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Part III: How did the IRB Evaluate the Proposal?

The IRB at State University consisted of a lawyer, a philosopher who specializes in medical
ethics, a vice president for university relations, a psychology professor, a minister, and another
administrator who chaired the committee. It included four white males and two white females.
The committee voted unanimously to disapprove the study. A summary of their concerns
follows. '

Mary Cooper (the lawyer): To me the proposal smacks of entrapment. Since it is
against the law to discriminate in hiring based on race, it seems to me that they are
creating a situation where storeowners or employees could be charged with illegal
behavior. All of this is to be done without either the consent of the owners or
employees or their knowledge that they are even participating in a research project.
You can't get much sneakier than that!

Patricia Barton (vice-president for university relations): Frankly, I am
concerned about the potential harm of this research for town-gown relations and the
local community in general. We have enough conflicts with the local community:
out-of-control fraternity parties, differences in interactional style between our
urban students and the more rural local residents, and economic, political and
cultural differences between the two groups.

It's clear from the way the proposal is written that the students want to give the
results of their supposed research to the local media. We really don't need local
merchants and citizens secing the university as trying to trick them and make them
look bad. And if this research should get a wider audience, possibly being picked
up by the Associated Press, how is that going to look? "River City, that racist city
in New Jersey." It will hurt the university in so many ways--recruiting students,
getting money from the legislature, keeping minority faculty. It could be a disaster.

Robert Blake (psychology professor): I just don't see how this research would
add to scientific knowledge at all. Studies like this have already been done. We
know racism exists. What new finding could they hope to obtain? It seems more
like a stunt to me than an honest piece of scholarly inquiry. I also feel obliged to
point out that Dr. Jones hasn't published in a scholarly journal for several years and
I do have serious concerns about her motivation for this research. Where is the
science here? Is she just trying to stir up trouble on campus? I wonder if she isn't
just using the students for her own purposes.




Tom Delaney (minister): How could the research yield meaningful information
anyway? The black and white students might speak to different employees, and
maybe a store really isn't doing any hiring. The black student would think he was
discriminated against when he really wasn't.

Frank Smith (university administrator): I am very concerned about the tape
recorder. Isn't it against the law to tape record a conversation without a person's
knowledge? They say that the conversation will be anonymously scored and erased,
but who is to say that the students might not make an exira copy or talk with their
friends about what happened in the different stores. I really don't see any way to
guarantee the confidentiality of the data collected, and exposure, as we have seen
with the Denny's and Texaco cases, could really hurt businesses.

Also, how do we know that the students won't make a scene if they are treated
badly by a racist employee? It is our responsibility to protect all research
participants, even racist ones. There could be name-calling, or even worse, ifa
student thought that he was the victim of an employee's Or Storeowner's racisml.
Maybe that is even what the students want. All of these risks without the informed
consent of the potential subjects! It could be a legal and political nightmare.

Sam Fisk (the philosopher-ethicist): I hate deception experiments of any kind.
When subjects are being deceived as to the nature of an interpersonal interaction,
you are violating a fundamental principle of how people should relate to each other-
“honestly. And they are not even proposing to do any debriefing of the subjects, to
try to remove the negative effects of the deception afterwards. Not that I think that
is really possible anyway. A lie is a lie. How do you remove the negative effects of
being lied to?

But for me the lack of informed consent in this proposal is the most important
thing. From the days of the Nuremberg trials, a fundamental principle that has
emerged is that subjects must be aware of, and give their consent to, participating
‘0 research. This consent should be based upon an understanding of the potential
risks and benefits to themselves and science for such participation. Federal
guidelines atlow the conduct of research without informed consent only under the
most restrictive conditions. There is clearly more than "minimal risk" to the
prospective participants here and, frankly, I just don't see the benefits.
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Part IV: The Response of the Supporters of the Proposed Research

Supporters of the research included the students, Dr. Jones, and the local chapter of the
NAACP. They were very upset with the decision of the IRB. A summary of their views
follows.

Greg (undergrad): I can't believe they think the study is too risky. Some of the
deception experiments I have seen conducted in the psychology department induce
a lot more stress in the subjects and have greater possiblities for harm than what we
are proposing. I have seen some students reduced to tears in "approved”
experiments. It's obvious to anyone that this research cannot be conducted if we
have to obtain the informed consent of the subjects. So what they are really saying
is that we just can't study racism in the community. What happened to freedom of
speech and academic freedom?

Leslie (undergrad): I am so angry and insulted that one of their reasons for
disapproving the study is the concern that I and the other black students will not
follow the research protocol, and deliberately violate the confidentiality of the
responses we are collecting. Other students are entrusted with highly sensitive
information in research projects, including information about suicidal tendencies,
sexual orientation, and family problems. Has anyone ever heard of any other study
being disapproved because the IRB thought the undergraduate assistants would not
follow the research protocol?

And what are they thinking we would do in the store? Punch someone? Talk about
stereotypical thinking! As a black man I encounter racism every day. How can the
risks of harm to the employees in this experiment be greater than in everyday life,
which is the definition of "minimal risk," when what we are proposing to dois an
everyday behavior? If anything, the risks of harm to the employees should be lower
than in everyday life since the other testers and 1 will be trained and committed to
following the research protocol and not to respond violently no matter how
provocatively an employee might behave.

Lourdes (undergrad): I looked up the definition of entrapment. It is when an
enforcement agency entices the commission of an ilegal behavior for the purpose
of prosecution. We are not an enforcement agency, and the data we are collecting
will be summarized and reported anonymously. We will not be prosecuting
anyone! Further, we are simply applying for a job, an everyday behavior, and could
hardly be said to be "enticing" anything. How could a lawyer say this is
entrapment?

I also checked the law on tape recording. In New Jersey it is legal to record a
conversation as long as one party to the conversation is aware it is being recorded.
We could do the study without the tape recorder, if necessary, but it would




compromise the scientific rigor of the study.

Suzanne (undergrad): It's clear to me that all of this is just a bunch of excuses.
What they're really trying to protect is white privilege. Black people only get the
Jjobs that white people don't want. This has been going on for hundreds of years.
Why should we expect it to stop now? And, to the extent that there is a risk of harm
to the subjects, isn't it only just that the persons bearing the risk of harm are the
ones who have profited all these years from racism and discrimination against black
people?

How can they say the study has no merit? Don't they think it's important for us to

know what's going on in River City? Haven't they heard of replication in science?
It's obvious they're not concerned with the welfare of the human subjects, which is
their responsibility, but the image of the university.

Dr. Jones (psychology professor): They say that they can't approve the research
because of the lack of informed consent. But the IRB approves observational
studies in the community every year that don't include informed consent. I know
because many of them are studies done by my statistics students, Why is this
different? If the identity of the stores sampled is not revealed, where is the potential
for harm to the research participant?

I'm also pretty upset that some of the lay members of the committee don't
understand the role of randomization in experimental design, and the persons on the
committee who do took no steps to enlighten them.

The job of the IRB is to evaluate the relative risks and benefits of the research. Can
you believe the head of the IRB told me he sees nothing wrong with having the
risks and benefits of anti-racism research judged by an all-white committee?

Billie (president of the local NAACP): This is just one more instance of
institutional racism--the system ensuring that black people are kept down. Either
they don't know how badly my people are being hurt by unemployment and racism,
or they don't care. Since the beginning of science there has been no shortage of
experiments like the one done at Tuskegee, which obtained knowledge at the
expense of black people. And then there are all the bogus studies that have been
done in the name of science to prove that black people are inferior and we deserve
the treatment we get.

But when we have a proposal whose purpose is to study how the powerful maintain
their power, all we hear is ethics this and ethics that. My tax dollars support this
university, too. Why shouldn't the university do something for us once in a while?

If your group were the IRB, would you approve the study as is, disapprove the
study, or approve contingent on certain specific changes in the research
protocol? In the latter case, what changes would you require?
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