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The proj ect must count: Fostering positive 
attitudes toward the conduct of research 
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Recent years have witnessed increasing concern on the part of the psychological community 
regarding the effects of research practices on subjects. Although considerable research has been 
directed at the impact of debriefing on eliminating harmful effects, little attention has been 
given to factors that influence subjects' perceptions of the conduct of research. Subjects 
(n = 406) in the present study read descriptions of six actual experiments which involved 
deception and stress. Subject status (volunteer vs. nonvolunteer) and scientific value of the 
research (widespread vs. limited use of results) dimensions were manipUlated. Subjects rated 
each described experiment as ethical or nonethical. Analyses of these ratings indicated that 
potential subjects had a significant concern over the scientific value of the research, especially 
in cases where stress or discomfort were involved. Experimenters interested in fostering 
positive attitudes toward the conduct of research would be wise to take this factor into 
consideration in dealing with subjects. 

Since the publication of Ethical Principles in the Con­
duct of Research with Human Participants (APA, 1973), 
psychologists have shown an increased sensitivity regard­
ing the effects of research practices on subjects. The 
bulk of the research in this area has focused on the 
ability of debriefing techniques to remove misconcep­
tions that participants could have about their behavior 
and correct any undesirable consequences that could 
result from research procedures (cf. Holmes, 1976a, 
1976b). This emphasis on the safeguarding function of 
debriefing is not surprising, since the gUidelines were 
established primarily for the protection of research 
participants and stress this aspect of researchers' re­
sponsibility. However, the guidelines also identify 
another facet of professional responsibility-shaping 
participants' attitudes toward the conduct of research 
itself. 

The importance of this "public relations" role was 
recognized early in the debate over research practices. 
Psychological research has been described rather un­
favorably in the popular press (Rubin, 1970), and the 
blame for this, in part, rests with researchers themselves. 
Steiner (1972) noted that the major abuse of human 
subjects was not that they were sometimes deceived or 
put through minor stresses, but that their time and 
energy were often wasted in many useless research 
endeavors. He contended: "If psychological research 
has a bad name, it is probably not because we injure a 
lot of subjects but because we involve subjects in trivial, 
ill-conceived, or clumsily executed studies" (p. 768). 

This charge takes on added significance when one 
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considers that psychologists are regarded somewhat 
reverentially due to their area of study (Schultz, 1969). 
That such an attitude is brought to the laboratory seems 
apparent from the results of a recent survey which indi­
cated that naive subjects view deceptive research prac­
tices more favorably than psychologists themselves 
(Sullivan & Deiker, 1973). Indeed, Orne (1962) has 
even demonstrated that subjects would willingly accept 
the tedium of circling numbers for excessively long 
periods of time under the pretext of advancing the 
science. 

The literature suggests that subjects' positive regard 
toward the conduct of research can be effectively main­
tained even when the participants have been deceived or 
undergone stressful experiences. Perhaps the classic 
example is Milgram's follow-up on his obedience study 
(Milgram, 1964). After the purpose of the experiment 
was explained to the subjects, only 1.3% reported 
negative feelings about their participation. Results of 
various role-play simulations and empirical tests of de­
briefing strategies following participation in actual 
experiments indicate that negative impressions may be 
eliminated and the perceived value of the project 
enhanced when the subjects' participation in the research 
is made meaningful to them (Bersceid, Baron, Dermer, & 
Libman, 1973; Ring, Wallston, & Corey, 1970; Ross, 
Lepper, & Hubbard, 1975; Straits, Wuebben, & Majka, 
1972). 

In the present study college students read descrip­
tions of six actual experiments in which subjects were 
deceived and, in some cases, put through extensive 
stress. The meaningfulness of the subjects' participation 
was operationalized by indicating the extent to which 
the results were incorporated as worthwhile data for the 
scientific community. Also, the subjects in the experi-
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ments were described as being either volunteers or 
nonvolunteers. This dimension was included because 
volunteers have been shown to have a more positive 
attitude toward research than nonvolunteers (Gustav, 
1962; Rosenthal, 1965), and the impact of the scientific 
value of the endeavor might depend on the status of the 
subjects. 

METHOD 

Subjects 
The subjects were 416 undergraduates enrolled in intro­

ductory psychology courses. In the fall of 1973,225 students 
participated in the study at David Lipscomb College, and 191 
participated at Austin Peay State University in the fall of 1976. 
Since 10 Lipscomb students did not complete the questionnaire, 
the final sample size was 406. 

Materials and Procedure 
A booklet with a cover sheet of instructions and descriptions 

of six deception experiments was presented to the subjects. The 
cover sheet explained that psychologists sometimes employ 
deception so that the observed behavior might reflect what 
would occur in a real-life situation. Since the general public is 
more familiar with medical research, an allusion was made to the 
use of "sugar pill" groups as an analogy. It was stated that the 
true nature of the study was usually explained to the subjects 
following the experiment. 

The cover sheet then added that recent years had seen 
increased concern "in regard to whether some psychological 
experiments in which subjects are deceived are actually ethical." 
It also said that "psychologists have largely discussed the matter, 
both pro and con," and concluded that one ingredient that 
seemed to be lacking was "judgments of those who might well, 
given another setting, have been subjects in the various experi­
ments." The students were informed that following would be 
"several experiments, some real and some that might well have 
been real," and that after reading and considering each they 
should rate it as ethical or nonethical. A final note enjoined, 
"Remember, most of the actual experiments were performed on 
persons much like you." 

All questionnaires contained descriptions of six experiments 
in the same order as follows: 

(1) Asch's (1956) study on conformity in judging line 
lengths, (2) A study by Berkun, Bialek, Kern, and Vagi (1962) 
in which soldiers were deceived to believe they were in highly 
stressful situations, (3) Festinger and Carlsmith's (1959) forced­
compliance cognitive dissonance study, (4) Milgram's (1963) 

behavioral study of obedience, (5) Rosenthal and Jacobson's 
(1968) study of the self-fulfilling prophecy with school children, 
and (6) Schacter's (1959) study on affiliation under the stress 
of impending electric shocks. 

In describing each study, emotionally biasing words and 
possibly unfamiliar terms were avoided. The descriptions of 
each study were identical except for a phrase at the beginning 
noting that the subjects were either volunteers or nonvolun­
teers and a note at the end describing the results as having 
received wide or limited usage. By way of illustration, the 
description of the Berkun et al. (1962) study is presented in 
all phases: 

"A team of army psychologists used servicemen who volun­
teered (were required) to take part in an experiment in tactical 
exercises. The study actually sought to determine what effects 
stress might have in preventing a soldier from carrying out 
necessary activities. Soldiers were taken individually to an iso­
lated shack. They were shown that the only link to others out­
side the area was a radio. In reality, however, the psychologists 
had hidden an intercom through which the subject's well-being 
could be monitored. Around 60 minutes after the experiment 
began, a helicopter flew over the area to visually observe if the 
subject seemed all right. The experiment lasted 75 minutes. 

"Shortly after others had left, the subject was led to believe 
one of three things: (1) he was in the path of a forest fire, (2) he 
was in an area of high atomic radiation, or (3) he had uninten­
tionally blown up one of his comrades. Each situation required 
the subject to contact headquarters by radio. His radio, however, 
would receive but would not transmit. In order to repair it, he 
had to follow a set of instructions in sequence. 

"The psychologists found that stress from the supposed 
danger did impair the subject'S performance in repairing the 
radio. Subjects were afterward in10rmed of the actual experi­
mental happenings and the reasons for them. No apparent use 
has been made of the study, however, other than its being 
printed in a small army periodical. (Results of this study were 
published not only in army literature, but in university, govern­
ment, and industry circles as well. Knowledge gained from the 
research has been highly beneficial in programs designed to help 
servicemen and employees learn to cope with and minimize 
stress.)" 

Four forms of the questionnaire were devised. For each de­
scribed experiment, the scientific value and subject status dimen­
sions were varied orthogonally across the forms of the question­
naire. The combinations of specific conditions for the studies 
presented in each form were randomly determined. The ques­
tionnaires were distributed in alternating order during a regular 
class period in all cases. The few questions that occurred .were 
answered by addressing attention to the cover sheet and empha­
sizing applicable sections. No time limit was imposed for com ple-

Table 1 
Frequency of Ethical Judgments by Use of Results and Status of Subjects 

Widespread Use Limited Use Widespread Use Limited Use Widespread Use Limited Use 
Judgments NVSs V Ss NVSs V Ss Total NVSs V Ss NV Ss V Ss Total NVSs V Ss NVSs V Ss Total 

Asch (1956) Rosenthal & Jacobson (1968) Schacter (1959) 
Conformity in Line Judgment Task Self-Fuliilling Prophecy AffUiation Under Stress 

Ethical 84 103 85 84 356 82 88 76 72 318 82 76 67 53 278 
Nonethical 17 6 14 13 50 15 21 23 29 88 19 23 42 44 128 
Total 101 109 99 97 406 97 109 99 101 406 101 99 109 97 406 

Festinger & Carlsmith (1959) Berkun, Bialek, Kern, & Vagi (1962) Milgram (1963) 
Forced Compliance Soldiers Under Stress Obedience to Authority 

Ethical 82 78 39 44 243 62 54 29 35 180 48 54 35 34 171 
Nonethical 27 19 62 55 163 37 47 68 74 226 49 45 74 67 235 
Total 109 97 101 99 406 99 101 97 109 406 97 99 109 101 406 

Note-NV Ss = non volunteer subjects, V Ss = volunteer subjects 
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Table 2 
Partitioned Chi Squares: The Effects of the Independent Variables on Ethical Judgments 

Source df Chi Square df Chi Square df Chi Square 

Asch (1956) 
Conformity in Line 

Rosenthal & Jacobson (1968) Schacter (1959) 

Total 
Use of Results by Ethical Judgments 
Status of Subjects by Ethical Judgments 
Use by Status by Ethical Judgments 

Judgment Task 

3 6.99 
1 .72 
1 3.70* 
1 2.57 

Seif-Fullilling Prophecy Affiliation Under Stress 

3 5.66 3 21.79 
1 4.35** 1 20.23*** 
1 1.16 1 1.24 
1 .15 1 .32 

Festinger & Carlsmith (1959) 
Forced Compliance 

Berkun et a1. (1962) 
Soldiers Under Stress 

Milgram (1963) 
Obedience to Authority 

Total 3 56.53 3 31.63 3 15.87 
Use of Results by Ethical Judgments 
Status of Subjects by Ethical Judgments 
Use by Status by Ethical Judgments 

1 55.23*** 1 29.82*** 1 15 .30*** 
1 .91 1 .66 1 .57 
1 .39 1 1.15 1 .00 

"p < .06 .... p < .05 ...... p < .001 

tion. The participants were not identified in any way on the 
questionnaires, and they were debriefed regarding the design and 
purpose of the study. 

RESULTS 

The data from the two samples were first transformed 
via the arc-sine transformation and analyzed by means of 
an ANOV A technique developed by Abelson and his 
colleagues (Langer & Abelson, 1972; Zanna, Lepper, & 
Abelson, 1973). Since there were no significant inter­
actions between the samples and the independent varia­
bles, the data were combined. The frequencies are 
presented in Table 1. 

Table 1 presents the stimulus studies (left to right) in 
descending order based on the judgments of how ethical 
each was considered to be. The ordering of the studies 
suggests that subjects consider undergoing psychological 
stress substantially more unethical than merely being 
deceived. While this is consistent with the findings of 
Sullivan and Deiker (I973) that psychologists are more 
concerned over ethical issues than are lay people, a more 
realistic interpretation is that subjects probably consider 
their own discomfort to be more important than an 
investigator's honesty. 

The results of the partitioned chi-square analyses for 
each study presented in Table 2 indicate that the 
scientific value of the study had a significant effect on 
the subjects' ethical judgments. In all but the most 
innocuous case, making the project seem like a worth­
while endeavor enhanced the subjects' views regarding 
the conduct of research. On the other hand, status of 
the subjects had a marginal effect only within the Asch 
(1956) study [X2 (1) = 3.70, p < .06]. This reflects the 
finding that the increased scientific value of the project 
enhanced the ratings when the subjects were described as 
volunteers [X2(1) = 3.82, p < .06] but not when they 
were reported to be nonvolunteers [X2 (1) = .27] . 

DISCUSSION 

The present study suggests that, in instances where deception 
is employed, positive attitudes toward the conduct of research 
can be fostered when subjects are led to feel that they have 
contributed to a worthwhile endeavor. From the ratings of 
the studies, it also appears that such procedures would be par­
ticularly beneficial in cases where the subjects experience 
psychological stress, as in the Berkun et a1. (1962) and Milgram 
(1963) studies. 

Considering that attitudes formed in previous experiments 
influence performance in and evaluation of later experiments 
(Holmes, 1967), these fmdings imply that debriefing sessions 
should be made highly informative to participants. Obviously, 
since it cannot be known in advance whether a study will be 
published, let alone receive widespread application, subjects 
cannot be given the type of information used in the present 
study to indicate scientific value. However, a recent study by 
Ross et a1. (1975) provides a technique that seems to meet 
this end. These authors found that describing research 
procedures in detail plus explaining the psychological processes 
involved and their implication (process debriefing) eliminated 
the negative aftereffects of false feedback, while merely explain­
ing about the use and need for deception (outcome debriefmg) 
was not particularly effective. Such process debriefmg aUows 
subjects to see their role as being scientificaUy valuable and to 
view themselves as more than human guinea pigs. Although 
adopting this type of debriefmg would increase the time per 
subject in an experiment, it does appear to be cost effective 
in the long run. 

As a final word, researchers' views of ethical standards as 
being for the protection of the subject while ignoring the public 
relations aspects of such procedures is indeed noteworthy. 
Perhaps this reflects our genuine, if somewhat abstract, interest 
in people, or perhaps we have just tried to avoid appearing self­
serving in public. In either case, others recognize that adherence 
to ethical standards benefits long-term self-interest (Baier, 1977). 
The present study suggests that adopting this perspective could 
also prove advantageous for psychologists. 
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