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As we move into the final quarter of 2024, I have to admit that I do enjoy the change of season both personally and as someone who loves psychology. Since I enjoy the change in temperature, the leaves falling and all the festive fun that is only a few months away. Yet as a psychology person, the last quarter represents the new academic year getting underway, a final push to try to get everything achieved for this year and a few other things.

That’s why this October 2024 issue of the Psychology Worlds magazine is packed with fun and fascinating topics to help you learn more in this final quarter. 

We start off with some great psychology articles. For example, you get to learn about parenting an ADHD child in How Can Parents Deal With ADHD, and this is a useful post so you can understand how we can support parents after their child has been diagnosed.

You can learn about the interesting topic of gamification in Gamification Of Autism and even if you don’t intend to work with autistic service users. This is important to understand because I think over time gamification will branch out into other mental health conditions. 

Thirdly, you get to enjoy learning about forensic psychology in the brilliant post, Mental Health: What Is Admissible In Court? This article is definitely useful to bear in mind because this is really about client protection and understanding what our recordkeeping can do in legal situations.

Then we look at Why Are Ethics Need In Psychology Research? And this is a fascinating article that explores the dark side of empirical research over the past 100 years so I highly recommend it, even if you aren’t a researcher.

Finally, we end on a social psychology note answering the age-old question of Why Do Couples Break Up? A topic that is always worth revisiting because we can learn from these findings and hopefully apply them in our own life.

Then we have two brilliant full-length books to learn from. In Personality Psychology and Individual Differences, you’ll see how our personality can impact a wide range of behaviours and you’ll see how personality factors are researched in the first time. This book was a lot of fun and I seriously enjoy rereading it myself from time to time.

Lastly, we end this great issue of the magazine with a brand-new book called Clinical Psychology Reflections Volume 5 and this was a lot of fun to write, research and think about. I reflect on a lot of pressing, hot-hitting issues from a number of different perspectives so if you want to learn more about clinical psychology definitely check it out.

So now we know what we’ll be investigating in this issue, let’s turn over the page and start exploring some of these brilliant topics in more depth.
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Whilst the vast majority of this podcast audience are university psychology students and psychology professionals, I still enjoy doing and researching parenting-related content. Since as psychology people we know that giving someone a diagnosis and the label associated with it can be difficult and it can take some time to get used to. Therefore, it’s important for us to understand the impact that mental health conditions have on not only our clients, but their families as well. That’s why in today’s psychology podcast episode, we’re focusing on how parents can deal with ADHD? So we can understand more about the parent’s experience of having a child with this condition. If you enjoy learning about ADHD, mental health and clinical psychology then you’ll love today’s episode.

What Is ADHD?

In case anyone is unfamiliar with Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD), it is a mental health condition that normally begins in childhood, and as I’ve spoken before on the podcast. There is evidence that it shouldn’t be thought of as a mental disorder with there being something “wrong” with a person. It is an evolutionary adaption that the human species evolved to help our survival and it is for that reason people with ADHD can live successful and fulfilled lives. Similar to Bill Gates, Simone Biles and Justin Timberlake to name but a few successful people with ADHD.

However, clinically speaking, ADHD is a condition with symptoms including people finding it hard to pay attention, being hyperactive and impulsive. As well as people with ADHD might struggle to sit still, control their impulses, focus on tasks and sometimes they are more accident-prone than others.

Yet again, I want to stress that just because someone has ADHD doesn’t mean they’re messed up, have a problem or anything else negative that society has attached to an ADHD label.

How can ADHD Affect A Child’s Life?

As psychology students and, current or future, therapists, we need to know how a particular condition will impact our client’s life before we give them a diagnosis. And when it comes to ADHD then the condition does have a massive impact on every single aspect of a child’s life. For example, a child with ADHD finds it difficult to focus in class, keep up with their classmates and follow instructions (be it by a teacher or family member). Therefore, sadly children with ADHD do tend to have lower grades, and in the USA, they are more likely than students without ADHD to be held back a grade.

When it comes to social and home functioning then children with ADHD are disadvantaged as well. Since ADHD does lead to behavioural and social difficulties because children with the condition might struggle to make friends and they are at a higher risk of bullying. Personally, that isn’t right at all and no one kid should be bullied, especially children with a mental health condition, but as everyone knows children can be mean at times.

Yet at least not everyone is bullied.

Also, when it comes to home life, ADHD can cause problems as parents struggle to manage their child’s behaviour, they don’t feel supported and their siblings can even feel neglected and resentful.

That’s another reason why I wanted to be today’s episode because it isn’t right that parents don’t feel supported with the right information, tricks and tips. Therefore, whilst nothing on the podcast is even any sort of official advice, I want to do something to help the amazing parents that have a great kid with ADHD but they aren’t necessarily sure how to deal with a diagnosis.

Because let’s face it, even as psychology students and professionals we would struggle and be surprised or at least need an adjustment period, if our current or future child as a diagnosis. And we’re the people that know this information like the back of our hands (depending on our interests and jobs of course).

Overall, we need to acknowledge that ADHD is challenging for everyone, including the child and parents and everyone else who comes into contact with the child. Yet this is far from a bad thing because there are ways to manage the condition and with the right support, there is no reason why a child with ADHD cannot reach their full potential.

How Can Parents Deal With ADHD?

As I’m sure everyone listening to the podcast knows full well, but parenting a child with any condition, like ADHD or autism, can be challenging. Even more so when the parent doesn’t have access to good information so whilst this is not the ultimate parenting guide for parents with ADHD kids, I hope this helps some.

Therefore, one of the first tips is definitely don’t handle everything themselves, because that only leads to burnout, stress and their mental health will decrease. That’s why it’s important to get support and find other people that are going through the same things as you.

Secondly, parents can create routines as well as structure at home. The benefit of this is it helps to keep a child with ADHD on track. 

Thirdly, parents can make sure that their doctors and teachers are involved in developing a plan to deal with the child’s ADHD. Personally, I think this is worded quite harshly but the real point behind it is to make sure there is a plan in place to allow the child to thrive and manage the symptoms of ADHD so they can live a full and productive life as I mentioned earlier.

And the most important one I think, parents have to be patient and they need to encourage positive behaviours. 

Thankfully, all of these tips aren’t hard for us as psychologists to explain to parents and these tips are really about hope I think. Whenever a parent gets a diagnosis then it can feel like the carpet has been taken out from under them because in their eyes, at times, it can feel like their child’s future has changed forever and they have no idea what to do about it. I’m sure the psychologists listening to the podcast can back me up here when I say that these feelings are just temporary whilst the parents experience a learning curve about what the diagnosis means, and what the next steps are.

Finally, parents need to look after themselves. No one in psychology will ever say that having a child with a mental health condition isn’t stressful and challenging. That’s why parents need to look after themselves, make sure they have a support system in place and they are able to cope with everything that is going on.

How Can Parents Create A Positive Relationship With Their Child With ADHD?

Time and time again research shows that our relationships, our connections and our social support systems are the most important factor in our mental health, our success and many more different areas of functioning. Therefore, I’m sure that a lot of parents will be asking us, as current or future, psychologists how do they build a positive parental relationship with their child with ADHD.

Thankfully, it is far from impossible and there are tips.

Firstly, it is absolutely critical that a parent is patient and when a child is “acting out” then this can be very hard to do, and I think it is perfectly reasonable that a parent does sometimes feels the need to shout. Ideally, there would be no shouting and that is why being patient is so important. Especially, since parents need to remember that their child is not acting out intentionally.

Secondly, and I know that most parents don’t do this but it has to be said anyway, parents shouldn’t compare their children to neurotypical children. As well as they certainly shouldn’t use negative words like “stupid” or “lazy” that I think is heart-breaking, but it could also reflect on how stressful this is on them too. Yet using negative words will not help the parental relationship at all and over time it will really damage their child’s mental health.

In addition, and this is my favourite one, parents (regardless if the child has ADHD or not) should spend quality time with their kid every day. Even if it is as simple as reading a book together, playing together or walking around the block together. You are still spending time with your child and they will love that time with you.

Finally, praise a child with ADHD when they show positive behaviour. As much as I have no interest whatsoever in behaviourism, when it comes to child psychology, there are some very useful concepts that work. Therefore, parents should encourage and praise good behaviour so this helps the child feel good about themselves as well as it encourages them to continue the behaviour way into the future so they can get rewarded again and again. 

Overall, we have one more section to look at and I want to stress here that I hope you’re starting to see that ADHD isn’t a terrible, terrible condition that ruins lives. If you’re a parent reading this then so far I hope that this has helped you to realise that there are strategies and tips and ways to help yourself and your child manage this brand-new diagnosis. As well as there are plenty more online for you to explore. If you’re a psychology student or professional, then I hope you’re realising that there are a lot of management tips that we can and should give parents when they first get the diagnosis. Due to how overwhelming this entire situation can do.

How To Help A Child With ADHD Succeed In School?

Moving onto our final section of the podcast episode, I mentioned earlier that children with ADHD can struggle academically and they’re often behind compared to their peers. However, there are thankfully some tips and strategies that can help a child with ADHD thrive at school.

For example, a surprising tip is that helping a child at school might start from home. Due to if a parent provides structure as well as routine at home then this has the benefit of helping the child to stay on track and avoid any distractions. As well as at home, a parent can help their child develop organisational skills. Such as teaching them how to use a calendar or planner to help them keep track of their assignments, homework and classes (not exactly applicable to young children but you get the point). 

Moreover, in terms of the school itself, parents working with teachers and the school to develop an individualised education plan is important, and I will admit I am not exactly sure how this works in schools. Yet I do remember a few people in my year at school has something like this so I imagine it is something as easy as talking to the school and getting the process started. Since the plan focuses on the child’s strengths and weaknesses of their learning and it includes accommodations for their ADHD. As well as if there is a change in a child’s ADHD medication then the school should be told about that too.

Conclusion

Overall, I want to finish this clinical psychology episode by reminding us, psychology students and psychology professionals, that whenever we give a child or adult a diagnosis of ADHD or something else, we have just changed their lives forever. That isn’t a bad thing. With a diagnosis (as much as the diagnosis system is awful as we all know) that amazing person can get the support and treatment they need to go on and live a great life.

And to parents of children with ADHD and my fellow psychology students and professionals, I want to remind you that everyone has the love, support and drive to help a child with ADHD. Parents are brilliant and if they work with doctors and schools, keep having a positive relationship with their child and if they have the right social support network around themselves, not only the child. Then the child will thrive and they could do amazing things.

Having ADHD isn’t a death sentence, a child with ADHD can do amazing things and live a happy, successful life given the right support, treatment and most importantly, love.

Clinical Psychology References:

Clinical Psychology by Carr (2012)

Clinical Psychology Third Edition by Davey et al. (2015)

https://www.psychologytoday.com/gb/blog/promoting-empathy-with-your-teen/202303/how-to-deal-with-adhd-a-guide-for-parents
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If you go onto any app store, autism support group or anywhere to be honest and search for games or items designed to help autistic people, then you will find some type of serious game. Since the gamification of autism is becoming more and more popular and even more apps, games and toys are being developed to help autistic people. There are tons of apps and other examples of serious games designed to teach autistic people social skills, life skills and other important skills that they sometimes lack due to their condition. Yet the gamification of autism raises a critical question that needs to be answered. How effective actually are these games? That’s the focus of today’s psychology podcast episode and if you enjoy learning about mental health, autism and neurodivergence. Then you’re in for a treat!

Introduction To The Gamification Of Autism (Extract From Gamification of Autism. COPYRIGHT 2023 CONNOR WHITELEY)

Moving onto the first chapter of the book, we need to understand the topic at a general level, because if you’re anything like me before I really started investigating this topic, then you might not know a few things.

Since I have always loved autism research, finding out more about it and trying to help people, but that seriously does not mean I knew anything about gamification.

And what I tend to find when I talk to someone about what I did on my placement year and that I did a literature review on the topic, I found some people knew what gamification meant as a definition. But beyond that, they were clueless to how this was used in autism effectively.

As a result, in this chapter, we’re going to talk about what are interventions, gamification and autism to make sure everyone is on the exact same page for the rest of the book.

That’s what we’re going to look at now.

Therefore, using technology and combining it with psychological interventions is not new, because it is only increasing given how technology can be used to motivate and engage users (Gaudi et al., 2019). And I feel that we are definitely at the point where our technology is good enough that it can definitely be used on a whole range of conditions thankfully.

Some examples of technology that can be used in interventions include, serious games (more on that later on), structured-oriented videogames designed for learning as well as therapy in a fun environment (Alvarez Reyes et al., 2019), and game-based interventions.

Again, we will talk a lot on how these different pieces of technology and games are used in clinical interventions of autism but the most important thing about all of them is that by using technology to encourage motivation and learning (Mairena et al., 2019), we are able to overcome some massive limitations of more “traditional” psychotherapy. For example, we are aware that an autistic person cannot sit down for very long and they lose interest very quickly. This makes it very, very difficult to get them to engage with an hour-long therapy session, so technology can be helpful in this task.

Nonetheless, I certainly think one of the most interesting and possibly exciting things to note here is that this combination of technology and intervention is basically a brand-new frontier that still needs to be explored in great detail.

For example, we need the technologically aided interventions to be created in the first place so that would definitely be exciting for developers, but we also need to test it on autistic children (again that’s another exciting area). Yet we need to empirically test these technologically aided interventions too and that’s the point of this book.

I want to show you the current research and state of this area and hopefully inspire some of you to help improve it for the future generations.

What Are Interventions?

In the rest of the book, we’re going to see the term interventions an awful lot, and normally in my books, this refers to different types and forms of psychotherapy. Yet in this book, the term interventions is going to be used as a sort of umbrella term to talk about all the different examples of serious games and gamification. 

As well as all the serious games and examples of gamification mentioned in the book have been widely used to emotionally and socially train children with Autism Spectrum Disorders (ASDs; Boucenna et al., 2014; Grossard et al., 2017; Malinverni et al., 2017). 

Additionally, before I start giving you a definition and talk more about autism. I want to outright say that I don’t like the term Disorder for any psychological condition, even more so for autism, and this is very much biomedical model thinking. Since this model sees autism as a pathology that needs to be “cured” but that’s rubbish. 

But I’ve already written that argument in different places so I will be leaving it out of this book.

What Is Autism?

Furthermore, Autism Spectrum Conditions (ASC) refers to a wide range of neurodevelopmental conditions that can be characterised by repetitive behaviours, impaired social skills, and intense interests (American Psychiatric Association, 2013). 

Moreover, the main reason why autism is of interest to the gamification literature is because with the autism population increasing (Fang et al., 2019), mental health services are of course looking for cheaper alternatives to the traditional Early Years Interventions. Some of these common interventions include Dance/ Movement therapy (Scharoun et al., 2014), Cognitive Behavioural Therapy (Perihan et al., 2021) and psychopharmacological interventions (Accordino et al., 2016). 

But the autistic community is increasingly becoming interested in interventions that use games and technology. For instance, games are increasingly being used in school environments within recent years (Whyte et al., 2015). 

One of the reasons for this is because autistic children have been deemed to view virtual environments as more predictable than non-virtual environments, so they are more likely to last in virtual environments for longer (Mitchell et al., 2007). 

Personally, I’m not exactly sure I like the phase children have been deemed because I think it sounds a little cold and uncaring towards children, but that’s what academia is like at times. As well as these virtual environment examples is a good one to show how using technology can help autistic people cope better when they might not be able to do as well in physical or real-world environments. 

This is something else we’ll explore later.

As a result of this increased interest, a lot more ASC interventions are starting to adopt and become comprised of digital interventions. Allowing people with autism to improve their symbolic play, communication as well as social skills.

In addition, what I think is very good about all of this is that having digital components of interventions isn’t hard to achieve, and this can be very seamless considering that high video game use is often reported in ASCs (Coutelle et al., 2021).

The Problem We’ll Learn About

However, I will be the first to admit, as great as all this understanding is about what serious games are, gamification is and what autism is, there is a major, major problem with this area of research.

This problem is actually so problematic that it is actually one of the first things that interested me in the topic when my supervisor suggested it.

And this is the problem that the evidence base for the effectiveness of serious games and similar interventions is very limited, as well as there are even some studies and researchers that question the very need for specific games in the first place (Alkhayat & Ibrahim, 2020). 

Although, I will note upfront here that even though I am mentioning these studies. Of course, I am the very, very last person who would ever deny that autistic people do face challenges and difficulties in the world. Hell, if I was denying that I wouldn’t be writing this book or done podcast episodes on autism.

Yet I am highlighting that there is evidence serious games aren’t needed considering the effectiveness of non-specialised games, but that’s something we might explore later on.

Anyway, the major problem with the gamification literature is that many of these studies are mere proof of concept tests that are comprised of small, inadequate samples and believe me, they seriously lack ecological validity. 

This is rather alarming in my opinion because when we consider the increased interest in the development of gamification of the ASC community, it’s important that we examine the area to see how empirical it is by looking to understand the field’s current weaknesses and areas of potential improvement. 

And oh yes, there are some serious areas for improvement and that is why this is such a great topic to explore.
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As current or future clinical psychologists or people just interested in the area. We are all aware that when a client comes to us, whatever they share is protected by confidentiality. Meaning within set limits, we cannot tell other people what the client has informed us about their mental health, their difficulties and their life. However, there are certain times and situations when a court of law might make us break their confidentiality. And when this happens, it raises the question of what is admissible in court?

Present and Past Mental State:

Whilst I haven’t been following the Amber Herd versus Johnny Depp trial because it seriously doesn’t interest me. I am aware that there has been a lot of therapists and forensic psychologist testifying about the mental health states of both of them. And this is where our first area comes in.

Since in court proceedings, a person’s current and past mental state can be called into question and asked to be examined. This includes, but really isn’t limited to, does the client have any history of mental health conditions or addiction? 

As well as all this includes information that was provided to the therapist under continentality. 

In addition, in order for a court to properly understand the domestic situation. A marriage counsellor, for example, might be called in to give evidence and explain what both parties (or just one if that’s all they helped) told them about the living situation and the events. 

Also the therapist would have to turn over most private communications, diagnoses and other sensitive information to the spouse’s counsel and/ or the court. As well as either party involved in the proceedings may call the therapist to the stand to testify as an expert witness on their client’s or their opponent’s mental and emotional state.

For example, if we look at what’s currently going on in the Amber Heard and Johnny Depp trial. Dr Anderson, who served as the couple’s marriage counsellor, gave the court sworn testimony that there was mutual abuse between the couple.  As well as Dr Curry testified that Amber Heard was given a diagnosis of Borderline Personality Disorder. Something that Amber Heard’s psychologist doesn’t agree with and testifies that she suffers from Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder due to the trauma from Johnny Depp.

However, what we’re interested in is those conversations that the couple probably believed were personal and private are now in the public domain for a lot of people to read. Something that could be very scary for different people for different reasons.

But the problem with this example is that the couple is very popular, famous and very, very high-profiled. So what is admissible in court for normal people?

What is Admissible In Court?

Well, it turns out that the question itself is very flawed because a lot of personal information you would never imagine coming to light because of confidentiality does end up coming out in a court. Regardless of how high-profile you are. Due to it is fairly common for people involved in court proceedings to have a history of mental health challenges, regardless of whether it is both or just one of the parties involved. Or these people have been known to see a therapist or counsellor.

Therefore, because they have a mental health record that needs to be submitted into evidence. As well as it is fairly common to have expert testimony given by mental health professionals.

You never know one of us might be expert witnesses one day!

Furthermore, when it comes to child custody cases, the parents in this situation tend to waive their right to confidentiality. Due to in custody cases the court must determine what is in the best interest of the child, which means the need for transparency is extremely important as the court must understand if one or both of the parents has health or mental health difficulties. 

As a result, to better understand the entire situation, a court may order a therapist to turn over their patient’s most private diagnoses, communications and other sensitive information to the court and opposing counsel.

I definitely think that custody battles can be rather heart-breaking, but if you’re familiar with the history of children and the law. Then it is great to know that children are valued are individuals who need to be cared for, considered carefully and protected. 

Also on the topic of custody battles, if both parents go under a mental health evaluation, then the therapist will most probably have to turn over all the notes, medical records amongst other things as well. 

In some instances, courts have ordered an in-camera review of several years of a person’s mental health records. With this being legal parlance for a process in which a judge privately looks at confidential, private or sensitive information to determine which material is relevant and which may be shared with the opposing counsel.

Personally, I’m quite glad that there is a legal mechanism that helps to protect people with mental health conditions. Because you don’t want every little thing about your history to be turned over to the opposing counsel if it isn’t relevant, so it is important that there is a type of protection to prevent this over-giving if you will.

For example, there was one such case where a mother’s medical records showed how she had been hospitalised 15 times over a space of ten years because of her mental health conditions. Resulting in the court deciding she would be unable to give the child proper and adequate care.

How Do People Prepare For Court?

Of course nothing on this podcast is ever official advice but it’s interesting to look at the types of things people (including us psychologists) do to prepare for these court proceedings. For instance, mental health professionals must prepare themselves for handing over all the notes and files that are relevant to the client in question if they are ordered by the court to do so.

Additionally, if a parent has been asked to provide this information. Then it is imperative that they ensure their legal team is told everything and all the “issues” that will be revealed. So their legal team can prepare themselves, their questions and any way to possibly get the information thrown out.

Conclusion

However, I want to finish up by saying something that reminds us about the true emotion of this time. Whatever step of the process we are involved in, whether we are the psychologists involved or the actual people in the court proceedings. This is a very stressful time for everyone, so please, look after your mental health during this extremely stressful time.

Forensic Psychology Reference:

https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/legal-matters/202205/depp-vs-heard-mental-health-and-what-is-admissible-in-court
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With the university academic year starting up again, a lot of Postgraduate and even undergraduate students are starting to think about research projects for their dissertations. Therefore, at some point, they will need to think about ethics and ethics applications. But why are ethics needed in psychology research? Taking a chapter out of my brand-new Ethics In Psychology book, we explore why ethics are needed in psychology research and what happens without ethical guidelines. The findings will scare you for sure. If you love psychology, research and doing the right thing, you’ll enjoy this podcast episode for sure.

Examples Of Unethical Research In Psychology. Extract From Ethics In Psychology COPYRIGHT 2023 Connor Whiteley

To truly understand the dire need for research ethics, we need to look at some of the worst research in recent history so we understand what the ethical codes help to make impossible. And to be honest, even though I say these studies are some of the worst in history, back in the day and when these studies were done they were perfectly normal and this was perfectly okay to do.

And it is that normality about risking people’s lives, mental health and other important aspects that we now take for granted as participants that is the most heart-breaking about this entire topic.

The Tuskegee experiment 

Throughout the COVID-19 Pandemic and the vaccine programme, I was watching the news and they were covering the resistance or slight lack of uptake of the vaccine from ethnic minority groups and the main reason the people on the news said, it was because of the historical abuse of black and other communities by the medical industry so there’s a long standing concern and mistrust between the medical and black communities.

However, there was a study mentioned during this news report that helped to explain the distrust very effectively and that was the Tuskegee Experiment.

This was an experiment that happened between 1932 and 1972, a 40-year-long experiment, by the U.S. Public Health Service and during the study they wanted to watch the natural progression of untreated syphilis on poor rural African American men.

In the study, these men were told that they were going to be receiving free health care, and none of them were told that they had syphilis (a deadly condition). Then when treatment for the condition became available in the 1940s, these men were prevented from getting the treatment and they weren’t allowed to get treatment anywhere else in the world for the condition.

All of these men were never ever treated for the condition.

So let me jump in here quickly and just mention that the US Government was perfectly happy for innocent people with a deadly condition to die just to see what would happen.

Just let that sink in for a moment.

The results of the study showed that out of the 399 participants who had the condition before the study began, 28 of them died because of the condition directly. Then another 100 people died because of the related complications.

In addition, 40 of the wives of the participants had become infected as well as 19 of their children were born with congenital syphilis.

As a result of this study, at least 128 died, 40 wives were infected (and I don’t have data at the moment on how many of them died) and 19 children (CHILDREN!) were infected. And to be honest, who knows how many of them died or infected other people.

Also, let me be very clear here, all of these people could have been treated. No one could have died, no wife could have been infected and no children could have been born with congenital syphilis.

But the researchers running the study chose not to do that.

In the end, it took a whistle-blower and 6 very long years before the study was finally terminated, with the ethical issue being here that harm was caused by the researchers denying the participants medical treatment.

And if you’re really interested in the study it should be very easy to find out more information on it. 

Personally, I don’t want to read any more on it because I think this is an utter disgrace, and even with me understanding the sheer levels of racism back then, I still think it’s appalling that this was ever allowed to occur.

And that’s why the ethical guidelines had to be introduced.

As well as it is still rather difficult to get a clear picture of what happened in any great detail, but this is probably because of long cover-ups at the highest level. That is honestly just a guess though.

Other Examples of Unethical Research

Come on, you seriously couldn’t have an Ethics In Psychology book without mentioning Milgram, and I partly think that Milgram was one of the most influential figures in the development of the guidelines, simply because his studies were so horrific.

If you want to find out more about Milgram, please check out Social Psychology (including the differences between what was actually found and was reported), but just as a little recap he basically got participants to believe they were electrocuting people and killing them in the end.

And yes, there is a lot of research evidence in Social Psychology that shows there was a lot of psychological damage done to these participants.

Therefore, the ethical issue in this study, and I know this really oversimplifies what he did to people, is he deceived participants to extremely unacceptable levels, and later in the book we’ll talk about what is okay and not when it comes to deception.

However, a little well-known and definitely less clear study actually comes from Elizabeth Loftus, you might remember her as the researcher who does a lot on false memory and other memory research.

Now I will admit I have a lot of respect for Loftus, because she has really helped us to understand how memory works, is flawed and she is a very impressive woman. Yet this study slightly damages her reputation.

This is the “false memories of Jane Doe” case, and if you read my False Allegation book coming out in 2024, this study was meant to pop up but I decided against it.

Anyway, what happened was was that there was a Jane Doe in the USA that claimed that she had remembered in therapy her parents abusing her. Leading to her pressing charges and an academic paper by another researcher was written, with Jane Doe’s name never being revealed.

However, Loftus and another researcher were clever enough to find out her identity. Now I do not support what they did that I’m about to tell you, but I do appreciate the intelligence that would have taken.

Or maybe it was easier than I imagine because the ethical guidelines at the moment or only earlier ones were, so the concept of anonymity might have been weaker.

Yet Loftus and another researcher called Guyer believed that these were false memories so they deceived Jane Doe and interviewed her about her “recovered memories” by talking to her and other people under the premise of something else.

Then the two researchers went away, wrote a paper about Jane Doe that basically said she was a liar and even though Jane Doe’s name was never revealed during this entire process, the victim herself did this when she sued them because of the academic article.

And in the end, it turned out that Jane Doe had actually been abused.

Leading to the question of is it actually ethical for researchers to use information about participants without their consent in an effort to challenge their version of events? And this is even more important because this version of events actually had legal implications.

In addition, this case does raise a lot of interesting questions and ethical issues. For example, does advancing our knowledge about a topic justify using a lack of informed consent on a person for research purposes? Especially as Jane Doe never gave her permission for this article? As well as was it even okay that Loftus and Guyer sought out her personal information when her name had purposefully been used as Jane Doe?

Personally, I don’t think it was, but as you’ll see later on in the book, there are times when it’s perfectly okay to use participant data without consent.

This is why ethics is rather interesting because there are so many grey areas.

Finally, you have the example of the outright fabrication of research data. Like the examples of dodgy researchers from the Replication Crisis which was were researchers found that a lot of the most famous and amazing psychology studies couldn’t be replicated, and the results weren’t real.

They were mere flukes, so you can imagine the amount of damage this did to psychology’s reputation and the issues it caused us. It even caused so much upheaval that Nobel Prize Winner Daniel Kahneman (you know from
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