
THE OPEN UNIVERSITY OF KENYA

DESIGN PLAN
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	Programme title
	

	Course title
	PSY 111:CONTEMPORATRY ISSUES IN PSYCHOLOGY

	Learning Module number
	4

	Learning module title
	ETHICS AND SOCIALLY SENSITIVE RESEARCH

	Module Developer
	PROF. LUKE ODIEMO

	Module duration in hours
	6

	Instructional Hour Equivalent (Divide duration by 2)
	3

	Reviewed by
	

	Vision
	The innovative university for inclusive prosperity

	Audience description
	This is a first year course targetting people who work in care services and public service. People providing services to refugees and other disadvantaged groups in the community.

	Instructions to learners
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	This is an online learning module. This means that most of the course work will be conducted online. Expectations for performance in an online course are the same as for a traditional course; in fact, online courses might be more demanding because they require self-motivation, self-discipline, and technology skills. 

Online courses are not independent study courses. You will be expected to interact online with the instructor and your peers, keep up with all readings, and adhere to the reading and exam schedule. You will have to post your discussions and complete all assessments by the given deadline date. In addition, you will have to adhere to exam time allotment constraints.

As adults, students, and working professionals, they must manage competing time demands. Should a student need additional time to complete an assignment he or she must contact his or her professor before the due date so the situation can be reviewed and a resolution determined. Not all delayed assignment request will be approved.

The module covers cutting edge topics that require critical thinking skills, and therefore the module assignments are designed for you to apply those skills.

The module will be assessed and scored as follows:

Participation in online Discussion Forums 10%

E-portfolio………………10%

Online comprehension questions……10%
4.End of semester examinations………… 70%

TOTAL…………… 100%

Detailed course expectations:
Practice “netiquette”: Courtesy and respect are expected at all times. Be polite and respectful in all your postings.

A week is designated as Monday through Sunday

Weekly Discussion board entries in e-portfolios must be completed by 11:59PM on Sunday night. You will not be able to post discussions after the deadline.

Keep up with Course announcements.

Keep up with the weekly text and other assigned readings or video assignments.

Use good grammar and spelling in all your communication. Text speak is not allowed.

Exams and quizzes must be taken within the specific dates and times that are allocated.

Do not write in all caps (it makes it seem as though you are shouting).
Sign your name to correspondence

	Learning module description
	This module provides a concise overview of key subject areas in the responsible conduct of research on socially sensitive issues such as ethnicity, religion, gender, disabilities, nationality, race and social economic statuses. It is designed to make students aware of relevant guidelines, policies, and codes relating to ethical research, as well as to provide, via a study of ethical theories, concepts, and case studies, the skills for identifying and resolving ethical conflicts that may arise in research. The basic premises for this course are for students to to become competent scholars capable of original and independent research and doing good science requires responsible conduct and integrity.

	Module objectives:


	The objectives of this moduel is to facilitate learning about:

1. Ethical guidelines to follow when cionducting socially sensitive research in psychology

2. Difference between ethical and unethical studies in psychology

3. Ethical practice in research and academic writing about socially sensitive issues 

4. The value ethical practice when researching about socially sensitive issues in psychology

	Module learning outcomes:


	 By the end of the module, the learner is expected to be able to:

Outline the ethical guidelines when conducting research on socially sensitive issues in psychology

2. Differiate between ethical and unethical studies in psychology

3. Evaluate the ethical guidelines in research and academic writing

4. Communicate to others with sensitivity about socially controversial issues 

	Planned Learning Resources
	Watch videos and video clips

Visit different web sites

Read original surveys, research, and news articles

Online Discussion Boards
Adobe Connect live chats. Chats will be scheduled once a week. 

TRUE/FALSE and Multiple choice quizzes based on text readings.

Multiple choice exams based on text chapters. 

Quizzes will not be scheduled during the weeks in which the exams are given.

Weekly discussion board postings in response to questions I will provide based on text readings, videos or additional articles
With very few exceptions, all supplementary material including PowerPoint slides, videos, articles, and link to web sites will be posted on Learning Management System (LMS).

	ACTIVITY 1: INTRODUCTION

VIDEO 1: Pre-recorded lecture on topic emphasizing LEARNING OUTCOME 1:
 Factual knowledge.
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	Topic content is fully presented here. The lecture will deal with factual knowledge, expounding on threshold concepts, if any.

A video should be provided to support the lecture content.
Read the brief introduction below to find the answer to the question of “What is socially sensitive research?”

Defition of socially sensitive research
Sieber and Stanley (1988) used the term social sensitivity to describe studies where there are potential social consequences for the participants or the group of people represented by the research. 

Sieber and Stanley (1988) identified four aspects in the scientific research process that raise ethical implications in socially sensitive research: 

The Research Question: The researcher must consider their research question carefully. Asking questions like ‘Are there racial differences in IQ?’ or ‘Is intelligence inherited?’ may be damaging to members of a particular group.

The Methodology Used: The researcher needs to consider the treatment of the participant's and their right to confidentiality and anonymity. For example, if someone admits to committing a crime, or to having unprotected sex if they are HIV positive, should the researcher maintain confidentiality?

The Institutional Context: The researcher should be mindful of how the data is going to be used and consider who is funding the research. If the research is funded by a private institution or organisation, why are they funding the research and how do they intend to use the findings?

Interpretation and Application of Findings: Finally, the researcher needs to consider how their findings might be interpreted and applied in the real-world. Could their data or results be used to inform policy?

Also, any research linking intelligence to genetic factors can be seen as socially sensitive. For example, Cyril Burt used studies of identical twins to support his view that intelligence is largely genetic. His views greatly influenced the Hadow Report (1926) which led to the creation of the 11+ which was used from 1944-1976. This meant that generations of children were affected by the 11+ exam, even though there has been huge controversy regarding whether Burt had falsified his research data. 

For an indepth conception of the notion of Socially Sensitive research, watch the video in the link below 

After the video outline some of the ethically sensitive issues you need to be careful about when conducting or reading about research findings.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YCvJEvtucXk
Having watched the above video, I would like you to do some more practice on the analysis of brief summaries of research to differentiate between socially sensitive studies and those that are insensitive.

Below are examples of socially sensitive and socially unsensitive studies

Using the framework of Sieber and Stanley (1988),tabulate the grounds on which those studies were considered to be socially unsensitive or sensitive.

File your response in your e-portfolio as it will contribute to 10% of your course work 

Examples of socially sensitive and unsensitive studies

Study 1 - socially sensitive - Baron-Cohen

This is because the findings can potentially have a negative impact on the participants represented by this study and increase STIGMA. For example baron cohen demonstrated that participants with ASD performed significantly worse in the 'eyes test' in comparison to those with Tourette's and those described as 'normal'. This according to baron cohen means that they have an impaired theory of mind (an inability to perceive that people have different beliefs to their own). Therefore, it could be argued that the discovery of this specific deficit in people with autism/AS might lead to even greater STIGMA in the form of exclusion of those with ASD from jobs, eduction relationships and so on.

(The original Bowen-Cohen et al (2001) study can be downloaded from: https://drive.google.com/file/d/1XfDyhtXKqir9b8REtlHRKT9fcrpmdl_I/view?ref=studywithmehar.com)

Study 2 - socially sensitive - Milgram

This is because Milgram's explanation of obedience can be seen as environmentally deterministic and therefore potentially removes blame for destructive obedience and can therefore cause HARM since the conclusions drawn from this study can be seen as CONTROVERSIAL. For example, Milgram argued that environmental pressures, including the presence of and authority figure, meant that participants in the study found it hard to defy orders and continued to 'shock' another human. Such finishing have been used to explain certain atrocities such as Nazi behaviour in WW2. This has the potential to cause harm to the families of those victims such essentially such abhorrent behaviour has been excused. Mandel refers to this as the 'obedience alibi' and believes that this explanation is unacceptable and is therefore socially sensitive.

(You can read the original study from: Milgram, S. (1963). Behavioral study of obedience. Journal of Abnormal and Social Psychology, 67, 371-378.)
Study 3 - socially sensitive - Gould/ Yerkes

Gould, in his review highlighted how Yerkes administrated a number of culturally based tests to measure the 'intelligence' of 1.75 million army recruits which resulted in POLITICAL CONSEQUENCES. For example, the 'fact' the white Americans had an average mental age of 13 was blamed by the eugenicists' as a consequence unconstrained breeding of the 'feeable minded'. These 'facts' were used a justification of the immigration restriction act of 1924 which prevented up to 6 million Europeans from immigrating to the USA during WW2. These people will have ended up suffering at the hands of the Nazis as a consequence. This is arguably one of the most SS pieces of research that exists in the history of psychology.

(The following is a brief background to Yerkes studies of intelligence among american population: https://newlearningonline.com/new-learning/chapter-6/supporting-material/yerkes-army-intelligence-tests
Below is a youtube video of Gould and how he analysed the ethical basis of Yerke’s studies: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8wcSSLo9TIs&t=7s)

Study 1 - not socially sensitive - Grant
Findings dont have wider negative implications for society. For example, Grant found memory can be influenced by context dependency. Indeed, students who learnt and recalled in the same environment recalled more information that those who learnt and recalled in a different environment. Such findings are useful and can help people to perform better in exams (since exams and performed in silence could benefit those to study in silence). This is not SS since the findings can only be seen as beneficial for society.

(The origal study is cited as: Grant, H. M., Bredahl, L. C., Clay, J., Ferrie, J., Groves, J. E., McDorman, T. A., & Dark, V. J. (1998). Context-dependent memory for meaningful material: Information for students. Applied Cognitive Psychology, 12(6), 617-623.)

Study 2 - not socially sensitive - Chaney
Useful findings and not socially sensitive because he just showed that by using classical conditioning medical compliance can be used it didnt cause any negative implications.

(The origal study is cited as:Chaney, G., Clements, B., Landau, L., Bulsara, M., & Watt, P. (2004). A new asthma spacer device to improve compliance in children: a pilot study. Respirology, 9(4), 499-506)

Study 3 - not socially sensitive - Maguire
He was only saying that you have a larger hippocampi if you have good large navigational and spatial skills and not the other was round so it wasn't creating a stigma on anyone.

(Maguire studies are cited as:

“Maguire (1999).” IB Psychology, Think IB, http://www.thinkib.net/psychology/page/20668/maguire-1999.
“Maguire Et Al. (2000) | tutor2u Psychology.” tutor2u,  www.tutor2u.net/psychology/reference/maguire-2000.)
Both sides of the debate - Loftus and Palmer

Again useful as findings can be applied to police questioning techniques (think about the cognitive interview/ avoiding leading questions) BUT loftus theory that memory is reconstructive and EASILY open to basis could be used to discredit a whiteness account - this is especially SS when thinking about assault cases- indeed loftus was used as an expert witness in the Harvey Weinstein cases.

 (This study is cited as: Loftus, E. F., & Palmer, J. C. (1974). Reconstruction of auto-mobile destruction: An example of the interaction between language and memory. Journal of Verbal Learning and Verbal behavior, 13, 585-589.)


	
	

	ACTIVITY 2: READING

READING MATERIAL 1
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	Learners engage in self-directed learning of an article, a book chapter or whatever other material assigned.

In order to deepen your insights on socially sentive research, you are required to read the following chapters on ethics in socially senstive research.

Brough, P. (2018). Advanced Research Methods for Applied Psychology. London: Rouledge. Chapter 4 

 Read the selected chapters and answer the comprehension questions in Activity 3 below.


	
	

	ACTIVITY 3:  Comprehension questions:
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	Attempt the following quiz. 

You are required to score 8/10 to proceed to the next activity. 

If you score below 8/10, read the text in Acivity 2 before proceeding.

Ensure to review all the responses before proceeding to the next activity

MCQ QUIZ

What ethical guidelines
a. A set of guidelines that are established to help researchers conduct themselves with honesty and integrity
b. A cultural rules  that are established to help researchers conduct themselves with honesty and integrity

C. A set of natural laws of justice that help researchers conduct themselves with honesty and integrity

What is ethical issues?

This is a conflict between  the participants and f the         researcher

The concequence of the researcher conducting research    without approval by the research and ethics committee.

Matters that arise when there is a conflict between the rights of the participants and the aims of the researcher.

What is ethical implications?

These are the negative consequences the research has on the rights of others, not just the participants, but a wider society including the who are not durectly taking part in research

These are the consequences the research has on the rights of others, not just the participants, but a wider society including the who are not durectly taking part in research

These are the negative concequences of a researcher using participants to conduct research but failing to share with them the benefits that come from that research

Why are ethical issues important in research?

They will help me pass the assignment

They indicate what the researcher ought to do and how they should treat people

They help the researcher write up their research

They indicate that all people are very sensitive

5. What is an ethics committee?

People who like to talk a lot

A group of people who think about hypothetical research

A group of experienced people who will consider a research proposal and the degree to which ethical issues have been considered appropriately

A group of experienced people who are useful to draw on when writing a proposal as an optional extra

6. What (amongst other things) is now considered unethical in Milgram’s experiments looking at obedience and authority?

The research participants (given role of ‘teachers’) did not know the ‘learners’ were actors

The participants responded to an advert

The participants were all male

The ‘learners’ were given high voltage shocks

7. What is meant by ‘informed consent’? Please indicate the best answer

Telling people who you are and what you are studying

The ethics committee is informed about the research

Participants are given a clear indication what the research is about and what their involvement would entail

Participants are informed about the findings of the research at the end of the project

Which of the following best relates to ethical issues when researching with babies?

Asking for adults’ permission to research because babies are incapable of showing a degree of consent

 Getting babies to make a hand print to stand for a signature on a consent form

Seeing consent and withdrawal of consent as an ongoing issue and responding to the cues of the baby

Babies don’t remember so if they are upset you don’t need to worry about it

If you are a student involved in a research project in a nursery how would you deal with a child disclosing that her parent has hit her the previous night?

Keep the information secret as to do otherwise is a breach of confidentiality

Talk to the setting’s manager (or person with responsibility for safeguarding) soon afterwards

Be annoyed that you will probably have to exclude the child from the research

Joke with the parents, saying ‘You’ll never believe what your child has told me…’

10. At which stages of the research process should you think about ethics?

When designing the questions and planning the research

When collecting data

When analysing data

When writing up

When disseminating the research

All of the above

SHORT ANSWERS QUIZZ

In the following quiz, you are required to attempt the flip card quiz before fliping the cards. 

Remember that this quiz will contribute to your course work.

Flipping the cards before attempting the questions will automatically block you from proceeding further and this will be affect your course work score.

You can proceed with the quiz

(TO CREATE FLIP CARDS)

THE QUIZZ

What is socially senstive research in psychology?

Socially sensitive research is a term used that refers to psychological research that has wider (negative) Implications that affect people or groups in wider society - e.g. research and their institutions, families or people close to them, other groups in society. It may also refer to the sensitive nature of some conclusions drawn from the research.


For example, research can be considered as socially sensitive if it results in Stigma, political consequences, harm through controversial claims/conclusions etc.


This debate is about with psychologist should refrain from investigating topics that are considered as socially sensitive or whether doing so is the only way to challenge prejudices and arrive at the truth. Again should research only focus on the areas that are "socially safe ". In doing so this would be a whole range of behaviours would not be investigated .

Psychology can be considered Socially Sensitive if..

- research has wider (negative) implications that affect people or groups in wider society.

- for example if findings result in stigma- stigma is characterised by prejudicial attitudes and discriminating behaviour directed towards individuals as a result of the label they have been given. E.g stigma can be associated with those with mental illness, those with criminal record etc.

- or political consequences - this means that results are used (misused) in a way that can result in policies or laws that can exclude/ enforce negative beliefs about certain groups etc.

- harm (through controversial claims/ conclusions etc)

Psychology can not be considered SS if/when…
Research doesn't have wider (negative) implications that affect people or groups in wider society/ doesn't result in negative political consequences etc.

How is agency theory socially sensitive?

1) real life implications in society as the theory could provide a defence of people who did terrbile actions like the soldiers who attacked prisoners in Abu Ghraib. 
2) the theory explains their behaviour as acting in the agentic state so that they were not responsible for their actions as their responsibility was diplaced. 
3) This could lead to the courts relying on this during trials and prosecutions so justicd isnt served to the victims and their families 
4) This will create a damaging outcome therefore as researchers also socially sensitive
How is agency theory NOT socially sensitive?
a) the theory that targets a taboo subject as it gives light on peoples actions and how they aren't responsible due to someone of authority giving them an order. 
b) This attracts great deal of attention and can be subject to greater social sensitivity in the justice system as it allows the people of authority to be punished more than those who actually committed the crime as they were just following orders
How can schemas be socially sensitive?
a)schemas are a mental framework of beliefs and expectations that influence conflicting processing 
b) socially sensitive as they may distort interpretations of sensory information that lead to perceptual errors like in witness statements 
c) the justice system can understand that eyewitness accounts are influenced by schemas and may not be accurate

What did Sieber and Stanley find out about socially sensitive research?
Formation of the research question
b) How the research is carried out and how participants are treated.
c) The context in which the research is carried out
d) Interpretation and application of the findings.



	LEARNING OUTCOME 2: Conceptual knowledge

ACTIVITY 4: Video to be used.


	Learner is required to use factual knowledge acquired to answer question “Why”?

The Case Method, (E-Case or written case) role play or any other visual aid to be used. An E-Case of a situation for the learner to solve possible problems using facts acquired.

Learners will engage in online discussion either live or on forum to answer ‘Why’ questions.



	CASE 1:
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	Describe case here.

In the following activity,I am going to give further practice on analysis of socially sensitive research by clicking on following hyperlink and reading the material therein (use the appendix below to create a hyperlink to this activity).
After reading proceeed to Activity 5



	ACTIVITY 5: READING MATERIAL 
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	Material to reinforce the Learning Outcome 2

Learner writes blog. Others respond

The following is a short answer task on case analysis of socially sensitive research.

In the following task, you are required to attempt the flip card quiz before fliping the cards. 

Remember that this task will contribute to your course work.

Flipping the cards before attempting the questions will automatically block you from proceeding further and this will be affect your course work score.

You can proceed with the task

TASK: Evaluate Raine et al. (1997) by addressing the following aspects:

Ethics

b) Psychology as a science

c) Socially sensitive research

You can proceed and review your answers in the flip cards

(TO CREATE FLIP CARDS FOR THE CORRECT RESPONSES)

Ethics – The participants participated under protocols and consent forms approved by the Human Subjects Committee of University of California, Irvine, meaning that participants were protected from harm and gave informed consent.

Psychology as a science – Raine et al. (1997) provides support for the debate psychology as a science. This is because it is a highly controlled, nomothetic laboratory study, which has falsifiable measures.

Socially Sensitive Research – because this study by Raine, has used Murderers who have plead not guilty by reason of insanity, this study may be considered socially sensitive.
3. File your response in your eportfolio. Do not bother to correct your initial response as what is being assessed is your effort to undertake the activity.



	ACTIVITY 6: ONLINE DISCUSSION
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	Activities based on reading Material 5.  
Use chats, discussion forum, question/answer, message my teacher to engage others.

Show how participation will be assessed.

This activity involves an online discussion with your colleagues on the topic of socially sensitive research on the WIKI DISCUSSION FORUM

Together with your colleagues, evaluate Raine et al. (1997) study addressing the following aspects:
Ethics

Internal Validity

Generalizability

Predictive validity

Psychology as a science

Social sensitivity.

Your contribution to any of those points will be awarded 10% as part of your course work.

	 LEARNING OUTCOME 3: PRACTICAL SKILLS

VIDEO 3: 
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.
	Show video which displays practical use of knowledge acquired.

Below is a video documenting a study that was socialy insensitive. Watch the video in this link and attempt ACTIVITY 7

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lQPrvPM38Ws


	ACTIVITY 7: Learner practice sessions
	Learner practices the learnt skills. Learner to be given task to demonstrate mastery of the skill.

Search for any cultural study of a kenyan community
Review it.

Explain whether you believe the study was socially insensitive under the following subtopics:
Ethics

Generalizability

Social sensitivity

Include your response in your e-portfolio. It will account for 10% of your course work


	ASSESSMENT OF PRACTICAL SKILL:


	Learner records practiced skill and uploads video on E-Portfolio

OR

Learner engages in original creative /design activity to demonstrate practical application of knowledge. 

Assessment of tasks described.

Your assignment in Activity 7 should be included into your e-portfolio.

	LEARNING OUTCOME 4: KEY/TRANSFERABLE SKILLS
	Provide reading material which emphasizes reinforcement of topic learnt. How to communicate or share acquired knowledge

In order to deepen your comprehension of the dangers of socially insensitive research, read the following book and proceed to Activity 8.

Harris, R. (2017). Begley’s Bombshell. Rigor mortis: How sloppyscience creates worthless cures, crushes hope, and wastes billions. ‎ Basic Books. Chapter 1.



	ACTIVITY 8
	Learner to engage in communication, collaboration, problem solving, research, leadership activities. Examples, preparation of a poster to communicate new knowledge acquired, written essay, debate, audio recording …etc.

Having read Chapter 1 of Harris (2017), Draft a one-page memo to the Chairman of the National Cohesion and Integration Commission of Kenya briefing him about the danger of researchers engaging in Socially Insensitive Research to Kenya’s nationhood.
Include your response in your e-portfolio. It will account for 10% of your course work


	QUIZZ: 
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	Short questions to put knowledge to the test.

Make it game like

Challenge learners 

Questions of MCQ, T/F, short answer questions etc.

CREATE FLIP CARDS

In the follwowing quizz, choose either True or False.

You are expected to pass all the questions before moving to the next module

Ensure to review all your responses before proceeding to the next activity.
The principle of respect recognizes the capacity and rights of all individuals to make their own decisions.   TRUE/FALSE
Consideration of any potential benefits to the communities where the research will be conducted is not part of the beneficence principle. TRUE/FALSE
It is impossible to enroll research participants in an equitable manner. TRUE/FALSE
The need to provide special protections to vulnerable persons is an essential element of the principle of respect. TRUE/FALSE
Protection of the research participant is more important than the pursuit of new knowledge. TRUE/FALSE
The principle of respect recognizes that not all persons are entitled to the same degree of autonomy. TRUE/FALSE
The ideal of non-maleficence requires that risks associated with research participation must be reduced to a minimum. TRUE/FALSE
Social and economic conditions that make persons vulnerable do not have to be considered by researchers or sponsors. TRUE/FALSE
Using research participants for the exclusive benefit of more privileged groups is not ethically correct. TRUE/FALSE
The principle of respect recognizes the dignity of all persons. TRUE/FALSE
The progress of science justifies any research study. TRUE/FALSE
Respect for the communities where the research will be conducted is not currently considered an element of the principle of respect. TRUE/FALSE
Research participants such as the poor and those with limited education need special protections. TRUE/FALSE
It is recommended that researchers obtain evidence that the information presented in informed consent has been understood by the potential participant. TRUE/FALSE
The information contained in informed consent must be sufficient to avoid any legal liability to the research sponsor. TRUE/FALSE
Informed consent should be designed to empower the potential participant to make an informed choice to participate or not to participate in the study. TRUE/FALSE
Research participants must be told very clearly that they are participating in an experimental study. TRUE/FALSE
When necessary, the researcher should place the interests of science and society above the welfare of research participants. TRUE/FALSE
Researchers have the responsibility of minimizing any social risks associated with participating in a research study. TRUE/FALSE
The principal investigator is the only person permitted to obtain informed consent. TRUE/FALSE



	TAKE HOME MESSAGE
	Learner to state the take home message from their learning experience.

It is important to adhere to ethics of research at all costs to ensure integrity of the research and health of the participants. Failure to observe ethics in research can leader to negative legal and professional consequences for researchers.

What is your personal reflection on the effect of socially insenstive research on kenya’s national cohesion. 
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APPENDIX CREATE A HYPERLINK TO ACTIVITY 5

Raine, A., Buchsbaum, M., & LaCasse, L. (1997). Brain abnormalities in murderers indicated by positron emission tomography. Biological psychiatry,42(6), 495-508.

Background

Several previous research studies have suggested that damage to the pre-frontal cortex may cause individuals to become increased in impulsivity, immaturity. It may also caused altered emotionality, loss of self-control and the inability to modify behaviour. The combination of all of these behavioural deficits may lead to increased aggressive behaviour (Damasio, Tranel & Damasio. 1990; Weiger and Bear 1988).

Damasio et al. (1990) suggested that after damage to the pre-frontal cortex, previously normal individuals would display behaviour which would be considered abnormal and they would display deficits in decision making and planning.

The amygdala is associated with aggressive behaviour and also the recognition of emotional stimuli such as a fearful expression on someone’s face.

Damage to the amygdala is associated with ‘fearlessness’. The part of the limbic system made up of the amygdala, hippocampus and prefrontal cortex governs the expression of emotion. Together with the thalamus, these areas are also important in learning, memory and attention and it has been suggested that abnormal functioning may lead to problems such as not being able to form conditioned emotional responses and the failure to learn from experiences.

Raine et al. (1997) used PET scans to gather data. In order to gain a deeper understanding of this study, learn how PET Scans work:

One particular group of violent offenders are those who plead not guilty by reason of insanity (NGRI) to a charge of murder.

Raine et al. (1997) used PET scans to discover whether there are brain abnormalities in murderers who plead NGRI. If significant differences could be found between the patterns of glucose metabolism in the brains of such individuals compared to non-murderers, the correlation may indicate that murderers (pleading NGRI) are more prone to violence than non-murderers. Until this study, no previous brain imaging had been conducted to either support or refute this notion.

The hypothesis in this study by Raine et al. (1997) is that these seriously violent individuals have localised brain damage in a variety of regions: the prefrontal cortex, angular gyrus, amygdala, hippocampus, thalamus and the corpus callosum.

In a preliminary report on a pilot sample of 22 NGRI offenders compared to 22 ‘normals’, Raine et al. (1994) showed support for the idea of prefrontal dysfunction in NGRIs.

Aim

The aim of Raine et al. (1997) study was to build on previous research.

Two hypotheses were tested:

Seriously violent individuals pleading NGRI have relatively localised brain dysfunction in the prefrontal cortex, angular gyrus, amygdala, hippocampus, thalamus and corpus callosum (areas of the brain previously linked empirically or conceptually to violence).

Seriously violent individuals pleading NGRI show no dysfunction in other brain areas i.e. caudate, putamen, globus pallidus, midbrain, cerebellum) which have been implicated in other psychiatric conditions but which have not been related to violence.

Method and Design

Quasi Experiment. 
The Independent Variable was whether the participants was a ‘normal’ non-murderer or a murderer who had plead ‘not guilty by reason of insanity’.
The dependent variable was whether the participant showed evidence of brain dysfunction in their prefrontal cortex and other areas such as the angular gyrus, amygdala, hippocampus, thalamus and corpus callosum

The experiment is considered quasi because the experimenters could not manipulate the independent variable as it was naturally occurring; a person was a murderer, or they were not a murderer.

The study used a matched participants design. Participants were matched on age and gender and the six schizophrenics in the experimental group were matched with six schizophrenic controls (‘normal’, non-murderers) who had not committed murder.

Sample and Sampling Method

Murderers
The experimental group was composed of 41 individuals (39 males and 2 females) who had been tried in California for either murder or manslaughter (These were all labelled as ‘murderers’ by the researchers). They had a mean age of 34.3.

They were referred to the University of California, Irvine (UCI) imaging centre for the following reasons:

To obtain evidence as to whether they were NGRI.

To find out if they were competent to understand the judicial process.

To see if there was any evidence of diminished mental capacity which may affect the nature of the sentence they received.

They were individually  referred for the following reasons:

6 had schizophrenia.

23 had head injuries or organic brain damage.

3 had a history of psychoactive drug abuse.

2 had affective disorders.

2 had epilepsy.

3 had a history of hyperactivity and learning disability.

2 had personality disorders (passive-aggressive or paranoid personality disorder).

Within in the preceding individuals, 7 were surrounded by unusual circumstances which suggested some mental impairment.

The control group of non-murderers was composed of 41 individuals (39 males and 2 females) were matched with the murderers by age and gender and had a mean age of 31.7 years which was considered not significantly different to the experimental group. Excluding the 6 schizophrenics in the control group, all of the control participants were screen for any history of mental illness.

The non-murderers in the sample were ‘normal’, not taking any medication, and they did not have a history of mental or medical illness. However, six non-murderers were schizophrenics. They were included in the sample because Raine et al. (1997) could match them with six schizophrenic murderers in the sample.

Materials

Thermoplastic head holder, individually modelled / molded, to hold the participant’s head still while being scanned.

PET machine to image brain functioning.

Flourodeoxyglucose (FDG) tracer injected to trace brain metabolism.

A degraded stimulus version of a continuous performance task (CPT) which required participants to detect target signals for 32 minutes, a task which had been shown to make the frontal lobes work especially hard, together with the right temporal and parietal lobes, so investigators could see how the different areas functioned.

Procedure

All the participants participated under protocols and consent forms approved by the Human Subjects Committee of University of California, Irvine.

All of the murderers were kept in custody and were medication free for two weeks prior to the brain scanning. All of the non-murderers were not taking any medication. This is a control measure.

Ten minutes before receiving the FDG injection, participants were given practice trials on the CPT. This is another control.

30 seconds before the FDG injection, participants started the actual CPT so that the initial novelty wouldn’t be FDG labelled and to get their brains ’working’. This is another control.

32 minutes after the FDG injection, the participant was transferred to an adjacent PET scanner room. An individually molded, thermosetting plastic head holder was used to hold the head still during the scan. 10 slices (pictures) at 10 mm intervals parallel to the cantheomeatal line were recorded which provided details in relation to differences in brain metabolism in both six main cortical areas (the outside of the brain) and eight sub-cortical areas (inside the brain). This detail was precise so that the study could be replicated.

The cantheometal line is a horizontal line drawn from the eye to the ear.

Results

Brain imaging results. 

	Reduced activity
	Areas previously linked to violence: Prefrontal cortex, left angular gyrus, corpus callosum
	Left side: Amygdala, hippocampus and thalamus (previouly linked to violence)

	Inreased activity
	Areas not previously linked to Violence: Cerebellum.
	Right side: Amygdala, hippocampus and thalamus (Not previously linke to violence) 


14 murderers were non-white, but when they were compared on PET Measures with the white control participants, there was no significant difference between them.

23 of the murderers had a history of head injury, but they showed no significant difference between non-head injured murderers except in the functioning of their corpus callosum, and the authors accepted that this may have contributed towards a reduction in the murderers’ brain activity.

No significant differences were found for performance on the CPT or handedness (except left-handed murderers had significantly less abnormal amygdala asymmetry than right-handed murderers).

Summary of Murderers results
Reduced activity (i.e. reduced glucose metabolism) in some areas, notably the areas previously linked to violence (e.g. the prefrontal cortex, left angular gyrus and corpus callosum).

Abnormal asymmetries: reduced activity on the left, greater activity on the right. This applied to some of the areas identified in the hypothesis as being linked to violence (e.g. the amygdala, thalamus and hippocampus).

No differences in some areas, notably those structures that were associated with mental illness but not violence (e.g. the caudate, putamen, midbrain and cerebellum).

Conclusions

Murderers pleading NGRI have significant differences in the metabolism of glucose in a number of brain areas compared to non-murderers.

Raine et al. (1997) identifies some specific physiological processes which may predispose some criminals to violent behaviour. Reduced activity in the prefrontal, parietal, and callosal regions of the brain, together with asymmetries of activity in the amygdala, thalamus, and medial temporal lobe including the hippocampus, may be one of many predispositions towards violence in murderers pleading not guilty by reason of insanity. This reduced activity in the prefrontal areas may explain impulsive behaviour, a loss of self-control, evidence of immaturity, altered emotionality and the inability to modify behaviour. All of these may make it easier to carry out different kinds of aggressive acts because the normal constraints on behaviour may be reduced.

The neural processes which underlie violent behaviour can’t simply be reduced to a single brain mechanism that causes violence. It seems there are several processes involved and if there are deficits in a number of these processes, the likelihood of violent behaviour occurring is much greater.

The results do NOT show that violent behaviour is determined by biology alone. There are a number of other factors which must be taken into account. Social experiences, situational factors, psychological predispositions and learned responses will all have their part to play and perhaps the physiological elements may only produce predispositions to extreme forms of violent behaviour rather than being a cause in themselves. One should therefore be cautious about attributing the reason why individuals commit murder simply to the fact that they are found to have mental disorders.

Results do NOT show that murderers pleading NGRI are not responsible for their actions, nor that PET scans can be used as a means of diagnosing violent individuals.

Results do NOT show that brain dysfunction CAUSES violence. It may even be that brain dysfunction is an effect of violence.

Results do NOT show that all violent offenders have such brain dysfunctions; the study can only draw conclusions about this kind of violent offender i.e. murderers pleading NGRI.

Violence CANNOT be explained by the results; the results relate merely to the criminal behaviour of individuals who commit murder and then plead NGRI
