Tips for Completing an Application for an Ethics Review 
Institutional Review Board 

Spring Hill College 

The following information should make the job of writing your IRB application, and the process of obtaining IRB approval of your project, easier. 
1. The application form is available in the BadgerWeb portal http://badgerweb.shc.edu) on the IR tab > IRB page. Contact Dr. Chelsea Greer at cgreer@shc.edu
2. Review categories: 

Ethics review originally grew out of concern over medical research, so some of the research categories listed on pages 8 and 9 (under “expedited review”) will have little to do with your project. It is likely that your project will fit under “exempt review” which, despite the title, still means your project must undergo review. 
If you are recruiting individuals from another institution to participate in your study, you must provide written permission from the appropriate individual at that institution before you can recruit potential participants. 
Projects that utilize archival data or existing data bases do not need ethics review. Write a letter to the IRB explaining your study and the type of data you will use. Attach written permission from the appropriate individual allowing you access to their data. 

3. One common mistake made in completing the application is using technical language unknown to the reviewers. Your application will be reviewed by IRB members from disciplines other than your own; the current IRB is composed of members from several disciplines. Your application must be written in language that is understandable across disciplines. 

4. A second common error is not using enough detail or precision in your responses. While this is important in all sections of the application, it is particularly important in Section 3: Method/Procedure. You must fully describe your project’s method or procedure from the moment you approach your participant to the time this participant leaves your study and you have the data in your hand. The IRB is particularly interested in how you treat your human participants, as this is the heart of the ethics review. 

5. Please do not tell the IRB that your study poses “no risk” to participants (Section 4: Assessment of Risk & Section 5: Risk-Benefit Ratio). There are no absolutes in life and you can’t tell exactly how your participants might interpret your interview or survey questions. Participants may feel threatened, anxious, angry or exploited even if you don’t intend them to. Put yourself in your participant’s shoes and discuss potential risks honestly. Having risks in your study won’t lead to automatic denial of approval by the IRB. The fact that you are using informed consent procedures counts as a way to minimize potential risks to participants. 

6. Informed consent (Section 6) is one of the hallmarks of ethical research and is essential to your study. Informed consent, whether given verbally or in writing must include: 
a. A reasonable explanation of what participants will be asked to do, and for how long. “You will be asked to fill out three pencil and paper questionnaires regarding your views on school vouchers, which should take no longer than 30 minutes to complete.” 

b. A description of any foreseeable risks to the participant. This usually is not an issue with surveys or questionnaires unless they delve into sensitive topics. Under those conditions, you need to warn your participants. “Some people may feel anxious or embarrassed while filling out the questionnaire.” 

c. A statement of the voluntary nature of participation. You must tell potential participants that they are under no obligation to take part in your study, and if they choose, they may withdraw from the study at any time, without penalty, and whatever data have been collected to that point will be destroyed. 

d. A statement that any data collected will be anonymous (participants’ names will not be attached to their responses) and confidential (access to the raw data will be limited, only aggregate data will be made public, and no individual’s participation will be made public). 

e. The name and phone number or email address of a contact person (usually the primary investigator) who can answer participants’ research-related questions. For safety reasons, please do not give your home phone or personal email address. You may wish to approach your instructor or advisor for permission to use a business phone/email address at the college. It is important that participants have a copy of this contact name and number; don’t print it on the pencil and paper questionnaire then collect the questionnaire and leave your participants empty handed. 

f. Do use the sample consent and debriefing forms provided at the end of the Policy and Procedures document. Following these models will save both you and the IRB time and effort. 
7. Debrief your participants at the end of the study. Include your debriefing as part of Section 4: Assessment of Risk, as one of the ways you will minimize potential risks to participants. If you administer a straight forward pencil and paper or telephone survey or questionnaire, debriefing can be as simple as including a statement in which you thank your participant for her/his time, ask if he/she has any questions or concerns about any aspect of the study or participation, and offer to share the results of your project when it is completed. Debriefing is concluded when you are reasonably assured that your participant in the same, or a more enlightened, condition as s/he was in at the start of participation. 
8. Time considerations. The IRB members have fourteen (14) days in which to review your application, after which the chair has seven (7) days to communicate their decision to you in writing. In reality, this process can usually be completed in two weeks (rather than three). If the IRB has to request changes or clarifications in your application, the review process can take longer. 
