Ethical Principles

The American Psychological Association has established ethical guidelines for experimenters. We want to cover the main points here to help you make your own decisions about what is ethical (American Psychological, 1992).
1. Subjects must always have the right to decline participation in an experiment or withdraw their participation at any time. This ethical principle is rarely violated. No one should ever be forced to take part in an experiment. Still, there can be hidden pressure: ”If I don’t participate, what will the teacher think of me? Will my grades be affected?” In cases where participation in research is a course requirement, some other fair option must be made available to the students.
2. Openness and honesty are essential to experimentation. Here is a typical problem in this area: Studies have been designed to examine under what circumstances a subject will cheat. The subjects are observed -unknown to them- in situations where cheating is possible. If the experimenter is honest with them, they will know they are being observed and will not cheat. How do we conduct this kind of study and still remain ethical? The general rule is that if researchers cannot disclose everything at the beginning of the study, they must do so as soon as possible afterward - a procedure known as debriefing. They are obligated to clear up any misconceptions their subjects may have.
3. Information obtained about a subject during the course of a study must remain confidential. The major exception to this rule applies when an agreement to the contrary has been made beforehand. When it is likely that other people will have access to the information, the experimenter can’t foretell with certainly just who will have such procedures be taken, and with what kinds of information?
4. The experimenter has the duty to assess carefully the possibility of any of potential risks, physical or mental, to participants; inform them of existing risks; and correct or remove any undesirable consequences of participation. This rule covers both immediate and long-term effects. If an experimenter does a study in which subjects are made to feel inferior (as would be the case with a deliberately difficult test), then subjects must be told the true nature of the test at the end of the study. Sometimes, however, as in the prisoner-guard anticipate, even though the experiment was terminated early, the damage had already been done. In cases like that, there doesn’t seem to be any way to help participants completely forget how they behaved during the experiment itself.

