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Five ethical guidelines

Informed consent

Following the Nuremberg trials,  it was agreed that human participants must give informed consent to participate in research, including psychological studies. 

This means they must be told about the nature, purpose and possible consequences of the study and that they have certain rights, for example to confidentiality and to withdraw at anytime regardless of any payment.  Participants should have all the necessary information beforehand so that they can make a knowledgeable choice whether or not to take part.  No-one should be forced to take part, participation should be voluntary.  
The BPS Guidelines indicate that a person must be able to make an informed choice and thus have powers of reasoning and judgment. Therefore those under 16 must also have parental consent and those with mental health and learning difficulties may need to have an advocate or representative who represents their best interests and gives informed consent on their behalf.
Records must be kept regarding when, how and from whom the consent that has been obtained.

Sometimes it is necessary to withhold the true nature of the research in order to preserve the integrity/validity of the findings, and the BPS code of conduct states that in this case specific approval must be gained from an ethics committee and if no committee exist peers and colleagues must be consulted for advice and alternative perspectives.

Another example of a time when informed consent may be impossible is when a researcher wishes observe people in a public place. In this instance, observations must be restricted to situations where one might reasonably expect to be observed by strangers, with reference to local cultural values.
An example of a study where informed consent was not obtained was Milgram (1963) where he in fact duped the participants into believing they were participating in a study on learning and memory when in fact it was a study of obedience. Likewise, Sherif duped a group of 11 year old boys into believing they were coming to a normal American Summer Camp when in fact they were being observed and recorded for a study on prejudice and discrimination.
Deception
Deception refers to withholding information from research participants about the true nature and purpose of the study or deliberately misleading them into believing that the study is about something entirely different.  
An example of this was when Milgram (1963) led his Pps to believe they were participating in a study of learning and memory when in fact it was a study of obedience. 
Today, deception is only ever acceptable accordingly to the BPS guidelines in cases where it is necessary to preserve the integrity/internal validity of the findings and approval must be sought from an ethics committee, colleagues and peers.
According to Diana Baumrind deception can violate the relationship of trust between participants and researcher, leading to psychological harm to the participant, including future mistrust of authority. This can also undermine reputation of psychology in general, as psychologists. 
The BPS Code of Conduct states that when deception does occur additional safeguards must be considered in order to protect the wellbeing of the participants. This would include full debriefing following the procedure and might include gathering some alternative form of consent, e.g. proxy, presumptive or general prior consent, (Patry, 2001).

An example of a study that involved a high degree of deception as performed by Stanley  Milgram (1963) where participants believed they were participating in a study on learning and memory when in fact it was a study of obedience.  He tricked them into believing his confederate Mr Wallace was another participants and led them to believe they were delivering real electric shocks to him; he also used a rigged lottery to decide who would administer and who would receive the shocks meaning his Pps would have thought that they had an equal chance of having had shocks delivered to them. 
Right to withdraw

The BPS Code of conduct says that psychologists should endeavour to support the self-determination of their research participants by ensuring that from the first contact that participants are aware of their right to drop out of the study at any time. 
They should be informed of this before the study begins, periodically throughout the procedure and again at the end. 

Participants also have the right to have any data by which they might be personally identified, including recordings, be destroyed.

In studies of obedience it is difficult to preserve the internal validity of the findings if participants are aware of their right to go against the demands of the researcher/authority figure. This was demonstrated in Milgram’s (1963) study where Pps were told they had the right to withdraw at the beginning but were not reminded of this during the procedure and in fact when they did ask to drop out of the study were told that the experiment required that they continue and given other verbal prods to encourage continued participation. 

MIlgram argued that the fact that 35% did drop put demonstrated that Pps were aware of their rights however it is important that all research participants fully understand this right particularly those who are more submissive and vulnerable such as children or people with a learning disability.
Debriefing 

Debriefing happens after the research study and involves informing the Pps of the true nature of the research, sharing their data with them, offering them the right to withhold data if they subsequently find any deception unacceptable. It also provides the chance to offer reassurance and support and identify any unforeseen harm, discomfort, or misconceptions, and arrange for any further assistance as needed.

Debriefing aims to return Pps to the emotional state they were in on entering the study. This should be helpful in overcoming any deception and protecting Pps from psychological harm. This isad, psychologists need to be careful with how they were word any discussion of the participants performance which could “carry unintended weight”.
Milgram was the first to pioneer the idea of debriefing following his study into obedience which involved many examples of deception. His debriefing involved reunion with the confederate, to whom the Pps believed they had administered electric shocks. Milgram’s debrief was very thorough and included assessment by a psychiatrist to ensure the Pps  had not incurred any lasting psychological damage and also to assess how they felt about the procedure,
Competence
The BPS code of conduct states that psychologist should be aware of their own limitations regarding their knowledge, skill, training, education, and experience in order to maintain a high level of competence in their work. They should also be aware of the limits of their chosen research methods  and not over-state their conclusions.
They should also be able to identity ethical dilemmas and be responsible for seeking advice from peers and colleagues in order to make sound ethical decisions guided by the Code of Conduct. 

It also says that psychologists should keep up to date regarding their area of expertise and the social and political context in which they work and seek help from others if circumstances arise that challenge their competence.
It has been argued that Milgram went beyond his level competence in his obedience studies as he did not make sound ethical judgements due to his inability to consider what the consequences might be for the Pps who delivered the highest levels of shock. It could be argued however that he did show a high level of competence as he did seek advice from peers and colleague who also believed that only a very small minority would use the higher voltage shocks.
