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What is Research Ethics in HCI?

● May I pay homeless people to answer a survey about how they use their cell phones? Is 
even a small gift card potentially coercive to people with extremely limited means? Is 
their financial need so great that their ability to make a rational decision is diminished? 
(LeDantec & Edwards, 2008).

● If I want to study people’s behavior on Facebook, do I have to worry about whether this 
is allowed by the Facebook Terms of Service? (Gilbert et al., 2008).

● If I am recording data to help make evidence-based decisions in the care of a 
special-needs child, how do I balance the value of that data with people’s fear of 
surveillance? (Hayes, 2004; Hayes & Abowd, 2006).



What is codified in institutional policies and procedures is typically a higher 
standard than merely legal, and what is ethical is a higher standard than what is 
allowed by policy or law. 

Laws shift at political boundaries, policies shift at institutional boundaries, and 
ethics shift at cultural boundaries. 

What is Research Ethics in HCI?



What is Research Ethics in HCI?

Researchers create three primary risks:

● First, they risk harming their subjects.

● Second, they risk disturbing the environments they are trying to study (as 
researchers often do; see Reading and Interpreting Ethnography, this volume). 
This may also reduce the group’s willingness to cooperate with future 
researchers.

● Third, they create a risk of serious consequences for their institution if ethical 
violations occur.



The History of Human Subjects Research

Nuremberg War Trials (1949)

Established the basic principles that subjects should provide 
voluntary consent, and be free to end their participation at any 
time. Further, the experiment must “yield fruitful results for the 
benefit of society,” and unnecessary risk should be avoided

Tuskegee Experiments (1932 - 1972)

400 African-American men with syphilis were monitored for 40 
years (1932–1972) without being told of their disease (UNLV, 
2012). The study continued for decades after the discovery in 
1947 that penicillin cures the disease (CDC, 2011)



The History of Human Subjects Research

Belmont Report (1979)

1. Respect for persons

2. Beneficence

3. Justice



The Belmont Report - Respect for Persons

“Act in such a way that you treat humanity, whether in your 
own person or in the person of any other, never merely as a 

means to an end, but always at the same time as an end” 
(Kant, 1964)

Treat people as ends in themselves, not means to an end.



The Belmont Report - Beneficence

People can be harmed through their participation in ethical studies. The challenge 
for evaluating the ethics of a proposed study is to weigh possible benefits and 
harms.

Even when the study has no risks beyond those of participating in everyday life, if it 
has no potential benefits, it should not be conducted.

Do not harm and maximize possible benefits and minimize possible harms.



The Belmont Report - Justice

The benefits and costs of an experimental study concerning human subjects 
usually fall on different individuals. The challenge is to distribute both of them 
equally.

Examples of Violation:

- People of low economic means being likely to participate in risky studies
- Excluding pregnant women when there are no risks for them or their fetus
- Excluding children to omit extra work for getting consent.

Distribute the burdens and benefits equally across society.



Institutional Review Board (IRB)

- All research involving human subjects must comply with applicable policies for 
the protection of human subjects. 

- An Institutional Review Board (IRB) ensures the ethical and legal conduct of 
human subject research. 

- Universities in the USA that accept federal funding are required to maintain an 
IRB committee. IRB members must represent diverse disciplines, and must 
include a non-scientist and a member of the community not affiliated with the 
university (US §46.107)



Institutional Review Board (IRB)

- Members typically take on a relatively heavy service load, and are required to 
understand issues in a wide range of disciplines, predominantly outside their 
own areas of expertise.

- Another function of IRB is to protect their institution from liability and official 
sanctions.

- Steps for researchers performing studies on human subjects: 

Certification (CITI) → Proposal Submission → IRB Review



Institutional Review Board (IRB)

Three Levels of Review:

- Exempt: Includes research “conducted in established or commonly accepted 
educational settings, involving normal educational practices,” research on 
existing public records or where individuals are unidentifiable, and others.

- Expedited: An IRB staff person may quickly approve the protocol without 
sending it to the full board. 

- Full Board: Discussed within (typically) monthly IRB board meetings.







































Human Subjects in HCI Research

- Normally, human subjects research presumes subjects who are lay people with 
no special knowledge of the research domain.

- In HCI research, it is common that subjects are knowledgeable about the 
domain of inquiry.

- As a result, it is important to credit them correctly if their contribution is 
significant. It would be harmful otherwise. (Beneficence)

“In some cases, people we interview are proud of things they have done online (for example creative projects) and 
would like to have their real name listed in our published reports. If you would like to request that we use your real 

name if possible, please sign below. We will not be able to use your real name if we feel there is anything that might 
embarrass you in our report. For most people, using a fake name (that we invent) is the right choice, so you do not 

need to sign here but you may if you wish.”



Ethical Challenges in Internet Research

- Determining if the nature of research involves human subjects
○ Using publicly available, online resources (public comments, posts) are not classified as working 

with human subjects
○ It’s considered working with human subjects If one interacts with the author of the content
○ This unfortunately creates a disincentive to conduct high-quality research

- Online postings may be findable with a search engine
○ Not a problem if the subjects wish to be identified by name
○ For situations which bring risks to the participants, not quoting any online postings is a solution
○ Can also “disguise” subjects



Terms of Service (ToS)

- May set conditions for when research is allowed, or may prohibit research 
altogether.

- Abiding by the ToS is always a safe choice. However, some researchers argue 
that it is not always necessary or appropriate. E.g. ToS includes clauses that 
are not legally valid or reasonable



Recruiting Subjects Online

- Internet-based recruiting introduces the additional challenge that the 
researcher may disturb the research environment through the process of 
soliciting participants.

- Researcher presence and request for study participation is more likely to be 
perceived as disruptive if the researchers are seen as not belonging on the 
site.

- Crowdsourcing with services like Amazon Mechanical Turk is in conflict with 
Belmont’s first principle (Respect for persons) since workers are seemingly 
invisible.



Recording Interactions

- Relevant ethical issues:
○ Is it ethical to record activity in a chat room or a virtual world without consent? 
○ Does this constitute activity of unidentified individuals in a public place? 

- One solution suggests that traces of online interaction may not be recorded 
without permission; however, a participant observer may take field notes on 
his/her own experiences without permission.

○ As soon as observer asks questions for research, consent is required

- Requesting consent might be disruptive for the environment under study



Summary

Belmont Report
○ Respect for Persons
○ Beneficence
○ Justice

IRB Process
○ Duties of IRB
○ IRB Review Types: Exempt, Expedited, Full Board
○ Application Process

Ethical Issues
○ Human Subjects
○ Online Recruiting
○ Terms of Service
○ Online Recording


