Ethical Research—SJ Alexander


The issue of ethical research, unlike many of the topics on our class list, is obviously not a "method." However, the practice of ethics should be the first priority no matter what the research method. To begin a discussion of research ethics, we must first have an understanding of what constitutes "research." According to the University of Washington’s Human Subjects Manual, research is defined as "a systematic investigation, including research development, testing and evaluation, designed to develop or contribute to generalizable knowledge." This definition explains what research is, but not how it should be done. That is where ethics come in.


Why is ethical research important? There are two basic reasons. First, the researcher has an obligation not to harm any human subject for personal gain. In human behavior research, this can entail generalizing research results so that subjects do not recognize themselves, thereby

preventing a feeling of being "exploited for science." Researchers also have a responsibility to report accurate results provided by human subjects without skewing them to produce more desirable outcomes. A wronged test subject may sue the scientist or the institution responsible

for the erroneous research, or the researcher’s past and future work may be considered discreditable.


The second reason for practicing ethical research is a duty to society as a whole. A researcher who falsifies results pollutes the pool of human information, and does not contribute to the advancement of society’s knowledge. The researcher should always attempt to act ethically and consider personal advancement a secondary goal.

http://depts.washington.edu/hsd/INFO/hsman.htm UW’s Human Subjects Manual (1999 ed.).

This manual contains the University of Washington’s code of ethics for executing ethical research. 

Kimmel, Allan J. (1988). Ethics and values in applied social research. London: Sage Publications. 

This book clearly explains what ethical research is and why it is necessary, and also contains case studies of unethical research as examples.

