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Abstract

In the past ten years, professional ethics codes affecting research
activities have taken on a nore inportant role in conducting surveys. Many
prof essi onal societies have recently updated their ethics codes. Federa
agenci es are asking professional societies and acadenm ¢ and non-academ c
institutions to becone nore active in devel opi ng ethical guidelines and
monitoring the research integrity of their menbers. US federal policies are
encouragi ng local Institutional Review Boards to nonitor nore research
activities, which results in increased nonitoring of survey research

Survey researchers are affected by federal definitions of research ethics and
also by multiple professional society ethics codes. Myst research protections
gui del i nes are based on the Bel nont Report. In this paper, | conpare a
variety of ethics codes that m ght affect survey researchers with the
principles of the Bel nont Report and on two additional issues —
confidentiality of data and conflicts of interest. The codes are al so
conpared with current federal guidelines on human subjects protections
(45CFR46). An anal ysis of the codes does not indicate any mgjor

i nconsi stenci es but the enphasis and details differ across codes.

Introduction

In the past ten years, review and regul ation of research activities have

af fected the design and processes for conducting surveys. For acadenic and
policy research organi zations, institutional review board decisions are
taki ng on increasing inportance in research design. Federal agencies are
aski ng professional societies and acadeni c and non-academnic institutions to
becone nore active in devel opi ng ethical guidelines and nonitoring the
research integrity of their nenbers. Many professional societies such as the
Aneri can Soci ol ogi cal Association, the Arerican Statistical Association, and
the American Psychol ogi cal Association have recently updated their ethics
codes to include additional guidelines on research activities. (The American
Psychol ogi cal Association is currently revising its code again.) As a result,
survey researchers must be aware of an increasing nunber of rules and

gui delines that affect their professional activities.

Hi storical Context

In the early 1970's concern for the protection of human subjects was strongly
i nfluenced by the discovery of the Tuskeegee Experinent. The 1974 Nati ona



Research Act created the comm ssion that produced the Bel nont Report in 1978.
The Bel nont Report described the ethical foundations that provided
protections for research on human partici pants. However, the intellectual and
phi | osophi cal bases of the Report can be found in the Nurenmburg Code and the
Decl arations of Helsinki. Wile both focused nore on bionedi cal than socia
research, the principles are sinilar

In the US, many professional societies started to devel op codes of ethics
during the late 1960s and early 1970s. The M| gram Experi nent, Project

Canel ot, Tea Room Trade, and other research activities generated concern by
prof essi onal societies that social research nm ght endanger those who
participate in it. The statenents on hunan research partici pant protections
in the codes of professional societies had their basis in the Bel nont Report.
However, the professional and disciplinary societies’ codes generally
cont ai ned gui delines on other professional activities.

That is, professional societies devel oped codes of ethics to cover a variety
of professional issues. Mst codes for organi zati ons whose nenbers engage in
research with human partici pants nake statements about researcher/participant
interactions. In addition, some codes of ethics often provide practice
standards. For exanple, the AAPOR and NNCP codes focus heavily on reporting
standards. Sone codes provide guidance on a variety of professional behavior
i ssues. Sone areas might include truth in advertising, enployer/enployee

rel ati onshi ps, treatnment of students, and conflicts of interest.

Pur pose

Survey researchers tend to belong to multiple professional organizations

i ncl udi ng AAPOR. For exanple, many belong to the American Soci ol ogi ca
Associ ation, Anerican Political Science Association, and the Anerican
Statistical Association among ot hers. AAPCOR and npbst ot her professiona
organi zati ons have codes of ethics. As such, AAPOR nenbers are affected not
only by federal regulation of research behaviors but also by multiple codes
of ethics. The various codes are not necessarily sinmlar and the codes my
provi de conflicting guidance on inportant research behaviors.

In this paper, | conpare the codes of ethics of AAPCOR and sel ected ot her
pr of essi onal organizations on the three principals of the Bel nont Report —
respect for individuals, beneficence, and justice. | also conpare the codes

on the protection of confidentiality of data and conflicts of interest. In
addition, the codes will be conpared agai nst current federal guidelines on
human subj ects protections (45CFR46). The analysis is done at the enpirica

Il evel. That is, the paper presents infornmation about the content of the
codes. It does not attenpt to understand the underlying practical and applied
ethical concepts that were used to create the code.
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The foll owi ng codes and ot her guidelines are included:

Ameri can Associ ation for Public Opinion Research AAPOR
Ameri can Soci ol ogi cal Associ ation ASocA
Anerican Statistical Association ASt at A
Anerican Political Science Association APSA
Canadi an Soci ol ogy and Ant hr opol ogy Associ ati on CSAA
Aneri can Psychol ogi cal Associ ation APA
Aneri can Ant hropol ogi cal Associ ation AAA
Ameri can Eval uati on Associ ation AEA
Counci| of Anerican Survey Research Organizations CASRO
Nati onal Council of Public Polls NCPP
Mar keti ng Research Associ ation VRA

Jour nal i sm Et hi cs Codes

Bel nont Report

Cui del i nes for | RBs 45CFR46

Decl arati on of Hel si nki

Nur ember g Code

OSTP Definition of Research M sconduct

Nati onal Bi oethics Advisory Commttee Report — 12/00

These codes were chosen to be illustrative of the variety of approaches

prof essi onal organi zations take toward ethical issues. Wile the other

prof essi onal society codes of ethics may not be applicable to all AAPOR
menbers, the codes that contain nore guidelines can provi de guidance on
ethical issues. In addition, since we assume AAPOR nenbers in particular and
survey researchers in general attenpt to follow ethical procedures, these
codes can suppl enent the guidelines of the Bel nobnt Report and the regul ations
in 45CFR46 i n understandi ng human research protections. In the follow ng

anal ysis, | use the Bel nont report as the basis for understanding the
protection of human participants in survey research. | also conpare the AAPOR
code with other societies’ codes.

Many surveys conducted by AAPOR nenbers woul d not qualify as research that is
covered by the Bel nont Report and 45CFR46. Both use a limted definition of
research — research that is intended for generating new scientific know edge,
such as publications in peer-reviewed journals and presentations at
scientific conferences. At the sane tine, nany institutions, (e.g., |ndiana
University) require that all human participants research be conpliant with
princi pl es of the Bel nont Report.

Principles of the Bel nbnt Report

®,

+ Respect for persons — Individuals should be treated as aut onomous
agents who are capabl e of deliberation of personal goals and self-
deternmination of participation in research. For the nost part,
provi di ng conpl ete informed consent and recogni zing individuals’ rights
to privacy denonstrates respect for persons.

+ Beneficence — Researchers have first a responsibility to do no or
little harm and second to design the research that will maxim ze
benefits relative to the risks of the research. The Report recogni zes
the conplexity of determ ning who benefits fromresearch.

% Justice — Individuals and groups that benefit fromresearch should al so
bear the burdens of the research. For exanple, clinical trials should
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not be conducted only with | owincone persons who receive health care
at publicly subsidized clinics.

Overview of codes of ethics of professional societies

The ethics codes of professional societies differ substantially in their
content, focus, and | ength. Sone societies such as AAPOR have very limted
codes that describe only a few guidelines. OQthers such as the American
Soci ol ogi cal Association and the Anerican Psychol ogi cal Association have nore
| engt hy codes that cover nore professional activities. Some societies have
strong enforcenent mechani sms such as the ASocA and APA. AAPCR inplies that
its code is enforced but there are no mechani snms descri bed for enforcenent.

O her societies such as AStat A and AAA use their codes as educative tools but
do not enforce them

AAPCOR Primarily a standards code — it describes Enf orceabl e but few
good practices in survey research sanctions

APSA Acadenmic oriented, e.g., often refers to No enforcenent procedures
prof essors and AAUP

APA Covers clinical and research activities and Det ai | ed enf or cenent
prof essi onal activities pr ocedur es

CSAA Rel atively short and appears witten for No enforcenent procedures
academi cs

AStat A | M xture of guidelines, standards and good No enforcenent procedures
practices

ASocA Covers nultiple constituencies (academ c, Det ai | ed enf or cenment
applied) for many research and professional pr ocedur es

activities

AEA Focus is limted to good practices and No enforcenent procedures

gui del i nes

AAA Gui del i nes oriented, recognizes cross- No enforcenent procedures

cultural issues

CASRO Focuses on survey research activities — Not clear from website
research and st andards

MRA Short document with specific guidelines for No enforcenent procedures

limted activities

Respect for Persons - |Inforned Consent

The AAPOR code is very weak regarding inforned consent. No nention of a

requi renent for informed consent is nade in the code. The Bel nont Report and
45CFR46 have sufficient guidelines as to what should be included in inforned
consent. Many of the other professional society codes are also generally

cl ear about the need for infornmed consent. E.g., the APA, ASocA and the AAA
have specific requirements that informed consent be part of all research

They al so address issues of inforned consent differing for different
popul ati ons and groups. Sone organi zations such as the APSA and AEA recogni ze
the need for inforned consent but defer to other codes or regulations for
speci fics.
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AAPOR Si | ent

APSA Refers to 45CFR46

APA Therapy statenent and research statenent - research statenent
is fairly clear and requires standard information

CSAA Requi red when risks are greater than everyday life but has
speci fic guidelines on howit should be done

ASt at A Defers to other organizations

ASocA Lengt hy statenent about when inforned consent is needed but
few specifics

AEA States it is necessary but defers to other organizations for
gui del i nes

AAA Strong statenent on the need for inforned consent while
recogni zi ng the conplexity of inforned consent across cul tures

CASRO Does not have specific statenments about informed consent but
the code states sone of the basic tenets

VRA Not clear but appears to be a requirenent only for
i nterview ng children under age 12

Respect for Persons - Privacy

Sei ber (1992) includes the right to privacy as a second area of respect for
persons. Privacy is the degree of control research participants can maintain
over what researchers know about them Privacy can be considered as part of
the inforned consent process in that good informed consent includes

i nfornati on about the uses of the infornation the participant provides. It
further includes statenents about the participants’ right to give or w thhold
i nformation.

The Bel nont Report states under Respect for Persons that “to show | ack of
respect for an autononpus agent is to repudiate that person’s considered
judgrments...” which includes both the willingness to volunteer for research
and the extent to which the participant is willing to provide information
The Report further states that voluntary participation requires “conditions
free of coercion and undue influence.”

Privacy includes the right to decline to participate in research. The codes
do not address the limts of coercion or persuasion that could be used to
encourage individuals to participate in research or to convince participants
to provide information they may not wish to share. The ethics codes are
generally | ess detailed about processes for handling instances of declination
to participate but nmost (ASocA, CSAA, APA, AAA, CASRO contain statenents
about participation in research as voluntary. Some state that research
partici pants should be told that participation is voluntary. AAPOR is silent
on the issue.

The CASRO code is unique in that it states that a second attenpt to contact
(not persuade) an individual to participate is appropriate if the individua
was unwilling to participate during the initial contact. However, based on
i mpl i ed neaning of voluntary participation in the professional ethics codes
and 45CFR46 and the definition of respect in the Bel nont Report, the typica
survey research procedure of repeated attenpts to convert rel uctant
respondents is not necessarily congruent with respect for persons.
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Benefi cence

The Bel nont Report is clear that beneficence should apply to both the
research participants and to society. It enphasizes “doing no harnf and the
need to “maxi m ze possi bl e benefits and reduce possible harns.” Codes of
ethics vary in their enphasis on beneficence. Myst nake some nention that
research participants should not harned or face undue risks (e.g., AStatA,
APA, AAA, ASocA, and CSAA).

The codes are | ess clear about the researchers’ requirenents to evaluate the
benefits of research. Perhaps because of a belief that science can be
conducted for generating new know edge al one, scientific societies do not

i ncl ude extensive consideration of benefits of research in their codes. For
exanpl e, the APA and ASocA indirectly encourage beneficence in their CGuiding
Principles but not in their guidelines. Three organizations nmake specific
reference to consideration of societal inpacts of research. The AStat A, AAA,
and AEA codes are specific about considering possible harmand benefit to
both partici pants or others when designing and carrying out research. AStatA
recomends that research designs are adequate for informed decisions and that
the results be of practical value. The CSAA explicitly states that
researchers nust consult with conmunities and organi zations or their |eaders
to assess the risks and benefits of research

In survey research, little consideration is given to the risks and benefits
to participants because there are relatively few risks. In general, except
for privacy or confidentiality problens, surveys have few risks that people
do not experience in everyday life. Interestingly, CASRO nentions that |ong
interviews can be a burden and that the research organizations shoul d

consi der whether the length is necessary to neet the research needs. AStatA
has statement on excessive inposition of tine with surveys. AAPOR is silent
on the issue of beneficence.

Justice

The issue of justice is generally nore relevant to bionedical than socia
research. Typical survey research procedures using various forns of random
sanpling generally include a diverse group of participants. Due to the nature
of “representative sanples” survey researchers attenpt to be inclusive. None
of the codes appears to consider this issue directly. However, it seemns that
sone codes inply concern for justice in their preanbles or guiding principles
that contain non-discrimnation or inclusivity statenents.

Confidentiality of data

The right to privacy inplies that when research participants provide

i nformation which they believe to be confidential, that information nust be
kept as confidential by the researchers. Therefore, researchers who prom se
confidentiality are required to keep the information confidential. The issue
of the Iimts of prom sed confidentiality is very conplex and beyond the
scope of this paper. As part of inforned consent, 45CFR46 requires a
statenent about the extent to which confidentiality of records will be

mai ntai ned. On the O fice of Human Research Protections website, their
training provides a little additional detail but is not explicit about how
confidentiality should be nmintai ned. The Bel nont Report is silent on the

i ssue.

Ethics Codes and Survey Researchers - 6/16/01 6



The codes are not consistent in their expectations for maintaining
confidentiality. A rough taxonomy of how the various professions mght be a)
those that nmake bl anket statements about absolute confidentiality, b) those
that recognize that it mght not be possible for multiple reasons to achi eve
absol ute confidentiality, and c) those that pronpte thoughtful nethods for
handl i ng issues related to confidentiality of private information.

The AAPOR code requires absolute confidentiality unless waived by the
respondent. The code woul d not allow researchers to reveal |ife-threatening,
illegal, or abusive situations if discovered in an interview It would
prevent disclosure even under subpoena. The AAA and APA recogni ze that
confidentiality is not absolute even under the pronmises of it. The AAA code
states the confidentiality information may inadvertently be discl osed even
under the best of conditions. The APA recogni zes the right of judicial system
to obtain confidential information.

In contrast organi zations such as the ASocA describe in nore detail the

condi tions under which confidentiality is required. Their code states that
researchers have a responsibility to discuss linmts of confidentiality if
they are not willing to provide conplete confidentiality. It also requires
that if the linmts are not discussed, then absolute confidentiality is

i mplied. For survey researchers, it neans they would not reveal information
even under subpoena unless they stated in informed consent that they were not
willing to protect the information if required by a court. Their code al so
allows for confidentiality to be waived if the researcher discovers life- or
heal t h-t hreatening activities.

AAPOR Conpl ete confidentiality unless respondent waives it

APSA Requires researchers to know the laws regarding the limts of
confidentiality and to disclose themto participants

APA The code has both clinical and research statenents which

appear to allow disclosure of confidential information as
mandat ed by | aw, encourages full discussion of linitations of
confidentiality

CSAA Does not have a strong statenent and encourages report of
abusi ve behavi ors

ASt at A Advi ses researchers to be aware of legal linmtations and do
not prom se confidentiality if it cannot be naintai ned

ASocA Advi ses researchers to promise only what willing to do, even

i f against |aw, exceptions for the discovery of life- and
heal t h-t hr eat eni ng behavi or

AEA Defers to the standards of other societies

AAA Advi ses researchers to discuss the level with participants and
to attenpt to conply with it but allows that disclosure may
happen

CASRO Lengt hy statenent - nostly about perm ssion for data |inkage;
suggests researchers take reasonable steps to resist |ega
requests

VRA Conpl ete confidentiality unl ess respondent waives it

The variety of approaches to the protection of confidential infornmation may
cause the nost problens for survey researchers, especially when the codes
provi de i nsufficient guidance. The issue is conplex and the | egal and ethica
rul es are generally inadequate for conplete protection of both the

partici pants and the researchers.
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Conflicts of interest

In bi omedi cal research, conflicts of interests, especially financia

conflicts of interest are very contentious. Scientists are concerned that
conflicts of interest could affect the collection and analysis of data. The

i mpact may be quite subtle, so ethics codes recomend that apparent conflicts
of interest be nmade public or that the nenbers renove thensel ves from
conflict of interest situations. Social scientists are |less affected
financial conflicts of interest. Rather, conflicts of interest arise nore
often from dual professional relationships than fromfinancial conflicts of

i nterest.

In general, the codes contain statements on conflicts of interest. The ASocA
has an extensive description of potential conflicts of interest. The APA has
statement prohibiting dual relationships which are essentially conflicts of
interest. AStatA requires that conflicts of interest be stated and resol ved.
AEA requires disclosure of conflicts of interest. CASRO interestingly has a
statement about bribery and gifts to clients which m ght be considered a form
of conflict of interest. APSA nentions that nepotismrules should be
abol i shed and only conflicts of interest rules should govern professiona

rel ati onshi ps.

The conduct of survey research rarely involves conflicts of interest and the
AAPOR code does not address the issue. Rather, other areas of professiona
activity are where conflicts of interest arise. The peer review process, the
revi ew of research proposals, and support letters can be influenced by
conflicts of interest. As such, it is likely that AAPOR nenbers will face
these issues in contexts other than their roles as survey researchers.

Discussion

Despite the growth in regul ation governing research activities over the past
decade, there do not appear to be mmjor inconsistencies anpong the various
regul ating bodies. Rather, it appears that the codes and other guidelines
provi de sone but not always adequat e gui dance on standards, research
protections, and professional activities. Fortunately, the various codes |
exam ned do not appear to be contradictory. Wiile there are certainly nore
ethics codes that apply to survey researchers, it seens unlikely that they
woul d differ substantially fromthose included in this paper

The AAPOR code of ethics provides good advice on standards but weak advice on
research protections and professional activities. This approach is
under st andabl e because of the practical difficulties of creating a code that
woul d be useful and followed by diverse nenbership that represents many

di sci plines and professions. Simlar nulti-disciplinary societies that foster
the mi xi ng of disciplines such as the Popul ati on Associ ation and the
Cerontol ogi cal Society do not have codes. For these societies, the assunption
is that nmenbers are al so nmenbers of other professional associations related
to their primary disciplines.

As a profession, survey research does not appear to experience nany ethica
problenms in the conduct of research. While many organi zations do not foll ow
all the requirenments for inforned consent stated in 45CFR46, the nature of
survey research is such that the risks are not great and that participants
quite often decline to participate. Survey researchers are very simlar to
ot her social science researchers in that they hold ethical considerations
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important in their research design and for nost designs the risks are
mnimal, so little harmcan cone fromthe research

In this paper, | reviewed the various reports, codes, and regul ations for
simlarities and differences on four issues related to the conduct of surveys
along with the issue of conflicts of interest. The professional society codes
of ethics chosen were those of social science and research organi zations. The
paper did not include codes of ethics related to journalism A cursory
readi ng of journalists’ codes of ethics indicates that journalists use

di fferent standards on issues such as privacy based on their beliefs in
freedom of the press. Journalists tend to have stricter standards on
conflicts of interest.

The paper did not address the issues of the responsible conduct of research
(RCR). Last Decenber, the Ofice of Science and Technol ogy Policy rel eased a
statement on responsi bl e conduct of research. This statenent clarified
earlier federal regulations on issues such as the falsification and
fabrication of data and plagiarism RCRis nore difficult to regul ate because
research msconduct is |ess obvious than ethical m sconduct. An interesting
project would be to | ook for evidence of RCR in survey research.

Over the next few years, increased regul ati on of research activities by
various government agencies is likely. Wthin research organi zations such as
universities and | arge research conpanies, internal review wll be nore
detailed to neet increased nmonitoring by federal agencies. Professiona

soci eties are devel oping nore explicit standards for a variety of

prof essional activities. In this environnent, it becomes nore inportant for
survey researchers to be aware of the changing nornms of accepted ethica
behavi or and the increasing regulation of it. Fortunately, substantia
agreenment exists anong the regul ati ons and codes. And, perhaps nore

i mportantly, these guidelines are consistent with good ethical procedures
such as those in the Bel nont Report.
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