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People sometimes ask if it is hard to get IRB approval for food psychology and behavior studies. Initially it can be difficult, but given your IRB’s helpful advice, it eventually becomes easier.

If you are new to food and behavior research, we’ve attached 10 tips about writing your IRB proposal. In addition, what might be an easier first step is to look at the two templates we have one the website www.MindlessEating.org under the link titled “Teaching Toolbox.” An example of an IRB-approved survey study and an IRB-approved lab study can be found there, and you can use them as templates as you write-up your own.

I’m a member of Cornell’s IRB Human Subjects Committee. Yet the 10 tips we give you below do not represent any policy or any bias of the committee. They are simply ideas my colleague Dr. Collin Payne and I have learned over the past 9 years. We hope they will make it easier for you to do research in this important area. 

1. It helps to know the rules. Make sure that you first complete your institution’s training for interacting with human participants (it’s often an online test). Most institutions require successful completion of this training before they even consider your application.

2. Work considerately and patiently with the IRB liaison or the person who processes the applications. This well-meaning, but stressed-out person can help you navigate through your institution’s unique requirements. In addition, this person can help novice researchers become familiar with the silent but crucial intricacies of the IRB process that may not be stipulated on the IRB application.

3. This next tip sounds like a lot of work, but you’ll have to do it eventually when you submit a paper. Here it is: Give a 5-6 page mini-write-up of the entire study including, a short introduction, a punchy objective to the study, a short justification of where the study fits in existing academic literature, a specific description of participants, your best thoughts about the methodology (if experimentation is used, explanation of specific design), and a short description of anticipated results. The more complete the detail, the more likely you won’t have to go through rounds and rounds of revisions.

4. Be very detailed in both your description of who you will recruit to participate, how you will recruit them, why you are recruiting the participants you are, and when you will recruit them. If recruitment varies at the 11th hour by a little bit, you can always file an amendment. 

5. Make sure you complete all necessary human participant protection forms. This shows your dedication and seriousness to the care of the participants from whom you will benefit. With undergrads this is easy – one form. Outside of school it can get hairy. In a recent study for preschoolers, we needed an adult consent form, a child consent form, a child assent form, a participant debriefing form, and an anonymity assurances for data that is quantitative or qualitative (written text, video, audio, etc.). Ugh.

6. Know when the IRB committee meets and how often. Some applications that involve very little intrusiveness are usually processed relatively quickly (10-14 days). Applications that involve more moderate participant intrusiveness usually take much longer to process (4-8 months). 
7. Pay attention to all of your institution’s instructions for submitting forms to them (number of copies, appendices, etc.). Make sure to submit ALL forms. Even dissertation studies have been delayed by 2 months (thus, missing graduation) because of some concerning (and missing) details of an 11th hour application.

8. When you receive your application back, respond to the IRB committee as quickly as possible (consider yourself lucky if you have few changes to make). It is better to get the application back soon while the application is still fresh in the minds of the committee and before you get tied up in other applications, teaching, research, work, etc.

9. When your application is finally approved, thank the IRB liaison and ask the liaison to please thank the committee on your behalf. To editorialize for a moment, this is a thankless, high-pressure, high-effort committee. They are trying to do research themselves late at night and on weekends. They’ve benefited from the well-intended concern and thoughts of past committees and they’ve become better researchers because of it. These people deserve respect and gratitude from taking time from their own research and their families to make your research better! Congratulate yourself. You are one step closer to completing your research.

10. Comply with all requests from the IRB to provide updates on your research if asked and submit any progress reports if requested.
