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The use of deception in research is generally permitted so long as participants are debriefed at the con-
clusion of their participation. Several authoritative research ethics guidelines allow investigators to
omit debriefing under certain circumstances, however. Here we examine various justifications for for-
going debriefing in deceptive research, including concerns about subject pool contamination, the risk
that revealing the deception will be harmful or distressing to participants, and issues of practicability.
We conclude that, contrary to current practice, omitting debriefing is ethically acceptable only when
debriefing is impracticable, the deception is innocuous, and no reasonable person would object to
involvement in the research.
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Consider the following study. Researchers seeking to examine moral behavior presented stu-
dents in an introductory psychology course with an opportunity to cheat on one of their exams.
Students who took an in-class exam were given an answer key and asked to self-grade their exams
at home. Unbeknownst to the students, who did not know they were participants in research, pho-
tocopies had been made of their original answer sheets, allowing researchers to compare their
initial answers to those they reported after taking the exams home.

When the study was over, the researchers decided not to tell participants about their involve-
ment in research or the use of deception. They were concerned that “the benefits from debriefing
would be outweighed by the potential stress and embarrassment that might be experienced by
students who learned that their cheating behavior had been assessed” (Smith, Wheeler, & Diener,
1975, p. 325). In a more recent study, researchers examining the effect of priming software
piracy on cheating behavior faced a similar dilemma. They chose not to debrief participants
about the task designed to measure cheating, because they did not want to “negatively influence
[participants’] self-concepts” (Chiou, Wan, & Wan, 2012, p. 112). The researchers also wor-
ried about participant crosstalk: If word spread about the cheating task, new participants might
come into the laboratory knowing what to expect, and the study’s methodological rigor would be
compromised.
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These cheating behavior studies raise the question of when, if ever, researchers are justified in
deceiving participants without debriefing them. This article examines various reasons researchers
might decide to forgo debriefing in deceptive research, including concerns about methodology
and participant welfare, and provides an ethical analysis of each.

BACKGROUND

Social and behavioral researchers are occasionally permitted to deceive research participants, and
with good reason. In developing valuable scientific knowledge, there are sometimes no effective,
sufficiently rigorous alternatives to the use of deception.1 Under the U.S. federal regulations gov-
erning research on human subjects, researchers’ duty to obtain informed consent can be waived if
certain ethical safeguards are in place (Common Rule, 45 Code of Federal Regulations [CFR] 46
[5], 116[d], 1991). Generally, deceptive methods are permitted provided that the research is min-
imal risk, that answering the research question would not be feasible without deception, and that
participants are debriefed—that is, after the experiment is over, investigators reveal all aspects of
the research that were misdescribed and provide justification for why the deception was neces-
sary. Debriefing is considered an important component of deceptive research and is mandated by
various research ethics guidelines. Debriefing is voluntary—participants may decline to hear it if
they are uninterested—but investigators are usually required to offer it.

Nevertheless, the federal regulations allow exceptions to the general requirement of debrief-
ing “when appropriate” (Common Rule, 45 CFR 46 [5], 116[d], 1991), and the American
Psychological Association’s (APA’s) Ethical Principles of Psychologists and Code of Conduct
allows investigators to withhold debriefing information when justified by “scientific or humane
values” (2010, 8.08b). Furthermore, Institutional Review Boards (IRBs) at numerous universi-
ties permit (and indeed, some even oblige) researchers to forgo debriefing when it is expected to
cause participants harm, distress, or embarrassment (Table 1). Although we are unaware of any
systematic studies examining the extent to which debriefing is forgone, conjectures have been
made that the practice of omitting debriefing in deceptive research is quite prevalent (Skitka &
Sargis, 2006; Toy, Olsen, & Wright, 1989). We ourselves have encountered numerous examples of
deception without debriefing in the literature (Ahmed & Hammarstedt, 2009; Burke et al., 2008;
Chiou et al., 2012; Golding, Graesser, & Hauselt, 1996; Grahe, Williams, & Hinsz, 2000; Jagatic,
Johnson, Jakobsson, & Menczer, 2007; Middlemist, Knowles, & Matter, 1976; Penner, Summers,
Brookmire, & Dertke, 1976; Plassmann, O’Doherty, Shiv, & Rangel, 2008; Rind, 1996; Shohat &

1What constitutes deception in research is a matter of considerable debate (see, e.g., Kemmelmeier, Davis, & Follette,
2003, for controversies), and several research ethicists distinguish different types of deception (e.g., lying vs. withholding
information). In this article, we are chiefly concerned with false beliefs that interfere with informed consent. The U.S.
federal regulations require that in order to give informed consent, participants must be told the purpose of the research, the
procedures involved, and the risks and benefits of participating (Common Rule, 45 CFR 46 [5], 116[a], 1991). This article
uses deception as shorthand for any communication that intentionally produces false beliefs in participants about one or
more of these elements. This can be accomplished through outright misinforming participants or through withholding key
information. Thus, researchers might deceive participants by concocting an elaborate cover story, by concealing relevant
information about the procedures, or by providing a description of the research so vague that it misleads participants
about the study’s true purpose. Yet we would not consider it deceptive if researchers failed to inform participants about
study hypotheses, treatment groups, or any information beyond what is required for informed consent.
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TABLE 1
Guidance Language on Forgoing Debriefing

Source Language

Multi-Institution Guidance Documents
APA Ethical Principles of

Psychologists and Code of
Conduct

8.08 Debriefing
(a) Psychologists provide a prompt opportunity for participants to

obtain appropriate information about the nature, results, and
conclusions of the research, and they take reasonable steps to
correct any misconceptions that participants may have of
which the psychologists are aware.

(b) If scientific or humane values justify delaying or withholding
this information, psychologists take reasonable measures to
reduce the risk of harm.

OHRP Institutional Review Board
Guidebook

The IRB must decide if subjects should be debriefed either after
participating in research unwittingly or after knowingly
participating in research that involved some form of deception.
It is clear that debriefing is appropriate when it contributes to
the subject’s welfare (i.e., when it corrects painful or stressful
misperceptions, or when it reduces pain, stress, or anxiety
concerning the subject’s performance). There is greater
uncertainty over whether it is appropriate to debrief subjects
when such a debriefing could itself produce pain, stress, or
anxiety (i.e., IRBs must be concerned with cases where
debriefing subjects might harm them but failure to debrief
subjects would wrong them). . . In rare instances, such
debriefing may not be helpful [;] it may even be harmful.

Sample IRB guidelines that compare risks and benefits of debriefing
DePaul University Office of

Research Protections
If deception is used, it is generally suggested that participants be

debriefed about the information that was not fully disclosed to
them previously. In some instances the debriefing may cause
more harm and might not be appropriate. For example, if the
debriefing would provide the participant with disturbing
information about themselves (i.e. they would be willing to
inflict harm on others, or possess a borderline personality), full
debriefing may not be

Rutgers University Protection of
Human Research Subjects
Informed Consent Guidance

A debriefing statement that informs the subjects of the true nature
of the study is required for most studies that involve deception.
However, there are some instances in which debriefing may
cause more harm than good, and is therefore not recommended
(e.g., if the study results would provide subjects with
information that is disturbing about themselves). Debriefing is
appropriate if it contributes to the subject’s welfare, e.g., by
reducing stress or correcting misconceptions about themselves
that resulted from participation in the study.

(Continued)
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TABLE 1 (Continued)

Source Language

Stanford University’s Special
Considerations about Risks in
Behavioral and Social Sciences
Research

Where deception is involved, the IRB needs to be
satisfied that the deception is necessary and that,
when appropriate, subjects shall be debriefed.
(Debriefing may be inappropriate, for example, when
the debriefing itself would present an unreasonable
risk of harm without a corresponding benefit.)

University of South Florida’s
guidance HRPP Policy
No. 308.

5.1.5 [Principle Investigators] will debrief subjects at
the end of their participation in the research unless
the IRB determines that such debriefing would cause
harm to the subject. 5.2.5. Debriefing may be
inappropriate when it presents an unreasonable risk
of harm without a countervailing benefit.

Sample IRB guidelines that compare harms of debriefing to harms of deception
Indiana University Human

Subjects Office Policies &
Procedures on Deception

After the experiment, the subject should be informed of
the deception and its purpose. We recognize that
there are rare instances in which no consent can be
obtained or debriefing done: e.g., if the researcher
pretended to lie unconscious on a sidewalk and noted
how many and what sorts of persons stopped,
attempted assistance, or simply hurried past; or where
debriefing would cause more harm to the subject than
the deception itself.

University of South Carolina
Guidance for the Use of
Deception and Incomplete
Disclosure in Research

There are certain circumstances under which the IRB
may waive the requirement for full disclosure when a
study involves deception. An example of a
circumstance in which debriefing may not [be]
appropriate is: When the debriefing regarding
deception may cause more harm than the deception
itself. For example, if a student is selected for
participation in a study about group behavior based
[on] previously measured “negative” behavior or
characteristics, it might not be appropriate for the
debriefing process to describe the selection process.

Musch, 2003; Simelt & Feussner, 1991; Smith et al., 1975; Weyant & Smith, 1987). Although
debriefing has been discussed extensively in the psychology and ethics literature, little systematic
attention has been given to the ethical justification for forgoing debriefing.

Following introductory discussion of the ethical rationale for debriefing, we examine recent
cases of deceptive research in which IRBs have waived the debriefing requirement for various rea-
sons, including concerns about subject pool contamination, the risk that revealing the nature of
the deception will be harmful or distressing to participants, and issues of practicability. Based on
this analysis, we argue that, contrary to current practices, omitting debriefing is ethically accept-
able only when debriefing involves considerable logistical burden and IRBs determine that no
reasonable person would object to being enrolled in the research. We revisit the cheating behav-
ior studies to suggest strategies for protecting subjects’ rights and welfare while still allowing
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valuable research to proceed. Finally, we suggest revisions to ethics guidance documents con-
cerning debriefing so that they do not open the door for unjustifiable violations of participants’
autonomy.

THE ETHICAL RATIONALE FOR DEBRIEFING

There are several ethical problems raised by the use of deception in research, including violation
of trust, potential for harm, and in particular the infringement of autonomy that occurs when-
ever participants enroll in research without being adequately informed of the true purpose and
nature of the study (see, e.g., Baumrind, 1979; Clarke, 1999; and Wendler & Miller, 2004, for
discussion of the ethical concerns associated with deceptive research). In general, participation
in human subjects’ research should be voluntary: Individuals have the right to decide whether to
enroll in research. To make an informed decision, prospective participants do not need to know
everything (e.g., study hypotheses, the full range of planned experimental conditions, etc.), but
they need to know enough to autonomously decide whether the research is something to which
they would like to contribute. When participants are deceived about key elements of the study,
including its purpose and nature, they do not give informed consent. Thus deceptive research
interferes with participants’ right to self-determination and makes it more likely that participants
will unknowingly contribute to a study the purpose of which they find objectionable (Wendler,
1996).

The debriefing process is aimed at addressing, at least in part, the ethical problems associated
with deception. Here we provide an account of what debriefing is and why it is an impor-
tant component of deceptive research. Debriefing is the process by which investigators reveal,
after participants conclude their participation, all aspects of the research that were misdescribed,
concealed, or deceptively presented. Although some investigators choose to disclose individual
results at this time (often at participants’ request to learn how they performed), others do not
have this information available, or there may be separate ethical concerns with disclosing results.
Regardless, the focus of this article is on debriefing information that reveals deception, and we
bracket the issue of returning results, as it arises in both nondeceptive and deceptive forms of
research.

The research ethics literature has emphasized two functions of debriefing: dehoaxing and
desensitizing. Dehoaxing is important for setting the record straight so that participants do not
leave the study holding experimentally induced false beliefs, which may cause distress or harm
(Holmes, 1976a). For example, participants given false feedback on a supposed intelligence test
(see, e.g., Fein & Spencer, 1997) would need to be told during debriefing that the test results
were fabricated, randomly assigned, and in no way indicative of participants’ true intellectual
abilities. Concerns about belief perseverance (Ross, Lepper, & Hubbard, 1975; Tesch, 1977)
aside, the investigators would clearly be obligated to dehoax participants so that they would not
leave the experiment carrying inaccurate assessments, whether inflated or deflated, of their own
intelligence.

In addition to dehoaxing, the debriefing process should also include “desensitization”
(Holmes, 1976b). Investigators should answer participants’ questions about the use of deception,
address any concerns that arise, and seek to alleviate any distress caused by the experimental
procedures. Participants in deceptive research are sometimes placed in stressful situations. For
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example, in Asch’s (1951) research on conformity, participants were falsely led to believe that
everyone else in a group of peers perceived a set of visual stimuli differently from them. Even if
Asch did not explicitly disclose individual results (e.g., “You conformed to the group”), once the
deception was revealed, participants would likely have been able to figure out how they had per-
formed. Desensitization in this case might entail explaining some of the situational factors known
to affect conformity, reassuring participants that they were not foolish for falling for the carefully
designed deception, providing data (if available) showing that other participants also conformed,
and emphasizing that one person’s performance should not be overinterpreted—it is the aggre-
gate trend across numerous participants that the researchers believe is interpretable. Although
several commentators have noted that desensitization cannot “undo” the fact that embarrassing or
upsetting behavior has been performed, they nonetheless argue that a proper desensitization can
reduce participants’ postexperimental distress (see, e.g., Holmes, 1976b).

Correcting false beliefs (dehoaxing) and alleviating stress (desensitizing) are not the only rea-
sons to offer debriefing to participants who have been deceived. Whether or not it reduces stress
or removes harmful beliefs, the debriefing process is important because participants are owed
the remediation of false beliefs created by the deceptive experimental procedures. Deceived par-
ticipants are misled because of methodological considerations, and once those reasons no longer
obtain, participants should be given the information they were deprived of earlier. Debriefing thus
promotes respect for persons by providing the truth about research participation that was withheld
or distorted in order to produce scientifically valid data.

Furthermore, during the debriefing, investigators should explain and justify the use of decep-
tion (Miller, Gluck, & Wendler, 2008). Yet as Toy et al. (1989) observed, investigators are
sometimes reluctant to debrief participants because they fear inciting “negative affective feelings,
some of which could be directed against the researcher” (p. 76). They wrote,

[Researchers] might justify skipping the debriefing by using the rationale that deceptions used in their
studies were so innocuous, “mild,” or unimportant that they were not harmful to subjects. In addi-
tion, some researchers are likely to feel uncomfortable about having to tell subjects they have been
deceived. (p. 76)

When researchers have reservations about telling participants they have been deceived, it suggests
that they fear participants will not agree that the use of deception was justified by the value of
the knowledge produced by the research. Debriefing is important, then, because it holds investi-
gators directly accountable to participants who were deceived for the sake of producing scientific
knowledge.

Indeed, when participants are enrolled in deceptive research without informed consent, it must
be presumed that once they learn the true purpose and nature of the study, they will agree the
research was worth participating in (Levine, 1986). Otherwise, deception could be used as a way
to get participants to enroll in research they disapprove of or that they would not voluntarily
contribute to if they were fully informed. If it becomes apparent during debriefing that many
participants object to the study once they learn the truth about it, or it is discovered that partic-
ipants have been harmed as a result of the deception (see, e.g., Oliansky, 1991), investigators
should modify the study procedures, as is called for by the APA Ethics Code (APA, 2010, 8.08c).
Thus debriefing can serve a valuable data-gathering and corrective function (Aronson, Wilson, &
Brewer, 1998).
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After they have revealed the true nature of the study and defended the use of deception, inves-
tigators should offer participants the opportunity to withdraw their data (APA, 2010, 8.07c).
By allowing participants this option once they have all the information they would have needed to
make an informed decision prospectively, debriefing restores some of the self-determination that
was curtailed during the modified consent process. Although IRBs approving deceptive research
have waived the requirement of informed consent, participants should retain the right to decide
whether to contribute their data after learning the truth about the study. Thus, another important
ethical function of debriefing is that it mitigates the violation of autonomy that occurred when
participants agreed, under deceptive circumstances, to enroll in the study.

Some commentators have raised the concern that allowing participants to withdraw their data
compromises the scientific validity of studies by introducing a sampling bias (see, e.g., Freedman,
1983). This is a serious concern, especially when it seems likely that participants whose results
are most embarrassing will also be the ones who are most eager to withdraw their data. Research
review boards continually balance the competing concerns of bolstering methodological rigor and
protecting participant autonomy, and this dilemma falls under that difficult ethical task. It should
be noted that any argument against allowing participants to withdraw their data applies just
as aptly to the requirement that researchers obtain informed consent from participants (Sieber,
1983b). Refusing, because of sampling bias concerns, to let participants withdraw their data is
akin to involving people in research against their will. In general, it is assumed that investiga-
tors are able to recruit a sufficiently representative sample, despite the fact that some prospective
participants decline to enroll. We submit that investigators should similarly be expected to allow
withdrawal of data, even if it makes it more difficult to protect against a sampling bias. It is one
of the prices to be paid for conducting ethical research.

In sum, a complete debriefing procedure contains (a) a dehoax, meant to remove false beliefs
and give participants the truth they are owed; (b) a desensitization, meant to address participants’
distress; (c) a justification of the use of deception, meant to hold investigators accountable to
participants; and (d) an opportunity to withdraw data, meant to restore some autonomy that was
violated. Debriefing does not necessarily include the return of results, but investigators must
disclose deception. Because debriefing in deceptive research performs these numerous important
ethical functions, it should not be omitted absent compelling ethical justification.

CANDIDATE REASONS FOR NOT DEBRIEFING PARTICIPANTS

Debriefing is the default practice in deceptive research. Are there circumstances, however, in
which it is permissible or even necessary for investigators to forgo debriefing? Here we examine
whether it is ethically acceptable to omit debriefing in three situations: (a) when methodological
concerns recommend against contaminating the subject pool, as was the concern in the software
piracy cheating study; (b) when researchers expect that participants will be upset or harmed by
the information disclosed in debriefing, as was the concern in the psychology exam cheating
study; and (c) when logistical barriers make debriefing difficult, onerous, or impossible, as is
often the case in field experiments for which no consent is obtained. To guide the discussion of
the ethics of forgoing debriefing, we present and analyze a case study representing each of these
three situations.
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Concern About Subject Pool Contamination

Wine study. Researchers at the California Institute of Technology conducted a brain-
imaging study investigating how wine tasters’ beliefs about the prices of various wines affected
how much they enjoyed their taste (Plassmann et al., 2008). Participants were told that they were
participating in a study of “the effect of degustation time on perceived flavors,” and they would
be tasting different wines at different price levels. In reality, participants were administered the
same wine twice but labeled with different prices each time. The researchers in this study chose
not to debrief participants, citing methodological concerns: “Although the experiment contains
an element of deception, subjects were not debriefed after the experiment to avoid contaminating
California Institute of Technology’s small subject pool” (p. 1053).

Case analysis. As O’Neil and Miller (2009) noted in their case analysis of this experiment,
the investigators in the wine study were concerned about the scientific validity of both the cur-
rent study and future studies at the institution. With respect to the current study, the researchers
seemed to be concerned that if participants learned that they had been deceived, they might tell
other members of the subject pool, making it more difficult for the team to recruit naïve partici-
pants for the wine study. This was the same concern cited by the researchers in the software piracy
cheating study. Evidence of the contaminating effect of debriefing is mixed (Crano & Brewer,
2002; Edlund, Sagarin, Skowronski, Johnson, & Kutter, 2009, even found that certain debriefing
procedures reduce participant crosstalk), but even granting the assumption that debriefing partici-
pants leads to a smaller pool of naïve participants, completely forgoing debriefing is not necessary
to guard against this problem. The investigators could have simply delayed the debriefing process
until after all participants had participated. Once data collection was finished, there was no reason
relating to the current study not to debrief.

The researchers in the wine study also seemed to be suggesting that debriefing participants
would make it difficult to find naïve participants for any future deceptive studies, and so to
address this problem of possibly contaminating future studies, participants should not be alerted
to the fact that they were deceived (O’Neil & Miller, 2009). This attempt to shield participants
from the knowledge that researchers occasionally use deception seems misguided and unrealis-
tic. It is common knowledge, especially among university students, that researchers sometimes
deceive participants (Wendler & Miller, 2004). Potential participants may also learn about the
existence of deceptive studies at the research institution as a consequence of publishing study
results. More significantly, compared with the strong ethical grounds for debriefing, the possi-
bility that debriefing will make it harder to conduct unbiased deceptive research does not carry
sufficient weight to warrant forgoing debriefing. We submit that if investigators do not want to
worry about an ever-shrinking pool of suitably naïve participants, they should find nondecep-
tive ways to study their research questions (Ortmann & Hertwig, 2002); they should not forgo
debriefing.

In sum, the potential for subject pool contamination is properly thought of as a cost of using
deception and does not justify forgoing debriefing entirely. Any argument that forgoing debriefing
is necessary to preserve a naïve subject pool should be met with great skepticism. The APA
Ethics Code language that waives the debriefing requirement when “scientific . . . values justify
delaying or withholding [debriefing] information” (8.08b) should be modified to allow delayed
but not completely withheld debriefing.
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Concern About Participant Welfare

Phishing studies. Researchers at Indiana University (IU) conducted an online field exper-
iment that examined students’ responses to a phishing e-mail (an e-mail containing a link to a
fraudulent website that asked students to enter their usernames and passwords). Without partic-
ipants’ consent, the researchers launched a real but benign phishing attack on students whose
publicly available data made them especially susceptible to such attacks (Jagatic et al., 2007).
The researchers were interested in determining whether students would be more likely to enter
their personal information when the e-mails came from someone on their contact lists. The
researchers obtained acquaintance data by harvesting freely available information on social net-
working websites. They then parodied the e-mail addresses of students who were friends of the
e-mail recipients and sent the e-mails as if they were coming from those friends. A large majority
(72%) of students fell for the attacks when the phishing e-mail came from a friend (Jagatic et al.,
2007).

When the experiment was over, all 1,731 students (921 who received phony e-mails and
810 whose e-mail addresses were parodied) were debriefed via e-mail and invited to express their
feelings about having been involved in the study in an online forum. According to the researchers,
some students (especially those who fell for the attacks) reacted with anger, denouncing the study
as inappropriate, unethical, illegal, unprofessional, fraudulent, self-serving, and useless (Finn &
Jakobsson, 2007). Some called for the experimenters to be reprimanded and wondered aloud how
such a study could have been approved by a review board. According to the report,

While some subjects saw the educational value of the experience and appreciated the insights they
had gained as a result of being in the study, there were more users who felt that the study had no
value, and felt violated at not having been asked permission before the experiment was performed.
(Finn & Jakobsson, p. 19)

Following debriefing, 30 participants filed complaints and seven requested that their data be
withdrawn.

The next time the research team conducted a phishing study, they petitioned the IU IRB to
allow them to forgo debriefing. They argued that the study itself posed no risks to participants and
the only risks participants encountered would be due to the debriefing. They described the risks
posed by debriefing as following: “[Subjects who fall for the attacks] may feel upset, anxious, or
angry that they were fooled. They may also be upset that they were included in a study without
their consent” (p. 9). Surmising that the debriefing would cause more harm than good, the IU
IRB allowed the researchers to carry out the second phishing study without the debriefing (Finn
& Jakobsson, 2007). The IRB Chair and Phishing Study primary investigator cowrote a vigorous
defense of this decision, arguing that forgoing debriefing was warranted in light of participants’
negative response to the first phishing study.

Case analysis: When the expected reaction is anger. The researchers argued that partic-
ipants in the second phishing study should not be debriefed because doing so would be upsetting.
In such cases, it is important to ask: Are researchers worried that participants will be harmed,
or that they will be angered? There are several reasons that participants might feel angry upon
debriefing. They might feel angry at having been lied to; at having been put in a situation that
caused them to do something imprudent, embarrassing, or unethical; or they may feel angry
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that the experimenters used deception to get them to divulge information that they otherwise
would not have (as is often the case in studies employing covert observation or bogus pipeline
procedures).

Yet concerns about angering participants do not justify waiving debriefing. In general, for
deceptive research to be ethically permissible, it must be presumable that upon later learning
the truth about the study, reasonable participants will approve their having been used for this
purpose (Levine, 1986). When researchers predict that participants will be angry upon debriefing,
it suggests that this presumption may not be met, placing in doubt the justifiability of deceptively
enrolling participants without informed consent.

Furthermore, when researchers decide to skip debriefing, participants have no recourse. When
participants are never debriefed about key aspects of the study or are kept completely in the
dark about their involvement in research, they cannot register their objection and they are denied
the opportunity to withdraw their data. (This was especially problematic in the second phishing
study, because the uproar over the first phishing study suggests that there might have been a
sizeable number of objections). As we have argued earlier, one of the most important functions
of the debriefing process is that it holds the investigator directly accountable to the participant:
Investigators must communicate directly with participants, explaining to them what they did and
why it was justified by the social value of the research. If investigators have qualms about doing
this, that is a reason to doubt the justifiability of the study; it is not a reason to allow them to skip
the debriefing. It becomes all too easy to exaggerate the harms posed by debriefing in an effort to
get permission to omit debriefing altogether. Such proposals seem intended to protect researchers
from participant anger rather than to protect participants from distress. In sum, researchers should
not be allowed to avoid the sometimes uncomfortable but crucially important debriefing con-
versation with participants, especially when they fear participants will be angry upon learning
the truth.

Case analysis: When the expected reaction is harm. The researchers in the phishing
studies were not just concerned about inciting participant anger. They also worried that debrief-
ing would make the participants who fell for the attacks feel embarrassed and that alerting them
to the fact of their imprudence would constitute an unfair imposition of negative self-relevant
information on them—information that they had the right not to know. In short, they were con-
cerned that debriefing would harm participants by “inflicting insight” (Baumrind, 1979) about
their susceptibility to phishing attacks.

Some commentators have argued that it is unethical for a study to inflict insight on participants
about negative traits they possess that they may not want to know about (Baumrind, 1979; Sharpe
& Faye, 2009). Several canonical studies in the social and behavioral sciences have been criticized
for their potential to impose unwanted self-discovery on participants. For example, Milgram’s
(1963) obedience experiments have been denounced for forcing participants to confront the fact
that they had been willing to inflict harm on others (Levine, 1986) and Asch’s (1951) conformity
experiments have been criticized for showing participants that they would conform to obviously
inaccurate group judgments (Oczak & Niedzwienska, 2007).

The right not to know. Before turning to the question of whether it is justified to forgo
debriefing because it has the potential to inflict insight, it is worth asking why participants should
be entitled to protection from true albeit distressing information about themselves. What is so
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bad about inflicted insight? As Kemmelmeier, Davis, and Follette (2003) have written, it is not
obvious whether self-knowledge should be considered a benefit or a risk of research:

Should one view the outcome for fully obedient subjects in the Milgram paradigm as an acute stressor
and long term threat to their self-concepts? Or might one instead consider it to be a valuable moral
lesson and prod to self-insight, with potential to avert future destructive obedience by participants as
well as those who have since learned of the research? (p. 248)

Indeed, some might argue that insight into bad behavior is largely what makes the research worth
conducting in the first place.

Recognizing that the social value of many of these studies lies in demonstrating that people
have the capacity to do imprudent or unethical things raises the question of why it might be
considered unconscionable for research to make these insights apparent to participants. If it is
valuable for these painful truths about human psychology to be unearthed, isn’t it similarly valu-
able for the public to learn about these studies and reflect upon the possibility that they, too, might
fall victim to a phishing attack or conform to wildly mistaken group judgments? Put another way,
why is it considered worse for participants to gain insight than it is for the general public?

The answer to these questions depends on the nature of the study. Some studies, by virtue
of their design, make individual performance transparent—even when debriefing merely reveals
deception and contains no information about participants’ individual results. In these studies,
debriefing does burden participants with information that is above and beyond what the public
learns when they read the aggregate results. For example, many readers of Milgram’s work are
disturbed to learn that 65% of participants administered the maximum level of shock to the con-
federate (Milgram, 1963), but they may still feel comforted by the possibility that they could
have been one of the 35% who did not. Participants in the study, by contrast, know how they per-
formed. Unlike people encountering statistical information about psychological phenomena (a
common, everyday occurrence), research participants who figure out their individual results may
face extraordinary self-insight that exceeds what is normally learned through routine daily life.

These participants may differ on whether they find self-knowledge harmful. Surely some par-
ticipants would like to learn painful but true information about themselves, whereas others would
not. Ideally, there would be a way for participants to make an informed decision about whether
they want to be debriefed, and thereby voluntarily assume the risks. Yet it is not clear how this
would work given that the controversial information is often precisely what participants need to
know in order to make an informed decision.

We argue that researchers should not impose harmful self-knowledge on participants without
their consent. It might be therapeutic or educational for participants to learn unflattering facts
about themselves, but as Aronson et al. (1998) noted, “it is arrogant for the scientist to decide
that he or she will provide people with a therapeutic experience without their explicit knowl-
edge” (p. 136). Indeed, it is not the researcher’s place to decide that participants are better off
knowing distressing information about themselves; participants ought to make that decision, but
they will often lack crucial information about the risks posed by debriefing. Thus, participants
whose individual results become apparent thanks merely to debriefing deserve protection from
the risk of inflicted insight. They should not be forced to learn something seriously distressing
about themselves during debriefing.
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Prospective risk assessment by IRBs. Researchers and IRBs are right, then, to consider
the likely psychological consequences of participants gaining self-knowledge during debriefing.
In general, using a deceptive or nonexistent consent process to enroll participants is only ethically
permissible when there is no serious risk of harm, including psychological distress. The federal
regulations governing waivers of informed consent require that deceptive research pose no more
than minimal risk to participants (Common Rule, 45 CFR 46 [5], 116[d], 1991); that is, the risks
should be no greater than those present in everyday life. Thus, it is appropriate (and, indeed,
imperative) for review boards to examine whether the self-insights inflicted by research have the
potential to upset participants more than other insights they encounter in their everyday lives.

Whether the risk posed by inflicted insight rises to the level of “more than minimal” is no
doubt a difficult determination to make, and in borderline cases investigators may need to rely on
feedback from the first few participants to assess the degree to which participants felt distressed by
debriefing. Yet IRBs are charged with assessing risk prospectively, and here we provide guidance
about various aspects of the study design they should consider when they are assigning risk level.

Sieber, Iannuzzo, and Rodriguez (2008) identified four dimensions that affect how likely it
is that a deceptive study will cause participants harm: perception of the behavior (i.e., whether
participants are engaging in offensive, undesirable, or socially stigmatized behavior), privacy of
the behavior (i.e., whether participants might reasonably expect others to be able to observe their
behavior), induction of the behavior (i.e., whether participants might engage in this behavior
naturally or whether it is powerfully induced by the experimental setting), and degree of confi-
dentiality (i.e., the extent to which participants are identifiable). Review boards should bear these
four factors in mind when examining research proposals, as they are helpful in determining the
degree to which debriefing can be expected to inflict harmful self-insight on participants. If a
deception strongly induces participants to perform highly unflattering behaviors, for example, it
might warrant more hesitation than a deception that weakly induces inoffensive behavior.

With regard to the assessment of the potential harm from deceptive research, consideration
should be given to the use of a focus group with “surrogate subjects,” who can provide feedback
about whether they would object to the proposed study and how they would like debriefing to
be carried out. These data can then help the review board determine whether the study should be
approved with the deceptive design and how debriefing should be handled.

If the IRB determines that the risk is minimal. If the self-insight gained during debriefing
is expected to be minimal risk, researchers should offer debriefing to all participants. We empha-
size that it is acceptable for deceptive research (including debriefing) to expose participants to
a modest amount of harm—as long as it does not exceed the level considered minimal risk
(Common Rule, 45 CRF 46 [5], 116 [d], 1991). Some have argued that debriefing should pose
no net risk at all (see, e.g., Smith & Richardson, 1983), but this is too restrictive. Certainly, if
participants leave the experiment feeling traumatized, shocked, or wracked with self-doubt, the
study has subjected them to an unacceptable level of risk. But as argued before, debriefing is not
merely a tool for making participants feel better; it is also a chance for them to learn they have
been deceived and an opportunity to withdraw their data. Thus there may be reason to debrief
participants even if debriefing serves to make them feel worse than they otherwise would. The
important question, then, is not whether debriefing could make participants feel bad, but whether
the risks posed by debriefing are unacceptably high (i.e., whether they are greater than risks
encountered in everyday life).
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Some may object that our analysis, if carried out, would have a net result of increasing partic-
ipants’ exposure to minimal risk, because IRBs that previously would have waived minimal risk
debriefing procedures would now require them. Nevertheless, we think that requiring researchers
to offer debriefing when it poses no more than minimal risk is warranted. In other situations,
researchers justifiably expose participants to minimal risk in order to fulfill ethical obligations
to them. For example, during the consent process, researchers are required to inform prospective
participants of the risks present in a study in which they are considering enrolling, even though
disclosing these risks may produce anxiety. Investigators should do their best to diminish the
amount of anxiety, but respecting participant autonomy necessitates that they expose participants
to this small risk of anxiety so that participants may make informed decisions. In a similar vein,
participants must be told the truth about the research in which they have participated and be given
the opportunity to object, even if the disclosure poses a minimal amount of risk.

If the IRB determines that the risk is more than minimal. Research using deception
must be minimal risk (Common Rule, 45 CFR 46 [5], 116[d], 1991). A dilemma arises, however,
when the research is risky and the aspect of study that pushes it into the more than minimal risk
category is the debriefing. The IU investigators argued that the phishing study was an example
of this thorny kind of research, because it was a rare case in which the debriefing procedures
posed more risk than did the experimental procedures. In contrast with studies like the Milgram
(1963) obedience experiments, in which the experience of being in the research was stressful and
the debriefing served largely to make participants feel better, the experience of participating in
the phishing studies was not upsetting until the deception was revealed. In “harmful debriefing”
experiments such as the phishing studies, the debriefing serves to make participants feel worse
than they would have had they been left in the dark, a phenomenon referred to as “the paradox of
debriefing” (Fisher, 2005, p. 280). Many review boards, including the IU IRB, recommend that
debriefing be omitted in these circumstances in order to protect participants from psychological
distress (Table 1).

We argue, however, that if it appears that exposing the truth about the study would pose
an unacceptable risk of harm to participants, the review board ought to take a closer look at
the study. It ought to raise a red flag that a study’s debriefing procedure is expected to cause
participants harm (to a more than minimal risk degree). We contend that when a debriefing pro-
cedure is expected to be seriously upsetting, it is usually because the study itself is problematic.
Indeed, it is often the experiment itself that provokes participants to do things they consider
foolish, embarrassing, or abhorrent. The debriefing merely casts light on the already-performed
actions. The cheating behavior studies provide a good example of this. By the time participants
are debriefed, they already know they have cheated; the experimental procedures themselves are
what induce them to cheat, and the debriefing merely calls attention to the behavior, already com-
mitted. Thus, in cases such as the cheating behavior studies, it is really the experiment—not the
debriefing—that inflicts insight.

In other research, including “paradoxical debriefing studies” such as the phishing studies, par-
ticipants do not realize until debriefing that they have done something counter to their interests.
Yet even when participants do not realize during the experiment that they are doing something
they would be upset to realize they had done, it is still not accurate to say that the only prob-
lematic part of the research is the debriefing. It is the experiment, not the debriefing, which
induces the problematic behavior—whether it is inflating one’s score on an exam or clicking
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on a fraudulent link. Thus we disagree with IRB guidelines that compare the risks posed by
debriefing to those posed by deception (Table 1) because we surmise that when the debriefing pro-
cedures are expected to inflict harm, it is often because the experimental procedures themselves
put participants in ethically dubious situations.

Moreover, when a study is expected to inflict unacceptably harmful insight on participants, it
calls into question the justifiability of enrolling participants in research without informed consent.
If a study induces participants to act in ways that damage their self-esteem, it is likely that they
would not have consented to participate in the research had they known what it would entail.
As we have argued before, when informed consent is waived or altered, there must be no reason
to think that a reasonable participant would have declined to participate in the study had he or
she known the truth about the deception. This requirement is clearly not satisfied in many studies
that carry potentially harmful debriefings.

Even if a closer look does not reveal that the study itself is ethically suspect, debriefing should
not be omitted. We contend that forgoing debriefing is not an acceptable way to minimize risk.
Although minimizing risk is a general ethical requirement, it does not warrant jettisoning other
important ethical safeguards such as debriefing. Participants are still owed the truth, the oppor-
tunity to object, and the option of withdrawing their data. Investigators should seek to minimize
the harm done by debriefing, but they should not fail to offer it.

In sum, we argue that the IU IRB should not have allowed researchers to forgo debriefing in
the second phishing study, especially in light of the negative reactions some participants had to
the first phishing study. It should be noted that this was not a case of a rogue IRB exercising
poor judgment. The IRB at IU applied its own guidelines correctly. Its guidelines leave much to
be desired, however, as do all IRB guidelines that recommend forgoing debriefing whenever it
inflicts potentially harmful insight (see Table 1 for a sample).

In this section, we have argued that if the insight gained during debriefing is expected to pose
minimal risk, all participants should be offered debriefing—even if the debriefing poses more
risk of harm than the deception, and even if participants would feel better being kept in the dark.
If the debriefing is expected to pose more than minimal risk, however, the study design should
be modified because of concerns about whether consent can be presumed. Either way, when the
concern is about harm, participants should not be deceived without being debriefed. Research
ethics guidelines that recommend waiving debriefing because it might distress participants are
misguided, we argue.

Concern About Practicability in Field Settings

Smiling study. Students in a psychology course conducted a field experiment to test the
hypothesis that people reciprocate smiles with smiles but they do not reciprocate frowns. Students
traveled to public places to carry out the following experimental procedure: One student would
either smile or frown at a randomly chosen passerby while another student covertly recorded that
passerby’s facial expression. Participants did not give consent and were not debriefed; they never
learned they were involved in research. The course instructors did not ask students to debrief
participants because “the manipulations were unobtrusive and no physical or mental risks were
associated with the procedure” (Grahe et al., 2000, p. 109).
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Case analysis. In cases such as the smiling study, the experimental procedures and research
purpose are so innocuous that debriefing hardly seems important. Indeed, participants involved
in unobtrusive field research may react to debriefings with bewilderment or even annoyance. Yet
in other cases, such as bystander intervention studies in which confederates feign seizures and
researchers observe whether passersby step in to provide aid (e.g., Darley & Latané, 1968), it
seems very important to debrief participants so that they understand no one was truly hurt and
can be given the opportunity to ask questions, provide feedback, and object to their involvement
if they choose.

It can be difficult, however, to predict whether participants will object to their involvement.
For example, the researchers in the first phishing study did not anticipate that participants would
be so upset to learn they had been involved in the online field study (Finn & Jakobsson, 2007).
As such, we think the default presumption should be to debrief, even when the research seems
completely innocuous and it is unimaginable that anyone would object to their involvement. Thus
the fact that the smiling study was unobtrusive does not by itself justify forgoing debriefing.

That said, there might be research—particularly field studies—in which debriefing is logisti-
cally difficult or even impossible to carry out. If debriefing were an absolute requirement, such
studies could not go forward. Some ethicists (e.g., Clarke, 1999; Miller, as cited in Crano &
Brewer, 2002) have argued that all field studies should be forbidden (or moved to a laboratory
setting) because informing participants that they are in research is a prerequisite to honoring their
autonomy. But this absolutist stance would preclude socially valuable minimal risk research in
which reasonable persons would not object to their participation. We contend that if debriefing
raises insurmountable logistical barriers, this does not necessarily make the research unethical.
Certain conditions must be met, however, in order to justify forgoing debriefing in deceptive
research.

First, an independent review must determine that the study procedures and purpose are innocu-
ous. Researchers must have no qualms about debriefing participants; their impediment must be
a practical barrier rather than a concern about potential fallout. If the investigators and the inde-
pendent reviewers disagree about whether a study is truly innocuous, a pilot study might provide
valuable data. For example, researchers could offer debriefing to the first dozen participants who
unwittingly participate in a deceptive field study (Aronson et al., 1998). If participants seem not to
care that they have been involved in research, and objections are nonexistent, it seems reasonable
to forgo debriefing for subsequent participants.

There may be deceptive studies in which it is logistically impossible to debrief, even on a
pilot basis. For example, researchers have measured altruism by dropping stamped, addressed
envelopes in public places, making it look as though someone has dropped a letter on their way to
the mailbox (e.g., Bridges, 1996). Researchers who use this “lost letter” technique do not observe
or interact with participants; they merely wait to see which letters are delivered back to them
through the mail days later, presumably by some altruistic passerby who discovered the envelope
and put it in the mail. In lost letter studies, there is no opportunity to debrief participants who
were deceived by the envelopes, because researchers cannot identify the participants. We submit
that in studies such as these, in which debriefing is impossible, it may still be permissible for the
research to proceed without debriefing, so long as an independent review board is confident that
the study is uncontroversially benign.
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Second, the debriefing procedures must truly be burdensome to carry out. Again, it should
be up to an independent body to make this determination. Because debriefing performs numer-
ous important ethical functions, IRBs should consider waiving debriefing only when it involves
significant costs.

Some have argued that researchers conducting deceptive field experiments should not debrief
participants because learning that they have been watched will “propagate paranoia” by making
participants feel self-conscious in public places (Golding et al., 1996). This misplaces the blame.
If participants object to being deceived, observed, and recorded by people they thought were
normal passersby but who were actually researchers seeking to study them, the ethical problem
is not the debriefing but rather the fact that they were covertly deceived, observed, and recorded
without consent. If the study itself is indisputably benign, debriefing should not be expected to
upset participants in this way.

To summarize this section, we find that of the three candidate reasons for forgoing debrief-
ing, only the practicability argument is valid. Some may object that our analysis puts too much
emphasis on the obligation to debrief, causing important research to be forbidden. Yet our analy-
sis proscribes only a small subset of studies that are problematic for other reasons, concerns about
debriefing aside. Indeed, our hope is that valuable research can proceed even with a requirement
to offer debriefing.

CHEATING STUDIES REVISITED

Here we revisit the cheating behavior studies to suggest one way to handle the problem of poten-
tially upsetting participants without resorting to forgoing debriefing entirely. We suggest that the
potential for harm or embarrassment might be lessened if the deception is revealed by someone
who does not know which participants cheated. Participants themselves, of course, will likely
know whether they have cheated, but they will not have to confront someone who observed them
doing so, and thus will feel no more shame or self-doubt in light of debriefing than they felt in
light of their participation in the research. Debriefers in this case should still seek alleviate par-
ticipants’ concerns, offer the opportunity to withdraw their data, and solicit participant feedback.
In the unlikely event that it turns out that participants are more embarrassed or distressed than
was expected, and it appears that debriefing inflicts serious harm on participants, it may be that
the research just cannot be conducted ethically without consent. Previous research on participant
reactions to being debriefed about cheating behavior (Dienstbier, 1972), however, suggests that
such a response is unlikely.

RECOMMENDATIONS

We now turn to recommendations regarding the practice of debriefing, and in particular how to
handle the dilemma posed by unacceptably harmful debriefings. First and foremost, the problem
of harmful debriefing is best tackled by finding ways to make debriefing more sensitive so that
participants can learn unflattering information about themselves without suffering deleterious
consequences. If researchers can put procedures in place that reduce the harm caused by inflicted
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insight to acceptable levels, many of the problems raised by the studies examined in this article
would be avoided.

Several researchers have suggested strategies for reducing the distress caused by debriefing
(see, e.g., Baumrind, 1979; Rosenthal & Rosnow, 1991; Sieber, 1983a), including proceeding
with the debriefing information cautiously to let it sink in gradually (Mills, 1976), providing
data to participants indicating that their behavior is typical (Holmes, 1976b), and educating par-
ticipants about the various psychological phenomena being studied so as to contextualize the
disquieting behavior. Indeed, a carefully conducted debriefing can prove educational rather than
embarrassing for participants (Holmes, 1976b). We also advocate that more time be devoted to
training research assistants and other debriefers how to debrief properly, because as several schol-
ars have noted, a poorly conducted debriefing can be ineffective or even unethical (Baumrind,
1985; Crano & Brewer, 2002; Mills, 1976).

Second, we recommend better reporting of debriefing practices in academic journals. The vast
majority of deceptive studies do not mention debriefing (Sharpe & Faye, 2009; Skitka & Sargis,
2006; Toy et al., 1989), and when they do, they often say nothing more detailed than “participants
were debriefed” (Sharpe & Faye, 2009, p. 435). This leaves much to be desired. Researchers
could learn from one another if more detailed reports of debriefing were included in publications.
Space constraints may be surmounted by including more detailed debriefing information in sup-
plemental online materials where possible. In addition, research reports should specify whether
debriefing was forgone and the reasons for doing so, including any data from pilot debriefings or
surrogate subject focus groups.

The benefits of better reporting of debriefing practices would be twofold. Researchers con-
templating which strategies to employ for debriefing participants could look to the literature for
information about how other scholars have dealt with such problems. In addition, better reporting
of debriefing practices would make it easier to gauge how widespread the practice of forgoing
debriefing is. At present there is no way to know, because it cannot be presumed that a failure to
mention debriefing means that debriefing did not take place, although some commentators sur-
mise that the practice is not uncommon (Skitka & Sargis, 2006; Toy et al., 1989). Furthermore,
we anticipate that the practice of forgoing debriefing will become more prevalent as more and
more deceptive studies are conducted online (Skitka & Sargis, 2006).

Our third recommendation is that researchers should only be permitted to forgo debriefing
under a very narrow set of circumstances, namely, in field research in which debriefing poses
considerable practical barriers but researchers would have no qualms about debriefing if they
could. Researchers should not be permitted to forgo debriefing in order to preserve a naïve par-
ticipant pool, shield themselves from participant anger, or protect participants from harm. Rather,
the research should be reexamined carefully if there are substantial concerns about angering or
harming participants. IRB recommendations and research ethics guidelines that allow researchers
to skip debriefing when they are concerned about harm should be modified to discourage this
practice. In particular, the APA Ethics Code provision that debriefing can be omitted for “scien-
tific or humane” reasons should be revised to preclude the possibility that investigators will forgo
debriefing for any reason other than feasibility concerns.

In conclusion, debriefing is a critical ethical safeguard for deceptive research, which serves
to respect participants’ autonomy and promote their well-being. Reasons advanced for forgoing
debriefing when it would be feasible to conduct do not withstand critical scrutiny.
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