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This paper focuses on four ethical issues and their roles in ethnographic and experimental research: (a) risks experienced by subjects/participants involved with studies, (b) deception used to conduct ethnographic and experimental research, (c) benefits experienced as a result of research, and (d) whether deception and risks are justified by potentially significant benefit.

For the sake of this paper, ethical issues are defined as decisions before, during, and after a research study that require moral judgment. Obviously, there is no single definition for moral judgment; therefore, moral judgment in this context refers to the researcher’s opinion regarding whether an action related to a study is right or wrong. 

Potential Risks Experienced by Subjects/Participants

Babbie defines an experiment as a scientific examination where consequences are observed after an action is taken (Babbie, 2001). Though the majority of experiments in communication studies involve relatively low risk of psychological or social harm, several relative issues exist. For instance, questions administered during pre-tests and post-tests may ask subjects to reveal personal information that puts them in a negative social light, such as admitting to feelings of prejudice. Additional pre-test and/or post-test questions may ask the subject to disclose illegal behaviors, such as drug use. By admitting to feelings of prejudice, the subject is minimally placed at a social risk–as a breach of confidentiality might cause social problems for the subject. The psychological effects of a person being asked and then admitting that they are prejudiced, however, are not easily measured. On the other hand, a subject that admits to current illegal drug use may be considered as taking a higher risk, due to the potential impact that a breach of the researcher’s confidentiality has on the subject’s social well being (e.g., employment, potential for the involvement of law enforcement, etc.). Furthermore, experiments that focus on particularly sensitive topics, such as the impact of media violence on children or the effects of exposing young adults to erotic material, have an obvious short-term–and possibly long-term–impact upon the subjects. 

However, risks to experimental subjects are relatively low when compared with ethnographic research participants. That is, while subjects involved with experiments face potential psychological and social risks, these risks are minimal unless the researcher breaches confidentiality and personal information is disclosed. Meanwhile, greater risks are faced by participants of an ethnographic study, which is described by Hammersley and Atkinson (1995) as a researcher’s involvement in the daily lives of participants for an extensive time period. Ethnographers conduct naturalistic observations and collect data that allows them to better understand issues related to the research topic at hand. Because of this naturalistic approach, participants are sometimes unaware that they are being studied and therefore are more likely to disclose personal information that may inflict harm upon their social and/or psychological well being. 

Some critics believe that covert observations found in some ethnographic studies constitute an invasion of privacy and are entirely unethical. However, researchers involved with covert methodological studies feel that the societal benefits outweigh the possible unethical observation methods (Ad hoc Committee on Ethical Standards in Psychological Research, 1973).

Though most ethnographers inform participants of their study, they are often quite vague with the description of their research objectives–just as are experimental researchers (otherwise studies would not be as valid). However, experimental researchers are not aiming to investigate details of research subjects–as ethnographers delve into the intricacies of participants’ lives (Toma, 2000). This difference of goals among ethnographic and experimental researchers must also be considered when discussing the potential risks of people who are involved specifically in communication studies. For instance, if the ethnographer’s goal focuses on obtaining detailed information about the participants within a study, the research will likely reveal a few negative aspects of each participant. If this information includes illegal activities (e.g., drug use) or socially unacceptable views (e.g., racism), will the ethnographer omit that data from the study’s published findings? If the ethnographer replaces real names with fictitious names, are the participants sufficiently protected from potential psychological and social risks? What if a law enforcement agent asks the ethnographer to breach confidentiality and reveal the identities of participants involved with illegal activities? Will the ethnographer abide by the applicable laws and inform the officers of the real name? Or will the ethnographer abide by the code of ethics (Ad hoc Committee on Ethical Standards in Psychological Research, 1973) established by the American Psychological Association (APA) and refuse to breach confidentiality no matter the cost, which may result in fines and/or imprisonment (Scarce, 1994).

Because experiments tend to focus on generalizations, rather than details of individual subjects, the typical experimental researcher does not have as much personal data related to subjects as the ethnographer. However, if negative aspects of experimental subjects are revealed by pre-tests and post-tests and those tests contain personal information (e.g., name, address) that easily route to a particular subject, experimental researchers could find themselves in similar situations to ethnographers. That is, a law enforcement agent might ask an experimental researcher studying the use of cocaine to reveal the names of subjects involved with the illegal activities. Will the experimental researcher abide by applicable laws and give the agents the collected data (which may or may not contain personal information) or will the researcher abide by the code of ethics established by the APA and refuse to breach confidentiality?

While many scholars discuss the issue of confidentiality, this particular paper does not analyze details of that issue. However, confidentiality is an important consideration for researchers involved with studies that may reveal illegal activities. For instance, a researcher in such a situation may be faced with the following question at some point during their career: will you reveal the names of subjects/participants involved in illegal activities or will you maintain confidentiality and go to jail?

Deception: Masking Versus Evasiveness

Just as ethnography is more often considered when discussing the potential risks of social science research, deception is also most often mentioned in relation to ethnography–rather than experimental research. However, experimental subjects also experience deception; although the degree is frequently questionable, deceptive techniques used in experiments should not be overlooked (Erikson, 1967).

Because experimental researchers must be clever in designing their studies, they often mask their research by telling subjects that they are studying one thing (e.g., communication and educational levels) when they are actually studying something else (e.g., communication and racism). Used predominantly in experimental studies, masking is a relatively deceptive research technique that is often used to avoid the Hawthorn effect, which is a psychological stimulus that makes the subjects feel that they are being singled out and/or that they are somehow important (Ad hoc Committee on Ethical Standards in Psychological Research, 1973). 

Experimental researchers using masking techniques, no matter their reasons, might be considered more deceptive than ethnographers using overt observation methods. That is, overt ethnographers are simply exploring a mystery rather than testing a hypothesis; therefore, they are seemingly more evasive–rather than purely deceptive. The evasiveness used by ethnographers might also be justified with rationale such as Hawthorn effect prevention. Furthermore, the evasiveness of an ethnographer appears to be less deceptive than the masking used by an experimenter. Consider an experiment that measures communication and racism, but informs the subjects that communication and education is the primary focus of the study. The subjects are given pre-tests, which ask them questions related to their communication styles and education level, as well as their feelings regarding racial issues. The subjects are shown a ten-minute film that involves racial conflict and then given a post-test, which again asks questions related to communication, education, and racism. Once the subjects have finished the post-test, should the researcher tell them that the experiment actually measured communication and racism or let them continue believing that they were participating in a communication and education-related experiment? According to Babbie (2001), experimental research subjects should be informed of the study’s purpose after it is completed. He discusses a debriefing stage, where the researcher talks with subjects and explains the study in detail; debriefing itself can be a sensitive activity, however, as the researcher must insure that subjects are not put in situations where they suffer psychological and social harm when learning about the experiment’s actual purpose.

The Ad hoc Committee on Ethical Standards in Psychological Research (1973) also discusses debriefing and states that ethical principles require the researcher to fully disclose collected data and to also explain misconceptions that may have occurred during the study. Essentially, the investigator is responsible for ensuring that potential harmful consequences of the study are removed during the debriefing stage. San Diego State University’s Committee on Protection of Human Subjects (2000) further elaborates the process by which an investigator can conduct such a debriefing. The Committee’s consent process allows the subject to be continuously updated with information related to the study while it is taking place. Because experiments normally take less time than longer ethnographic studies that require months of participant observation, the Committee’s stance on this matter appears more relevant to qualitative researchers. On the other hand, how often and to what extent must the ethnographic investigator provide data regarding research requirements and progress reports to the participant? And, how is such provision possible if the ethnographer is conducting a covert observation? In this case, participants are unaware of their involvement in a research study, so how could they possibly be kept up to date about the study as it progresses? Many scholars, such as Cassell (1982) and Erikson (1967) criticize covert observation in ethnographic research and often pose these types of questions. Additional critics ask how ethnographic studies that require such high levels of deception are even approved by human subject protection committees. Though answers to these questions remain vague, they must be asked, primarily for the sake of individuals involved with social science research–without even realizing it. 

Benefits Versus Costs

Both the Ad hoc Committee on Ethical Standards in Psychological Research (1973) and San Diego State University’s Committee on Protection of Human Subjects (2000) state that, when possible, subjects/participants involved with social science research should also benefit from the study. On the other hand, some scholars believe that the detriment of a few people is worth potentially significant benefit experienced by a discipline of social science and/or an overall society (e.g., Lieberman, 1999).

Let us take a case of an experiment measuring the relationship between sexual abuse and methods of communication, but perceived by subjects as measuring education, demographics, and communication. During the debriefing stage, the subjects are told that they actually participated in a study that is looking at sexual abuse and methods of communication. One subject asks the researcher how this research process works and the investigator briefly explains the questionnaire design and which question measures what variable. During the explanation, the subject comes to understand that there was only one in the overall 25 questions related to sexual abuse in the questionnaire and she quickly answered the question without realizing that it would be one of the primary focuses of the study. The particular question asked the subject if she had ever experienced sexual abuse; she answered yes. She had already dealt with her abuse through psychological counseling for many years and, prior to this experiment, she had been able to accept it. Now, however, this social scientist is telling her that she has actually just participated in a study related to sexual abuse and communication. She feels very betrayed and after the experiment decides that she should re-address her abuse issues with more psychological counseling. 

Though the experiment is likely the trigger for the subject’s need for additional psychological counseling, does the benefit of the study to the discipline and/or overall society outweigh the well being of one individual? Perhaps the scientific answer to this question is yes; however, it seems that the ethical answer is no. If subjects are to be placed in vulnerable situations where they may reveal personal information, they should be fully aware of the study at hand. Unless a subject is fully aware of their participation in a study that measures sensitive issues (e.g., sexual abuse, illegal drug use, etc.), researchers have no right to gain access to personal information through deception–even if they believe the study’s potential benefits for a scientific discipline and/or an overall society outweigh the well being of a few. That is, unless the subjects are allowed to measure the study’s benefit (or cost) to them, the researcher is solely responsible for providing them with enough information so that they can intelligently evaluate the potential risks versus the potential benefits involved with the study.

Ethnographic researchers must be even more careful with their data collection, as they are likely to collect much more sensitive information about participants without even aiming to do so. For instance, an ethnographer studying the communication methods of a particular group of people is not necessarily interested in discovering illegal drug use or sexual abuse among participants. However, while becoming a member of the culture and studying the communication styles, personal information regarding illegal drug use and sexual abuse is revealed to the ethnographer and documented in field notes. While this information could potentially be of value to the study (as the intricacies of people’s lives often help unfold the whys asked during research), the benefit of disclosing this information in publication/presentation may be to the detriment of the participants–whether socially (in the case of drug use) or psychologically (in the case of sexual abuse).

On the other hand, many scholars argue that participants of ethnographic studies or subjects of experimental research are not likely to read the publications in which the research findings are published, or attend the conferences in which the results are presented (Erikson, 1967). Therefore, many investigators feel that some degree of deception and the risk is worth the greater benefit to a scientific discipline and/or an entire society (Bar-On, 1996; Hilbert, 1980; Johnson, 1982). Again, these arguments are primarily based upon the assumption that research participants/subjects are unlikely to read the scholarly journals in which the findings are published or attend the academic conferences where the information is disseminated; these arguments often assume that the participant/subject will never really know the true reason for the study and how the collected data was used. Isn’t this a direct violation of policy established by the APA and institutional committees that protect human subjects–even if the study’s potential benefit to a discipline and/or society outweighs the obvious deceptiveness of the study?

We must also ask if the claimed benefit to an entire society is actually more beneficial to the funding corporation or organization–rather than an actual benefit to an entire society. Social science research funded by corporations might be guilty of this false benefit to an entire society claim more often than educational institutions. Perhaps the validity of societal benefit at higher education institutions is due to the human subject protection committees established at universities, which closely monitor all studies involving human subjects. On the other hand, ethical principles established by the APA, as well as federal agencies, also apply to corporate research; however, do corporations have the stringent human subject committees that monitor such research as that which is conducted in academia? That is, do all social scientists, both academic and corporate, follow the guidelines established by the APA and/or the principles outlined by the National Commission for the Protection of Human Subjects of Biomedical and Behavioral Research’s (1979) Belmont Report. The latter report, which consists of ethical principles similar to those found in the APA guidelines, emphasizes the respect of persons, the right to privacy–both relevant to social science studies conducted by academic and corporate researchers. However, whether or not all social scientists adhere to these principles remains an unanswered question.

Can Individual Deception and Risk be Justified by Significant Benefits to Society?

Do the potential benefits experienced by an overall society outweigh the risks and deceptions experienced by individuals involved with the research? A thorough literature review reveals that there is no single answer–as the degree of risks and deception must be weighed and compared with the degree of benefit. If the results of a research study will likely benefit a discipline and/or society, is it ethical for individual participants/subjects to experience a higher degree of deception and risk?

Each research study must be considered on an individual basis, hence the establishment of the human subject protection committees at academic institutions. If an investigator has carefully designed a research study and explained the potential risks and the degree of deception involved, the study is likely to be approved by the committee that protects human subjects. Once the research begins, the investigator is responsible for ensuring that ethical principles are followed throughout the entire study–not just written into the proposal and then overlooked when the research is actually being conducted. 

Ethnographic research seemingly presents researchers with many more ethical dilemmas than does experimental research–primarily due to data collection techniques such as overt versus covert participation. However, experimental researchers also face several ethical hurdles. These include, but are not limited to, the way in which they present the pre-test and post-test phases of the experiment. More serious experimental ethical issues involve coercion versus volunteerism during the study’s initial phases of subject selection; that is, are the subjects volunteering to participate in the study or are they somehow coerced into participation?

Whether the research is being conducted through ethnographic or experimental methods, investigators will always be presented with ethical issues. The most important aspect of dealing with these issues is that the researcher ensures that the participants/subjects experience minimal psychological and social harm during, and as a result of, the study–no matter the potential benefit to a specific discipline or an overall society.
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