
Guidance for researchers

What research qualifies for a 
Category 2 exemption?
Category 2 exempts research involving 
educational tests, survey procedures, 
interviews, or observation of public 
behavior where either:
(a) Information obtained is recorded in 

such a manner that human subjects 
cannot be identified, directly or 
through identifiers linked to the 
subject; OR

(b) any disclosure (including accidental 
disclosure) of the human subjects’ 
responses outside the research could 
not reasonably place the subjects at 
risk of criminal or civil liability or be 
damaging to the subjects’ financial 
standing, employability, or reputation.

NOTE: This exemption does not apply to 
research with people under the age of 
majority in the country in which the 
research is taking place (people under the 
age of 18 in the United States), except for 
research involving observations of public 
behavior when the investigator(s) do not 
participate in the activities being 
observed.  This exemption also does not 
apply to research involving prisoners.  

What is considered public 
behavior?  
Public behavior refers to behavior taking 
place in a publicly accessible location in 
which the subject does not have an 
expectation of privacy (e.g., a public 
plaza or park, a street, a building lobby, 
a government building). If subjects have a 
reasonable expectation of privacy at the 
location where the researcher is 
conducting the observation, the project 
may not be considered exempt.

How does my research meet the 
criteria for a Category 2 
exemption? 
The research must meet either of the 
following two conditions to qualify under 
Category 2: 
(a) The data is collected anonymously 

(which means that no identifiers can 
be connected to the data, either 
directly or through a coding system). 
In addition to videotapes and 
photographs, audio recordings are 
considered to be identifiable; 
therefore any data collection that 
involves audio recordings, video 
recordings, or photographs of subjects 
would not be considered anonymous. 
It is also possible that multiple pieces 
of information, none of which are 
identifiable on their own, may 
uniquely identify a person when 
brought together; in this case, the 
data would be identifiable and would 
not be considered anonymous.

(b) The information collected is not 
anonymous (because, for example, 
the researcher has a key linking 
respondents' names to coded 
identifiers), but the information is so 
innocuous that, in the event of 
disclosure outside of the research, 
there would be no significant 
detrimental consequences to the 
subject. The significance of 
"detrimental consequences" depends 
in part on context. For example, 
including a question about political 
beliefs in an interview study that 
investigates adults' plans to change 
careers could be non-controversial --
and exempt-- in some locales, but 
highly sensitive --and non-exempt-- in 
other places.

Examples of Research Exempt 
under Category 2:
• A study involving an anonymous survey 

regarding workplace satisfaction at 
area firms.

• An observational study of pedestrians 
crossing a street; the researcher takes 
notes of what occurs, recording sex, 
race, and type of clothing of 
pedestrians, but does not interact with 
subjects.

• A study involving interviews with 
college seniors (age 18 and older) 
about their plans after graduation. The 
answers to questions asked would 
present no risks to subjects if divulged 
outside the research.

• A study involving focus groups with 
expectant mothers regarding their 
perceptions of parenting education.

Examples of Research not Exempt 
under Category 2:
• A study involving audio-recorded 

interviews where the researcher is 
examining how being diagnosed with 
fibromyalgia affects parenting.  No 
names or other identifying information 
will be collected.  The study is not  
considered anonymous because the 
interviews will be audio-recorded and 
medical information is generally 
deemed sensitive information.

• An anonymous survey given to inmates 
of the local county jail.  Research 
involving prisoners cannot receive 
exemption.

• Research involving interviews with the 
underage children of college professors 
about their homework habits.  Research 
involving minors does not qualify for 
Category 2 exemption.

http://research.ucsc.edu/compliance.html

DEFINITIONS:
Public behavior: behavior taking place in a publicly accessible location in which the subject does not have an expectation of privacy 
Anonymous: No identifiers can be linked to the data, either directly or through a coding system.  No photographs or audio-recordings will 
occur.
Minimal risk: any disclosure (including accidental disclosure) of the human subjects’ responses outside the research could not reasonably 
place subjects at risk of criminal or civil liability or be damaging to the subjects‘ financial standing, employability, or reputation

Category 2 Exemption: Educational Tests, Surveys, 
Interviews, or Observation of Public Behavior
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What if I will be collecting 
identifiers, but will also be 
anonymizing the data in 
publication?  Does my research 
qualify for exemption?
It may or may  not be the case that this 
research would meet the Category 2 
exemption criteria.  If no names or other 
identifying information are being 
collected, then the research is 
anonymous, and respondents' identities 
are protected. The research would meet 
the criteria for Category 2 exemption.

However, if the experimenter can 
associate individual subjects with their 
responses, the study is NOT anonymous,  
and procedural steps (e.g., anonymizing 
the data in publications, keeping all data 
on a password protected computer) 
should be taken to ensure that those 
responses remain confidential. Even the 
best procedures can fail, however, 
leading to the accidental disclosure of 
subject responses.  So, in order to still 
meet the criteria for Category 2 
exemption for research that is not 
anonymous, it must be the case that the 
information being collected couldn’t place 
subjects at risk if it was accidentally 
disclosed.

If my research isn’t anonymous, 
what kinds of information are 
considered too sensitive or risky for 
Category 2 exemption?
If the information could put a research 
participant at risk of criminal or civil 
lawsuit, or be damaging to the subjects’ 
financial standing, employability, or 
reputation if accidentally disclosed, then 
the the research is considered more than 
minimal risk and would not qualify for 
exemption.

Examples of sensitive information include:
• Information in a person’s medical 

record
• Information on subjects' drug use, 

alcohol use, sexual behavior, health 
status, or illegal conduct

• Information on psychological well-being 
of subjects

• Student educational records

What if I’m still not sure whether or 
not my research qualifies for a 
Category 2 exemption?
Contact the Office of Research of 
Compliance (orca@ucsc.edu).  
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