
UNIT 23 IN CONCLUSION 

5 ETHICS 
A first principle of research ethics - to be found in all the various codes of con- 
duct imposed by professional and academic organizations - is that the subjects of 
the research should not be harmed by it. You might think th~s  fairly obvious, but 
some quite startling breaches of it have been committed in the course of research. 
In 1969, for example, a United States medical doctor called Godzeiher established 
a study to test the side effects of birth control pills which involved a 'control 
group' receiving only a placebo (a sugar pill) without their knowledge; seven 
unwanted pregnancies ensued. In the 1930s another US study sponsored by the 
public health service appears to have studied the course of syphilis by withhold- 
ing treatment from 100 black sufferers, who were then examined and observed at 
intervals Among projects which involved closer and more personalized interaction 
with the 'subjects' we might cite Milgram's work on conformity to authority, which 
involved subjects being put in the position of apparently administering near-lethal 
shocks to students in a learning task, and Zimbardo's 'simulated prison' exper- 
iment, where he divided a group of students up into 'prisoners' and 'guards' and 
set up a mock prison in a university basement (Haney et al., 1973) Milgram's 
experiment, as he reports himself, left subjects anxious and shocked, and Zim- 
bardo's had to be called off ahead of time because of the distress among some of 
the 'prisoners' and the uncontrolled behaviour of some of the 'guards' 1 might 
also remind you of Seligman's 'learned helplessness' experiments on dogs wh~ch 
were described in Unit 6. somehow it seems no more acceptable to administer 
painful electric shocks to living creatures when they are dogs rather than people 
- less so if anything. 

The counter-argument which might be put forward (and has been by Zimbardo, 
1973) would be that the importance of the conclusions outweighed the pain 
caused by the research Seligman would argue that exploring learned helplessness 
was Important to clarify the theory of how we learn about our competence In the 
world, and as a clue to the aetiology and cure of human depression. Both Milgram 
and Zimbardo have justified their work by arguing that it was important to dem- 
onstrate in clear-cut and graphic terms the influence of situation on human 
behaviour. At a time when the atrocities of German and Japanese prison camps 
were being 'explained away' in terms of the national character of the Germans 
and Japanese, and the behaviour of prison guards and some police was attributed 
to their character and/or rough workmg-class upbringing, Milgram and Zimbardo 
demonstrated in their different ways that ordinary, middle-class people will 
oppress inferiors, beat them up and even apply torture on the instruction of an 
authoritative other or in response to their perception of the situation and its 
demands Whether mflicting pain or distress is ever justdied by the importance of 
the results, or how much pain is justified by how important a topic, is a question 
for each person to decide individually It is an open question, however; even peo- 
ple vehemently opposed to murder might condone some particular act of assassin- 
ation (e.g. of Hitler), and there comes a point in many people's thinking where 
one strong principle has to give way to another aspect of the public good 

Whatever your stance on these extreme studies, you ought to note that precisely 
the same ethical problems are faced, though in less dramatlc form, by all exper- 
iments and many other research studies. We would generally agree that in 'or- 
dinary' research the subject/informant/respondent should be protected from harm. 
It is for this reason, among others, that we generally promise informants confiden- 
tiality or anonymity in surveys or 'unstructured' interviewing projects: interviewing 
is intrusive, but having your personal details splashed in identifiable form across a 
research report is even more intrusive. (As I am using the terms, confidentiality is 
a promise that you will not be identified or presented in identifiable form, while 
anonymity is a promise that even the researcher will not be able to tell which 
responses came from which respondent.) It is generally argued that people should 
not be 'used' for research without their informed consent. Indeed, this principle 
goes a long way beyond research It is normal for public documentary broadcast- 
ing to obtain the permission of people who have been filmed before the film is 
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used (and this was done for the video sequences you looked at earlier in the 
course) 

The concept of 'mformed consent', however, is no easy answer to a set of moral 
dilemmas, because it is no simple and clear-cut thing itself Very often In 'applied' 
research into social practice the researcher is a practitioner within the area of 
soc~al practice and stands in a posltion of power or influence over the researched, 
or is identified with others who do so. The soclal worker, nurse, prison officer, or 
teacher, researching her or his own clients, patients, prisoners, or pupils, may 
have a direct power over the future of the people whom she or he wants as 
research informants Even if not, there is an existing authority or dependency 
relationship such that the informants may feel bound to co-operate, however fairly 
and neutrally the request is put. It is also not clear whose informed consent is 
required, in many cases In research Into the treatment or handlmg of elderly peo- 
ple, do we need the consent of the elderly people themselves, or of the~r relatives, 
or of the district nurses and home helps who prov~de the immediate care, or of 
their general practitioners, or of the nursing and social services organizers, or of 
the management of the departments in which the practitioners work? All of these 
are 'interested parties' in the research, and many of them are or could be useful 
informants. 

There is also the question of how far the consent can ever be '~nformed'. To what 
extent, lacking the researcher's knowledge, can the other partles to the research 
ever understand fully what it is to which they are committing themselves and what 
use will be made of it7 (YOU may remember the d~scussion in Unit 16 of the extent 
to which it is possible to share knowledge in collaborative research, this is another 
aspect of the same problem) As researchers we are trusted on the whole by 'peo- 
ple out there' to behave honourably towards them, and they trust to some extent 
that the purpose of our research is important enough to justify the intrusion into 
their lives 

A related problem concerns those m whose lives we do not intervene In a well- 
known educational experiment (Rosenthal and Jacobson, 1968), for example, the 
researchers picked children from a range of school classes at random and con- 
vmced the teachers that these had been identified as people l~kely to show a spurt 
of intellectual growth in the near future Sure enough, some of these children did 
so, and the exper~ment 1s used as an example of the self-fulfilling prophecy in 
education It may be seen as fundamentally ethical (except for the deception of 
the teachers) because no one was directly harmed by the intervention; children 
were e~ther advantaged or left alone If you were one of the 'control' children who 
were not randomly identified for development, however, and you read about the 
study afterwards, might you not feel that you too could have shown a spurt in 
school progress d the researchers had p~cked you for the experimental sample7 
The ethics of withholding a treatment which 1s expected to have a beneficial effect 
1s a problem much discussed in practlce research, particularly in education and 
med~cme 

We should also note that even in qualitative approaches such as participant obser- 
vation, often thought of as ethically 'cleaner' than expenmental or survey research 
because there is no direct manipulation or interrogation of 'subjects', eth~cal prob- 
lems remain. The most difficult of these concerns the relationships which are 
formed with partnpants and the use which is made of them We tend to charac- 
terize participant observat~on and relatwely unstructured interviewing as styles 
which gwe the participants a chance to express their own views and treat them as 
people in their own r~ght In practice, however, the conduct even of ethnographic 
research can be quite Machiavellian In Jack Douglas' book Investzgative Soczal 
Research (1976) - which you will find refreshmgly cynical or surprisingly 
realistic, depend~ng on your expectations - the chapter on tactics of investigative 
research has as sub-sections 'Infiltrating the setting', 'Building fr~endly trust and 
openmg them up', 'Setting them up' and 'Adversary and discombobulating tactics'. 
In the first three of these he polnts out how ethnographers and social anthropol- 
ogists slip into the setting l~ke sples, budding relationships for the purpose of 
usmg them to extract information 
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. .. the right use of friendly and trusting relat~ons 1s not only a necessity 
of research, but also a powerful one the extensive cultivation of 
friendly and tnistlng relat~ons with people in all kinds of settings has 
been vital . . . In burldmg affection and trust ~t does not matter whether 
the researcher is honest or merely doing presentat~onal work . . . But he 
must be convincing 

(Douglas, 1976, pp 134-7) 

Douglas goes on to talk about normal aspects of intimate relationships - being 
prepared to reveal 'guilty facts' about yourself, for example - as deliberate tools 
of the social researcher, used to provoke simdar disclosures The role which the 
qualitative researcher presents in interactions is also under his or her control and 
'imposed on' the partlclpants - whether it be 'the acceptable incompetent' or 'the 
novice' or 'the ordinary citizen' or 'just a student', or whatever - and is selected 
to obtain maximum information at nlinimum discomfort 

In the 'setting up' section he talks about how ethnographers manipulate settings to 
their own advantage Th~s  manipulation may be something as slight as interview- 
ing people on their home ground so as to make the task less threatening, but 
Douglas also describes research into massage parlours in which he went to inter- 
view a journal~st accompanied by two masseuses, and how the tone of the inter- 
view changed when he revealed the~r occupation The sectlon on adversarial 
tactics points out that not every quahtative project involves budding friendly and 
trustlng relationships, occasionally, particularly when dealmg with the powerful, 
the tactlc of outright but well informed attack may be more productive All of this 
may seem distasteful, and some would say that researchers ought not to 'lie and 
cheat' in this manner, but others might equally validly point out that much 
research would be imposs~ble if tactics such as these were not adopted 

Less discussed are wider ethical questions to do wlth the selection of problems 
and of samples By studying the progress and problems of girls at school, for 
example, do we disadvantage boys? By looking at ways to make community care 
more effective for those who are receivmg ~ t ,  may we be doing the relatives or the 
professionals who administer it a disservice' Studying youth's behav~our in public, 
do we distract attention from thelr economic circumstances or the institutionalized 
behaviour of police and the criminal justice system? People may be harmed if their 
interests are not reflected in research, perhaps sometimes as surely as if they were 
phys~cally or psychologically damaged It was argued at one time, for example, 
that the tendency for sociolog~cal research to concentrate on the behaviour of 
working-class people was just one more facet of soc~al control M~ddle-class peo- 
ple learned from the research, and 'the system' became more effective m its con- 
trol of the working class, but working-class Interests were not served (We should 
remember the contradiction pointed out above, however, if you wish to avoid 
research which will support the current forms of industrial organization, you will 
also have to avoid research wh~ch could make working conditions better for wor- 
kers ) 

I have ra~sed a number of questions In t h ~ s  section and, I hope, failed to answer 
most of them This is because of the positlon I take on the nature of ethical 
d~lemmas I am inclined towards a relativist position that there are a large number 
of eth~cal imperatives, sometimes in conflict with each other, and that know~ng 
that there can be ethical arguments against a course of action does not absolve the 
individual from cons~dering the consequences of taking or refraining from the 
action Others may take a more absolutist stand - that some thmgs are m them- 
selves wrong and should never be done, whatever the consequences I would 
argue (but others would disagree) that there is no simple ethical code against 
which we can measure this research study or that, rather, there are a serles of 
questions, some or all of which may need to be asked, and the answers welghed 
against the value of the study and the resources available to carry it out. They will 
include 
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1 To what extent does the study mvolve decept~on, the use of the subjects/ 
respondents/~nformants/participants as objects for the researchers' purposes, 
or the betrayal of trust, confidence or 1nt1macy7 

2 To what extent does ~t mvolve harm or the possibility of harm - ranging 
from physical damage or psychological distress to the possib~lity of people 
feeling aggrieved or betrayed? 

3 Who are the 'mterested partles m the research', do they all get a chance to put 
their point of view, and has any group been overlooked7 

4 Whose Interests are served by the research? 

Against the answers to these questions we would weigh the value of the research, 
the constraints wh~ch tlme and resources placed on the researchers, and the extent 
to wh~ch producing a study wh~ch was more acceptable In these respects would 
have weakened it as a vehicle for the discovery of truth 

There remams the questlon of what we do, as readers, about reports of studies 
which we consider grossly uneth~cal or distasteful I tend, myself, to use the 
results but to draw attention to the respects in wh~ch the study seems to me unac- 
ceptable in its methods (I would hope to do th~s  also when wrztzng reports of my 
own research, many a study wh~ch seemed acceptable at the planning stage 
reveals itself as flawed with hmdsight.) Others would refuse to have anything to 
do with such studies, arguing that to use an uneth~cal study IS to condone and 
encourage further such studies Both positions are tenable, you w~ll  want to make 
up your own mind on this question, as on all the others throughout the course 
You should also remember that you may not necessarily know that apparently- 
ethical projects have actually been carried out in ways of which you m~ght not 
approve. Douglas (1976) points out that we all tell lies to each other in our ordl- 
nary lives, particularly lies of omlsslon (concealmg mformation which we consider 
discreditable to ourselves) and that this also happens in research accounts 
Indeed, there is always the possib~lity that the 'information' with wh~ch we are 
being presented is partly or wholly fictional We hope that the falsification of 
results and the concealment of methodological mistakes happens mfrequently - 
the credib~lity of research is based on trust - but we can never be certam of any 
given plece of work The furore in psychology when some of Cyrd Burt's later 
work on the mheritance of mtellectual abil~ty was suspected of being based on 
made-up figures d ~ d  not arise because such falsification was unthinkable On the 
contrary, the force behmd ~t stems from the fact that it is all too thmkable, we 
have all been tempted to 'improve' research accounts, at one time or another, and 
most of us have probably succumbed to the temptation, at least in mmor form 

REVISION GUIDE m 
Some of t h~s  material 1s d~scussed, In d~fferent ways, In Unlts 10, 12 and 1 6 
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