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Introduc)on 
Achieving competent and ethical prac)ce in applied behavior analysis (ABA) can 

pose significant barriers and difficul)es for the prac))oner, researcher, teacher, 

and student par)cularly when conduc)ng a research study.  Therefore, it is 

important for a behavior analyst to understand what it means to behave in an 

ethical manner through use of principles of conduct and of competent prac)ce.      

The field of behavior analysis is oden thought of as a unique field within the 

scien)fic community that encompasses both research and prac)ce.  Several areas 

that involve human subjects within research encourage the use of randomized 

controlled trials or other group designs as a means of studying the effects of 

different interven)ons.  Within these areas, the methods that are u)lized by 

researchers are different from the methods that are used by prac))oners to 

evaluate various interven)ons.  Since these differences in methods used exist 

between prac))oners and researchers, those that write about research ethics will 

typically discuss the ethical conduct concerning research using group designs and 

the ethical claims regarding the generaliza)on of this par)cular research to 

individuals within the popula)ons that are studied.  On the other hand, the field 

of behavior analysis differs from other fields with regard to the context of research 

and the methods that are used to evaluate an interven)on with human subjects.  

Methods that are used by behavior analy)c researchers can be replicated through 

use as an empirically supported method for changing the behavior of an 

individual.  This generalizability of methods used in research to general prac)ce 

generates ethical concerns and challenges that are specific to the field.   

Addi)onally, research ethics may be regarded as a series of rules that a researcher 

needs to follow or certain responses that need to be provided as a method for 

avoiding aversive con)ngencies.  While these may seem to be cumbersome to 

some individuals, it is important for a behavior analyst to understand that ethical 
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decisions are con)nually being made throughout the en)re research process that 

allows for higher quality research to be conducted with a greater impact being 

made on society.   

In this course, par)cipants will learn to (1) discuss the different ethics codes for 

behavior analysts that have been delineated regarding research in applied 

se9ngs, (2) iden)fy several principles and values that guide scien)fic research, 

and (3) iden)fy a mul)tude of ethical considera)ons when balancing clinical 

effec)veness with the design of the research study that is to be implemented.   

Sec)on 1: Research in Applied Se7ngs 

The field of behavior analysis is not only considered a science but also a 

professional prac)ce that contains both theory and methodology as their basis.  

When evaluated as a science, behavior analy)c research has a strong focus on the 

study of various principles of learning as they are applied through different 

interac)ons that occur between the environment and the behavior of others.  

Research within the field of behavior analysis is based on a con)nuum that begins 

with basic and extends to applied while each area ac)vely contributes to the 

shaping and development of the science and prac)ce.  Addi)onally, research that 

is conducted within the field is categorized based on the manner in which the 

different variables that are being studied are selected.  Research that is 

considered basic is designed to help provide responses to ques)ons that are 

derived from theories of learning through variables that are selected carefully.  On 

the other hand, applied research refers to the applica)on and analysis of the 

science as it pertains to socially significant change for an individual.   

Research that is considered to be applied forms the basis of the field of ABA.  ABA, 

while it maintains its founda)on in science (i.e., behavioral, analy)c, conceptually 
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systema)c), also considers areas that are socially significant to others.  Social 

significance is viewed as being important or significant to an individual or society.  

The science and clinical prac)ce of behavior analysis both overlap; however, the 

clinical prac)ce of behavior analysis also differs from the applica)on when 

referring to scien)fic purposes.  Clinical prac)ce refers to the applica)on of the 

principles of the science of behavior that create socially significant change for 

others whereas research refers to the extension of generalizable knowledge.    

When conduc)ng research or applying clinical prac)ce, ethical guidelines are 

established as a way to provide a general sense of how one should conduct 

themselves.  Professionals within the field are expected to apply these rules to 

different situa)ons that they encounter within both basic and applied research as 

well as within their own clinical prac)ce (Cox, 2020).  For example, beneficence 

delineates that the benefits should outweigh the risks associated with research; 

however, a formula does not exist that provides an evalua)on of benefits and risks 

for every situa)on that may arise.  Therefore, naviga)ng the generality of ethical 

guidelines can be complex.  It may necessitate the evalua)on of several variables 

across different situa)ons and )mes and require the use of various ethical 

guidelines.  If one wants to behave ethically in both research and prac)ce, it will 

require the professional to con)nually consider the general ethical principles and 

codes of professional conduct and how they can be best applied to the situa)on 

at hand.    

Ethics Regarding Research Conducted in Applied Se7ngs 

There are several factors that should be considered prior to an individual engaging 

in research within an applied se9ng.  One area that should be considered is the 

protec)on of research par)cipants.  When research is conducted within an 

applied se9ng, this research involves the use of human par)cipants.  Therefore, 
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the rights and welfare of these par)cipants should be protected.  Ethical 

guidelines and federal regula)ons concerning the protec)on of human 

par)cipants were developed as a result of unethical events associated with 

research that occurred throughout the 1900s.  Three general ethical principles 

were created as a result of these unethical events that were based on respect for 

persons, beneficence, and jus)ce.  

These principles were developed so they could be used as a basis for making 

ethical decisions and solving problems within various research ac)vi)es.  As a 

result, these have also been incorporated into the Ethics Code for Behavior 

Analysts (Behavior Analyst Cer)fica)on BoardⓇ, 2020; BACBⓇ).     

As a behavior analyst conducts research within an applied se9ng, the behavior 

analyst will need to be aware of the condi)ons and processes associated with 

which informed consent is obtained during both research and within clinical 

prac)ce.  

6.04 Informed Consent in Research (BACBⓇ, 2020): Behavior analysts are 

responsible for obtaining informed consent (and assent when relevant) from 

poten)al research par)cipants under the condi)ons required by the research 

review commihee. When behavior analysts become aware that data obtained 

from past or current clients, stakeholders, supervisees, and/or trainees during 

typical service delivery might be disseminated to the scien)fic community, they 

obtain informed consent for use of the data before dissemina)on, specify that 

services will not be impacted by providing or withholding consent, and make 

available the right to withdraw consent at any )me without penalty.   

2.11 Obtaining Informed Consent Behavior (BACBⓇ, 2020):  Behavior analysts 

are responsible for knowing about and complying with all condi)ons under which 

they are required to obtain informed consent from clients, stakeholders, and 
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research par)cipants (e.g., before ini)al implementa)on of assessments or 

behavior-change interven)ons, when making substan)al changes to interven)ons, 

when exchanging or releasing confiden)al informa)on or records). They are 

responsible for explaining, obtaining, reobtaining, and documen)ng required 

informed consent. They are responsible for obtaining assent from clients when 

applicable. 

Several of the individuals that receive services within ABA se9ngs are members of 

a vulnerable popula)on and will need addi)onal safeguards in place when 

informed consent is sought out for research.  Informed consent will oden need to 

be obtained through parents or legal guardians, and informa)on will need to be 

relayed so that it can be understood and that consent is voluntary.  Informed 

consent should be a voluntary process that requires considera)on concerning the 

rela)onship that exists between those that are obtaining consent and those that 

are providing consent.   

Addi)onally, the con)ngencies that control the researcher’s behavior are more 

likely to be different based on the reason as to why the research is being 

conducted.  There may be several different variables that control the reason for 

the research such as recogni)on through awards, part of a requirement for a job 

or degree comple)on, or even for publica)on purposes.  Posi)ve outcomes 

associated with conduc)ng research may also mo)vate organiza)onal leaders as a 

method for determining the effec)veness of the services that are being provided.  

Compe)ng con)ngencies should be balanced as various types of research are 

being implemented within a se9ng that is applied.  There are several BACBⓇ 

codes that should be considered: 

6.07 Conflict of Interest in Research and Publica)on (BACBⓇ, 2020): When 

conduc)ng research, behavior analysts iden)fy, disclose, and address conflicts of 
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interest (e.g., personal, financial, organiza)on related, service related). They also 

iden)fy, disclose, and address conflicts of interest in their publica)on and editorial 

ac)vi)es.   

1.11 Mul)ple Rela)onships (BACBⓇ, 2020):  Because mul)ple rela)onships may 

result in a conflict of interest that might harm one or more par)es, behavior 

analysts avoid entering into or crea)ng mul)ple rela)onships, including 

professional, personal, and familial rela)onships with clients and colleagues. 

Behavior analysts communicate the risks of mul)ple rela)onships to relevant 

individuals and con)nually monitor for the development of mul)ple rela)onships. 

If mul)ple rela)onships arise, behavior analysts take appropriate steps to resolve 

them. When immediately resolving a mul)ple rela)onship is not possible, 

behavior analysts develop appropriate safeguards to iden)fy and avoid conflicts of 

interest in compliance with the Code and develop a plan to eventually resolve the 

mul)ple rela)onship. Behavior analysts document all ac)ons taken in this 

circumstance and the eventual outcomes. 

1.13 Coercive and Exploita)ve Rela)onships (BACBⓇ, 2020):  Behavior analysts 

do not abuse their power or authority by coercing or exploi)ng persons over 

whom they have authority (e.g., evalua)ve, supervisory). 

Services that are provided with different applied se9ngs will require ongoing and 

collabora)ve rela)onships to exist among family members and professionals.  It is 

important for a behavior analyst that these rela)onships may provide families 

with a sense of commitment to the professional which can result in a sense of 

obliga)on to provide consent to par)cipate in research.  Therefore, precau)ons 

should be taken to provide a clear defini)on of the role that consent is being 

requested for as well as a statement that outlines the independence of consent 

for research and services provided in the applied se9ng.   
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Research, when it is discussed concerning the topic of service delivery, requires a 

behavior analyst to make arrangements for research ac)vi)es that priori)ze the 

welfare and services of a client.  

6.03 Research in Service Delivery (BACBⓇ, 2020): Behavior analysts conduc)ng 

research in the context of service delivery must arrange research ac)vi)es such 

that client services and client welfare are priori)zed. In these situa)ons, behavior 

analysts must comply with all ethics requirements for both service delivery and 

research within the Code. When professional services are offered as an incen)ve 

for research par)cipa)on, behavior analysts clarify the nature of the services, and 

any poten)al risks, obliga)ons, and limita)ons for all par)es.     

Each person within a professional field is responsible for being familiar with and 

being able to apply the general ethical principles of respect for persons, jus)ce, 

and beneficence.  Addi)onally, the ethics code that is outlined for that profession 

should also be integrated into their research prac)ces.   

Sec)on 1 Personal Reflec)on 

Within the factors that were discussed for conduc)ng research in an applied 

se9ng, which BACBⓇ ethics code do you believe will be the most difficult to 
ensure is integrated into your research prac)ce?  Are there other ethics codes that 
you believe may require more awareness than others to ensure they are being 
upheld while conduc)ng research? 

Sec)on 1 Key Words 

Applied research - applica)on and analysis of the science as it pertains to socially 

significant change for an individual 
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Basic research - designed to help provide responses to ques)ons that are derived 

from theories of learning through variables that are selected carefully 

Beneficence - benefits should outweigh the risks associated with research 

Sec)on 2: Principle and Values that Guide Scien)fic 
Research 

Scien)fic research has had a significant impact on the lives of humans in that it is 

designed to improve the lives of others.  The countless tasks conducted by 

behavior analysts, the data that a technician collects through an electronic data 

collec)on system, as well as the broad dissemina)on of research findings on 

various topics are all made possible by the scien)fic research that has been 

conducted.  Research may not always go as planned, though, and instead end up 

harming people, animals, or even different aspects of the environment.   

As harm impacts individuals, animals, and the environment, the field in which the 

research is being conducted tends to develop ethical guidelines that reveal that 

this par)cular field does not approve of this conduct.  As research was conducted 

within the area of behavior modifica)on in the 1970’s, public ahen)on focused on 

concerns regarding aversive condi)oning procedures and methods of behavior 

control that were ques)onable (i.e., electric shock).  Research into the ethics that 

were used in the science behind the study of human behavior was conducted by 

the Subcommihee on Cons)tu)onal Rights of the Commihee on the Judiciary.  

Results demonstrated that the rights of individuals were not always being upheld 

during the case of Wyah v. S)ckney (Rutherford, 2006).  Furthermore, as a result 

of these scandals that culminated within this trial, guidelines that were associated 

with the use of least restric)ve methods were formulated.  This meant that 
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individuals have the right to have the least restric)ve interven)ons used that are 

able to achieve socially significant goals within research parameters.   

These ethical guidelines provided a clear func)on which was to protect research 

par)cipants from acts of harm that could occur in the future.  When ethical 

guidelines are developed as a result of a scandal, limited resources are used to 

focus on behavior that is acceptable and the poten)al to cause the most harm 

within the field and to other individuals at a minimum.  This type of ethical 

guidance also demonstrates to the general public that this is not how research is 

generally conducted within the field and that this behavior is not tolerated by the 

research community.   

There are also drawbacks associated with the development of ethical guidelines 

when they are formulated as a response to misconduct.  One drawback is that this 

method of development only focuses on the behaviors that researchers should 

not engage in.  For example, this method may limit the func)on and scope of 

ethical guidelines to only developing guidelines that prevent a researcher from 

engaging in misconduct, not allowing harm to those that par)cipate in research, 

and providing con)ngencies that will punish either of these aforemen)oned 

behaviors.   

Addi)onally, when ethical guidelines are formulated as a response to the 

misconduct of others, advances in the area of ethics would only occur when a 

misstep within the field occurs and then a way to avoid this misstep is developed 

for future use.  Unfortunately, this would entail the use of a reac)ve approach as 

it looks to resolve an issue once the issue has occurred.  On the other hand, by 

developing a broader antecedent based approach to research ethics, prior to an 

occurrence of misconduct, this will allow for different tools and technologies to be 

developed that can be used to mi)gate harm and avoid other occurrences of 

misconduct.  
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The Func)on of Conduc)ng Research 

In order to have a beher understanding of what an individual should do when 

faced with a specific situa)on, it is best to also understand the func)on of the 

behavior that is exhibited.  When evalua)ng the ethical behavior concerning 

research, this is no excep)on.  There are various behaviors related to research 

that should be considered and in order to understand if these behaviors are right 

or correct, the func)on of conduc)ng research within the field of behavior 

analysis should be understood.  An example of a func)on of conduc)ng research 

within the field of behavior analysis may be to have a beher understanding of the 

environment and rela)onships that exist within the environment.  Another 

func)on of research within behavior analysis may be to gain a general 

understanding of knowledge that will improve the lives of individuals beyond just 

those that par)cipated in the research.  Research that is published in the Journal 

of Applied Behavior and Analysis is typically considered to be “good” as those that 

read the research within the ar)cles can typically generalize the processes and 

procedures that were used in the interven)ons as methods for crea)ng similar if 

not beher results for the individuals that they work with and provide services to.  

It is important to note, though, that applied research can be difficult to conduct 

and may require several ahempts that lead to researcher error or even outcomes 

that were not intended.  Therefore, adverse effects of applied research can occur 

such as the par)cipants within the research being at risk of gaining less from the 

interven)on in the study than the )me and effort that they spend when 

compared to the benefits that the researcher receives from publishing the 

research.   

Another possible func)on for conduc)ng research may pertain to an individual’s 

personal or professional goals.  A researcher may want to publish research that 

they have conducted as a means to furthering their career in academia.  Students 

that complete coursework for their graduate studies may also need to fulfill their 

12



educa)onal requirements through comple)on of research within the field.  In 

these situa)ons specifically, research is unlikely to be published and students are 

unlikely to complete their degree requirements if the research that has been 

conducted goes against any of the commonly accepted rules or methods that are 

delineated for the ethical conduct of research. Ul)mately, if the integrity of the 

research becomes ques)oned by others or a form of dishonesty is detected and 

substan)ated, the researcher’s career or stance within the field can be ruined 

(Godlee et al., 2011).  Furthermore, if students engage in unethical conduct while 

conduc)ng research during their schooling, this could result in the student having 

their degree revoked (Flaherty, 2017).  

The func)on of engaging in research behavior can differ widely from one 

individual to the next.  This variability that is found within the controlling 

con)ngencies can lead to paherns of responding that vary, and the resul)ng 

research products such as a publica)on will play a func)onal role in research 

behavior by others.  By understanding the “why” behind conduc)ng research, this 

can ul)mately help to narrow the ethical rules and principles into those that are 

the most relevant to the func)on of one’s own research behavior.    

The principles that are guiding the ethics behind research are considered to be 

instances of verbal behavior.  These verbal s)muli can impact a researcher’s 

behavior based on the role that they have in both respondent and operant 

con)ngencies.  The specific func)ons that are associated with any of these 

principles of research ethics can differ from one individual to another as well as 

the condi)ons in which the verbal s)muli vary in correla)on with consequence 

events.  Addi)onally, verbal behavior does allow individuals to learn various 

con)ngencies without having to directly experience these con)ngencies (Hayes et 

al., 1986).  Individuals can learn to exhibit behaviors that help their performance 

toward an outcome that they are desiring to achieve.  For example, a behavior 

analyst may have never implemented a specific assessment in their interven)on, 
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but ader having read how to implement this assessment are able to do so in their 

work environment the following week.  Similarly, when an individual is able to 

read different ethical rules and guidelines on how to handle different situa)ons, a 

researcher may be more likely to exhibit behaviors that are viewed as right as they 

relate to the broader func)on of conduc)ng research within the field.     

Rules and decision models concerning ethics can help a researcher know what to 

do in certain situa)ons.  This area is known as norma)ve ethics- what someone 

should do in a par)cular situa)on.  For some situa)ons that may be simpler, there 

may be one or more guidelines that can directly no)fy a researcher as to a 

par)cular behavior that the field of behavior analysis views as correct.  For 

example, according to the ethics codes that are outlined for behavior analysts to 

adhere to, researchers should provide credit toward the collaborators that have 

been involved in any research ac)vi)es that have been completed (BACBⓇ, 2020 

Code 6.08) and data are to be published using accuracy and in comple)on without 

the omission or fabrica)on of any results (BACBⓇ, 2020 Code 6.11).  As a result, 

when a behavior analyst decides to publicly display their research and findings of 

such research, the expected behaviors that the behavior analyst should engage in 

are delineated in a clear manner.   

A decision model can be u)lized by researchers as a way to help determine what 

to do when a more complex situa)on arises.   These types of models are created 

to help the individual that is using them to make the best decision possible for the 

situa)on that they have encountered as it relates to mee)ng a predetermined 

goal.  A decision-making model is able to achieve this outcome by ac)ng as a 

textual prompt that helps guide the individual using the model to consider 

variables and op)ons that are relevant that may not previously been considered 

without the use of the model prompt.  These models are helpful as they are able 

to walk an individual through a chain of behaviors that will act to increase the 
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probability that the individual will make a decision that is beher than if they had 

not used the model in this situa)on.       

Although guidelines and decision models have the ability to help an individual 

determine what they are to do in a given context, these items do not typically 

help to iden)fy why someone should engage in a par)cular behavior.  For most 

people, they are not easily convinced that they should do something simply 

because someone else told them to do it.  Some individuals will result in 

ques)oning if what they are being told to do is actually the right thing that they 

should do.  Ethical principles, values, and theories, known as norma)ve ethical 

behaviors, are in place to help jus)fy why a researcher should follow along with 

various rules and guidance on how they are to behave in a situa)on.   

The Belmont Report 

The Belmont Report was developed with the intent to provide three ethical 

principles that acted as a set of guidelines for conduc)ng research with the use of 

human par)cipants.  Addi)onally, the Belmont Report provided three 

demonstra)ons that showed others how to apply these par)cular principles.  

One principle that was discussed within the Belmont Report was regarding respect 

for persons (The Commission, 1978).  This principle delineated that individuals 

should be treated as an autonomous agent and that all individuals that 

demonstrate a diminished autonomy have the right to protec)on (The 

Commission, 1978).  Ul)mately, this means that all individuals have the right to be 

provided with all op)ons that are available to them and given the opportunity to 

select among these op)ons as long as it does not result in significant harm to the 

research par)cipant or other individuals.   However, there are other individuals, 

such as children or those diagnosed with a developmental disability, that may 

make choices resul)ng in harm to not only themselves but other individuals as 
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well.  They may also not understand the consequences of their choices 

completely.  These individuals, when presented with these situa)ons, may need 

another person (i.e., parent, guardian, caregiver) to help them make a choice so 

that they are able to avoid any harm and can maximize their own well-being.  

The second principle that is outlined within the Belmont Report is beneficence 

(The Commission, 1978).  This principle of beneficence states that individuals 

should be treated in a way that secures their well-being.  The term well-being can 

be defined by different people in different ways.  Addi)onally, research within the 

field of behavior analysis has also revealed that people have different preferences 

(Verriden & Roscoe, 2016).  Even though this may be the case, there are s)ll two 

ul)mate rules that are typically used to guide behaviors that coincide with 

improving the well-being of other individuals.  The first rule is to do no harm, and 

the second rule is to maximize the benefits that are possible while also minimizing 

any poten)al harms.   

Lastly, the third principle that is outlined within the Belmont Report is jus)ce (The 

Commission, 1978).  Within this context, jus)ce refers to the equitable 

distribu)on of both the benefits and costs that are associated with conduc)ng 

research.  As research is being conducted, injus)ce can happen in a minimum of 

two different ways.  One way that research injus)ce occurs is if the amount of 

benefit that a research par)cipant encounters from the research that was 

conducted is less than the amount of benefit that the research par)cipant has the 

right to receive.  Research injus)ce can also occur if the burden or costs of 

conduc)ng research are not able to be distributed fairly across those individuals 

that par)cipated in the research.  These items can differ substan)ally based on 

the different types of methodology that are used and decided upon by the 

researcher.   
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The ethical principles that are outlined within the Belmont Report have provided 

others with an ethical framework for protec)ng par)cipants involved in research 

and have been applied toward the crea)on of principles that are contained within 

different codes of ethics across fields.  For example, the respect of a person’s 

principle has been used to formulate the informed consent process where 

individuals are provided with all of the informa)on as it pertains to the research 

study in a method that is easy to understand and provides a choice in 

par)cipa)on.  Addi)onally, the beneficence principle has led to researchers 

assessing the poten)al risks and benefits with the inten)on that these findings 

will minimize harm and maximize benefits of the individuals that par)cipate in 

research.  The jus)ce principle, on the other hand, necessitates that par)cipants 

are selected based on a fair and impar)al manner and that vulnerable individuals 

are not exploited.     

Addi)onal Principles Regarding Research Ethics 

The Belmont Report was monumental in outlining a founda)onal framework for 

how researchers are to respond in regard to human subjects and decisions as they 

relate to research.  The field of research is broad, though, and several works have 

been devoted to both the theore)cal and empirical advancement of this area.  

Although the three principles that were delineated within the Belmont Report 

con)nue to be used and endorsed by researchers and those individuals that 

oversee the work done by researchers, there are several other principles of 

research ethics that are outlined within the literature on this topic (White, 2020).     

Nonmaleficence 

Nonmaleficence is typically classified as the principle that means to do no harm to 

others.  This principle focuses on minimizing or avoiding harm that can result due 

to a decision that has been made.  When considering how this is applied within 
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research, the principle of nonmaleficence can be u)lized to jus)fy the inclusion of 

termina)on of sessions early, the use of restraints as needed, or even conduc)ng 

a func)onal analysis only on behaviors that are exhibited consistently prior to self-

injurious behavior.  This principle can be linked to beneficence as both are 

typically involved in discussions surrounding calcula)ons about risks and benefits 

and whether or not the benefits gained by the research par)cipant is worth the 

cost associated with conduc)ng the research.   

Avoiding Exploita4on 

There can be different )mes throughout a researcher’s career where they find 

that the func)on of their own scien)fic behavior conflicts with the func)on of 

why the par)cipant has opted to par)cipate in the research study.  For example, 

this can happen when the func)on of the behavior of the researcher is to see if an 

observa)on from a controlled laboratory se9ng is able to be viewed in a clinical 

se9ng.  However, the func)on of the par)cipant’s behavior for par)cipa)on in 

the study may be to increase their overall healthiness through exercise and diet.  

It may not be known to what extent the func)on of the behavior of the researcher 

and the par)cipant aligns at any point.  When the mo)va)on for par)cipa)ng in 

research is different among the par)cipant and the researcher, the chance that 

exploita)on can occur increases.   

Exploita)on happens when the benefits and burdens are distributed unfairly 

among those that are involved in the research study (Emanuel et al., 2008).  

Avoiding exploita)on is another principle of research ethics that can be used to 

jus)fy decisions that are made that are ethical in nature.  Avoiding exploita)on is 

typically used to provide support for various ethical research decisions such as 

determining the amount of compensa)on that is right for each research 

par)cipant without there being any undue influence, what the limits are for how 

research data should be used beyond that of the scope of the original research 
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ques)on, and any addi)onal protec)ons that should be included when research is 

being conducted with popula)ons that are considered to be vulnerable.   

Anonymity and Confiden4ality 

The term confiden)ality means that any of the informa)on that has been 

disclosed between two par)es should not be discussed or shared with others 

without the party’s approval.  Within the realm of behavior analy)c research, 

confiden)ality and anonymity insinuate that researchers will make sure that any 

personal health informa)on or iden)fiable informa)on about any of the 

par)cipants in the study will not be shared or available (Wiles et al., 2008).  A 

research par)cipant has the right to remain anonymous and their personal and 

health informa)on is to be kept confiden)al.  These rights are, in turn, principles 

that are used to support various prac)ces as to how a researcher can describe or 

name a research par)cipant when publishing research findings.  These principles 

also support the many rules that Ins)tu)onal Review Boards (IRBs) have as they 

pertain to data storage, security, and maintenance protec)ons.   

Transparency and Accountability 

Two newer principles that are meant to guide the decision making of a researcher 

are known as transparency and accountability.  Within the area of research, 

transparency is known through ensuring the visibility of the methods, data, 

analysis, and researcher’s interpreta)on of the study’s outcomes so that other 

people are able to evaluate the research (Moravcsik, 2019).  Furthermore, 

accountability is known as the analysis, crea)on, maintenance, and altera)on of 

any of the con)ngencies that are involved in research conduct in an effort to 

maximize the integrity of the research.  Through both of these terms, 

transparency can be viewed as the behaviors that a researcher may exhibit that 

allow the systems of accountability to be in mo)on as designed as a means to 
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maximizing the quality and integrity of the research that is being conducted as 

well as the accurate interpreta)on of the data that results from the study.   

Both transparency and accountability are typically referred to as they relate to the 

dissemina)on of the findings of research when these findings are published or 

presented on at conferences (Moravscsik, 2019).  In order to engage in these 

behaviors appropriately at the termina)on of the research process, researchers 

will need to exhibit a series of behaviors throughout the dura)on of the research 

process.  For example, if a researcher wants to be able to transparently write 

regarding the research methods that were u)lized in their study so that other 

researchers can replicate the methods in the study, the researcher would need to 

document completely and accurately what was completed during the experiment, 

regardless of when the wri)ng of these methods occur.    

Collegiality in the Social Enterprise of Science 

Another ethical principle that is similar to but dis)nct from transparency and 

accountability is collegiality in the social enterprise of science and respect for 

colleagues.  The subject of science is known as a social enterprise.  Although an 

individual can learn about the happenings of the world and conduct research with 

limited contact with others, understanding how the findings of research coincide 

with past knowledge necessitates the par)cipa)on from many different people.  

For example, previous researchers will have submihed their own research findings 

for publica)on.  Other individuals assisted with ge9ng this research published by 

engaging in a series of other behaviors.  Once a researcher concludes a study, 

other researchers conduct a peer review and provide feedback to the original 

researcher.  In an effort to con)nue to impact the science of behavior in 

meaningful ways, addi)onal researchers would need to u)lize the findings of the 

research that were gathered by the original researcher.   
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It has been noted that there are certain paherns of behavior that influence the 

coopera)on that occurs among individuals that are working toward a common 

goal (Olivola et al., 2020).  These paherns of behavior are able to help encourage 

coopera)on between par)es, par)cularly the coopera)on between scien)sts 

within a specific field of study.  Some of these behaviors that exist are associated 

with publishing the experimental methods within a study that would allow other 

researchers to replicate the study, the storage and documenta)on of the 

experimental data from a study that allows others to access the informa)on in an 

easy or free manner, the crea)on and documenta)on of experimental tools that 

allows others to access the tools in an easy or free manner, the method for 

communica)on that occurs among other researchers as informa)on is cri)qued 

and supported, and the manner in which experimental roles are formed and 

authorship is ordered.   

Objec4vity/Avoiding Bias 

When data are obtained through means of empirical research, this data usually 

acts as a visual s)mulus.  Researchers are typically taught during their graduate 

training how to respond to this visual s)mulus through the interac)ons that they 

have with other peers or colleagues.  The responses that are provided to this data 

that have been gathered are based on one’s learned history.  Each person is 

known to have a unique learned history as no two people have experienced 

everything in the same manner.  Therefore, different researchers and individuals 

will respond in different ways to the exact same data set (Cox & Brodhead, 2021).  

Conclusively, researchers will tend to be biased to some degree when they are 

being tasked with interpre)ng data that have been obtained, selec)ng a 

methodology for use when conduc)ng research, selec)ng the research ques)ons 

that they want to have answered, how par)cipants are recruited for a research 

study, and how research or manuscripts are reviewed that are being submihed for 
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publica)on in a journal.  As a result, researchers are required to have an ethical 

obliga)on to be aware that they could be biased throughout the dura)on of the 

research process and that they should take any steps and precau)ons necessary 

to mi)gate these biases.     

The Belmont Report provided the founda)on for individuals to collaborate with 

one another in order to develop and establish rules and con)ngencies that allow 

researchers the opportunity to move the scien)fic field forward while con)nuing 

to maintain and even enhance the rights, dignity, and well-being of the individuals 

that par)cipate in research.  Throughout the past forty years, more and more 

ethical principles and values have been established and integrated into the 

research prac)ces of researchers and scien)sts all over the world.  Some of these 

ethical principles and values include: nonmaleficence, avoiding exploita)on, 

protec)ng the anonymity and confiden)ality of those individuals that par)cipate 

in research, transparency and accountability of the informa)on gathered and 

processes used within the study, collegiality in the social enterprise of science, as 

well as objec)vity and avoiding bias.      

Sec)on 2 Personal Reflec)on 

Which ethical principle within the Belmont Report do you feel you need to work 
more diligently to ensure is occurring within research that you or your colleagues 
are conduc)ng?  Do you find that one principle over another is easier for you to 
include and why? 

Sec)on 2 Key Words 

Accountability - the analysis, crea)on, maintenance, and altera)on of any of the 

con)ngencies that are involved in research conduct in an effort to maximize the 

integrity of the research 
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Confiden)ality - any of the informa)on that has been disclosed between two 

par)es should not be discussed or shared with others without the party’s approval 

Decision model - created to help the individual that is using them to make the 

best decision possible for the situa)on that they have encountered as it related to 

mee)ng a predetermined goal 

Exploita)on - when the benefits and burdens are distributed unfairly among those 

that are involved in a research study 

Jus)ce - equitable distribu)on of both the benefits and costs that are associated 

with conduc)ng research 

Nonmaleficence - focuses on minimizing or avoiding harm that can result due to a 

decision that has been made 

Norma)ve ethical behaviors - ethical principles, values, and theories that are in 

place to help jus)fy why a researcher should follow along with various rules and 

guidance on how they are to behave in a situa)on 

Respect for persons - delineated that individuals should be treated as an 

autonomous agent and that all individuals that demonstrate a diminished 

autonomy have the right to protec)on 

Transparency - ensuring the visibility of the methods, data, analysis, and 

researcher’s interpreta)on of the study’s outcomes so that other people are able 

to evaluate the research 

Sec)on 3: Equity, Diversity, Inclusion, and Access 

At the heart of ABA, there are seven dimensions that have been delineated: 

applied, behavioral, analy)c, generality, conceptually systema)c, effec)ve, and 
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technological (Cooper et al., 2020).  Although all seven of these dimensions are 

weighted equally, the applied dimension is important in understanding the value 

of diversity when discussing behavior-analy)c research.  

Behavior analysts should be mindful when engaging in research so that it is based 

on the needs, preferences, and strongest contextual fit for both the communi)es 

and cultures in which the research is being conducted.  The applied dimension 

encompasses the view that behavior analy)c research and prac)ce should both 

be relevant to society and the individuals that reside within that society.  Prac)ces 

and research should represent the needs of the individuals that reside within 

these different communi)es and with the different cultures that are prevalent 

throughout society.  Researchers should make note of and be responsive to the 

culture of those that are par)cipa)ng in research and how the researchers own 

culture coincides.  Addi)onally, behavior analysts should also evaluate the 

dimension of generality through the views of philosophic doubt as culture and the 

evolu)on of culture contain many complex and interlocking con)ngencies that are 

unique and individualized to one’s iden)ty, subculture, and intersec)onality.   

Furthermore, researchers should consider their own iden))es and cultures as 

they compare to that of research par)cipants.      

Equity, Diversity, Inclusion, and Access (EDIA) and Evidence-based 
Prac)ces 

According to the Ethics Code for Behavior Analysts (BACBⓇ, 2020), the following 

variables have been stated as being related to diversity: age, disability, ethnicity, 

gender expression/iden)ty, immigra)on status, marital/rela)onship status, 

na)onal origin, race, religion, sexual orienta)on, and socioeconomic status.  When 

diverse individuals are included, different ideas are fostered within an 

environment.  Furthermore, culture exists when similar learning histories are 
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molded and developed by the environment and context in which an individual is 

in (Sugai et al., 2012).      

The defini)on of culture by Sugai et al. (2012) can be further extended to 

encompass shared behaviors that are arranged by verbal communi)es through 

con)ngencies (i.e., reinforcement, punishment).  Behaviors that occur are 

maintained through use of interlocking con)ngencies.  In these situa)ons, the 

behavior func)ons to affect other behaviors that have similari)es (i.e., belief, 

values) un)l a common culture has been developed (Glenn et al., 2016).  

Addi)onally, Skinner (1981) even noted that the social environment is important 

as it is able to produce human behavior and that one’s culture has an impact on 

their behavior.  It is important to understand the impact that one’s social 

environment can have on the behavior of par)cipants, researchers, and scien)fic 

community and how that will impact the field of behavior analysis.   

The iden)ty of an individual can be a result of their learning history as well as the 

history of the verbal community, culture, or environment that they take part in.  

Groups, though, should not be defined by a single dimension as one person may 

have several different iden))es (Hugh-Pennie et al., 2021).  There may also be 

different subcultures that exist with a larger cultural group.  Environments with 

people from diverse backgrounds can help to create a plaqorm for different ideas 

to be created whereas the lack of inclusion of individuals from diverse 

backgrounds may lead to the opposite (AlShebli et al., 2018).   

The majority of research that has been published in the field of behavior analysis 

has been conducted predominantly in the English language.  Addi)onally, this 

research has been a product of Western culture in the United States.  This 

research may not contain a broader cultural diversity and has limita)ons when 

referring to what might be considered as evidence-based prac)ce (EBP).  EBP 

infers that interven)ons exist and are backed by empirical support.  These 
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interven)ons are developed from research that has typically demonstrated the 

effec)veness of these interven)ons.   

Ethical Decision-making During Research Process 

There are several areas within the research process where diversity and the lack 

of diversity can influence the research that is conducted and disseminated.  Some 

of these opportuni)es include the forma)on of a research team, recruitment of 

individuals for par)cipa)on, and measures that are used proac)vely to prevent 

colonialist research from occurring.  

Development of a Diverse Research Team 

The field of behavior analysis is lacking in both racial and ethnic diversity, 

especially when evalua)ng individuals with a Board Cer)fied Behavior Analyst 

(BCBA®) creden)al and BCBA® with a doctoral designa)on (BCBA®-D; BACBⓇ, 

n.d.).  Research within the field of behavior analysis is typically conducted and 

implemented by BCBA®s.  The dispari)es that exist among BCBA®s when 

evalua)ng issues of EDIA in research will likely lead to research goals being 

selected mainly by White BCBA®s.  

These mismatches that exist regarding culture and language between researchers 

and par)cipants can cause difficulty with communica)on and the implementa)on 

of the research study.  A mismatch in culture between these two par)es can 

become a huge concern as the researcher is the one who decides which topics are 

researched and studied.  These research topics may pertain to what the 

researcher determines as being socially significant issues to the community when 

the researcher does not have a shared learning history with the community in 

which they are researching.     
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These mismatches can also present concerns when a researcher recommends a 

socially significant goal if the researcher does not share the same values and 

experiences as those that are par)cipa)ng in the research study.  For example,  a 

researcher may determine that an interven)on for an individual from an 

immigrant family should include teaching the young child from the family that 

they should not hug a stranger.  In this situa)on, the researcher may define the 

term stranger as someone that has never been met before.  However, when this 

child meets their aunt and uncle for the first )me, they are able to complete this 

skill and refrain from hugging them.  Unfortunately, this is then viewed as a sign of 

disrespect in the child’s culture.  Prior to implemen)ng this interven)on, the 

researcher should have learned the significance of hugging in the culture of this 

specific family which may have resulted in a different variable being selected for 

the interven)on.  Therefore, this example demonstrates the importance of a 

researcher designing a research study with the input from members of the 

community where the research study is taking place.   

When the cultural iden))es of researchers on a team are not in line with the 

cultural iden))es of the par)cipants, the researchers should make ahempts to 

become familiar with the culture and expecta)ons of the community prior to 

finalizing any of the protocols that will be used in the study or any of the variables 

are solidified.  Individuals within the community or iden)ty that are involved in 

the research study should be allowed the chance to be a part of the research 

process.  One par)cular method for ensuring this is done is by working with local 

universi)es or community colleges that have similar areas of study to determine if 

students would like the opportunity to gain experience within research.  Crea)ng 

a research team that contains the values and iden))es that are being studied is a 

crucial step in ensuring that research is conducted in a responsible and culturally 

inclusive manner.   
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How to Recruit Par4cipants Responsibly 

Historically, research that has been conducted has been representa)ve of White, 

Western, and English-speaking individuals that agree to par)cipate (Apfelbaum et 

al., 2012).  Factors that relate to diversity should not be considered arbitrary.  An 

individual’s learning history may differ from someone else’s learning history as a 

result of different variables that are related to diversity.  Primary reinforcers may 

also differ as a result of diverse factors.  For example, an individual that 

experiences being hungry oden may have a much stronger establishing opera)on 

for the presence of food when compared to someone that resides in an area 

where food is offered regularly.  Therefore, socioeconomic status may be a 

variable that should be considered when conduc)ng research.   

The Belmont Report (Na)onal Commission for the Protec)on of Human Subjects 

of Biomedical and Behavior Research, 1979) delineated the importance of 

including par)cipants from diverse backgrounds as par)cipants in research studies 

so that dispropor)onate research risks could be avoided within some of the 

communi)es.  However, it may be difficult to determine the influence of these 

assump)ons concerning variables associated with diversity on research that is 

conducted in the field of behavior analysis as demographic informa)on is not 

universally being reported.  Therefore, this lack of repor)ng further perpetuates 

the concern that a lack of diversity within research par)cipants may con)nue to 

encourage a one approach fits all for consumers of research.  Ul)mately, this 

would not fit the needs of the individuals that are being served within different 

communi)es and with different diverse backgrounds (Zarcone et al., 2019).     

Addi)onally, the inclusion of a specific diagnosis as criteria for par)cipa)on in a 

research study may act as a barrier when research is warranted with diverse 

par)cipants.  Inclusion of a par)cular diagnosis or even educa)onal classifica)on 

may reveal different biases and inequi)es that are present in diagnos)cs.  Various 
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diagnos)c assessments and special educa)on classifica)ons rely on the clinical 

judgment of professionals when diagnosing or classifying an individual.  This 

judgment can result in biases that are portrayed by those conduc)ng the 

assessments (Cruz & Rodl, 2018).  There are several geographic areas where a 

diagnosis may be challenging to acquire as a result of limited resources.  

Therefore, a researcher should take into considera)on if the requirement of 

having a diagnosis in order to par)cipate in a research study is equitable in the 

loca)on where the research study is being conducted.  This requirement may 

uninten)onally not allow par)cipants from other groups as they do not have 

equitable access to these resources that allow for a diagnosis.  When a research 

study focuses on a specific popula)on, it is important for the researcher to 

consider both the benefits and consequences that would be associated with 

limi)ng research par)cipants to this certain criterion.  

An addi)onal inclusion criterion that may be a poten)al barrier to diversity within 

a research study is concerning ahendance requirements.  These ahendance 

requirements may exclude some individuals from being able to par)cipate in a 

research study as they may be required to commute to a research site.  These 

par)cipants may have limited access or even lack access to transporta)on that 

would allow them a means to the research site.  Addi)onally, some research 

par)cipants may prac)ce a religion that would limit their par)cipa)on in a 

research study during religious holidays.  Daily prayer that occurs mul)ple )mes a 

day may impact the ability for sessions to be scheduled.  The feasibility 

requirements of par)cipa)ng in a research study should be considered by the 

researcher.  A research study may need to be conducted in an area that is able to 

be easily accessed by par)cipants.  For example, a research study may need to be 

conducted within a clinic that does not have access to public transporta)on.  This 

may, in turn, inadvertently require the par)cipants in the research study to have 

access to private transporta)on.  Public transporta)on would also require 
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par)cipants to have funding for access to this level of transporta)on.  These 

factors may discriminate against different popula)ons that do not have access to 

these items.  Therefore it is important to consider these factors when designing a 

research study and the recruitment of par)cipants. 

Repor4ng of Demographic Data 

According to the American Psychological Associa)on Publica)on Manual seventh 

edi)on (APA, 2020), researchers are encouraged to report par)cipant iden))es as 

the research par)cipant reports the informa)on.  Addi)onally, language that 

implies binaries should be avoided.  This means that implying a female is the 

opposite of a male is considered a binary approach and should be avoided as it 

ignores other iden))es.  Furthermore, the use of language such as white and 

minority or white and nonwhite incorrectly implies that an individual’s experience 

of being either inside or outside of a dominant culture would have an influence 

that is universal on the environment and behavior.   

A researcher should also be cognizant of the language that is used to categorize or 

describe the par)cipants that are involved in the research study.  Many advocates 

are encouraging the use of iden)ty-first rather than person-first language (Dunn & 

Andrews, 2015).   It is encouraged that the research team ask for preferences from 

the disabled community and par)cipants themselves concerning the terminology 

that is to be used when repor)ng informa)on.  If the preference of these 

individuals is not able to be ascertained, then this can be noted within the 

manuscript.  Race and ethnicity should be noted with the use of capital lehers 

(i.e., White, Black).  It is recommended that researchers work to understand and 

use terminology that is appropriate as it relates to age, gender iden)ty, 

socioeconomic status, disability, sexuality, and racial iden)ty (APA, 2020).   
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Sec)on 3 Personal Reflec)on 

What are some addi)onal areas within the research process where diversity and 

the lack of diversity could influence the research that is conducted and 

disseminated?  How can you ensure that these areas are considered when 

research is being conducted? 

Sec)on 3 Key Words 

Culture - exists when similar learning histories are molded and developed by the 

environment and context in which an individual is in 

Evidence-based prac)ce (EBP) - infers that interven)ons exist and are backed by 

empirical support 

Sec)on 4: Ethical Considera)ons when Balancing 
Clinical Effec)veness with the Design of the Research 
Study 

Oden, clinicians that are rou)nely involved in clinical prac)ce may use informal 
methods to evaluate whether or not the interven)on that is being implemented is 
effec)ve.  For example, a clinician may ask the individual receiving services if the 
targeted behavior has shown improvement, gohen worse, or not changed at all.  
Even if the individual states that the targeted behavior has shown improvement, 
the clinician is not able to tell with certainty if the interven)on is what produced 
the improvement.  Experimenta)on is required in order to determine if the 
interven)on produced the change and to also rule out any extraneous variables 
that may have contributed to the change in the targeted behavior.  

Single-case design is a form of experimenta)on that behavior analysts typically 
use to determine the effects associated with an interven)on in both the research 
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and clinical realms.  This type of design provides the framework for manipula)on 
of an independent variable (i.e., interven)on) to determine the effects that occur 
on the dependent variable (i.e., targeted behavior).  Since the goal of behavior 
analysis is to inflict socially significant change for the individual receiving services, 
single-case design is typically employed by behavior analysts to determine if the 
behavior has changed and if these changes are meaningful to the individual.  
Therefore, single-case design is considered the gold standard for determining the 
efficacy of interven)ons within the field of behavior analysis.   

How to Evaluate Effec)veness in Research and Clinical Prac)ce 

Single-case design includes a data-based approach that is used to assess and treat 
targeted behaviors within individuals receiving services.  Within this approach, the 
key features include iden)fying the targeted behavior, determining an opera)onal 
defini)on for the targeted behavior, choosing a measurement procedure to be 
used, and assessing the reliability of the data.  Addi)onally, behavior analysts are 
ethically obligated to collect and graphically display data as well as interpret the 

data to determine the effec)veness of the interven)on (BACBⓇ, 2020b).  
Furthermore, data are oden collected through direct observa)on as this method 
may be less prone to bias including whether or not the individual either likes or 
dislikes the goals outlined in treatment, the procedures being used, or the 
personnel that are involved.  The repeated measurement component that is found 
within single-case design is important as it is used to determine the level, stability, 
and trend of the behavior that is targeted for treatment.  

The purpose that is surrounding data collec)on should be at the forefront of a 
behavior analyst’s mind.  Data are important as they provide informa)on 
regarding the individual’s behavior and determine the variables that affect what 
the individual will do.  Data that are collected during a func)onal analysis can help 
a behavior analyst to iden)fy the different environmental condi)ons that are 
affec)ng the probability of occurrence of the targeted behavior.  The data 
collected from a func)onal analysis can also be used to help formulate an 
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interven)on for a targeted behavior and to determine the effects of a selected 
interven)on within a single-case design.    

Single-case designs allow for flexibility; the behavior analyst is able to refine, add, 
or remove different components of an interven)on as a result of the data that are 
collected.  If experimenta)on was not viable within a single-case design (i.e., data 
collec)on, manipula)on of variables) a trial-and-error method would not be 
available for a behavior analyst to use to determine what does or does not work.  
Without data being collected, a behavior analyst would not be able to make a 
determina)on if there has been any change that has occurred within the targeted 
behavior.  Through use of single-case designs, the analysis of behavior represents 
two of the founda)onal dimensions that are included in the field of behavior 
analysis.  These two founda)onal dimensions include analy)c and technological 
(Baer et al., 1968).  

Another advantage that can be noted for using single-case designs is that 
feedback is able to be provided to a behavior analyst concerning the work that 
they are doing.  Data that are collected allow a behavior analyst to determine if 
the interven)on that they selected for a targeted behavior is effec)ve.  As a result, 
a behavior analyst is able to use data in a way that can improve their clinical skills.  
Furthermore, a behavior analyst is also able to aggregate data from mul)ple 
individuals that are receiving services to evaluate outcomes in a programma)c 
manner.  Through use of systema)c methods to analyze and evaluate 
interven)ons, this can lead to beher outcomes for those receiving services.   

There are several parallels that exist when comparing good clinical decision 
making with single-case designs.  Each of these involved the collec)on of accurate 
data prior to the implementa)on of any treatment.  Both clinicians and 
researchers will ahempt to determine the frequency that the behavior occurs, the 
environmental condi)ons that are present, and develop hypotheses regarding the 
func)on of the behavior.  Repeated measurement is used to ascertain the 
variability in the targeted behavior prior to the implementa)on of an interven)on.  

33



When clinical trials are being conducted, a behavior analyst may be confronted 
with a decision in which the research protocol states that one course of ac)on 
should be followed while the behavior analyst’s clinical judgment indicates that a 
different course of ac)on should be followed.  When these situa)ons occur, clear, 
a-priori criteria should be outlined from when a research protocol should be 
con)nued and when to withdraw the par)cipant from the protocol and switch to 
an alterna)ve treatment.  If a-priori criteria are not present, then the behavior 
analyst should lean toward the side of clinical judgment as being the best course 
to take for the par)cipant.  It may also be beneficial to reach out to peers that are 
not involved in the research or with the par)cular par)cipant to obtain clinical 
guidance that is not biased.  Furthermore, the par)cipant should also be 
consulted if these decision points arise.    

Recruitment and Reten4on 

In any research design, par)cipant recruitment and reten)on are at the forefront 
of the researcher’s mind.  Par)cipants are typically recruited if they fit the needs 
of the research ques)on that is being asked.  For example, if the research ques)on 
requires the use of an interven)on that is designed to reduce problem behavior 
that is maintained by ahen)on, then the par)cipants should engage in problem 
behavior that is maintained by ahen)on.  Reten)on is also important to consider 
in research design.  Ahri)on of par)cipants can impact the findings of a study and 
can have implica)ons for the prac)cality of the interven)on that is being 
considered.  For example, if several of the par)cipants no longer par)cipate in the 
study through comple)on, the data that is able to be collected from the remaining 
par)cipants may be insufficient for producing results that are able to be 
generalized.  A researcher may face challenges when ahemp)ng to balance the 
goals of both the research study and that of the individual research par)cipants.  
These challenges can begin as early as in the stages of par)cipant recruitment.  
Therefore, it is important to consider various factors associated with recruitment 
and possible concerns that surround par)cipant reten)on.   

IRBs work to ensure that safe and ethical research prac)ces are balanced with the 
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risks that may be associated with each poten)al research study and the possibility 
of therapeu)c benefit.  IRBs determine whether or not the possible risks of 
par)cipa)ng in the research study are greater than minimal.  If the risk is believed 
to be greater than minimal, then the IRB will require the prospect of direct 
therapeu)c benefit and more than likely not approve the research study for 
implementa)on.  

Some factors that are associated with an increased risk in a research study include 
the popula)on par)cularly if a poten)al par)cipant engages in severe destruc)ve 
behavior (i.e., self-injurious behavior); the experimental procedures such as if a 
poten)al par)cipant would be exposed to an establishing opera)on for severe 
self-injurious behaviors for long periods of )me; or both.  When a behavior 
analyst desires to conduct research that has greater than minimal risk, it is 
important that each individual prospec)ve par)cipant is considered and how the 
poten)al risks and benefits would impact the par)cipant.  On the other hand, 
research that does not include risk that is greater than the minimal allowed 
amount of risk does not require the prospect of therapeu)c benefit and oden 
proceeds with minimal oversight from the IRB.  This does not mean that low risk 
studies have zero risk associated with them.  Instead, the behavior analyst will s)ll 
need to determine the risks and benefits associated with the poten)al research 
and how those align with each par)cipant.   

One of the risks that should be considered includes lost therapy )me.  This should 
be considered if the behavior analyst an)cipates subs)tu)ng the par)cipant’s 
therapy )me with the )me that they have allohed for par)cipa)on in the research 
study.  This par)cipa)on in the research study is more than likely not going to be 
able to produce the same therapeu)c benefit as therapy )me would.  Therefore, it 
may be best to consider involving par)cipants that are from a nonclinical 
popula)on as an alterna)ve.  It is important for a behavior analyst to consider that 
research that may appear to be low risk for one popula)on may in fact be high risk 
for a different popula)on.    

An ongoing evalua)on of both the risks and benefits should be conducted, 
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par)cularly when the research is considered to be of greater than minimal risk.  
Par)cipa)on in the research will need to be ceased if the risk to benefit ra)o 
changes so that the poten)al therapeu)c benefits of con)nued par)cipa)on in 
the study no longer jus)fy the risk to the par)cipants.  Addi)onally, throughout 
the dura)on of the research study, it is important for a behavior analyst to 
remember that par)cipa)on in the research study requires ongoing consent.  A 
research par)cipant or their guardian may withdraw their consent to par)cipate 
in the study at any )me.  Therefore, it is important that con)nual dialogue takes 
place with the par)cipants  and their guardians to ensure that all par)es 
understand the goals of the study and the progress that is occurring throughout.   

Protocol Changes Based on Clinical Need 

Pa)ent results and the quality associated with behavior analy)c services can be 
improved through use of a systema)c and data-based approach to treatment.  
When research is conducted within a behavior analyst’s clinical work, the behavior 
analyst must be able to work through this systema)c approach in a manner that 
integrates both research and prac)ce.  For example, cri)cal parts of a systema)c 
approach include the behavior analyst ensuring that all stakeholders within the 
research study follow the research plan exactly as it is wrihen and only allowing 
one change to be made at a )me.  However, there may be a point in )me during 
the research study that certain condi)ons will warrant a devia)on from the 
research plan that was originally delineated.  Various clinical or administra)ve 
obliga)ons may require a behavior analyst to make a decision that does not 
coincide with the original research study plan.   

One considera)on that a behavior analyst may be presented with aligns with the 
)me that may be allohed for services to be rendered according to a third-party 
payor.  An authoriza)on for services may have reached the end date for services 
to be rendered or a change in insurance may have occurred for the family which 
would require a new authoriza)on to be sought out.  If services are going to be 
reduced or discon)nued while a research study is taking place, a behavior analyst 
will need to be ready to make changes.   
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Another considera)on that behavior analysts should be aware of is when there 
are compe)ng con)ngencies in place.  For example, a behavior analyst may only 
be allowed a certain percentage of )me for nonbillable ac)vi)es within the 
organiza)on that they are employed by.  A behavior analyst may not be able to 
implement an ideal training procedure for staff due to factors associated with )me 
and organiza)onal resources.   

Addi)onally, there should be special considera)on provided for certain 
popula)ons as these popula)ons may necessitate an understanding of the 
condi)ons that require a devia)on from the originally proposed research plan.  
Individuals all have unique experiences and histories that are unknown to a 
researcher that may affect how con)ngencies are interacted with and as a result 
may change the way in which a researcher implements experimental procedures 
(Branch, 2021).  For example, the number of sessions included in the baseline 
phase may need to be shortened if dangerous behaviors are exhibited that require 
an interven)on to be put in place sooner instead of later.  Furthermore, some 
se9ngs may have their hands )ed by external pressures.  Funding sources, such 
as those from the Department of Educa)on, may make it more difficult for the 
researcher to implement a baseline phase for longer periods of )me.  Within the 
field of behavior analysis, ongoing data-based decisions are con)nually made 
during research studies which allow researchers to determine if problems occur 
throughout the course of the study and for the research plan to be revised as 
necessary.  For example, data that are collected may reveal that an increase in the 
targeted behavior during an experimental condi)on presents a safety risk for the 
par)cipant and those implemen)ng the interven)on.  In this situa)on, it is cri)cal 
that those involved in the research study have a clear understanding of the 
inclusion and exclusion criteria surrounding involvement in each phase of the 
study.    

It is important for behavior analysts to understand that research that is conducted 
within the parameters of daily clinical prac)ce should also embrace both 
evidence-based and cost-effec)ve care for treatment of individuals receiving 
services.  A challenge that is presented once a research study has concluded 
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involves the ability for the effects of the interven)on that were implemented 
during the research study to be maintained.  This area con)nues to need further 
research.  Some behavior analy)c organiza)ons may benefit from the addi)on of 
an advisory board that helps to guide the development of parameters for a 
research program within an applied se9ng.  For example, an advisory board may 
be able to have knowledge of ethics as a poten)al area that they can provide 
guidance and direc)on for.  Within this domain, the advisory board may be able to 
help behavior analysts with naviga)ng different ethical dilemmas that are 
associated with research protocols in an applied se9ng.  Even if a behavior 
analy)c organiza)on does not have an advisory board, behavior analysts and 
organiza)ons in which research is being conducted will need to be able to 
recognize when the therapeu)c goals of an individual move away in such a 
manner that they no longer coincide with the goals of the research protocol.  
Addi)onally, organiza)ons that foster the implementa)on of research with 
par)cipants should contemplate how a review of their research prac)ces can be 
conducted.    

Safety of Par4cipants 

There are several factors that need to be considered by the researcher as they 
relate to the safety of the par)cipants when a research protocol is designed and 
implemented.  A researcher should ensure that they have reviewed the 
procedures and determine if there are any implica)ons for the safety of each of 
the par)cipants.  One step within this analysis is to determine the an)cipated 
popula)on of par)cipants and the targeted behavior that will be involved with the 
research study.  A researcher will also need to determine how this par)cular 
popula)on could be more vulnerable to different safety risks that coincide with 
the targeted behavior and design of the research study.  Addi)onally, the 
researcher will also need to consider if par)cipa)on in their research study will 
benefit from input and discussion from other professionals or use of a 
mul)disciplinary team.   

Strict exclusion criteria, par)cularly if dangerous behaviors are targeted within the 
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research study or procedures that increase responding are used, should be 
delineated.  Safety should always be kept in the forefront of the researcher’s mind 
as a research protocol is designed and throughout the implementa)on of the 
research study.  This will allow the researcher to determine the procedures that 
need to be used that will be the safest and allow the experimental ques)on to be 
answered as well as how to make changes to these procedures if necessary.  Also, 
a researcher should decide if session termina)on criteria should be outlined so 
that a therapist has a clear indica)on as to when a research session should be 
ended early in order for the safety of the par)cipant to be maintained.     

A researcher should always be knowledgeable concerning any clinic policies and 
requirements of IRB as they refer to the safety of par)cipants.  A research 
protocol should coincide with these requirements and the ethical guidelines that 
are delineated from any associated creden)aling agencies.  Any policies that exist 
on repor)ng incidents that happen during a research study should be followed.  
For example, if an adverse event occurs during a research study, the researcher 
may need to no)fy the IRB and the agency that the research took place in.   

Sec)on 4 Personal Reflec)on 

What are some addi)onal ethical considera)ons that should be considered when 
balancing clinical effec)veness with the design of the research study? How can 
you ensure that these considera)ons are integrated into the research process? 
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