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Frequently Asked Questions

What is an IRB?

The Institutional Review Board is a committee to oversee the ethical principles underlying the conduct of biomedical and behavioral research with human subjects.

Research is defined as “a systematic investigation, including research development, testing and evaluation, designed to develop or contribute to generalizable knowledge” (Federal Policy, 101.d)

Is my research subject to IRB review?

The federal regulations apply to “all research involving human subjects conducted, supported, or otherwise subject to regulation by any federal department or agency” that has adopted the human subjects regulations (Federal Policy 101.a)

What is exempt?

“Educational testing, survey procedures where no identifying information will be recorded that can link subjects to the data, and disclosure of the data could not reasonably place the subjects at risk of civil or criminal liability or be damaging to the subjects’ financial standing, employability, or reputation; and research that involves the use of existing data, documents or specimens, where no identifying information will be recorded that can link subjects to the data.”  (Office of Protection from Research Risks, IRB Guidebook, pg.  11)

Also exempt:

Observation of people in public places, as long as the subjects cannot be identified, or the research does not put the subject at risk of criminal or civil liability, or be damaging to their financial standing, employability, or reputation.  If the observation involves intervention or manipulation or the subjects’ environment, it requires IRB review.  If people are to be observed in places or circumstances in which they have a reasonable expectation of privacy, the research must be reviewed by the IRB.

Research involving survey or interview procedures with adult subjects is exempt unless the information is recorded in such a way that the subjects can be identified, and the information obtained could reasonably place the subjects at risk of criminal or civil liability or be damaging to their financial standing, employability or reputation.  Survey and interview research involving children is NOT exempt from IRB review.

Case studies, if they consist only of review of records, may be given expedited review.  In this case, the IRB determines whether the experimenter has made adequate provisions to protect privacy, assure confidentiality and respect subject’s rights.

