
EthicsofExperimentation

Scientistsinmostfieldshaverulesorguidelinesthatlimittheresearch

theycanpeform.Theseprinciplesmaybeenforcedby:

•professionalsocietiesandjournals;

•governmentorfundingagencies;

•universities;

•individualgoodsense.

Corporatescientists,andscientistsinotherjurisdictions,havefewer

restrictionsthangovernmentoracademicresearchers.

Statisticiansneedtounderstandtherulesthatapplyindifferent

situations.
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ReviewProcedures

TheNationalInstituteofHealthrequiresthatallgranteesmusthave

theirresearchapprovedbyanInstitutionalReviewBoard(IRB).

MostuniversitieshaveextendedthescopeoftheirIRBstocoverall

humanandanimalresearchconductedbyfaculty,staff,andstudents.

AtDuke,therearetwoIRBs—oneforthemedicalschool,andoneforall

theotherdepartments.Theheadofthenon-medicalIRBisLornaHicks,

andshecanbefoundintheDukeon-linedirectory.

Severalofthestatisticsfacultyaredoingexperimentstodetermineways

toimprovestudentlearningandretention.Itislikelythatmembersof

thisclasswillbeinvitedtoparticipateinthesestudies,andlaterweshall

discusstheapprovalprocessforsuchexperiments.
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Medicalclinicaltrialsarehighlyregulated.Wanttodistinguish

goodtherapiesfromharmfultherapiesasquicklyaspossible.Many

statisticiansareinvolvedinthiskindofwork,employedbyboththe

pharmaceuticalindustriesandtheFoodandDrugAdministrationwhich

regulatesnewtreatments.

Inclinicaltrials,thereisalsoarequirementforanInterimMonitoring

Board,whichperiodicallylooksattheunblindeddatafromthetrialto

seewhetherthereareemergingproblems.Examplesofproblemsare:

•Unanticipateddifferencesinefficacyonsubgroups;e.g.,adrugthat

helpswomenbutharmsmenisapatternthatshouldbenoticed

earlysothatthetrialcanbemodified.

•Unanticipatedsideeffects;e.g.,abloodpressuredrugthatcauses

liverdamage.
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ImportantExamples

TheestablishmentofIRBsandothersystemsforprofessionalethicswas

largelyaresponsetothreefamousexperimentsinthe1960sandearly

1970sthatwereviewed(perhapsincorrectly)asunethical.

Thethreeexperimentswere:

•StanleyMilgram’spsychologyexperimentsonobediencetoauthority

(sometimescalledtheAbrahamExperiment)in1960-1963.

•LaudHumphrey’sstudyofthedemographicsofmalehomosexuality

inTheTearoomTrade,1965-1968.

•PhilZimbardo’sstudyofroleidentification(the“StanfordPrison

Experiment”)in1971.
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ObediencetoAuthority

InMilgram’sexperiment,subjectsrespondedtoanadintheNew

Havennewspaperwhichpromisedasmallsumofmoneyinexchangefor

participationinapsychologyexperiment.

Whenthesubjectarrived,hemetanActorwhopretendedtobe

anotherrespondenttothead,andtheScientist.TheScientistsaidthe

experimentneededtwopeople,andthroughafakecointosstheActor

waschosentobetheLearnerandthesubjectwaschosentobethe

Teacher.

TheActor/Learnerwasgivenalistofpairsonnonsensesyllablesand

wasinstructedtospend30minutesmemorizingthepairs.
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TheScientistexplainedthatthepurposeoftheexperimentwasto

determinewhetherasmallamountofpain,intheformofanelectric

shock,wouldencouragebetterrecallonthepartoftheLearner/Actor.

BoththeLearnerandtheTeacherweregivenashockonthelowest

setting(15volts)ofthemachine.

TheTeacher/Subjectwassupposedtoreadoneofthenonsensepairs,

andtheLearner/Actorwassupposedtoprovidethematchingsyllable.

IftheLearner/Actorfailed,theTeacher/Subjectwassupposedto

administerashockofeverincreasingintensity.Thescaleonthemachine

ranfrom15voltsto450volts,andat360voltsthemachinedialwas

markedDANGER.

Thepointoftheexperimentwastodeterminehowfarthesubjectwould

goontheapparentordersoftheScientist.
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TheLearner/Actorwenttoanotherroom,wasattachedtotheelectrodes,

andtheTeacher/SubjectandtheScientistreturnedtotheroomwiththe

controlpanelfortheshockgenerator.TheLearner/Actorcommunicated

hisanswersbyintercom.

TheLearner/Actorpretendedtodoapoorjob.Asthevoltageincreased,

hebegantoscream,tobegthemtostop,andfinallyshoutedthathe

refusedtoanswerfurtherquestions.At300voltshepoundedthewall

frantically,andafter315voltstherewasnosoundfromtheroom.

Usually,theTeacher/Subjectwantedtostop.ButtheScientistcalmly

says(accordingtoastrictscript)thattheexperimentshouldproceed.

Oftenthesubjectexhibitsgreatstress,butinmanycasesfollowsthe

instructionsoftheScientist.
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Results:About72%ofmen,andabout63%ofwomen,wenttothetop

ofthedial.Amuchlargerpercentagewentveryfaronthedialbefore

refusingtoproceed.Simlarresultsinreplications.

Aftertheexperiment,thesubjectsweredebriefed.Theyweretoldthat

theirbehaviorwasquitenormal,andthattheyshouldnottakethistoo

seriously.Someofweredeeplyupsetbytherealizationthattheywere

morallyequivalenttoNazis.

Theethicalquestionarosebecausesomeofthesubjectsexperienced

greatdistress:Noneofthemhadanticipatedthattheirparticipation

wouldleadthemtosuchpainfulself-discovery.
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TheTearoomTrade

LaudHumphreyswasagraduatestudentatHarvardwhowantedto

studythedemographiccharacteristicsofmalehomosexuals.Atthetime,

thesociologycommunitygenerallythoughtthathomosexualsweremore

likelythanthegeneralpopulationtohavelowintelligence,criminal

records,menialjobs,and/orbeforeign.

Humphreyswenttohighwayreststationswheregaymenwouldmeet.

Hetookdownthelicenseplatenumbersofthecarsthatparkedthere.

Hebecamefriendlywiththecommunity,sothathecouldbesurethat

thesubjectsweregay,andevenactedas“WatchQueen”towarnwhen

policeenteredtheparkinglot.
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HumphreystookhislicenseplatenumberstotheDivisionofMotor

Vehiclesandpaidasmallfeetogettheregisteredaddress(theDMVno

longerprovidesthatservice).

Humphreys’majorprofessorwasperformingapublichealthsurveyfor

theU.S.government.Withtheprofessor’spermission,Humphreyssent

thesurveyformtohislistofsubjects,sothathecouldcomparetheir

responsestothoseofarandomsampleofthecommunity.

Humphreyskeptthenamelistinalockedsafe,towhichonlyheand

themajorprofessorhadthecombination.Aftertheexperimentwas

complete,hedestroyedit.
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Humphreys’experimentfoundthatgayswerenotdifferentfrom

respondentsinanysignificantway,asidefromthefactthatslightlyfewer

weremarriedandtheyhadslightlyfewerchildren.Thishelpedcorrect

misconceptionsabouthomosexuality.

However,thesociologycommunitywasdisturbedbyhismethodology.

•Hehadnotobtainedinformedconsentfromhissubjectsfortheir

participation.

•Hislistofnamesposedadanger—underunlikelycontingencies,it

couldhaveledtothesubjectsbeing“outed”.

•HisroleasWatchQueenmayhavecreatedasocialobligationthat

hisactionsasaresearcherviolated.
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TheStanfordPrisonExperiment

In1971,Zimbardodevelopedanexperimentinwhich24Stanford

studentswerepaid$15/daytoplayrolesasguardsandprisoners.They

wereselectedfromamong70potentialrecruitsthroughapsychological

screeningsystemdesignedtoweedoutsocialmisfits.

Fromthosewhoqualified,8wererandomlychosentobeprisonersand16

werechosentobeguards.

Thentherewasanelaboratesimulationofarrest,delousing,imprisonment,

andsoforth.Detailsareatwww.childoffortune.com/stanford.prison.htm.
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Theexperimentwassupposedtolasttwoweeks.Butwithinafewdays,

manyoftheprisonershadbrokendownandwantedtobereleased.And

manyoftheguardswerehumiliatingandbrutalizingtheprisoners.

Zimbardoandhiscolleagueswerealsoaffected.Theybeganthinkinglike

prisonwardens,tryingtokeeptheprisonersubjectsindetentionand

tendingtosidewiththeguards.Theymanipulatedthevisitinghoursso

astomaketheexperimentseemlessonerous.

ChristinaMaslach,arecentStanfordPh.D.,joinedtheteamafter

theexperimentwasinprogress.Shewasrevoltedbywhatshesaw,

andinsistedthattheyterminatetheexperimentimmediately.The

experimentendedafteronlysixdays.
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Zimbardowrote:“Wehadlearnedthroughvideotapesthattheguards

wereescalatingtheirabuseofprisonersinthemiddleofthenightwhen

theythoughtnoresearcherswerewatchingandtheexperimentwas

’off.’Theirboredomhaddriventhemtoevermorepornographicand

degradingabuseoftheprisoners.”

TheStanfordPrisonExperimentshowedveryconvincingly(thoughnot

statistically)thatpeopleadoptedsocialrolesaccordingtosituational

expectations.Andthatthoserolescouldeasilytakeover,sothatnormal

peoplebehavedbadly.

Zimbardo’searlyterminationobviatedmuchoftheethicalcriticismthat

surroundedtheMilgramandHumphreysstudies.Buttheissuesraised

byhisexperimentareobvious.
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