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The ethics content of 31 research methods textbooks was quantified and analyzed based on 13 
content areas considered essential for ethical research. All of the texts had at least some ethics 
content, comprising 4% of the texts. None of the textbooks covered all of the essential content 
areas, although all did provide at least some coverage of Informed Consent, primarily the issue of 
deception. Informed Consent, Animal Ethics, Minimizing Harm, and the Board Review Process 
received the most coverage, while Conflicts of Interest, Equitable Selection of Participants and 
Maximizing Benefits received the least. We are doing a pretty good job of teaching future 
psychological researchers about Respect for Persons and Minimizing Harm, and could be doing a 
better job of teaching the ethical issues of Justice and Integrity. 

 

Textbooks serve a critical role in psychology and 
other fields in the development of curriculum and the 
education of students. The pervasiveness, accuracy, 
and quantity of subject matter in any textbook 
influence students' knowledge and competencies. The 
choices textbook authors make in including or 
excluding material or choosing certain case studies 
and examples are often reflected in what is actually 
taught. Instructors often structure course syllabi to be 
congruent with the chapters and content of textbooks. 
One of the overall objectives in psychology 
undergraduate education is to prepare students to be 
competent researchers. Given their centrality to this 
aspect of psychology education, research methods 
textbooks should provide the knowledge and skill 
needed by the next generation of psychology 
researchers. 

A review of ethics content in psychology research 
methods textbooks is particularly important and 
timely, given the increased and increasing emphasis 
on ethics in human research in North America and 
worldwide. Of even greater importance, 
psychologists will continue to be called on for 
knowledge, skill, and information in the provision of 
ethical research involving human participants. 

The American Psychological Association’s Task 
Force on Strengthening the Teaching and Learning 
of Undergraduate Psychological Sciences (2006) has 
recently identified Research Methods as one of five 
major goals for the undergraduate curriculum, with 
research ethics as a core outcome competence. 
Logically, coverage of research ethics ought to occur 
in at least one required undergraduate psychology 
course (Ernst, 2003; Haemmerlie & Matthews, 1988), 
with research methods being best suited because it is 
a required course of most psychology majors 

(Messer, Griggs, & Jackson, 1999) and it is most 
directly concerned with research ethics than other 
courses in the undergraduate curriculum (Ernst, 2003; 
Giesbrecht, Sell, Scialfa, Sandals, & Ehlers, 1997). 
Research methods textbooks, therefore, should 
include comprehensive coverage of research ethics. 

One way of measuring the comprehensiveness of 
the ethics coverage in research methods texts is how 
well they cover the principles that underpin the 
ethical guidelines for research. The U.S. Common 
Rule (1991) and the Canadian Tri-Council Policy 
Statement (1998/20051) are based on the principles of 
Respect for the Dignity of Persons (incorporating 
Free & Informed Consent, and Privacy & 
Confidentiality), Beneficence and Nonmaleficence 
(incorporating Special Protections for Vulnerable 
Persons, Minimizing Harms, and Maximizing 
Benefits), and Justice (incorporating Equal 
Distribution of Risks & Benefits, and Equitable 
Selection of Participants). 

Another way of approaching the question is 
whether research methods textbooks are addressing 
the unethical practices that are most pressing for the 
field – that is, what ethical transgression are most 
commonly perpetrated by psychological researchers? 
Curiously, we have very little research to guide us. 
Of the publicized misconduct of psychological 
researchers, fraud and fabrication of data is the most 
prevalent (Gibleman & Gelman, 2001). Pope and 
Vetter (1992), in their national survey of ethical 
dilemmas encountered by members of the American 

                                                

1The Tri-Council Policy Statement has been revised three 
times since 1998 (2002, 2003, and 2005) with the 
foundational ethical principles remaining unchanged. 
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Psychological Association, found that most research 
dilemmas involved 1) pressure or tendencies to 
misstate procedures or findings, 2) the rights of 
participants, 3) plagiarism, and 4) authorship credit. 
In a study of researchers’ experience with 
Institutional Research Boards (IRBs), Ashcraft and 
Krause (2007) found that 48% (!) of social science 
researchers reported conducting or modifying 
existing research without IRB approval, in clear 
violation of ethical and regulatory standards. Thus, in 
addition to the protection of research participants as 
addressed by codes of human research ethics, 
Integrity and the Board Review process ought to be 
covered when teaching research ethics. 

Finally, although perhaps a less controversial 
issue today than in the past, the ethical treatment of 
animals in research continues to be an important 
issue. The treatment of animals in labs is certainly 
highly regulated. 

Our primary purpose is to provide an objective 
and comparative overview of the ethics content in 
textbooks available for undergraduate research 
psychology survey courses. We sought to answer 
three broad questions: 
• Do current research methods textbooks for 

undergraduate psychology students address 
ethics? 

• Is the ethics content in these research methods 
texts is comprehensive? 

• Do research methods textbooks reference 
nationally recognized ethics standards? 

 Our secondary purpose is to assist instructors in 
familiarizing themselves with available textbooks and 
in selecting the most appropriate textbook for their 
students, and also to inform potential authors and 
textbook publishers. 

Method 
Sample of Textbooks 

An electronic search of the University of 
Alberta’s library catalogue was conducted with the 
key words “psychology research methods”. We 
obtained copies of all 31 full-length, undergraduate, 
English-language, research methods textbooks 
published in the North America with copyrights 
between 2002 and 2007.2 References for the 31 texts 

                                                

2Following Jackson et al., (2001), we did not include 
certain undergraduate methods texts for various reasons. 
First, we did not include those that we considered to be 
“how to” texts (e.g., Cone et al., 2006). “How to” texts are 
those that do not cover the various research methods, but 
instead cover such topics as how to use the library, review 
the literature, write a proposal, or write an American 

appear in Appendix A. 

Coding System 
A coding system was developed based on the 

rationale described above. Thirteen content areas 
considered essential for ethical research practice were 
identified: Freedom of Consent; Informed Consent; 
Privacy & Confidentiality; Protection of Vulnerable 
Persons; Minimizing Risk & Harm; Maximizing 
Benefits; Justice/Equitable Selection of Participants; 
Authorship; Reporting Results/Fraud & Fabrication; 
Plagiarism; Conflicts of Interest; Board Review 
Process; and Animal Ethics. 

Procedure 
The Table of Contents and Index of each textbook 

were analyzed to identify key words. To distinguish 
ethics sections of interest in a textbook that did not 
have a chapter explicitly devoted to the topic, the 
following key words and phrases were sought: 
“ethics”, “consent”, “confidentiality”, “privacy”, 
“vulnerable persons”, “risk”, “harm”, “benefit”, 
“safety”, “conflict of interest”, “dual relationships”, 
“plagiarism”, “IRB/REB”, and “animal(s), ethics”.  

The amount of coverage was measured by 
counting the number of words and pages devoted to 
each content area. Words and page space devoted to 
tables, boxes and figures were added to the most 
relevant category. At least two of the authors 
performed all computations. When differences 
between counts were less than 5%, we averaged the 
discrepant counts. We resolved larger discrepancies 
by having all of the authors recount the variable in 
question and arrive at a consensus. 

Results and Discussion 
All of the texts had at least some coverage of 

research ethics. Across the 13 ethics categories there 
was wide variation in coverage, however, as can be 
seen in Table 1. Table 2 provides standardized (z-
score) data of ethics coverage for each text. All of the 
texts also had at least some coverage of Informed 
Consent, primarily dealing with the issue of 
deception. Informed Consent, Animal Ethics, 
Minimizing Harm (primarily dealing with the issue of 
                                                                       

Psychological Association (APA) style paper. We also did 
not include texts designed as education or social research 
texts (e.g., Dafinoiu, 2003), and we excluded experimental 
psychology texts that included only a small section on 
methods and then provided mainly coverage of various 
experimental topic areas (e.g., Kantowitz, Roediger, & 
Elmes, 2005). Finally, we did not include texts with 
extensive coverage of statistics designed primarily for 
combined methods and statistics courses (e.g., Haslam & 
McGarty, 2003). 
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debriefing), and the Board Review Process received 
the most coverage, while Conflicts of Interest, Justice 
and Maximizing Benefits received the least. There 
was also much variability among texts within these 
categories, however. For instance, one text devoted 
2.5% of its pages and 5300 words to Informed 
Consent, whereas two devoted less than 0.2% of their 
text pages and less than 200 words to this topic. 
Likewise, although the majority of texts (71%) did 
not include information on Maximizing Benefits, the 
text that devoted the most coverage to this topic (a 
full page and 373 words) was among the minority of 
texts (19%) that devoted no coverage to the Board 
Review Process. Thus, depending on the instructor’s 
preference, there appears to be a healthy amount of 
topic variability. 

Only three texts did not reference any code of 
ethics, and 24 (77%) referenced the American 
Psychological Association’s code of ethics – 

reproduced verbatim in several texts – with five 
others referencing the British Psychological Society’s 
code and one referencing the U.S. Common Rule. 

Of course, just because two texts provide similar 
amounts of coverage of a particular topic does not 
mean that they cover the topic in a similar manner. 
For example, two of the texts that provided above-
average coverage of Informed Consent presented this 
information in divergent ways. One text presented 
this topic by systematically discussing various ethical 
concerns and controversies around deception. The 
second text centered its discussion on issues of 
autonomy and how informed consent respects 
potential participants’ dignity as persons. Thus, the 
numbers presented in our content analysis do not, by 
themselves, provide complete insight into topical 
coverage. 

The limited coverage of Integrity – particularly 
Authorship, Plagiarism, and Conflicts of

Table 1: Number and Percentage of Textbooks Mentioning, Average and 
Range of Number of Pages and Percentage of Text Devoted to Ethics Topics 

Topic 

# of texts 
that mention 

topic 

% of texts 
that mention 

topic 

# of pages 
devoted to 

topic 

% of text 
devoted to 

topic 

Freedom of Consent 22 71 0.4 
0 – 4.1 

0.12 
0 – 1.42 

Informed Consent 31 100 3.3 
0.25 – 14.5 

0.73 
0.08 – 2.51 

Privacy & Confidentiality 25 81 0.5 
0 – 1.6 

0.12 
0 – 0.37 

Vulnerable Persons 13 42 0.2 
0 – 1.0 

0.06 
0 – 0.31 

Minimizing Harm 30 97 1.4 
0 – 4.7 

0.30 
0 – 1.02 

Maximizing Benefits 9 29 0.2 
0 – 1.1 

0.03 
0 – 0.22 

Justice 7 23 0.1 
0 – 1.0 

0.03 
0 – 0.34 

Authorship 11 35 0.2 
0 – 2.0 

0.08 
0 – 1.59 

Reporting Results 18 58 0.8 
0 – 4.5 

0.17 
0 – 0.9 

Plagiarism 14 45 0.3 
0 – 1.5 

0.07 
0 – 0.32 

Conflicts of Interest 4 13 0.1 
0 – 1.0 

0.02 
0 – 0.25 

Board Review Process 25 81 1.1 
0 – 4.5 

0.23 
0 – 0.74 

Animal Ethics 24 77 2.2 
0 – 9.0 

0.46 
0 – 1.46 
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Interest – is undesirable. Given that these issues are 
the most troubling for psychological researchers and 
most likely to land them in ethical (if not legal) 
trouble, we could be doing a better job. 

Also, the coverage of Justice issues falls far short 
of what it should in light of it being one of the 
foundational principles of the ethical guidelines for 
Canada and the United States. 

As we were reviewing the textbooks, we noticed 
that examples of medical violations of human rights, 
particularly the Nazi World War II experiments and 
the Tuskegee untreated syphilis study (see Pettit, 
1992), were very commonly used. We wondered 
about the usefulness of such examples as pedagogical 
aids for psychological research and so tallied what 
examples were used in each of the texts. Not 
surprisingly, 21 texts (68%) described Stanley 
Milgram’s still-controversial 1963 obedience study. 
Somewhat surprising, however, was that 18 texts 
(58%) described medical, or at least non-
psychological – one text used the “Piltdown man” 
anthropological fraud – examples, although only one 
text used only medical examples. Only 16 texts 
(52%) used examples of psychological research to 
illustrate ethical issues. Of these, four presented 
fictitious scenarios, three described real but relatively 
unknown psychological research, three Cyril Burt’s 
1966 fabricated twin data, two John Watson’s 1920 
“Little Albert” experiment, one Philip Zimbardo’s 
1973 “Stanford Prison” experiment, one Martin 
Seligman’s 1967 “learned helplessness” experiments 
with dogs, one Ivan Pavlov’s 1927 classical 
conditioning studies on dogs, and one Albert 
Bandura’s 1961 “Bobo doll” study. Four texts used 
no illustrative examples of any type of research.  

This tendency is problematic; student researchers 
are more likely to be actively involved in their 
learning when their interest is stimulated by relevant, 
real examples of research they are likely to conduct. 
While medical research certainly presents great risks 
– a subject can die in a gene therapy trial but is 
unlikely to experience any harms from completing an 
attitude survey – students are unlikely to find such 
examples engaging. 

In conclusion, this data not only allow instructors 
of research methods to know what full-length texts 
are available for their consideration, and provide 
objective comparative data that should help in 
selecting an appropriate textbook based on research 
ethics coverage for their own individual courses, but 
also where can improve in our efforts to train future 
psychological researchers. 
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