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Psychiatrists in our society are
entrusted with the professional
responsibility of caring for

people with mental illnesses, a very
large, diverse, and often disadvan-
taged population. Psychiatric re-
searchers assume the additional re-
sponsibility of pursuing new knowl-
edge about the nature of mental ill-
nesses and their effective treatment
(1). Taken together, these efforts
seek to address and relieve suffering
associated with psychiatric diseases,
now and in the future.

Important as the goal of alleviating
the burden of mental illnesses may
be, it is tempered by appreciation
that the psychiatrist’s role as clinician
and human researcher represents a
privilege conferred on our profession
by our society (2). This privilege is
predicated on certain expectations—
namely, that as psychiatrists, we will
articulate, uphold, and ensure the
ethical commitments inherent in the
work we do in support of the public
good. The report of the American
Psychiatric Association’s task force on
research ethics (3), which appears in
this month’s issue of Psychiatric Ser-
vices, reflects recognition by organ-
ized psychiatry that the ethical con-
duct of research with human partici-
pants is essential for continued
progress in our field. If that recogni-
tion can be said to have been implicit
among psychiatric researchers in the
past, in the contemporary ethical and
policy environment such tacit under-

standings are no longer adequate.
Rather, it is critical that we openly
discuss and embrace our ethical com-
mitments, as the task force report has
done. For this reason, it represents an
important milestone for psychiatry.

The task force document is a valu-
able resource for many different
stakeholders in psychiatric research.
Psychiatric researchers themselves
constitute the first group for whom
the formulation of explicit ethical
principles of research is crucial. The
research community has long been
accustomed to implementing the ba-
sic requirements of ethical research
embodied in the applicable federal
regulations (1,4–6). These require-
ments include use of appropriate re-
search designs and methods; careful
assessment of risks in light of poten-
tial benefits, with minimization of
risks whenever possible; and the in-
formed consent of decisionally capa-
ble volunteers or their legally author-
ized surrogates, among others. Even a
casual observer could not doubt the
centrality of the governing paradigm
of research ethics to the current re-
search scene.

Life, however, has a way of giving
rise to complexities that make the
straightforward application of federal
regulations difficult. Similarly, it is
often challenging to see how best to
translate the elegant principles of the
Belmont Report into everyday re-
search activities. Of course risks
should be minimized, but does that

permit or rule out the use of placebos
when partially effective interventions
exist (7)? How do the ethical com-
mitments of psychiatry shape the ac-
ceptability of certain experimental
designs and protocol procedures?
And yes, volunteers must be in-
formed of the key elements of the
study, risks and benefits, alternatives,
and other relevant information. Yet
when it seems clear that the more
participants are told, the less they
comprehend and the more depend-
ent they appear on their physicians’
recommendations, how does one de-
cide the correct amount of informa-
tion to reveal?

Hence there is a sincere need for
an ongoing engagement of the re-
search community—not just in terms
of reflecting on the principles of ethi-
cal research but also with the applica-
tion of those abstract ideas to the
earthy dilemmas that arise in the pur-
suit of incremental knowledge. That
confrontation best occurs in public
dialogue, as the research community
and others who are concerned with
the way research participants are
treated—including the participants
themselves and their families—deal
with the nuances of translating ethical
concepts to daily life in the research
unit or clinic (8). With the constant
development of new research ques-
tions, which bring the promise of new
benefits but also often pose new or
uncertain risks, this process is not one
that can be completed and placed
aside. The task force report thus
should be seen first as a call for the
research community to think through
and debate these issues in a thought-
ful, open, and continuous manner.

A second group for whom this re-
port is material is persons who volun-
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teer for studies that are aimed at ex-
panding our knowledge of psychiatric
disorders. Typically, these partici-
pants suffer from the illnesses being
studied, but not infrequently their
family members or members of the
general public are recruited as well.
Because participants who enter re-
search studies often give up the sin-
gle-minded fidelity to their treatment
interests that marks the best clinical
treatment and usually assume addi-
tional risks, they are understandably
eager to know that researchers are
committed to acting in accord with
generally agreed-upon ethical norms.
The task force report declares psychi-
atry’s vow to abide by those norms
and invites research participants to
join the discussion about appropriate
means and ends.

Without the support of policy mak-
ers, funding for research would di-
minish and advances in knowledge
would be neglected. Thus govern-
ment and private funders of psychi-
atric research are a third group for
which the task force report should be
meaningful. Legislators, government
administrators, philanthropists, and
others who support research endeav-

ors understandably have been con-
cerned at times in the past over alle-
gations of abuses in psychiatric and
other medical research. The task
force report speaks to the desire of
the profession to ensure that any un-
fortunate behaviors that may have oc-
curred in the past are not repeated.
The report also speaks to psychiatry’s
determination to confront new prob-
lems as they arise in a transparent and
inclusive fashion. Such a pledge is vi-
tal for the continued alliance between
our political leaders and our research
community.

What about the majority of mental
health professionals who are clini-
cians, not researchers? Why is this re-
port important for them? No one
dealing with the consequences of
mental illness today can fail to recog-
nize the imperfect nature of so many
of our interventions. Advances de-
pend on systematic research, which
can only occur when its ethical foun-
dations are firm. Hence clinicians too
should find reassurance for the future
in psychiatry’s recognition of its ethi-
cal obligations to the research partici-
pants who sacrifice so that others may
benefit. The task force report invites

all these groups into the discussion,
and thus it represents the start of a
conversation and not its culmination.
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