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Overview

 Ethical Guidelines in Social Work Research 

 NASW Code of Ethics

 Institutional Review Boards

 Bias and Insensitivity Regarding Culture and Gender 
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Ethical Guidelines in Social Work Research

 Voluntary Participation 

 Informed Consent

 No Harm/Distress to participants

 Protect Subject’s Privacy & confidentiality

 No Deception
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Ethical Guidelines in Social Work Research

 Anonymity and Confidentiality

 Anonymity- subject does not provide identifying 
information; identity of subjects is not known.

 Confidentiality- Subject provide identifying 
information; researcher knows identity of subjects but 
promises not to reveal it.

 Never use the term anonymous to mean confidential
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Ethical Guidelines in Social Work Research

 Deceiving Participants

 Deception is unethical, and if it is necessary it must be justified 
by compelling scientific or administrative concerns

 Analysis and Reporting

 Negative findings should be reported

 Do not imply that unexpected findings were hypothesized or 
expected
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NASW Code of Ethics

 (b) Social workers should strive to become and remain 
proficient in professional practice and the performance of 
professional functions. Social workers should critically 
examine and keep current with emerging knowledge 
relevant to social work. Social workers should rou3nely 
review the professional literature and participate in 
con3nuing education relevant to social work prac3ce and 
social work ethics.

 (c) Social workers should base practice on recognized 
knowledge, including empirically based knowledge, 
relevant to social work and social work ethics.



©2015, Brooks/ Cole Publishing, A 
Division of Cengage Learning, Inc.

Ethical Controversies

 Observing Human Obedience

 Trouble in the Tearoom

 Social Worker Submits Bogus Article to Test 
Journal Bias





Institutional Review Boards

 Studies involving human subjects need to obtain approval from an 
independent panel of professionals called an Institutional Review 
Board (IRB)

 IRB responsibilities: 

 Identify risks and clarify whether  risks are minimized or not

 Indicate  that risks to subjects are reasonable in relation to the 
anticipated benefits to subjects

 Determine that subjects are appropriately informed about any 
reasonable foreseeable risks or discomforts due to participation
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Bias and Insensitivity Regarding 
Culture and Gender
 Bias and insensitivity about gender and 

culture have become ethical issues for many 
social scientists

 Gender and cultural bias and insensitivity can 
hinder the methodological quality of a study 
and therefore the validity of its finding



Discussion 
• While parents await their children in the waiting room of 

a Child Guidance Center, the center’s social worker staff 
instructs them to complete a questionnaire on child-
rearing attitudes. The staff will use the findings of this 
study to prepare a proposal for funding for a parent 
education program. 

• A community organizer decides to observe and interview 
people, and write about a demonstration against police 
brutality that is expected to be a lawful. The 
demonstration unexpectedly becomes violent, and 
property is destroyed. Law enforcement officials show up 
and demand that the organizer identify people observed 
breaking the law. Rather than risk arrest as an 
accomplice after the fact, the organizer complies. 



Discussion
• Social workers in a battered women’s program conduct an 

evaluation of the effectiveness of the services provided by the 
program, hoping to bring visibility and resources to the program by 
publishing the findings. The findings, however, unexpectedly 
indicate that the services are not effective. In light of these findings 
the social workers decide they must not have conducted a proper 
study of the services that they are convinced are effective, and 
they decided not to let anyone know about the study. 

• Two social work students decide to carry out their class research 
project by observing the nocturnal activities at a shelter for the 
homeless. The shelter has a limited number of beds and cannot 
accommodate everyone seeking housing. The two students show 
up and wait in line early enough to get beds and then watch and 
record the goings on at night while they pretend to be asleep. 



Discussion

•  A new intervention is advertised as an 
extremely effective and powerful grief therapy for 
posttraumatic stress disorder among victims of 
sexual assaults. Although sufficient resources 
exist to provide this treatment to all clients at a 
rape crisis center, the decision is made to 
provide it to only half the clients, so its effects 
can be compared to the effects of the center’s 
routine services. 
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