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April 18, 1979 

 

AGENCY:  Department of Health, Education, and Welfare. 

ACTION:  Notice of Report for Public Comment. 

SUMMARY:  On July 12, 1974, the National Research Act (Pub. L. 93-348) was signed into 
law, there-by creating the National Commission for the Protection of Human Subjects of 
Biomedical and Behavioral Research. One of the charges to the Commission was to identify the 
basic ethical principles that should underlie the conduct of biomedical and behavioral research 
involving human subjects and to develop guidelines which should be followed to assure that such 
research is conducted in accordance with those principles. In carrying out the above, the 
Commission was directed to consider: (i) the boundaries between biomedical and behavioral 
research and the accepted and routine practice of medicine, (ii) the role of assessment of risk-
benefit criteria in the determination of the appropriateness of research involving human subjects, 
(iii)  appropriate guidelines for the selection of human subjects for participation in such research 
and (iv) the nature and definition of informed consent in various research settings. 

The Belmont Report attempts to summarize the basic ethical principles identified by the 
Commission in the course of its deliberations. It is the outgrowth of an intensive four-day period 
of discussions that were held in February 1976 at the Smithsonian Institution's Belmont 
Conference Center supplemented by the monthly deliberations of the Commission that were held 
over a period of nearly four years. It is a statement of basic ethical principles and guidelines that 
should assist in resolving the ethical problems that surround the conduct of research with human 
subjects. By publishing the Report in the Federal Register, and providing reprints upon request, 
the Secretary intends that it may be made readily available to scientists, members of Institutional 
Review Boards, and Federal employees. The two-volume Appendix, containing the lengthy 
reports of experts and specialists who assisted the Commission in fulfilling this part of its charge, 
is available as DHEW Publication No. (OS) 78-0013 and No. (OS) 78-0014, for sale by the 
Superintendent of Documents, U.S. Government Printing Office, Washington, D.C. 20402. 

http://www.hhs.gov/ohrp/humansubjects/guidance/belmont.html 
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Unlike most other reports of the Commission, the Belmont Report does not make specific 
recommendations for administrative action by the Secretary of Health, Education, and Welfare. 
Rather, the Commission recommended that the Belmont Report be adopted in its entirety, as a 
statement of the Department's policy. The Department requests public comment on this 
recommendation. 

 

National Commission for the Protection of Human Subjects 
of Biomedical and Behavioral Research 

Members of the Commission 

Kenneth John Ryan, M.D., Chairman, Chief of Staff, Boston Hospital for Women. 
Joseph V. Brady, Ph.D., Professor of Behavioral Biology, Johns Hopkins University. 
Robert E. Cooke, M.D., President, Medical College of Pennsylvania. 
Dorothy I. Height, President, National Council of Negro Women, Inc. 
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on those considered judgments, or to withhold information necessary to make a considered 
judgment, when there are no compelling reasons to do so. 

However, not every human being is capable of self-determination. The capacity for self-
determination matures during an individual's life, and some individuals lose this capacity wholly 
or in part because of illness, mental disability, or circumstances that severely restrict liberty. 
Respect for the immature and the incapacitated may require protecting them as they mature or 
while they are incapacitated. 

Some persons are in need of extensive protection, even to the point of excluding them from 
activities which may harm them; other persons require little protection beyond making sure they 
undertake activities freely and with awareness of possible adverse consequence. The extent of 
protection afforded should depend upon the risk of harm and the likelihood of benefit. The 
judgment that any individual lacks autonomy should be periodically reevaluated and will vary in 
different situations. 

In most cases of research involving human subjects, respect for persons demands that subjects 
enter into the research voluntarily and with adequate information. In some situations, however, 

http://www.hhs.gov/ohrp/humansubjects/guidance/belmont.html
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The obligations of beneficence affect both individual investigators and society at large, because 
they extend both to particular research projects and to the entire enterprise of research. In the 
case of particular projects, investigators and members of their institutions are obliged to give 
forethought to the maximization of benefits and the reduction of risk that might occur from the 
research investigation. In the case of scientific research in general, members of the larger society 
are obliged to recognize the longer term benefits and risks that may result from the improvement 
of knowledge and from the development of novel medical, psychotherapeutic, and social 
procedures. 

The principle of beneficence often occupies a well-defined justifying role in many areas of 
research involving human subjects. An example is found in research involving children. 
Effective ways of treating childhood diseases and fostering healthy development are benefits that 
serve to justify research involving children -- even when individual research subjects are not 
direct beneficiaries. Research also makes it possible to avoid the harm that may result from the 
application of previously accepted routine practices that on closer investigation turn out to be 
dangerous. But the role of the principle of beneficence is not always so unambiguous. A difficult 
ethical problem remains, for example, about research that presents more than minimal risk 
without immediate prospect of direct benefit to the children involved. Some have argued that 
such research is inadmissible, while others have pointed out that this limit would rule out much 
research promising great benefit to children in the future. Here again, as with all hard cases, the 
different claims covered by the principle of beneficence may come into conflict and force 
difficult choices. 

3. Justice. -- Who ought to receive the benefits of research and bear its burdens? This is a 
question of justice, in the sense of "fairness in distribution" or "what is deserved." An injustice 
occurs when some benefit to which a person is entitled is denied without good reason or when 
some burden is imposed unduly. Another way of conceiving the principle of justice is that equals 
ought to be treated equally. However, this statement requires explication. Who is equal and who 
is unequal? What considerations justify departure from equal distribution? Almost all 
commentators allow that distinctions based on experience, age, deprivation, competence, merit 
and position do sometimes constitute criteria justifying differential treatment for certain 
purposes. It is necessary, then, to explain in what respects people should be treated equally. 
There are several widely accepted formulations of just ways to distribute burdens and benefits. 
Each formulation mentions some relevant property on the basis of which burdens and benefits 
should be distributed. These formulations are (1) to each person an equal share, (2) to each 
person according to individual need, (3) to each person according to individual effort, (4) to each 
person according to societal contribution, and (5) to each person according to merit. 

Questions of justice have long been associated with social practices such as punishment, taxation 
and political representation. Until recently these questions have not generally been associated 

http://www.hhs.gov/ohrp/humansubjects/guidance/belmont.html
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understanding does not exist. Another standard, currently popular in malpractice law, requires 
the practitioner to reveal the information that reasonable persons would wish to know in order to 
make a decision regarding their care. This, too, seems insufficient since the research subject, 
being in essence a volunteer, may wish to know considerably more about risks gratuitously 
undertaken than do patients who deliver themselves into the hand of a clinician for needed care. 
It may be that a standard of "the reasonable volunteer" should be proposed: the extent and nature 
of information should be such that persons, knowing that the procedure is neither necessary for 
their care nor perhaps fully understood, can decide whether they wish to participate in the 
furthering of knowledge. Even when some direct benefit to them is anticipated, the subjects 
should understand clearly the range of risk and the voluntary nature of participation. 

A special problem of consent arises where informing subjects of some pertinent aspect of the 
research is likely to impair the validity of the research. In many cases, it is sufficient to indicate 
to subjects that they are being invited to participate in research of which some features will not 
be revealed until the research is concluded. In all cases of research involving incomplete 
disclosure, such research is justified only if it is clear that (1) incomplete disclosure is truly 
necessary to accomplish the goals of the research, (2) there are no undisclosed risks to subjects 
that are more than minimal, and (3) there is an adequate plan for debriefing subjects, when 
appropriate, and for dissemination of research results to them. Information about risks should 

http://www.hhs.gov/ohrp/humansubjects/guidance/belmont.html
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benefits. While the most likely types of harms to research subjects are those of psychological or 
physical pain or injury, other possible kinds should not be overlooked. 

Risks and benefits of research may affect the individual subjects, the families of the individual 
subjects, and society at larjurjur-2( l)

http://www.hhs.gov/ohrp/humansubjects/guidance/belmont.html
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3. Selection of Subjects. -- Just as the principle of respect for persons finds expression in the 
requirements for consent, and the principle of beneficence in risk/benefit assessment, the 
principle of justice gives rise to moral requirements that there be fair procedures and outcomes in 
the selection of research subjects. 

Justice is relevant to the selection of subjects of research at two levels: the social and the 
individual. 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( oug)104( pa)4(ta)4(t)-2(i)-21 

http://www.hhs.gov/ohrp/humansubjects/guidance/belmont.html
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