
issues must be judged on the basis of some universal code. Certain actions are inherently
unethical and should never be performed regardless of the circumstances. For example,
Baumrind (1985) used the deontological approach to argue that the use of deception in re-
search is morally wrong and should not be used under any circumstances because it in-
volves lying to research participants and precludes obtaining their informed consent.

A person using ethical skepticism would argue that concrete and inviolate moral
codes such as those used by the deontologist cannot be formulated. Such a skeptic would
not deny that ethical principles are important but would claim that ethical rules are arbitrary
and relative to one’s culture and time. According to this approach, an ethical decision must
be a matter of the individual’s conscience, and the researcher should do what he or she
thinks is right and refrain from doing what he or she thinks is wrong. Research ethics are
therefore a matter of the individual’s conscience.

The third approach to assessing ethical issues is that of utilitarianism. This position
maintains that judgments regarding the ethics of a particular research study depend on the
consequences of that study for both the individual research participant and the larger bene-
fit that may arise from the study results. In this position, ethical decisions are based on
weighing the potential benefits that might accrue from a research study against the potential
costs, as illustrated in Figure 4.1. If the benefits are sufficiently large relative to the costs,
then the decision is that the study is ethically acceptable. This is the primary approach used
by the federal government, most professional organizations, and institutional review boards
in reaching difficult ethical decisions about studies that place research participants at risk
but also have the potential for yielding important knowledge and significant benefit to hu-
mans. This approach says that research ethics should be a set of principles to assist the re-
searcher in deciding which goals are important in reconciling conflicting values (Diener &
Crandall, 1978). The utilitarian approach seems to be the primary approach that permits a
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� Ethical skepticism
An ethical approach
that says concrete and
inviolate moral codes
cannot be formulated

� Utilitarianism
An ethical approach
that says judgments of
the ethics of a study
depend on the conse-
quences the study has
for the research partic-
ipants and the benefits
that may arise from the
study

� F I G U R E  4 . 1 Utilitarian approach to judging the ethical acceptability of a research study

Costs Resulting from Study
Harm to participants
Expense of study
Time required of participants
Time required of researchers
etc.

Benefits Resulting from Study
Benefit to participants
Advancement of knowledge
Benefit to society
Improvement of educational system
etc.

Balancing costs and
benefits of a study
to ensure that benefits
are sufficiently
large relative to costs
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