing that 
people need 
to participate 
voluntarily in 
research.


