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Institutionalization of Vulnerability:

Issues from IRB Reviews of Vulnerable Subject Research

in the Humanities and Social Sciences

Subin Kwon, Sungi Kim, Seong-Jo Jeong, Hyunjae Cha, Sang-Gil Lee

Andong National Univ., Yonsei Univ., Chung-Ang Univ., Yonsei Univ., Yonsei Univ.

This study identifies issues from IRB reviews of research on vulnerable subjects in the humanities
and social sciences. To this end, the IRB review experiences of 27 researchers who studied
vulnerable subjects were investigated through focus group interviews. Results showed that
researchers were experiencing conflicts with IRBs from two main aspects. First, excessive
deliberation standards are applied when dealing with vulnerable subjects. Second, an IRB’s request
for formalized informed consent was recognized as a problem. A gap in the awareness of research
ethics and vulnerability between the IRB and the researchers was identified as the cause of
recurring conflict. Researchers generally evaluated the risks of humanities and social studies
research as low, compared to the IRBs, and recognized the definition of a vulnerable subject
in a context-dependent manner, which was different from the subject-specific definition held
by IRBs. Such a conflict is problematic because it leads to institutional reproduction of the vulnerability
of vulnerable subjects, restricting research on vulnerable groups and intervening with social
prejudice against vulnerable groups in the review process.

Keywords: Institutional Review Board (IRB), Human Subject Research, Vulnerable Subjects,
Vulnerability, Research Ethics
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