what 1s irb in psychology

what is irb in psychology is a vital concept that every psychology student
and researcher should understand. The Institutional Review Board (IRB) plays
a crucial role in overseeing research involving human subjects, ensuring
ethical standards are met, and protecting participants' rights and welfare.
This article will explore the definition of IRB, its historical background,
the process of IRB review, its importance in psychological research, and the
implications for researchers and participants alike. By the end of this
discussion, you will have a comprehensive understanding of what IRB in
psychology entails and why it is essential for ethical research practices.
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Definition of IRB

The Institutional Review Board (IRB) is a committee established to review and
approve research involving human subjects. Its primary purpose is to protect
the rights and welfare of research participants. An IRB evaluates research
proposals to ensure that ethical standards are upheld, risks are minimized,
and informed consent is obtained from participants. In psychology, where
studies often involve sensitive topics and vulnerable populations, the IRB's
role is particularly significant.

IRBs are governed by federal regulations, specifically the Department of
Health and Human Services (HHS) regulations at 45 CFR 46. This regulation
outlines the requirements for IRB membership, functions, and the process for
reviewing research protocols. An IRB typically includes a diverse group of
individuals, such as scientists, non-scientists, and community members,
ensuring that multiple perspectives are considered during the review process.



History of IRB in Psychology

The establishment of IRBs was largely a response to unethical research
practices in the mid-20th century. Notable cases, such as the Tuskegee
Syphilis Study, highlighted the need for ethical oversight in research
involving human subjects. The Belmont Report, published in 1979, further
emphasized the principles of respect for persons, beneficence, and justice,
laying the groundwork for modern ethical guidelines in research.

In the early 1970s, the National Research Act mandated the formation of IRBs
for research institutions that receive federal funding. This legislation
aimed to ensure that human subjects are treated ethically and that their
rights are protected. Since then, IRBs have become standard practice in
psychology and other fields that involve human research participants.

IRB Review Process

The IRB review process is a critical step that researchers must navigate
before conducting their studies. This process typically involves several key
stages:

1. Submission of Research Proposal: Researchers must submit a detailed
proposal outlining their study, including objectives, methodology,
participant recruitment, and data collection methods.

2. Initial Review: Once submitted, the IRB conducts an initial review to
determine whether the research meets ethical standards and complies with
regulations.

3. Risk Assessment: The IRB evaluates the potential risks to participants
and considers whether the benefits of the research outweigh these risks.

4. Informed Consent: The IRB ensures that researchers provide clear and
comprehensive information to participants about the study, allowing them
to make informed decisions about their involvement.

5. Approval or Rejection: After thorough review, the IRB will either
approve the research, require modifications, or reject the proposal if
it does not meet ethical standards.

It is important to note that the IRB must conduct ongoing oversight
throughout the research process. This includes reviewing any changes to the
study protocol and monitoring adverse events or issues that arise during the
research.



Importance of IRB in Psychological Research

The IRB plays a pivotal role in ensuring that psychological research adheres
to ethical standards. Here are some reasons why the IRB is essential:

e Protection of Participants: The IRB safeguards the rights and welfare of
participants, ensuring that they are not subjected to harm or undue
risk.

e Promotion of Ethical Standards: By reviewing research proposals, the IRB
promotes ethical conduct in research, fostering trust between
researchers and participants.

e Compliance with Regulations: The IRB ensures that researchers comply
with federal and institutional regulations, reducing the risk of legal
and ethical violations.

e Enhancement of Research Quality: Through rigorous review, the IRB can
help improve the quality of research by identifying potential ethical
issues and suggesting improvements.

In the field of psychology, where many studies involve vulnerable populations
(such as children, individuals with mental health disorders, or marginalized
groups), the IRB's oversight is particularly crucial. It ensures that
researchers prioritize the well-being of their participants above all else.

Implications for Researchers and Participants

The presence of an IRB has significant implications for both researchers and
participants involved in psychological studies. For researchers, navigating
the IRB process can be time-consuming and complex, but it is a necessary step
for conducting ethical research. Understanding the requirements and
expectations of the IRB can streamline the submission process and facilitate
approval.

For participants, the IRB serves as a protective barrier, ensuring that their
rights are upheld and their safety is prioritized. Participants can feel more
confident knowing that an independent committee is reviewing the research to
safeguard their welfare. This oversight fosters an environment of trust,
encouraging individuals to take part in studies that may contribute to
valuable psychological knowledge.



Common Misconceptions about IRB

Despite the crucial role that IRBs play, several misconceptions persist about
their function and purpose. Here are some common myths:

e IRBs are only for clinical trials: Many people believe that IRBs are
only necessary for clinical trials, but they are also essential for
social and behavioral research.

e IRBs only focus on medical research: While IRBs do review medical
research, they are equally concerned with ethical issues in
psychological research.

e IRB approval guarantees the quality of research: While IRB approval
ensures ethical compliance, it does not necessarily guarantee the
scientific validity or quality of the research.

Understanding these misconceptions can help clarify the role of IRBs and
emphasize their importance in promoting ethical research practices across
various fields, including psychology.

Conclusion

In summary, understanding what is IRB in psychology is essential for anyone
involved in research that includes human participants. The IRB serves as a
guardian of ethical standards, ensuring that participants' rights and welfare
are prioritized. By navigating the review process, researchers not only
uphold ethical practices but also contribute to the integrity of the field.
As psychological research continues to evolve, the role of the IRB remains
crucial in fostering trust and accountability within the research community.

Q: What types of research require IRB approval?

A: Research involving human subjects, including studies in psychology,
sociology, education, and medical fields, typically requires IRB approval.
This includes any research that collects data through intervention,
interaction, or identifiable private information.

Q: How long does the IRB review process take?

A: The duration of the IRB review process can vary depending on the
complexity of the study and the specific IRB's workload. Generally, it can



take anywhere from a few weeks to several months.

Q: What happens if a researcher does not obtain IRB
approval?

A: Conducting research without IRB approval can lead to severe consequences,
including the retraction of research findings, loss of funding, and damage to
the researcher's reputation and career.

Q: Can participants withdraw from a study after
giving consent?

A: Yes, participants have the right to withdraw from a study at any time,
even after they have provided consent. This is an essential aspect of
respecting participants' autonomy and rights.

Q: Are there different types of IRBs?

A: Yes, there are several types of IRBs, including institutional IRBs,
independent IRBs, and commercial IRBs. Each type may serve different
functions and cater to various research needs.

Q: What is the role of informed consent in the IRB
process?

A: Informed consent is a critical component of the IRB process. Researchers
must provide potential participants with sufficient information about the
study, including risks, benefits, and their right to withdraw, allowing them
to make an informed decision about participation.

Q: How do IRBs handle conflicts of interest?

A: IRBs are required to manage potential conflicts of interest to ensure that
research is conducted ethically. They may require researchers to disclose any
potential conflicts and may exclude conflicted individuals from the review
process.

Q: Can an IRB deny approval for a study?

A: Yes, an IRB can deny approval for a study if it does not meet ethical
standards, poses excessive risk to participants, or fails to ensure adequate
informed consent.



Q: What should researchers do if they disagree with
an IRB decision?

A: Researchers have the option to appeal an IRB decision or address the
concerns raised by the IRB. Open communication with the board can often lead
to a resolution.

Q: Do all institutions have an IRB?

A: While most research institutions, especially those receiving federal
funding, are required to have an IRB, some smaller organizations may not have
one and may need to rely on external IRBs for review.
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