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Abstract

The purpose of this brief report is to supplement the main article “Best Practices in Psychobiographical Research” with a brief discussion on ethics in psychobiographical research and on the process of publishing psychobiographies. Two ethics best practices discussed are 1) Multidisciplinary Knowledge of Ethical Research Practice, which includes coverage of Institutional Review Board (IRB) review, informed consent, and highly personal, previously unknown information in the psychobiographical report; and 2) Psychobiographer as Ethical Decision-Maker, which presents a six-step ethical decision-making model to guide researchers. Finally, this Supplemental Report closes with suggestions for publishing one’s psychobiographical report in both journal and book form.
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Experienced psychobiographers emphasize that best methodological and best ethical practices in psychobiographical research go hand-in-hand (Elms, 1994; Runyan, 1982). Ethical theorist Haverkamp (2005), in writing about the relationship between methodological rigor and ethical practice in emergent qualitative research designs, stated that “It is difficult to imagine how one could establish a trustworthy research relationship, one that achieves a favorable balance of benefits and risks, without performing one’s research role in a competent manner” (p.153). Despite the clear link between strong methodology and vigilant ethical practice in psychobiography, the topic has been little discussed in the psychological literature, save for a few exceptions (i.e., Elms, 1994; Mayer, 2010; Mayer & Leichtmen, 2012; Ponterotto 2013a, 2013b; Runyan, 1982).

This supplemental report opens with two suggested best practices in psychobiography that represent an integration of the literature cited above with the author’s recent experience in his 4-yr study of former World Chess Champion, Bobby Fischer. The report ends with a brief discussion of publishing one’s psychobiography, with special attention to preparing American Psychological Association (APA)-format articles.

Multidisciplinary Knowledge of Ethical Research Practice

“… psychobiography is a delicate and treacherous pursuit that can go wrong for even the most well-meaning investigator” (McAdams, 1988, p. 4).

As highlighted in the main article to this supplement, psychobiographical research is a multidisciplinary endeavor, and as psychobiographers need to understand theory and methodology hailing from different disciplines, so to must they understand ethical principles and standards of research that emanate from the multidisciplinary web of influence undergirding psychobiography. Recently, Ponterotto (2013a, 2013b) examined ethical principles of professional organizations in psychology, psychiatry, history (including biography), oral history, and journalism to assess their relevance to the psychobiographical research endeavor.  After highlighting the APA’s (2002) lack of attention to psychobiographical research ethics, Ponterotto (2013a) introduced a set of “Rights and Responsibilities of the Psychobiographer” to begin to provide some guidance in this area (see also Mayer, 2010; Mayer & Leichtman, 2012). Among the ethical issues that the psychobiographer needs to consider include whether to seek Institutional Review Board (IRB) approval for the proposed project, requesting informed consent from psychobiographical subjects if still living, or surviving family if deceased, and deciding when and whether to include highly personal and sensitive information uncovered in the course of the research. The relevance of these three ethical issues rests, in part, in understanding the temporal frame of the historic subject’s life space.

Figure 1 depicts the relationship between the temporal frame of a psychobiographical study and its potential impact (e.g., causing harm) on the research subject if still living, or the subject’s family/social network if recently- or long-deceased. The larger the area between the Figure’s two lines, the greater the potential impact on the subject and/or surviving familial and social networks, and therefore the greater the level of ethical vigilance required throughout the researcher’s work. For example, a psychobiography of long-deceased Abraham Lincoln would render minimal ethical concerns in terms of impacting the subject himself, or surviving family and close associates. A psychobiography of Bobby Fischer, President Ronald Reagan, or Steven Jobs would register more necessary ethical vigilance, as these recently deceased personalities (“recently” is defined as died within the last 25 years; see Ponterotto, 2013a) are survived by close family and friends. Finally, studies of living figures, such as Barack Obama or George W. Bush, would demand the highest levels of ethical care, as their careers and personal lives could be impacted by the publication of the psychobiography. Thus, the discussion below on IRB, informed consent, and privacy rights regarding sharing newfound information, is most salient for historic figures that fall at the far right of Figure 1 (insert Figure 1 here).

IRB Review
Given the majority of psychobiographies are written on recently- or long-deceased individuals, most psychobiographers do not submit their project proposal for IRB review. For psychologists, our ethical standards (APA, 2002) generally concern themselves with research on living research participants, and most archival research based on publicly available documents is exempt from IRB review (see Ponterotto, 2013a, 2013b). In my own research on Bobby Fischer, initially I was working from archival written, audio, and video data that was publicly available, and I did not submit my project to our university’s IRB. However, true to the emergent, iterative design of psychobiography, my research led to unplanned routes of inquiry, including interviews with family members and friends of Fischer. At this point, the research became more personal and subjective, and I wondered whether IRB consult should have been sought. I encountered some thorny ethical issues as the research progressed (discussed in the next section), and perhaps an earlier IRB review could have foreseen some of these challenges that I had not anticipated. My personal experiences as a psychobiographer has led me to recommend that for research on still living or recently deceased psychobiographical subjects, particularly, IRB review, or an independent review by a team of interdisciplinary psychobiography scholars should be sought (Ponterotto, 2013a).

Requesting Informed Consent
The APA (2002) ethical standards do not address specifically issues of informed consent for psychobiographical research. There is a provision in the APA ethical standards for dispensing with usual informed consent when research would not reasonably be assumed to create distress or harm and involves only anonymous questionnaires, naturalistic observations, or archival research (Ponterotto, 2013b). Given much of the psychobiographical research on long-deceased public figures would fall within this category, this informed consent exemption seems warranted. What about research on recently deceased or still-living public figures? An American Psychiatric Association (1976) Task Force has tackled the issue, and consistent with the temporal impact model presented in Figure 1, the Task Force recommended that “in the case of recently deceased persons, in which there is definite possibility of harm to living relatives and friends ... informed consent should at least be sought from living next-of-kin” (p. 13). With regard to research on living subjects, the task force was more firm, stating: “it is difficult for the Task Force to perceive how this could be done ethically without the written, informed, and freely given consent of the subject or subjects for personal interviews and publication. By informed consent we mean full disclosure to the subject or subjects of the way in which the material is to be used and published” (p. 13).

The reality for the psychobiographer, however, is that rarely would a public figure or their next-of-kin give their informed consent to be a subject in the psychologist’s research. Few individuals in the public eye would want a psychologist, who they do not know, prying into the inner psychological motives of themselves and family members. Furthermore, on a practical level, it is difficult to reach a public figure to request study participation and informed consent. For example, in recent psychobiographies of living presidents, Barack Obama and George W. Bush, researchers McAdams (2011) and Sharma (2011), respectively, did not seek informed consent from the presidents. It is not likely the researchers would even have been able to contact the presidents to discuss the study given difficulty in accessing public figures. Yet, McAdams’s and Sharma’s profiles of the last two U.S. Presidents are invaluable to political and personality psychology, American and World History, and the study of 21st century leadership.


One recommendation regarding informed consent for research on living or recently deceased public figures is that, if feasible, the researcher attempts to contact the subject if still living, or the next-of-kin if deceased, to discuss the psychobiographical research and request cooperation. If not successful, the researcher can describe such attempts and good intentions in the research report. Ponterotto (2013a, 2013b) provides extensive discussion on the topic.

Including Highly Personal, Previously Unknown Information in the Psychobiographical Report
During the course of a psychobiography, it is not uncommon for the researcher to uncover previously unknown (to the public or even to the subject’s surviving family), highly personal, and sensitive information about her or his historic subject. When such information is uncovered, the researcher must then weigh the benefits and risks of reporting this information. The benefits might include a deeper and more accurate psychological understanding of the historic or public figure, thus advancing public knowledge and the field of psychological biography. The risks might involve some measure of harm (embarrassment, psychological upset, retraumatization) to the psychobiographical subject, if still living, or to surviving family and associates if deceased. 

Options the psychobiographer has in such cases are: 1) to report the private information, weighing the accuracy and comprehensiveness of the research study above the privacy rights of the historic subject and/or surviving family; 2) to filter and edit carefully the newfound information by reporting only select aspects of the information necessary to a deeper psychological understanding of the subject; or 3) to weigh the privacy rights of the individual over the advancement of knowledge on the historic figure and leave the sensitive information out of the report. Deciding on these options can be considered in light of the temporal impact model discussed earlier (refer back to Figure 1). 

An example of the third option noted above was recently provided by Schultz (2013; personal communication, 12-13-2013) in his biography of the musician Elliott Smith who committed suicide in 2003. Through the course of his interviews, Schultz learned of previously unknown highly private information relative to an acquaintance (still living) of Smith that could have yielded important insights into understanding Smith himself. However, concerned for the privacy of the acquaintance (who did in fact grant Schultz permission to report the information), Schultz decided to leave the information out of his profile. Schultz’s decision in this case was guided by his own moral compass, and after thoughtful consultation with colleagues and close acquaintances who understood his deep involvement in the Elliott Smith lifestory. Another example of whether and how to report newly acquired sensitive personal information and weighing the risk–benefit balance is provided in my psychobiography of Bobby Fischer and highlighted below as part of an ethical-decision making model that can help guide researchers.
Psychobiographer as Ethical-Decision Maker

“What makes research ‘ethical’ is not a characteristic of the design or procedures, but of our individual decisions, actions, relationships, and commitments” (Haverkamp, 2005, p. 147).

Given the constructivist–interpretivist research paradigm anchoring much of psychobiographical research with its iterative and emergent design, it simply is not possible to anticipate and prepare for the many thorny ethical issues likely to emerge in the course of a full psychobiographical study, particularly one focusing on recently deceased or still living historic subjects (see also, Plankey-Vadela, 2012). As such, researchers need to be reflexive in practice and conceptualize and activate a decision-making model when unanticipated ethical issues emerge. Such issues have been referred to as “ethically important moments,” which can be defined as “times when the researcher recognizes – or should recognize – that a contemplated decision or action has an ethical dimension” (Haverkamp, 2005, p. 148). The reflexive researcher recognizes an ethically important moment and considers whether some harm or wrong can result (or has resulted) from her or his actions. At this point, the researcher can begin applying a systematic decision-making process to address whether and how extant APA ethical standards or aspirational principles can be applied to the situation and what steps need to be taken to ensure an ongoing ethics or care and virtue ethics perspective.

In outlining an ethical practice model for qualitative researchers working in emergent and iterative designs, Haverkamp (2005) draws on the 10-step ethical decision-making model advocated in the Canadian Psychological Association’s Code of Ethics for Psychologists (CPA, 2000). The model guides the researcher in stepping back to weigh the ethically important moment; to consider the impact on the research participant; to review the ethical principles for relevance and possible direction; to assess one’s own bias, stressors, and self-interest; to develop possible courses of action and their likely consequences; to consult appropriately; to commit to an action and follow through; and to evaluate the impact of chosen path and assess any possible consequences. The CPA’s decision-making model is similar to Kitchener’s (2000) nine-step model of ethical decision making which focuses on the application of the APA ethical principles in a reflexive manner to real-life ethical dilemmas.

Integrating the concept of “ethically important moments” (Guillemin & Gillam, 2004) with the CPA (2000) and Kitchener (2000) models could lead to an integrated six-step ethical decision-making model as applied to psychobiographical research. First, the researcher’s professional reflexivity garnered through training, experience, and knowledge of psychological ethics, leads to an awareness that an “ethically important moment” has arisen and needs to be addressed. Second, the researcher explores the emerging ethical moment in light of existing ethical guidelines (e.g., APA, 2002; CPA, 2000) and established best practice methodological guidelines (e.g., American Psychiatric Association, 1976; Anderson, 1981a, 1981b; Elms, 1994; Ponterotto, 2013a, 2013b; Runyan, 1982; Schultz, 2005b). Third, the researcher weighs various courses of action in response to the “ethically important moment,” consulting appropriately through an interdisciplinary network (psychology, biography, law, history) of scholars. Fourth, the psychobiographer decides on a course of action, implements the action, and takes responsibility for the consequences of the action. Fifth, the psychobiographer monitors the impact and consequences of the action, and follows-up to ensure ongoing welfare of affected individuals and settings. Finally, the researcher debriefs and processes the ethically important moment and decision-making process for the benefit of continuing professional development and the education of other professionals and students. Table 1 summarizes the application of the six-step model to one of the “ethically important moments” I faced in the Fischer family research. This particular incident revolved around the discovery and reporting of previously unknown mental health history of Bobby Fischer’s maternal grandmother (insert Table 1 here). 
Professional Writing and Publishing (Including Outline for an APA Journal Article)


Naturally, one outcome goal of psychobiographical research is a concise, fluid, interesting, and impactful summative document. Publishing rigorous psychobiography advances the study of personality across generations, informs professional and lay audiences on the significance and motivations of historic figures, and entertains readers through strong and accurate story telling. Naturally, publishing one’s psychobiography also advances the author’s career and status.

One challenge for psychobiographers, however, is that the field of psychology has favored the postpositivist research paradigm and experimental research methods. As such, psychobiographical studies have appeared infrequently in traditional psychology journals. However, with the momentum of the personology and narrative movement in psychology (see Kőváry, 2011), with the advent of new qualitative research journals, and with the growing openness of traditionally quantitative journals to qualitative and mixed methods studies, there will be increasing possibilities for psychobiographers to disseminate their work. Furthermore, with many online journals that also accept “supplemental material” there will be the opportunity to present layers of supporting documentation, such as samples of original writings, speeches, diary entries, and photographs and drawings of or by their historic subjects.


To facilitate researchers writing psychobiography manuscripts targeted for traditional APA-type journals, Table 2 presents an outline for articles inclusive of section coverage and page lengths. Contents for the table stem from an informal review of psychobiography articles along my own experiences in publishing such studies in mainstream psychology outlets. Journals that have historically been welcoming of psychobiographical and psychohistorical studies are Review of General Psychology, the Journal of Personality, Political Psychology, The Qualitative Report, PsyArt, and a host of psychoanalytic-oriented journals such as Psychoanalytic Review, IMAGO, and the International Journal of Psycho-Analysis (see also, Schultz, 2005b). Naturally, this new APA journal, Qualitative Psychology, has already published psychobiographical research (e.g., Josselson, 2013), and appears open to rigorous psychobiography (insert Table 2).

As psychobiography is interdisciplinary, psychologists working in this area may also want to consider journal outlets in the fields of biography, history, and celebrity studies, to name a few. When the depth and length of the research is better presented in book form, researchers can consider any number of publishers for their work. Of note is the Oxford University Press psychobiography short book series, “Inner Lives,” edited by William Todd Schultz. The first three books in the new series have focused on George W. Bush (McAdams, 2011), Truman Capote (Schultz, 2011), and John Lennon (Kasser, 2013).

References

American Psychiatric Association. (1976). The psychiatrist as psychohistorian. Task Force Report #11. Washington, DC: Author.

American Psychological Association. (2002). Ethical principles of psychologists and code of conduct. American Psychologist, 57, 1060–1073.

Anderson, J. W. (1981a). Psychobiographical methodology: The case of William James. Review of Personality and Social Psychology, 2, 245–271.

Anderson, J. W. (1981b). The methodology of psychological biography. Journal of Interdisciplinary History, 11, 455–475.
Canadian Psychological Association. (2000). Canadian code of ethics for psychologists (3rd ed.). Retrieved December 10, 2012, from http://www.cpa.ca/ethics2000.html.

Elms, A. C. (1994). Uncovering lives: The uneasy alliance of biography and psychology. New York: Oxford University Press.

Guillemin, M., & Gillam, L. (2004). Ethics, reflexivity, and “ethically important moments” in research. Qualitative Inquiry, 10, 261–280.
Haverkamp, B. E. (2005). Ethical perspectives on qualitative research in applied psychology. Journal of Counseling Psychology, 52, 146–153.

Josselson, R. (2013). Love in the narrative context: The relationship between Henry Murray and Christiana Morgan. Qualitative Psychology, 1(S), 77–94.
Kasser, T. (2013). Lucy in the mind of Lennon. New York: Oxford University Press.

Kitchener, K. S. (2000). Foundations of ethical practice, research, and teaching in psychology. Mahwah, NJ: Erlbaum.

Kőváry, Z. (2011). Psychobiography as a method. The revival of studying lives: new perspectives in personality and creativity research. Europe’s Journal of Psychology, 7, 739–777.
Mayer, J. D. (2010, June). The APA’s ethics code and personality analysis at a distance. Psychology Today, 1–4. http://www.psychologytoday.com/blog/the-personality-analyst/2.

Mayer, J. D., & Leichtman, M. D. (2012). Saddam Hussein is “dangerous to the extreme”: The ethics of professional commentary on public figures. Psychology of Popular Media Culture, 1, 3–22.
McAdams, D. P. (1988). Biography, narrative, and lives: An introduction. In D. P Adams & R. L. Ochberg (Eds.), Psychobiography and life narratives (pp. 1–18). Durham, NC: Duke University Press.
McAdams, D. P. (2011). George W. Bush and the redemptive dream: A psychological portrait. New York: Oxford University Press.

Plankey-Vadela, N. (2012). Informed consent as process: Problematizing informed consent in organizational ethnographies. Qualitative Sociology, 35, 1–21.

Ponterotto, J. G. (2013a). Case study in psychobiographical ethics: Bobby Fischer, World Chess Champion. Journal of Empirical Research in Human Research Ethics, 8, 19–27.

Ponterotto, J. G. (2013b). History of ethics applied to psychobiography. Supplement to “Case study in psychobiographical ethics: Bobby Fischer, World Chess Champion.” Journal of Empirical Research in Human Research Ethics, 8, S1–S20.

Runyan, W. M. (1982). Life histories and psychobiography: Explorations in theory and method. New York: Oxford University Press.

Schultz, W. T. (2005b). Introducing psychobiography. In W. T. Schultz (Ed.), Handbook of psychobiography (pp. 3–18). New York: Oxford University Press.

Schultz, W. T. (2011). Tiny terror: Why Truman Capote (almost) wrote Answered Prayers. New York: Oxford University Press.
Schultz, W. T. (2013). Torment saint: The life of Elliott Smith. New York: Bloomsbury. 
Sharma, D. (2011). Barack Obama in Hawai’i and Indonesia: The making of a global president. New York: Praeger.

Table S1

Six-Step Ethical Decision-Making Model Centered on Ethically Important Moments: The Case Example of Bobby Fischer

______________________________________________________________________________
Steps




Decision-Making Cognitions

______________________________________________________________________________
1: Identify ethically important
Uncovering sensitive mental health information on 


moment



Fischer’s maternal grandmother, Natalie Wender. This 

information was unknown to the Fischer family or to 

previous Fischer biographers.

2: Explore ethical moment in

Reviewed ethical guidelines in psychology, history, and


light of existing ethical

journalism to gauge relevant ethical considerations. Topic 


standards and principles

was not addressed directly in extant guidelines.

3. Weigh possible courses of

Considered advantages and disadvantages of reporting 


action within a context of

newly uncovered information in terms of advancing the


ongoing consultation

the public’s right to know about a historic figure versus







the privacy rights of Fischer and his surviving family. 







Weighed the importance of the information to advancing 







psychological knowledge. Consulted with Fischer family 







member, state laws on reporting health information of 







deceased individuals, APA ethics office, and fellow 







biographers/psychobiographers in psychology, history, and 







journalism.

4. Decide on a course of

Decided to report limited health information on Natalie action and implement

Wender thus balancing the importance of the information to







an accurate and comprehensive family health history 







essential to understanding Fischer, with consideration of







family privacy issues.

5. Monitor impact of reporting
Monitored reactions of Fischer close associates and a


information and follow-up on
family member; monitored published reactions in print, 







blogs, and internet. Checked in with those close to Fischer 







for their reactions.

6. Debriefed process with

Addressed decision making around the ethically 


colleagues for the benefit

important moment in the published psychobiography.


of advancing research and 

Developed case study material to inform ethics training


practices in psychobiography
and to generate more explicit ethical standards in 







psychobiographical research.
____________________________________________________________________________

Table S2

Sample Structure for an APA-Oriented Psychobiography Article

____________________________________________________________________________

Section

Page Length*




Content Coverage 

____________________________________________________________________________

Title

10–15 words

List historical figure; catchy essence (e.g., “Mad King 

George”; Simonton, 1998).

Abstract
100–150 words
Subject of focus, rationale for coverage, and mention of 

research paradigm, anchoring theory, research methods, 

and main findings.

Introduction
5–7 pages

Revisit life of historical figure, place subject in historical-

cultural context, and highlight rationale for psychological 

treatment of subject. Provide brief biographical snapshot 

of subject, note goals and focus of study, and working 

research questions/hypotheses.


Method
5–7 pages

Author’s horizon of understanding (bracketing), elaborate 

on research paradigm and investigative methods, ethical 

considerations and actions in balancing historical subject’s 

(and surviving relatives) right to privacy versus public’s 

right to understand actions and life of historical figure.

Results

10–13 pages

Describe major findings and provide integrative 

psychological profile tied to study’s research 

questions/goals. What do we now know about this 

historical subject that is new?

Discussion
5–8 pages

Describe significance of new findings; how is the 

knowledge and understanding of historical figure advanced and why is this important? How has the science of psychobiography been informed by the study? Note limitations of study and directions for future research on this subject and others.

References
5 pages

References likely span multiple disciplines (e.g., 

psychology, history, journalism, political science).

Tables/Figures



As needed to bring historical figure alive and supplement 

text.

Supplements



Expanded discussion and documents supporting main 

article. These might include more on historical context, 

samples of primary source material such as historical 

subject’s writing, art work, diaries, letters, arrest or hospital 

records, photos/drawing by subject.

_____________________________________________________________________________

*Manuscript length equal 25–35 pages of text (double-spaced) or 35–45 total pages including title page, abstract, references/tables/figures (excluding Supplemental on-line material)
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