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Institutional Review Board (IRB)
GUIDELINES FOR RESEARCH INVOLVING DECEPTION
Based upon applicable federal regulations and guidance, the following University guidelines should be used to assist researchers conducting studies that involve the use of deception at Saint Louis University.

1. Definitions and Examples

“Deception” involves the deliberate use of misleading communication about the purpose of research and/or the procedures employed in research.  Deception is commonly used in studies that evaluate fundamental aspects of human behavior using the rationale that those behaviors may not be as accurately studied when participants know the behaviors are being evaluated.
Examples of deception include:

1.  Misinforming participants about the research

a. For example, when investigators provide false information to hide the true purpose of the research study (i.e., the use of a fake cover story).
2. The use of fake or rigged instruments or procedures

a. For example, in order to discover the effect of negative impact on self-esteem, researchers give a negative critique on an essay written by a participant, regardless of its true quality.
3. Misleading play-acting in experimental design

a. Involves the use of acting by researchers and confederates in the experimental design.
4. The use of covert procedures
a. For example, an undercover observation through a one-way mirror or a staged experiment in a public place.
 “Incomplete Disclosure” involves a lack of accurate disclosure to research participants regarding the study purpose or procedures (i.e., some aspects of the true nature of the study are withheld).  Using incomplete disclosure in a study has similar ethical and regulatory compliance concerns as deception, thus should be considered as a type of deception for the sake of this guidance.
“Debriefing” is when investigators fully inform participants about the true nature of the study and disclose all withheld and/or falsified information.  Debriefing should occur as soon as possible after the deception without impacting the safety and welfare of the participant or invalidating the integrity of the research.

“Minimal Risk” means that the probability and magnitude of harm or discomfort anticipated in the research are not greater in and of themselves than those ordinarily encountered in daily life or during the performance of routine physical or psychological examinations or tests.
2. Informed Consent Requirements

Federal regulations require that potential participants receive certain basic information about research when being asked to take part.  The basic elements are listed in 45 CFR 46.116 and include that participants be given an explanation of the purposes of the research and a description of the procedures to be followed.  Researchers using deception often cannot fully disclose these elements to participants without jeopardizing the research.  Thus, an alteration of consent (to alter any of the necessary elements of consent) must be requested and justified in the IRB application (in eIRB, this is done in the Informed Consent tab).

To be granted an alteration of consent, deception studies must meet the requirements of 45 CFR 46.116 (c) or (d), which are the federal regulations that specify when an IRB may grant a waiver or alteration of informed consent. Note that the FDA has no provisions for waiver of informed consent related to the use of deception in research.  Thus, it is highly unlikely that FDA-regulated research would involve deception.  

In non-FDA regulated research, a waiver/alteration of informed consent is allowed only if:

1. Research involves the study of public programs (45 CFR 46.116(c)), OR
2. Research meets all of the following four criteria from 45 CFR 46.116(d):

a. No more than minimal risk to participants
b. Waiver/alteration will not adversely affect the rights and welfare of participants

c. Research could not practicably be carried out without the waiver/alteration
d. Participants will be provided with pertinent information after participation

Investigators conducting deception studies are still required to inform participants about as much of the study as possible through the use of a recruitment statement or written informed consent document.  Please refer to the SLU Recruitment Statement Template or the SLU Consent Forms Templates and follow these additional guidelines:

1. Do not include any information that is untrue in the consent form. The consent form should not be a part of the deception.

2. Include as many details as possible regarding research study procedures without invalidating the integrity of the research.

3. Include all significant aspects that would affect the individual’s willingness to participate (physical risks, discomforts, unpleasant emotional experiences, etc.)

3. Research Involving Deception

The IRB may approve studies involving deception under Exempt Category#3 only if the subject prospectively agrees to the use of deception. Subjects must be informed prior to initiating the intervention that they will be unaware of, or misled regarding the true nature or purpose of the research.  The research must also meet the criteria of the exempt category and the IRB must determine that the information that is withheld will not reasonably influence a prospective participant’s decision to participate in the research.  

However, studies involving deception will rarely qualify for all of the exemption criteria, and will need to be submitted to the IRB on the full IRB application.  If the study is determined to be no more than minimal risk, and meets the criteria of the Expedited category of review, it may be expedited.  Otherwise, review will occur at a convened IRB meeting.

For all studies involving deception, investigators must document the nature of the deception where appropriate within the Study Procedures section of the eIRB submission. The description of the nature of the deception should include:

1. What information is being withheld or how participants are being misled
2. How risks to the participants will be minimized
3. Scientific rationale for deceiving the participants (clarify that non-deceptive alternatives are not available; speak directly to the issue that without deception, valid data cannot be obtained)
4. Description of the debriefing process or justification if requesting the debriefing requirement be waived (debriefing script or debriefing waiver will need to be reviewed and approved by the IRB.  Upload the script in the Attachments section of eIRB).
a. Debriefing is required unless it would negatively impact the safety or welfare of the study participants.
5. Details on whether or not there is an opportunity for participants to discuss their responses to the deception and/or withdraw the use of their data from the research.
4. Relevant Sections of the American Psychological Association (APA) Ethical Principles and Code of Ethics

Note: while this code of ethics is taken from the APA, the ethical principles can be applied to all researchers conducting research involving deception.
Principle C: Integrity
Psychologists seek to promote accuracy, honesty, and truthfulness in the science, teaching, and practice of psychology. In these activities psychologists do not steal, cheat, or engage in fraud, subterfuge, or intentional misrepresentation of fact. Psychologists strive to keep their promises and to avoid unwise or unclear commitments. In situations in which deception may be ethically justifiable to maximize benefits and minimize harm, psychologists have a serious obligation to consider the need for, the possible consequences of, and their responsibility to correct any resulting mistrust or other harmful effects that arise from the use of such techniques.

8.07 Deception in Research 
(a) Psychologists do not conduct a study involving deception unless they have determined that the use of deceptive techniques is justified by the study's significant prospective scientific, educational, or applied value and that effective non-deceptive alternative procedures are not feasible. 

(b) Psychologists do not deceive prospective participants about research that is reasonably expected to cause physical pain or severe emotional distress.

(c) Psychologists explain any deception that is an integral feature of the design and conduct of an experiment to participants as early as is feasible, preferably at the conclusion of their participation, but no later than at the conclusion of the data collection, and permit participants to withdraw their data. (See also Standard 8.08, Debriefing.)

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.

(c) When psychologists become aware that research procedures have harmed a participant, they take reasonable steps to minimize the harm.
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