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Universities with independent 
ethics committees specialized in 
approving behavioral research 
are better equipped to minimize 
harm to research subjects and 
produce higher quality 
research, said a leading 
American university research 
specialist.  
 
Mary Ellen Sheridan, PhD, said 

that an Institutional Review 
Board (IRB)--also known as an 
ethical board--at a university 
compels researchers to conduct 
more humane studies, thus 
pushing them to be more 
thorough in setting up their 
research projects. 

 

Sheridan: "Grades should not be used to 

pressure students into participating in a 

research study."  

In a February 17, 2010 lecture entitled "Challenges of SBS Research: highlights and 
case studies," Sheridan overviewed current issues and concerns over social and 
behavioral researchers and their IRBs to an audience of nearly 40 academics including 
Provost Dallal and FAS Dean McGreevy.  

 
AUB established a Human Research Protection Program (HRPP) in November 2009, 
inspired by the US federal Office of Human Research Protections (OHRP) which 
administers the required Federal-wide Assurance (FWA) document between research 
institutions and the US government for all federally-funded projects. The FWA, which is 
a binding document between the institution and the US government, is used by the 
institution's IRB to review and monitor the research, ensuring that it complies with 
ethical principles. In the United States, the OHRP usually oversees the implementation 
of the FWA, but compliance is sometimes patchy when the FWA is signed with a foreign 
institution. This is why AUB established its own HRPP to maximize compliance. 
For non-federally-funded research, AUB abides by the 1979 Belmont Report which 
offers strict guidelines on ethics in social and biomedical research.  

 
Sheridan identified several thorny issues that might cause harm to human subjects. 
In particular, she noted that researchers should not resort to "coercion" to ensure the 
participation of human subjects. For instance, she said, grades should not be used to 
pressure students into participating in a research study. Participation should be 
voluntary, based on informed consent and free decision, she added.  
 
Moreover, data accumulated for one context should not be used for another, as this 
would be misleading for study subjects. For this reason, Sheridan emphasized that the 
university IRB should examine how subjects are recruited and whether they are 
informed about how research results will be used. 

Protecting research subjects also means protecting their identity, especially in cases 
that deal with illegal or socially-unacceptable behaviors and conditions, such as drug 
use or even homosexual practices--which are illegal in Lebanon.  
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Sheridan also highlighted her concern over the use of internet in gathering data 
research, something which IRBs should watch out for. 
The event was hosted by the Education Unit at the Dean's Office at the Faculty of 
Medicine as part of its "ethics matters" initiative offered in collaboration with the 
Human Research Protection Program at AUB.  

 
Sheridan is a past president of the National Council of University Research 
Administrators (NCURA) and the recipient of 2006 NCURA Award for outstanding 
achievement in research administration. Until September 1, 2007, Sheridan worked as 
the associate vice president for research and director of University Research 
Administration at the University of Chicago. 
 

 


