what is the irb in psychology

what is the irb in psychology is a crucial concept that plays a significant role in the ethical
landscape of psychological research. The Institutional Review Board (IRB) is a committee formed to
review and monitor research involving human subjects. This oversight is pivotal in ensuring that
ethical standards are upheld and that participants’ rights, welfare, and dignity are protected
throughout the research process. In this article, we will explore the IRB's functions, processes, and
significance in psychology, as well as how it impacts researchers and participants alike. We will also
discuss the history of the IRB, its composition, and the ethical guidelines it follows. By the end, you
will have a comprehensive understanding of what the IRB in psychology entails and its critical role
in advancing research ethics.
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Introduction to the IRB

The Institutional Review Board (IRB) is an essential entity in the field of psychology, tasked with the
oversight of research involving human subjects. Its primary purpose is to ensure that research is
conducted ethically and that the rights and well-being of participants are safeguarded. In
psychology, where studies often involve sensitive topics related to mental health, behavior, and
personal experiences, the role of the IRB becomes even more critical.

Researchers are required to submit their studies for IRB approval before commencing any research
involving human participants. This process allows the IRB to review the proposed research methods,
informed consent processes, and potential risks to participants. By doing so, the IRB helps to
prevent ethical breaches and protects the integrity of the research process.



In this section, we will delve into the history and development of the IRB, examining how it has
evolved over time to address ethical concerns in psychological research.

History and Development of the IRB

The establishment of the IRB can be traced back to the mid-20th century, a time marked by
significant ethical breaches in research involving human subjects. Notably, the Nuremberg Code,
developed after World War II, laid the groundwork for ethical research practices by emphasizing
informed consent and the importance of minimizing harm to participants. Following this, the
Belmont Report was published in 1979, which outlined basic ethical principles and guidelines for
research involving human subjects.

The IRB system was formally established in the United States with the implementation of the
Federal Policy for the Protection of Human Subjects, also known as the Common Rule, in 1991. This
regulation mandated that institutions conducting research involving human subjects must have an
IRB in place. The IRB's formation was a response to various historical events, including the
Tuskegee Syphilis Study, which highlighted the need for rigorous ethical oversight in research
practices.

The evolution of the IRB has continued in response to ongoing ethical challenges and the changing
landscape of psychological research, including advancements in technology and new methodologies.
As we move forward, it's essential to understand the composition of the IRB and how it functions
within the framework of ethical oversight.

Composition of the IRB

An IRB typically consists of a diverse group of individuals who bring various perspectives and
expertise to the review process. The composition is crucial for ensuring that a wide range of ethical
considerations is taken into account. The following are the key components of an IRB:

e Chairperson: The chair leads the IRB meetings and oversees the review process, ensuring
that all ethical standards are met.

e Members: The IRB is composed of members from various disciplines, including psychology,
medicine, law, and ethics, to provide a comprehensive review of research proposals.

e Community Representatives: Many IRBs include individuals from the community who can
offer insights into the perspectives of potential research participants.

¢ Administrative Staff: These individuals assist with the logistics of the IRB process, ensuring
that documentation is properly managed and communications are facilitated.

The diverse makeup of the IRB is essential for fostering thorough discussions and evaluations of
research proposals. Each member plays a vital role in assessing the ethical implications of the



research, ultimately ensuring that it aligns with established guidelines and regulations.

Functions and Responsibilities of the IRB

The primary functions of the IRB revolve around the ethical oversight of research involving human
subjects. Its responsibilities encompass a range of activities designed to protect participants and
promote ethical research practices. These include:

e Reviewing Research Proposals: The IRB reviews all research proposals involving human
subjects to assess their ethical implications, including potential risks and benefits.

e Informed Consent Oversight: The IRB ensures that researchers obtain informed consent
from participants, which includes providing clear information about the study's purpose,
procedures, risks, and benefits.

e Monitoring Ongoing Research: The IRB monitors approved studies to ensure compliance
with ethical guidelines and addresses any issues that arise during the research process.

e Providing Guidance: The IRB offers guidance to researchers on ethical considerations and
best practices for conducting research involving human subjects.

¢ Educating Researchers: The IRB plays a role in educating researchers about ethical
standards, regulations, and the importance of conducting research responsibly.

These functions underscore the IRB's commitment to safeguarding the rights and welfare of
research participants while promoting the integrity of the research process. By fulfilling these
responsibilities, the IRB helps to foster a culture of ethical research within the field of psychology.

The IRB Review Process

The IRB review process is critical to ensuring that research proposals meet ethical standards before
they are approved. It typically involves several key steps:

1. Submission of Proposal: Researchers submit their research proposals, including detailed
descriptions of their methodologies, participant recruitment strategies, and informed consent

procedures.

2. Initial Screening: The IRB conducts an initial screening to determine whether the proposal
requires full review or can be expedited based on the level of risk involved.

3. Full Review: For studies involving greater risk, a full IRB review is conducted during a scheduled
meeting where members discuss the proposal in detail.

4. Decision Making: The IRB votes on the proposal, deciding whether to approve, require



modifications, or disapprove the research.

5. Communication of Decision: Researchers are notified of the IRB's decision, and if modifications
are required, they must address the feedback before resubmitting.

6. Ongoing Monitoring: Once approved, the IRB continues to monitor the research for compliance,
requiring progress reports and updates as necessary.

Through this structured review process, the IRB ensures that all research involving human subjects
adheres to ethical guidelines, balancing the advancement of knowledge with the protection of
individuals’ rights and welfare.

Ethical Guidelines and Regulations

The IRB operates within a framework of ethical guidelines and regulations designed to protect
human subjects. These guidelines include:

e The Belmont Report: This foundational document outlines ethical principles, including
respect for persons, beneficence, and justice.

e Common Rule: This federal regulation establishes the requirements for IRB membership,
review procedures, and informed consent.

e American Psychological Association (APA) Ethics Code: The APA provides specific ethical
standards for psychologists conducting research, emphasizing the importance of integrity and
respect for participants.

e State and Institutional Policies: Many institutions have their own additional policies and
guidelines that further govern research practices and IRB operations.

These guidelines serve as a framework for the IRB to evaluate research proposals, ensuring that
ethical concerns are adequately addressed. Researchers must familiarize themselves with these
regulations to conduct their studies responsibly and ethically.

Impact of the IRB on Psychological Research

The presence of the IRB has a profound impact on the field of psychology. Here are several key ways
in which the IRB influences psychological research:

e Enhancing Ethical Standards: The IRB plays a crucial role in raising the ethical standards
of psychological research, ensuring that studies are conducted with respect for participants'
rights and welfare.



* Encouraging Transparency: The review process encourages researchers to be transparent
about their methods and potential risks, fostering trust between researchers and participants.

¢ Protecting Vulnerable Populations: The IRB is particularly vigilant in protecting vulnerable
populations, such as children or individuals with mental health issues, from exploitation or
harm.

¢ Promoting Responsible Research: By requiring thorough ethical reviews, the IRB promotes
responsible research practices that contribute to the credibility and reliability of findings.

Overall, the IRB serves as a guardian of ethical standards in psychological research, ensuring that
the pursuit of knowledge does not come at the expense of individuals’ rights and well-being.

Challenges Faced by the IRB

Despite its critical role, the IRB faces several challenges in its operations:

e Balancing Rigor and Flexibility: The IRB must strike a balance between rigorous ethical
review and the need for researchers to conduct innovative studies.

¢ Resource Limitations: Many IRBs operate with limited resources, which can hinder their
ability to conduct thorough reviews and provide timely feedback.

e Keeping Up with Technology: Rapid advancements in technology present new ethical
dilemmas that the IRB must navigate, particularly concerning data privacy and digital
research methodologies.

e Educating Researchers: There is often a knowledge gap among researchers regarding
ethical guidelines, and the IRB must invest in education and outreach to bridge this gap.

Addressing these challenges is essential for the IRB to continue fulfilling its vital role in protecting
research participants and maintaining ethical standards in psychology.

Conclusion

In summary, understanding what is the IRB in psychology is fundamental to appreciating the
ethical framework that governs research involving human subjects. The IRB is a pivotal component
in ensuring that psychological research is conducted ethically and responsibly, safeguarding the
rights and welfare of participants. Through its comprehensive review process, diverse composition,
and adherence to ethical guidelines, the IRB enhances the integrity of psychological research. As the
field continues to evolve, the IRB must adapt to new challenges and maintain its commitment to
ethical excellence.



Q: What is the main purpose of the IRB in psychology?

A: The main purpose of the IRB in psychology is to review and oversee research involving human
subjects to ensure that ethical standards are maintained and that participants' rights and welfare
are protected.

Q: How does the IRB ensure informed consent?

A: The IRB ensures informed consent by reviewing the consent process outlined in research
proposals, verifying that participants receive clear information about the study's purpose,
procedures, risks, and benefits before agreeing to participate.

Q: What types of research require IRB review?

A: Any research involving human subjects, including surveys, interviews, and experimental studies,
typically requires IRB review to assess ethical considerations and potential risks.

Q: Can researchers appeal an IRB decision?

A: Yes, researchers can often appeal an IRB decision if they believe the committee's review was
unjust. The specific process for appeals varies by institution.

Q: What happens if a researcher fails to obtain IRB approval?

A: If a researcher fails to obtain IRB approval, the research may be deemed unethical, and the
researcher could face disciplinary actions, including termination of the study and potential legal
consequences.

Q: How often does the IRB review ongoing research?

A: The IRB typically requires ongoing research to submit progress reports at regular intervals, which
may vary depending on the study's risk level and institutional policies.

Q: What are some common ethical concerns the IRB
addresses?

A: Common ethical concerns include ensuring informed consent, protecting vulnerable populations,
minimizing risks, and maintaining participant confidentiality.

Q: How does the IRB impact the research timeline?

A: The IRB can impact the research timeline by adding additional steps for review and approval,
which may delay the start of a study if modifications are required.



Q: Are IRB regulations the same across different countries?

A: While many countries have similar ethical principles governing research, specific regulations and
the structure of IRBs can vary significantly between countries.

Q: What role does training play in the IRB process?

A: Training is crucial in the IRB process, as it ensures that both researchers and IRB members are
knowledgeable about ethical guidelines and can effectively navigate the complexities of conducting
research involving human subjects.
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