Ethics Case Studies

Student activity:

Read the following five case studies and consider the four questions below for each case:

1. What ethical issues need to be considered in each case study?

2. What can the psychologist do to address the ethical issues in each case study?

3. How might each study be designed differently to improve ethical practice? 

4. What might the strengths and weaknesses of each re-designed study be?

Case Study 1
A psychologist is interested in studying how children get on with each other in school and the reasons why some children may be unpopular with their peers. She designs a study which involves producing a class list for one year group in a primary school with a photograph of each child. Individually, she takes each child into a separate classroom and shows them the photographs of the other children in their class. She asks each child to pick out from the photographs the children they do not like in their class. She asks them why they don’t like those children and what it is about them that make them unpopular. The children’s responses are audio taped enabling the psychologist to produce a written transcript of the reasons given for why children are unpopular.
Case Study 2
A psychologist wants to study the effects that alcohol consumption has on foetal development during pregnancy. He designs an experiment with two groups and a sample of pregnant mothers is randomly allocated to the groups. In the control group, the pregnant women do not drink any alcohol during their pregnancy. In the experimental group, the pregnant women are asked to consume 10 units of alcohol per week. The psychologist studies the development of the foetus in all participants at regular intervals during the pregnancy in order to see if there are differences between the two groups.
Case Study 3
A psychologist has developed an educational intervention programme that he believes will improve mathematical ability in secondary school children. In order to investigate the success of the intervention, he designs a study that involves splitting a year group of children randomly into two groups. One group will participate in the educational intervention programme and the other group will not. He then intends to compare the mathematical ability of the two groups to see if the intervention programme has been successful at improving ability.
Case Study 4

A psychologist is interested in the attachment that babies have to their mothers. In order to study this, he designs an experiment where a sample of mothers and babies come to an observation laboratory. Each mother-baby pair is observed individually in the laboratory playing together to see how they interact with each other. Mothers are then instructed to exit the laboratory and leave their babies alone inside. The psychologist studies the baby’s reaction to the separation from their mothers and measures the time taken for them to become distressed. 
Case Study 5

A developmental psychologist wants to investigate how children develop their sense of morality. In order to study this, she designs a study that involves a group of children and an adult confederate. Each child is told that an adult will be giving them a series of tasks to do and that they must do as they are asked. The confederate sees each child individually and asks them to perform a task one at a time. Each time the child is given a task, they are asked how they feel about the task and whether or not they are willing to do it. The tasks start as simple activities such as making a drink or buying a newspaper and progress to ‘moral dilemmas’ such as telling a lie and stealing sweets. The psychologist intends to study how children react to the requests and whether or not they complete the tasks as an indication of their moral awareness.

Instruction to tutors:

The case studies can be used as a class discussion activity, with each group of students focussing on a different case and then feeding back their thoughts to the whole class. For online or distance learners, tutors can ask students to provide answers via discussion forums or students’ personal learning journals or blogs.
The case studies are developed by:
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