
Moral Foundations of Ethical Research

Learning Objectives

1. Describe a simple framework for thinking about ethical issues in psychological research.
2. Give examples of several ethical issues that arise in psychological research—including ones
that affect research participants, the scientific community, and society more generally.

Ethics is the branch of philosophy that is concerned with morality—what it means to behave morally and how
people can achieve that goal. It can also refer to a set of principles and practices that provide moral guidance in a
particular field. There is an ethics of business, medicine, teaching, and of course, scientific research. As the opening
example illustrates, many kinds of ethical issues can arise in scientific research, especially when it involves human
participants. For this reason, it is useful to begin with a general framework for thinking through these issues.

A Framework for Thinking About Research Ethics
Table 3.1 “A Framework for Thinking About Ethical Issues in Scientific Research” presents a framework for

thinking through the ethical issues involved in psychological research. The rows of Table 3.1 “A Framework for
Thinking About Ethical Issues in Scientific Research” represent four general moral principles that apply to scientific
research: weighing risks against benefits, acting responsibly and with integrity, seeking justice, and respecting
people’s rights and dignity. (These principles are adapted from those in the American Psychological Association
[APA] Ethics Code.) The columns of Table 3.1 “A Framework for Thinking About Ethical Issues in Scientific
Research” represent three groups of people that are affected by scientific research: the research participants, the
scientific community, and society more generally. The idea is that a thorough consideration of the ethics of any
research project must take into account how each of the four moral principles applies to each of the three groups of
people.

Table 3.1 A Framework for Thinking About Ethical Issues in Scientific Research

Who is affected?

Moral principle Research participants Scientific community Society

Weighing risks against benefits

Acting responsibly and with integrity

Seeking justice

Respecting people’s rights and dignity

Moral Principles
Let us look more closely at each of the moral principles and how they can be applied to each of the three

groups.
Weighing Risks Against Benefits
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