
IRB Tip: Research Involving Deception

IRB guidance for implementing federal and institutional IRB policies 
If the protocol involves deception (false information given to subjects, false impressions

created, or information relating to the subjects' participation is withheld from subjects) a

detailed description as to how subjects will be debriefed must be provided.

The researcher must provide the participant with information about the nature of the

study and attempt to remove any misconceptions that may have arisen. Where scientific

or humane values justify delaying or withholding this information, the researcher incurs a

special responsibility to monitor the research and to ensure that there are no damaging

consequences for the participant.

Where research procedures result in undesirable consequences for the individual

participant, the researcher has the responsibility to detect and remove or correct these

consequences, including long-term effects.

In research involving deception, debriefing is required to compensate the research

subjects for having been denied at least some powers of self-determination and for having

been deliberately misinformed; debriefing procedures thus should be designed to provide

subjects with (1) satisfaction from having contributed to science or society, and (2) new

knowledge that will be of educational or therapeutic value to them. In addition, subjects

should receive other benefits or reparations: (3) dehoaxing - entails giving the subject

whatever explanation or evidence is necessary to convey the truth about the research and

to clear up any misunderstandings. (4) desensitizing - involves the detection and removal

of any undesirable emotional consequences of research participation. Desensitizing

should be designed to “alter subjects’ feelings concerning the way they behaved or were

treated in the study so that they are restored to a state or emotional well-being.” (5)

restoration of confidence in science, (6) information on ways risk was anticipated and

circumvented, (7) an opportunity to ask questions, and (8) an opportunity to withdraw

one's own data.

If the proposed research involves deception, the following must be provided in the appropriate item of the Research Plan:

1. Describe in detail the deception involved, including any instructions to subjects

or false impressions created.

2. Justification. Explain in detail why deception is necessary to accomplish the

goals of the research. Care should be taken to distinguish cases in which

disclosure would invalidate the research from cases in which disclosure would

simply inconvenience the PI.

3. Describe in detail the plan for debriefing subjects. Clarify when and how

subjects will be debriefed? Attach a copy of any debriefing statement.

4. Justify why the proposed subject population is suitable for such a study.
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