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whether it is in fact necessary to use human subjects at all. Risk can perhaps never be entirely 
eliminated, but it can often be reduced by careful attention to alternative procedures. (iii) 
When research involves significant risk of serious impairment, review committees should be 
extraordinarily insistent on the justification of the risk. (iv) When vulnerable populations are 
involved in research, the appropriateness of involving them should itself be demonstrated. 
A number of variables go into such judgments, including the nature and degree of risk, the 
condition of the particular population involved, and the nature and level of the anticipated 
benefits. (v) Relevant risks and benefits must be thoroughly arrayed in documents and 
procedures used in the informed consent process.

3. Selection of Subjects - The principle of justice gives rise to moral requirements that there be fair 
procedures and outcomes in the selection of research subjects.

Individual justice in the selection of subjects would require that researchers exhibit fairness: thus, 
they should not offer potentially beneficial research only to some patients who are in their favor or 
select only “undesirable” persons for risky research. 

Social justice requires that distinction be drawn between classes of subjects that ought, and ought 
not, to participate in any particular kind of research, based on the ability of members of that class 
to bear burdens and on the appropriateness of placing further burdens on already burdened 
persons. Thus, it can be considered a matter of social justice that there is an order of preference in 
the selection of classes of subjects (e.g., adults before children) and that some classes of potential 
subjects (e.g., the institutionalized mentally infirm or prisoners) may be involved as research 
subjects, if at all, only on certain conditions.

Human Subject Research Standard Operating Policies (SOPs)

Most organizations have SOPs for undertaking research involving human subjects. Researchers should 
adhere to the SOPs of their host organization or donor agency. For staff of the Nature Conservancy, if doing 
surveys, interviews, focus groups, observation of public behavior or collecting existing personal data, 
documents or records, you need to have the planned work checked by the Chief Scientist’s office at the 
Conservancy.

Since September 2013, the Conservancy has had an SOP on Human Subject Research. This is a safeguard 
for your work and for the organization.

The review process involves filling out several forms and submitting them to the Chief Scientist’s delegated 
reviewer. It usually takes 48 hours or less to complete the review.

The forms and the details on the SOP can be found here: 
https://connect.tnc.org/Departments/CentralScience/Pages/Human-Subjects-Research.aspx

An FAQ about the Human Subject Research SOP can be found here: 
https://connect.tnc.org/Departments/CentralScience/_layouts/WordViewer.aspx?id=/Departments/
CentralScience/Documents/SOP%20FAQs_FINAL.docx&Source=https%3a//connect.tnc.org/Departments/
CentralScience/Documents/Forms/AllItems.aspx&DefaultItemOpen=1&DefaultItemOpen=1 

An inadequate free, prior, informed consent clause is the most common issue found in the reviews. For an 
example of an adequate one, see the link here:
https://connect.tnc.org/Departments/CentralScience/Documents/FPIC%20survey%20statement%20example.
docx 

For questions on any of this, email Craig Leisher in Central Science (cleisher@tnc.org).
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