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48 PART ONE / FOUNDATIONS

INTRODUCTION

Ethics include the concerns, dilemmas, and con-
flicts that arise over the proper way to conduct
research. Ethics help to define what is or is not
legitimate to do, or what “moral” research pro-
cedure involves. This is not as simple as it may
appear, because there are few ethical absolutes
and only agreed-upon broad principles. These
principles require judgment to apply and some
may conflict with others in practice. Many ethi-
cal issues ask you to balance two values: the pur-
suit of knowledge and the rights of research
participants or of others in society. Social re-
searchers balance potential benefits—such as
advancing the understanding of social life, im-
proving decision making, or helping research
participants—against potential costs—such as
loss of dignity, self-esteem, privacy, or democra-
tic freedoms.

Social researchers confront many ethical
dilemmas and must decide how to act. They
have a moral and professional obligation to be
ethical, even if research participants are unaware
of or unconcerned about ethics.

Many areas of professional practice have
ethical standards (e.g., journalists, police depart-
ments, business corporations, etc.), but the eth-
ical standards for doing social research are often
stricter. To do professional social research, you
must both know the proper research techniques
(e.g., sampling) and be sensitive to ethical con-
cerns. This is not always easy. For centuries,
moral, legal, and political philosophers debated
the issues researchers regularly face.

It is difficult to appreciate fully the ethical
dilemmas experienced by researchers until you
actually begin to do research, but waiting until
the middle of a study is too late. You need to pre-
pare yourself ahead of time and consider ethical
concerns as you design a study so that you can
build sound ethical practices into a study’s de-
sign. In addition, by developing sensitivity to
ethical issues, you will be alert to potential ethi-
cal concerns that can arise as you make decisions
while conducting a study. Also, an ethical aware-

ness will help you better understand the overall
research process.

Ethics begin and end with you, the individ-
ual social researcher. A strong personal moral
code by the researcher is the best defense against
unethical behavior. Before, during, and after
conducting a study, a researcher has opportuni-
ties to, and should, reflect on the ethics of re-
search actions and consult his or her conscience.
Ultimately, ethical research depends on the in-
tegrity of an individual researcher.

WHY BE ETHICAL?

Given that most people who conduct social re-
search are genuinely concerned about others,
you might ask, Why would any researcher ever
act in an ethically irresponsible manner? Most
unethical behavior is due to a lack of awareness
and pressures on researchers to take ethical
shortcuts. Researchers face pressures to build a
career, publish new findings, advance knowl-
edge, gain prestige, impress family and friends,
hold on to a job, and so forth. Ethical research
will take longer to complete, cost more money,
be more complicated, and be less likely to pro-
duce unambiguous results. Plus, there are many
opportunities in research to act unethically, the
odds of getting caught are small, and written
ethical standards are in the form of vague, loose
principles.

The ethical researcher gets few rewards and
wins no praise. The unethical researcher, if
caught, faces public humiliation, a ruined career,
and possible legal action. The best preparation
for ethical behavior is to internalize a sensitivity
to ethical concerns, to adopt a serious profes-
sional role, and to interact regularly with other
researchers. Moreover, the scientific community
demands ethical behavior without exceptions.

Scientific Misconduct

The research community and agencies that fund
research oppose a type of unethical behavior
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50 PART ONE / FOUNDATIONS

researcher is ultimately responsible to do what is
=thical in specific situations.

—— et B

ETHICAL ISSUES INVOLVING
RESEARCH PARTICIPANTS

Have you ever been a participant in a research
study? If so, how were you treated? More atten-
tion is focused on the possible negative effects of
research on those being studied than any other
ethical issue, beginning with concerns about
biomedical research. Acting ethically requires
that a researcher balance the value of advancing
knowledge against the value of noninterference
in the lives of others. Either extreme causes
problems. Giving research participants absolute
rights of noninterference could make empirical
research impossible, but giving researchers ab-
solute rights of inquiry could nullify partici-
pants’ basic human rights. The moral question
Secomes: When, if ever, are researchers justified
i risking physical harm or injury to those being
<tudied, causing them great embarrassment or
‘mconvenience, violating their privacy, or fright-
ening them?

The law and codes of ethics recognize some
~ =2r prohibitions: Never cause unnecessary or
~=versible harm to subjects; secure prior vol-
= arv consent when possible; and never unnec-
~arily humiliate, degrade, or release harmful
= ormation about specific individuals that was
= =ced for research purposes. In other words,
= should always show respect for the research
~ocipant. These are minimal standards and
woc subject to interpretation (e.g., What does
~ooessary mean in a specific situations?).

Origins of Research Participant
Protection

oo over the treatment of research partici-
“wo arose after the revelation of gross viola-
“ioms of basic human rights in the name of
“oonce The most notorious violations were
oozl experiments” conducted on Jews and

others in Nazi Germany, and similar “medical
experiments” to test biological weapons by
Japan in the 1940s. In these experiments, terrible
tortures were committed. For example, people
were placed in freezing water to see how long it
took them to die, people were purposely starved
to death, people were intentionally infected with
horrible diseases, and limbs were severed from
children and transplanted onto others.?

Such human rights violations did not occur
only long ago. In a famous case of unethical re-
search, the Tuskegee Syphilis Study, also known
as Bad Blood, the President of the United States
admitted wrongdoing and formally apologized
in 1997 to the participant-victims. Until the
1970s, when a newspaper report caused a scan-
dal to erupt, the U.S. Public Health Service
sponsored a study in which poor, uneducated
African American men in Alabama suffered and
died of untreated syphilis, while researchers
studied the severe physical disabilities that ap-
pear in advanced stages of the disease. The un-
ethical study began in 1929, before penicillin was
available to treat the disease, but it continued
long after treatment was available. Despite their
unethical treatment of the people, the re-
searchers were able to publish their results for 40
years. The study ended in 1972, but a formal
apology took another 25 years.*

Unfortunately, the Bad Blood scandal is not
unique. During the Cold War era, the U.S. gov-
ernment periodically compromised ethical re-
search principles for military and political goals.
In 1995, reports revealed that the government
authorized injecting unknowing people with ra-
dioactive material in the late 1940s. In the 1950s,
the government warned Eastman Kodak and
other film manufacturers about nuclear fallout
from atomic tests to prevent fogged film, but it
did not warn nearby citizens of health hazards.
In the 1960s, the U.S. army gave unsuspecting
soldiers LSD (a hallucinogenic drug), causing se-
rious trauma. Today, researchers widely recog-
nize these to be violations of two fundamental
ethical principles: Avoid physical harm and ob-
tain informed consent.’
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Box

2 Three Cases of Ethical Controversy

Stanley Milgram's obedience study (Milgram, 1963,
1965, 1974) attempted to discover how the hor-
rors of the Holocaust under the Nazis could have oc-
curred by examining the strength of social pressure
to obey authority. After signing “informed consent
forms,” subjects were assigned, in rigged random se-
lection, to be a “teacher” while a confederate was the
“pupil.” The teacher was to test the pupil's memory
of word lists and increase the electric shock level if
the pupil made mistakes. The pupil was located in a
nearby room, so the teacher could hear but not see
the pupil. The shock apparatus was clearly labeled
with increasing voltage. As the pupil made mistakes
and the teacher turned switches, she or he also made
noises as if in severe pain. The researcher was present
and made comments such as “You must go on” to
the teacher. Milgram reported, “Subjects were ob-
served to sweat, tremble, stutter, bite their lips,
groan and dig their fingernails into their flesh. These
were characteristic rather than exceptional re-
sponses to the experiment” (Milgram, 1963:375).
The percentage of subjects who would shock to dan-
gerous levels was dramatically higher than expected.
Ethical concerns arose over the use of deception and
the extreme emotional stress experienced by
subjects.

In Laud Humphreys's (Humphreys, 1975) tea-
room trade study (a study of male homosexual en-
counters in public restrooms), about 100 men were
observed engaging in sexual acts as Humphreys pre-
tended to be a “watchqueen” (a voyeur and look-
out). Subjects were followed to their cars, and their
license numbers were secretly recorded. Names and
addresses were obtained from police registers when
Humphreys posed as a market researcher. One year

later, in disguise, Humphreys used a deceptive story
about a health survey to interview the subjects in
their homes. Humphreys was careful to keep names
in safety deposit boxes, and identifiers with subject
names were burned. He significantly advanced knowl-
edge of homosexuals who frequent “tearooms” and
overturned previous false beliefs about them. There
has been controversy over the study: The subjects
never consented; deception was used; and the names
could have been used to blackmail subjects, to end
marriages, or to initiate criminal prosecution.

In the Zimbardo prison experiment (Zimbardo,
1972, 1973; Zimbardo et al., 1973, 1974), male
students were divided into two role-playing groups:
guards and prisoners. Before the experiment, volun-
teer students were given personality tests, and only
those in the “normal” range were chosen. Yolunteers
signed up for two weeks, and prisoners were told that
they would be under surveillance and would have
some civil rights suspended, but that no physical
abuse was allowed. In a simulated prison in the base-
ment of a Stanford University building, prisoners
were deindividualized (dressed in standard uniforms
and called only by their numbers) and guards were
militarized (with uniforms, nightsticks, and reflective
sunglasses). Guards were told to maintain a reason-
able degree of order and served 8-hour shifts, while
prisoners were locked up 24 hours per day. Unex-
pectedly, the volunteers became too caught up in
their roles. Prisoners became passive and disorga-
nized, while guards became aggressive, arbitrary, and
dehumanizing. By the sixth day, Zimbardo called off
the experiment for ethical reasons. The risk of per-
manent psychological harm, and even physical harm,
was too great.

amount” means comes with experience. It is best
to begin with too little stress, risking a finding of
no effect, than to create too much. It is always
wise to work in collaboration with other re-
searchers when the risk to participants is high,
because the involvement of several ethically sen-

sitive researchers reduces the chances of making
an ethical misjudgment.

Research that induces great stress and anx-
iety in participants also carries the danger that
experimenters will develop a callous or manip-
ulative attitude toward others. Researchers
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54 PART ONE / FOUNDATIONS

one to participate in research, and do not lie to
anyone unless it is necessary and the only way to
accomplish a legitimate research purpose. The
people who participate in social research should
explicitly agree to participate. A person’s right
not to participate can be a critical issue when-
ever the researcher uses deception, disguises the
research, or uses covert research methods.

Social researchers sometimes deceive or lie
to participants in field and experimental re-
search. A researcher might misrepresent his or
her actions or true intentions for legitimate
methodological reasons. For example, if partici-
pants knew the true purpose; they would modify
their behavior, making it impossible to learn of
their real behavior. Another situation occurs
when access to a research site would be impossi-
ble if the researcher told the truth. Deception is
never preferable if the researcher can accomplish
the same thing without using deception.

Experimental researchers often deceive sub-

jects to prevent them from learning the hypoth-
esis being tested and to reduce “reactive effects”
(see Chapter 8). Deception is acceptable only ifa
researcher can show that it has a clear, specific
methodological purpose, and even then, the re-
searcher should use it only to the minimal de-
gree necessary. Researchers who use deception
should always obtain informed consent, never
misrepresent risks, and always explain the actual
conditions to participants afterwards. You might
ask, How can a researcher obtain prior informed
consent and still use deception? He or she can
describe the basic procedures involved and con-
ceal only specific information about hypotheses
being tested.

Sometimes field researchers use covert ob-
servation to gain entry to field research settings.
In studies of cults, small extremist political sects,
illegal or deviant behavior, or behavior in a large
public area, it may be impossible to conduct re-
search if a researcher announces and discloses
her or his true purpose. If a covert stance is not
essential, a researcher should not use it. If he or
she does not know whether covert access is nec-
essary, then a strategy of gradual disclosure may

be best. When in doubt, it is best to err in the di-
rection of disclosing one’s true identity and pur-
pose. Covert research remains controversial, and
many researchers feel that all covert research is
unethical. Even those who accept covert research
as ethical in certain situations say that it should
be used only when overt observation is impossi-
ble. Whenever possible, the researcher should
inform participants of the observation immedi-
ately afterwards and give them an opportunity
to express CONCerns.

Deception and covert research may increase
mistrust and cynicism as well as diminish public
respect for social research. Misrepresentation in
field research is analogous to being an under-
cover agent or government informer in nonde-
mocratic societies. The use of deception has a
long-term negative effect. It increases distrust
among people who are frequently studied and
makes doing social research more difficult in the
long term.

Informed Consent

A fundamental ethical principle of social re-
search is: Never coerce anyone into participat-
ing; participation must be voluntary at all times.
Permission alone is not enough; people need to
know what they are being asked to participate in
so that they can make an informed decision. Par-
ticipants can become aware of their rights and
what they are getting involved in when they read
and sign a statement giving informed consent—
an agreement by participants stating they are
willing to be in a study and they know some-
thing about what the research procedure will in-
volve.

Governments vary in the requirement for
informed consent. The U.S. federal government
does not require informed consent in all re-
search involving human subjects. Nevertheless,
researchers should get written informed consent
unless there are good reasons for not obtaining it
(e.g., covert field research, use of secondary data,
etc.) as judged by an institutional review board
(IRB) (see the later discussion of IRBs).
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56 PART ONE / FOUNDATIONS

minimal conditions: (1) a legal guardian grants
written permission and (2) the researcher fol-
lows all standard ethical principles to protect
participants from harm. For example, a re-
searcher wants to conduct a survey of high
school students to learn about their sexual be-
havior and drug/alcohol use. If the survey is con-
ducted on school property, school officials must
give official permission. For any research partic-
ipant who is a legal minor (usually under 18
years old), written parental permission is
needed. It is best to ask permission from each
student, as well.

The use of coercion to participate can be a
tricky issue, and it depends on the specifics of a
situation. For example, a convicted criminal
faces the alternative of imprisonment or partici-
pation in an experimental rehabilitation pro-
gram. The convicted criminal may not believe in
the benefits of the program, but the researcher
may believe that it will help the criminal. This is
a case of coercion. A researcher must honestly
judge whether the benefits to the criminal and to
society greatly outweigh the ethical prohibition
on coercion. This is risky. History shows many
cases in which a researcher believed he or she
i ~crmethmg “for the good of” someone
less position (e.g., prisoners, students,
s but it turned out that the “good”
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long as it meets three conditions: it is attached to
a clear educational objective, the students have a
choice of research experience or an alternative
activity, and all other ethical principles of re-
search are followed.

Avoid Creating New Inequalities. Another
type of harm occurs when one group of people is
denied a service or benefit as a result of partici-
pating in a research project. For example, a re-
searcher might have a new treatment for people
with a terrible disease, such as acquired immune
deficiency syndrome (AIDS). To determine the
effects of the new treatment, half the group is
randomly chosen to receive the treatment, while
others receive nothing. The design may clearly
show whether the treatment is effective, but par-
ticipants in the group who receive no treatment
may die. Of course, those receiving the treat-
ment may also die, until more is known about
whether it is effective. Is it ethical to deny people
who have been randomly assigned to a study
group the potentially life-saving treatment?
What if a clear, definitive test of whether a treat-
ment is effective requires that one study group
receive no treatment?

A researcher can reduce creating a new in-
equality among research participants when the
outcome has a major impact on their survival or
quality of life in three ways. First, the people who
do not receive the “new, improved” treatment
continue to receive the best previously accept-
able treatment. In other words, instead of deny-
ing all assistance, they get the best treatment
available prior to the new one being tested. This
ensures that people will not suffer in absolute
terms, even if they temporarily fall behind in rel-
ative terms. Second, researchers can use a
crossover design, which is when a study group
that gets no treatment in the first phase of the
experiment becomes the group with the treat-
ment in the second phase, and vice versa. Finally,
the researcher continuously monitors results. If
it appears early in the study that the new treat-
ment is highly effective, the researcher should
offer it to those in the control group. Also, in
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58 PART ONE / FOUNDATIONS

college students and ask many questions on a
questionnaire, including age, sex, religion, and
hometown. The sample contains one 22-year-old
Jewish male born in Stratford, Ontario. With this
information, you could find out who the specific
individual is and how he answered very personal
questions, even though his name was not directly
recorded on the questionnaire.

Confidentiality. Even if a researcher cannot
protect anonymity, he or she always should pro-
tect participant confidentiality. Anonymity
means protecting the identity of specific individ-
uals from being known. Confidentiality can
include information with participant names at-
tached, but the researcher holds it in confidence
or keeps it secret from public disclosure. The re-
searcher releases data in a way that does not per-
mit linking specific individuals to responses and
presents it publicly only in an aggregate form
(e.g., as percentages, statistical means, etc.).

A researcher can provide anonymity with-
out confidentiality, or vice versa, although they
usually go together. Anonymity without confi-
dentiality occurs if all the details about a specific
individual are made public, but the individual’s
name is withheld. Confidentiality without
anonymity occurs if detailed information is not
made public, but a researcher privately links in-
dividual names to specific responses.

Attempts to protect the identity of subjects
from public disclosure has resulted in elaborate
procedures: eliciting anonymous responses, us-
ing a third-party custodian who holds the key to
coded lists, or using the random-response tech-
nique. Past abuses suggest that such measures
may be necessary. For example, Diener and
Crandall (1978:70) reported that during the
1950s, the U.S. State Department and the FBI re-
quested research records on individuals who had
been involved in the famous Kinsey sex study.
The Kinsey Sex Institute refused to comply with
the government. The institute threatened to de-
stroy all records rather than release any. Eventu-
ally, the government agencies backed down. The
moral duty and ethical code of the researchers

obligated them to destroy the records rather
than give them to government officials.

Confidentiality can sometimes protect re-
search participants from legal or physical harm.
In a study of illegal drug users in rural Ohio,
Draus and associates (2005) took great care to
protect the research participants. They con-
ducted interviews in large multiuse buildings,
avoided references to illegal drugs in written
documents, did not mention of names of drug
dealers and locations, and did not affiliate with
drug rehabilitation services, which had ties to
law enforcement. They noted, “We intentionally
avoided contact with local police, prosecutors,
or parole officers” and “surveillance of the pro-
ject by local law enforcement was a source of
concern” (p. 169). In other situations, other
principles may take precedence over protecting
research participant confidentiality. For exam-
ple, when studying patients in a mental hospital,
a researcher discovers that a patient is preparing
to kill an attendant. The researcher must weigh
the benefit of confidentiality against the poten-
tial harm to the attendant.

Social researchers can pay high personal
costs for being ethical. Although he was never
accused or convicted of breaking any law and he
closely followed the ethical principles of the
American Sociological Association, Professor
Rik Scarce spent 16 weeks in a Spokane jail for
contempt of court because he refused to testify
before a grand jury and break the confidentiality
of social research data. Scarce had been studying
radical animal liberation groups and had already
published one book on the subject. He had in-
terviewed a research participant who was sus-
pected of leading a group that broke into animal
facilities and caused $150,000 damage. Two
judges refused to acknowledge the confidential-
ity of social research data.®

A special concern with anonymity and con-
fidentiality arises when a researcher studies
“captive” populations (e.g., students, prisoners,
employees, patients, and soldiers). Gatekeepers,
or those in positions of authority, may restrict
access unless they receive information on sub-
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m Avoidance of any experiment where death
or disabling injury is likely

m Termination of research if its continuation
is likely to cause injury, disability, or death

m The principle that experiments should be
conducted by highly qualified people using
the highest levels of skill and care

m The principle that the results should be for
the good of society and unattainable by any
other method

The principles in the Nuremberg code dealt
with the treatment of human subjects and fo-
cused on medical experimentation, but they be-
came the basis for the ethical codes in social
research. Similar codes of human rights, such as
the 1948 Universal Declaration of Human
Rights by the United Nations and the 1964 Dec-
laration of Helsinki, also have implications for
social researchers. Box 3.3 lists some of the basic
principles of ethical social research.

Professional social science associations have
committees that review codes of ethics and hear
about possible violations, but there is no formal
policing of the codes. The penalty for a minor vi-
olation rarely goes beyond a letter of complaint.
If laws have not been violated, the most extreme
penalty is the negative publicity surrounding a
well-documented and serious ethical violation.
The publicity may result in the loss of employ-
ment, a refusal to publish the researcher’s find-
ings in scholarly journals, and a prohibition from
receiving funding for research—in other words,
banishment from the community of professional
researchers.

Codes of ethics do more than codify think-
ing and provide individual researchers with
guidance; they also help universities and other
institutions defend ethical research against
abuses. For example, after interviewing 24 staff
members and conducting observations, a re-
searcher in 1994 documented that the staff at the
Milwaukee Public Defenders Office were seri-
ously overworked and could not effectively pro-
vide legal defense for poor people. Learning of
the findings, top officials at the office contacted

M Basic Principles of Ethical
2 s Social Research

m FEthical responsibility rests with the individual re-
searcher.

m Do not exploit subjects or students for personal
gain.

m Some form of informed consent is highly recom-
mended or required.

m Honor all guarantees of privacy, confidentiality,
and anonymity.

m Do not coerce or humiliate subjects.

B Use deception only if needed, and always accom-
pany it with debriefing.

m Use the research method that is appropriate to a
topic.

m Detect and remove undesirable consequences to
research subjects.

B Anticipate repercussions of the research or publi-
cation of results.

® Identify the sponsor who funded the research.

m Cooperate with host nations when doing compar-
ative research.

m Release the details of the study design with the
results.

B Make interpretations of results consistent with
the data.

m Use high methodological standards and strive for
accuracy.

m Do not conduct secret research.

the university and demanded to know who on
their staff had talked to the researcher, with im-
plications that there might be reprisals. The uni-
versity administration defended the researcher
and refused to release the information, citing
widely accepted codes that protect human re-
search participants.'”
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dents with those of students many years ago.
Many teachers, school principals, superinten-
dents, and school boards pressured for a type of
result that would allow them to report to par-
ents and voters that their school district was
“above average.”!?

Limits on How to Conduct Studies. Is it ethi-
cally acceptable for a sponsor to limit research by
defining what a researcher can study or by limit-
ing the techniques used? Sponsors can legiti-
mately set some conditions on research
techniques used (e.g., survey versus experiment)
and limit costs for research. However, the re-
searcher must follow generally accepted research
methods. Researchers must give a realistic ap-
praisal of what can be accomplished for a given
level of funding. The issue of limits is common
in contract research, when a firm or government
agency asks for work on a particular research
project. There is often a tradeoff between quality
and cost. Plus, once the research begins, a re-
searcher may need to redesign the project, or
costs may be higher. The contract procedure
makes midstream changes difficult. A researcher
may find that he or she is forced by the contract
to use research procedures or methods that are
less than ideal. The researcher then confronts a
dilemma: complete the contract and do low-
quality research, or fail to fulfill the contract and
lose money and future jobs.

A researcher should refuse to continue a
study if he or she cannot uphold generally ac-
cepted standards of research. If a sponsor de-
mands a biased sample or leading survey
questions, the ethical researcher should refuse to
cooperate. If a legitimate study shows a spon-
sor’s pet idea or project to be disaster, a re-
searcher may anticipate the end of employment
or pressure to violate professional research stan-
dards. In the long run, the sponsor, the re-
searcher, the scientific community, and society
in general are harmed by the violation of sound
research practice. The researcher has to decide
whether he or she is a “hired hand” who always

gives the sponsors whatever they want, even if it
is ethically wrong, or a professional who is oblig-
ated to teach, guide, or even oppose sponsors in
the service of higher moral principles.

A researcher should ask: Why would spon-
sors want the social research conducted if they
are not interested in using the findings or in the
truth? The answer is that some sponsors are not
interested in the truth and have no respect for
the scientific process. They see social research
only as “a cover” to legitimate a decision or prac-
tice that they plan to carry out, but use research
to justify their action or deflect criticism. They
abuse the researcher’s professional status and
undermine integrity of science to advance their
own narrow goals. They are being deceitful by
trying to “cash in” on social research’s reputa-
tion for honesty. When such a situation occurs,
an ethical researcher has a moral responsibility
to expose and stop the abuse.

Suppressing Findings

What happens if you conduct a study and the
findings make the sponsor look bad, then the
sponsor does not want to release the results?
This is a common situation for many applied re-
searchers. For example, a sociologist conducted
a study for a state government lottery commis-
sion on the effects of state government-spon-
sored gambling. After she completed the report,
but before releasing it to the public, the commis-
sion asked her to remove sections that outlined
the many negative social effects of gambling and
to eliminate her recommendations to create so-
cial services to help the anticipated increase of
compulsive gamblers. The researcher found her-
self in a difficult position and faced two conflict-
ing values: do what the sponsor requested and
paid for, or reveal the truth to the public but
then suffer the consequences?!?

Government agencies may suppress scien-
tific information that contradicts official policy
or embarrasses high officials. Retaliation against
social researchers employed by government
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vond the control of researchers. The politics of
research usually involve actions by organized ad-
vocacy groups, powerful interests in society,
sovernments, or politicians trying to restrict or
control the direction of social research. Histori-
cally, the political influence over social research
has included preventing researchers from con-
ducting a study, cutting off or redirecting funds
for research, harassing individual researchers,
censoring the release of research findings, and
using social research as a cover or guise for
covert government intelligence/military actions.
For example, U.S. Congress members targeted
and eliminated funding for research projects
that independent panels of scientists recom-
mended because Congress did not like the topics
that would be studied, and politically appointed
officials shifted research funds to support more
studies on topics consistent with their political
views while ending support for studies on topics
that might contradict their views. A large com-
pany threatened an individual researcher with a
lawsuit for delivering expert testimony in public
about research findings that revealed its past bad
conduct. Until about a decade ago, social re-
searchers who appeared to be independent were
actually conducting covert U.S. government in-
relligence activities.'6

Most uses of political or financial influence
to control social research share a desire to limit
xnowledge creation or restrict the autonomous
scientific investigation of controversial topics.
Attempts at control seem motivated by a fear
that researchers might discover something dam-
aging if they have freedom of inquiry. This
shows that free scientific inquiry is connected to
fundamental political ideals of open public de-
bate, democracy, and freedom of expression.

The attempts to block and steer social re-
search have three main reasons. First, some peo-
ple defend or advance positions and knowledge
that originate in deeply held ideological, politi-
cal, or religious beliefs, and fear that social re-
searchers might produce knowledge that
contradicts them. Second, powerful interests

want to protect or advance their political-
financial position, and fear social researchers
might yield findings showing that their actions
are harmful to the public or some sectors of
society. And third, some people in society do not
respect the ideals of science to pursue truth/
knowledge and instead view scientific research
only as cover for advancing private interests (see
Box 3.4).

VALUE-FREE AND OBJECTIVE
RESEARCH

You have undoubtedly heard about “value-free”
research and the importance of being “objec-
tive” in research. This is not as simple at it might
first appear for several reasons. First, there are
different meanings of the terms value free and
objective. Second, different approaches to social
science (positivism, interpretative, critical) hold
different views on the issue. And last, even re-
searchers who agree that social research should
be value free and objective do not believe that it
needs to be totally devoid of all values.

There are two basic ways the term value free
is used: research that is free from any prior as-
sumptions, theoretical stand, or value position,
and research that is conducted free of influence
from an individual researcher’s personal preju-
dices/beliefs. Likewise, objective can mean focus-
ing only on what is external or visible, or it can
mean following clear and publicly accepted re-
search procedures and not haphazard, personal
ones.

The three approaches to social science that
you read about in Chapter 2 hold different posi-
tions on the importance of value-free, objective
research. Positivism puts a high value on such
research. An interpretive approach seriously
questions whether it is possible, since human
values/beliefs pervade all aspects of human ac-
tivities, including research. Instead of eliminat-
ing values and subjective dimension, it suggests a
relativist stance—no single value position is bet-
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66 PART ONE / FOUNDATIONS

you can share the results with specific interest
groups in addition to making them available to
the scientific community.

[

CONCLUSION

In Chapter 1, we discussed the distinctive con-
tribution of science to society and how social re-
search is a source of knowledge about the social
world. The perspectives and techniques of social
research can be powerful tools for understand-
ing the world. Nevertheless, with that power to
discover comes responsibility—a responsibility
to yourself, a responsibility to your sponsors, a
responsibility to the community of scientific re-
searchers, and a responsibility to the larger soci-
ety. These responsibilities can conflict with each
other. Ultimately, you personally must decide to
conduct research in an ethical manner, to up-
hold and defend the principles of the social sci-
ence approach you adopt, and to demand ethical
conduct by others. The truthfulness of knowl-
edge produced by social research and its use or
misuse depends on individual researchers like
you, reflecting on their actions and on the seri-
ous role of social research in society. In the next
chapter, we examine basic design approaches
and issues that appear in both qualitative and
quantitative research.
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