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Ethics

•What specific ethical

challenges do we face as

scientists/psychologists?

•How could we deal with these

ethical challenges?

. . . (study of) the standards

for what are the ‘right’ and

‘wrong’ things do.
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What is the basis for your own ethical decisions?

a) I consider my duties as a responsible agent and consider the 

rights of those affected by my actions.

b) I weigh the positive and negative outcomes of my actions 

and try to do as much good as possible.

c) A bit of both a) and b).
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Ethical frameworks

•Deontological ethics – ‘duty-’ or ‘rights-based’

ethics. Actions are considered ‘right’ or ‘wrong’

depending on whether they are consistent with

the ‘duties’ of the agent and the ‘rights’ of those

affected by the actions.

•Consequentialist ethics – ‘outcome-based’

ethics. Actions are considered ‘right’ or ‘wrong’

following the ‘weighing’ of their positive and

negative outcomes. Example: utilitarianism,

aiming to achieve maximal happiness for the

greatest number.

•In practice, ethical standards reflect both

deontological thinking and consequentialist

considerations.

Immanuel Kant

1724-1804

Jeremy Bentham

1748-1832

Compare: Nuffield Council on Bioethics (2005) The ethics of research involving animals, Chapter 3

http://nuffieldbioethics.org/project/animal-research/
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Some ethical challenges for scientists/psychologists

•Research conduct

- Participants/Subjects (humans & animals)

- Data collection, handling and publication

- Conflicts of interest

•Public relations

•Application of psychological knowledge
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Research ‘participants/subjects’ in psychology
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Research involving human participants

•Guiding principles:

Autonomy and protection of the human participant

•Historical milestones:

-Nuremberg Code, Nuremberg military tribunal 1947 – especial emphasis on

informed consent

-Declaration of Helsinki, World Medical Association 1963 (last revision 2013) –

based on Nuremberg Code, relaxation of the requirement for informed

consent
Most recent version: World Medical Association, 2013, JAMA 310(20):2191-2194. doi:10.1001/jama.2013.281053

•Nowadays regulated by law of the land and professional codes of conduct
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What do you think does the ethical code of the BPS require 

concerning research involving human participants?

a) Incentives (e.g., payment) to take part.

b) Harm to participants must be avoided.

c) Informed consent whenever possible.

d) Participants should not be personally acquainted with 

researcher. 
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BPS ethical principles for research with human participants

http://www.bps.org.uk/sites/default/files/documents/code_of_human_research_ethics.pdf

Respect for autonomy and dignity of

participants

Harm to participants must be avoided

and all risks carefully assessed

Informed consent

Debriefing
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Are you considering  relevant ethical principals in your 

research with human participants?

• Relevant to practicals, internship projects and final-year projects!

• Do you sufficiently consider potential risks to participants (these may

not always be obvious)?

• Do you ensure informed consent and debriefing?

• Please see our School Research Ethics page: standard information

and consent forms, ethical risk check lists and further information

https://workspace.nottingham.ac.uk/display/PsychTeach/Ethics+Review+Process
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Research involving animals

•Psychological research may involve animals to study fundamental

behavioural/cognitive mechanisms or the neurobiological mechanisms of

behaviour.

•In many studies, animals are used because ethical considerations rule out

that these experiments are conducted on humans.

Nuffield Council on Bioethics (2005) The ethics of research involving animals

http://nuffieldbioethics.org/project/animal-research/
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What do you think is the current situation concerning animal 

research in UK?

a) Whenever possible, animals should replace human 

participants in research.

b) There are strict legal regulations concerning research on 

animals.

c) There are no legal regulations of research on animals, even 

though researchers adhere to ethical codes of professional 

societies.

d) There are neither legal regulations nor commonly accepted 

ethical standards. 
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Research involving animals

•Guiding principles:

- Principles of humane experimentation, The Three Rs (Russel & Burch, 1956)

‘Refinement’, i.e. reduction in severity of inhumane procedures

‘Reduction’ in the number of animals used

‘Replacement’ of highly sentient animals whenever possible

-Animal welfare: husbandry must meet animals’ needs!

•Strict legal regulation:

-In the UK, all animal experiments involving vertebrates and the octopus are

regulated by the Animal (Scientific Procedures) Act 1986.

-Law requires researchers to follow principles of Three Rs and animal welfare.

-Animal research is only permitted if performed in ‘designated establishments’,

under the remit of ‘project licences’ by researchers that have completed

accredited training programmes to obtain a ‘personal licence’. Designation

certificates and licences are controlled by the Home Office.

-Primates, cats, dogs and horses have extra protection as compared to other

vertebrates.

Nuffield Council on Bioethics (2005) The ethics of research involving animals

http://nuffieldbioethics.org/project/animal-research/
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Data collection, data handling and publication:

high-profile cases of fraud and questionable practice 

http://www.guardian.co.uk/science/2012/sep/13/scientific-research-fraud-bad-practice

Guardian, Friday 14 September 2012 

Diederik Stapel Marc Hauser
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Questionable research practices in psychology

John et al. (2012) Psychol. Sci. 23:524-32
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apparently wide-spread questionable practices
Data collection, data handling and publication:

BC Martinson et al. (2005) Scientists behaving badly. Nature 435:737-738
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Reasons for scientific misconduct and questionable practices?
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Publication bias for positive and ‘new’ findings: problems with 

replication/falsification

E Yong (2012) Bad copy. Nature 485:298-300

Also compare:

Open Science Collaboration (2015). Estimating the reproducibility of psychological science. Science, 349(6251), aac4716.
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Data collection, data handling, publication: some guidelines

•Take pleasure in your research and in finding things out!

Take pride in and responsibility for any research you are

involved in!

•All steps of data collection and treatment must be carefully

documented (including problems, e.g. lost data).

•Data must be stored in such a way that they can be

retrieved for later verification.

• ALL research results should be published whenever

possible, so as to give an accurate and reliable account of

findings and their reproducability.

•Authorship implies:

-important contribution to planning, execution, or evaluation

of research

-contribution to manuscript and approval of (i.e.,

responsibility for) final version

See ‘Vancouver’ criteria:
http://www.icmje.org/recommendations/browse/roles-and-responsibilities/defining-the-role-of-

authors-and-contributors.html#two 20

http://www.icmje.org/recommendations/browse/roles-and-responsibilities/defining-the-role-of-authors-and-contributors.html#two


Conflict of interest

Any situation in which financial or personal

considerations have potential to compromise scientific

or professional conduct.

Examples:

Researcher may financially benefit from specific research outcome.

Peer-reviewer wants to get research funded/published that is very similar to

the one he/she assesses.

Peer-reviewer has personal relation to author or applicant.

Examiner has personal relation to examinee.
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Financial conflicts of interest

Research psychiatrists who received consulting fees from companies whose 

drugs they were studying 

J Kaiser (2009) Private money, public disclosure. Science 325:28-30
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Which of the following recommendations is currently widely 

adopted in science and academia concerning industry 

collaboration?

a) Academics should not collaborate with industry.

b) Academics collaborating with industry should suspend their 

teaching activities (and focus solely on research).

c) Academics should clearly declare their relevant links to 

industry when publishing or reviewing research.

d) None of the above. 
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Declarations of conflicts of interest

Conflicts of interest are common. To minimize any negative impact, such

conflicts should always be carefully considered and be dealt with openly.

Many academic journals and funding agencies require a ‘declaration of

commercial/financial conflicts of interest’ from authors, applicants for

funding, and peer reviewers.
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Public relations

•Research is largely funded by

the public, and researchers

should strive to give the

interested public access to

research.

So, please go out and talk about

your studies and research to

members of the public!!!

•Problem: scientific knowledge is

not easily accessible for lay

persons, and there is huge

potential for misunderstanding!

From: H Nowotny (2005) High- and low-cost realities in 

science and society. Science 308:1117-1118
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Researchers not only have the responsibility to make their research accessible 

to the public, but must also take care that the research is not misrepresented!

Guardian, 

Saturday 4 

July 2009 

Misrepresentation of the outcomes of a dissertation project
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Applying ‘psychological’ knowledge and expertise

Some examples for ethical challenges:

•Should psychological knowledge and expertise be used for market

research and advertising?

•Should psychologists assist and advise on military interrogation?

See: http://network.nature.com/groups/naturenewsandopinion/forum/topics/4759

•Is ‘cognitive enhancement’ or modulation of memories desirable?

See: http://network.nature.com/groups/naturenewsandopinion/forum/topics/3503

•How to advise people suffering from ‘psychological’ problems?
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Suggested reading and further information

E Yong (2012) Bad copy. Nature 485:298-300

BC Martinson, MS Anderson, R de Vries (2005) Scientists behaving badly. Nature 

435:737-738

British Psychological Society, Ethical guidelines and support 

http://www.bps.org.uk/what-we-do/ethics-standards/ethics-standards

Nuffield Council on Bioethics (2005) The ethics of research involving animals 

http://nuffieldbioethics.org/project/animal-research/

Nottingham University, Code of Research Conduct and Research Ethics, Jan 2010

http://www.nottingham.ac.uk/fabs/rgs/documents/code-of-research-conduct-and-

research-ethics-approved-january-2010.pdf

Committee on Science, Engineering, and Public Policy,

National Academy of Sciences, National Academy of

Engineering, and Institute of Medicine (2009) On being a scientist (3rd edition). 

Freely available at: http://www.nap.edu/catalog/12192.html
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Some questions to ponder

•What are the ethical issues concerning research involving humans and 

animals? How is such research regulated? Are current standards appropriate?

•How can I contribute to public understanding of  science/psychological 

research?

•How could my psychological knowledge be applied – are there any ethical 

issues?

•What are the pros and cons with respect to close links between academia and 

industry?

•What are my responsibilities towards my research participants (information, 

debriefing)?

•Do I have appropriate standards with respect to my own research (e.g., in 

practicals, during internships and final year project)?
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