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ETHICAL PRINCIPLES 
 

Integrity and quality 
 

Research designed, reviewed and undertaken in a way that ensures its integrity and quality. 

Is the research study worth doing? Can you ensure the integrity and quality of the research? 

 

Fully informed researchers and participants 
 

Research staff and participants fully informed about the purpose, methods, intended use of 

the research, what their participation in the research entails, and if any risks are involved. 

When you seek consent, you have to explain to potential participants exactly what will happen 

to the data that they provide, and you have to stick with that agreement.  For example, if you 

seek consent for a one-off research interaction, it is not appropriate to go back later and ask 

for more data – that is not what was agreed. 

If you think you might want to do longitudinal work, but do not yet know, then you should 

explain that it is a possibility.  If your data results in being archived, you need to explain what 

that means, and give people the option of taking part, but refusing to have their data archived.  

Whatever the age of your potential participants, you need to consider how you will define and 

assess their competency to consent to participate in your research.  In general, you should 

start by assuming competency and to consider how to design your methods for seeking 

consent to ensure that they are appropriate for your sample. 

Capacity or competence to consent involves the following features.  A competent person has: 

 

1. the capacity to make a choice about a proposed course of action;  

2. knows about  the risks, benefits, alternatives;  

3. understands that that consent is ‘voluntary and continuing permission’; 

4. understands that consent ‘can be withdrawn at any time’.  

 

Each person has to be informed ‘fully, frankly, and truthfully’ with ‘reasonable care and skill’ 

(source: Code of Practice Pursuant to Section 118(4) of the Mental Health Act 1983 (1990). 

Separate ethics considerations apply to consent in research with children.  Overall, it is 

important to recognise that children should not be assumed incompetent to consent just 

because of their age.  However, there are particular considerations that need to be addressed 

to ensure that child participants in your research have freely given their fully informed 

consent.  In research with children, there could be a space on the form for both parent and 

child to sign, though some children prefer to give oral but not written consent. 
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Confidentiality and anonymity 
 

The confidentiality of information supplied by research participants and the anonymity of 

respondents respected at all times.  

 

Voluntary participation, free from coercion 
 

Research participants must participate in a voluntary way, free from any coercion. 

 

Avoid harm 
 

Harm to research participants avoided. ‘Harm’ is taken to mean more than just physical 

harm, and can refer to emotional harm and risk of upset, as well as to reputational damage. 

 

Independence and impartiality of the researchers 
 

The independence and impartiality of the researchers must be clear, and any conflicts of 

interest or partiality must be explicit. 
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ETHICAL FACTORS 
 

           Topic 

The ESRC Framework for Research Ethics states that the independence and impartiality of 
the researchers must be clear, and any conflicts of interest or partiality must be explicit.  

Different social science disciplines vary in the extent to which researchers are expected to 
reflect on their subjectivity, and the bias that they may bring to the research questions they 
ask.  In considering the potential for conflicts of interest or partiality in a research topic, it is 
useful to reflect on where such partiality may lie. 

Researchers may make moral and practical assumptions hidden, but which drive the 
questions they ask, as well as the methods, purpose, analysis and conclusions of their 
research. 

Among the most notorious examples in research, ethics are studies of race or 
ethnicity.  However, many other less controversial studies may define topics or research 
questions according to the assumptions and prejudices of the researcher.   

Before conducting your research, NET Africa will consider the following: 

 

1. Are the research questions impartial, in their neutral wording and their positive-
negative balance? 

2. For example, researchers sometimes over-emphasise negative topics, questions and 
reporting of disadvantaged groups.   

3. Will you identify participants’ strengths and competencies, or just their risks or 
problems? 

4. Have you made any assumptions about the groups or individuals that you are planning 
to study? On what basis?  

 

Researchers 
 

The ESRC Framework for Research Ethics states that the independence and impartiality of 
the researchers must be clear, and any conflicts of interest or partiality must be explicit.  
This requirement applies to all those who are involved in conducting the research - from the 
project director or lead researcher, who defined the research question, to include any other 
staff who may be directly involved in the research - such as interviewers, interpreters or 
translators, and transcribers, and including people who may act as gatekeepers for the 
research.  
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Before conducting your research, NET Africa will consider the following: 

 
1. Do they have any potential conflicts of interest, or any partiality that could affect the 

research findings or research interaction?  Are they imposing any stereotypical 
judgements or making any assumptions about participants in the research? 

2. For example, could an interpreter assume that the researcher’s question is too 
complicated for the participant, and ask a different question or mistranslate the response? 

3. Could a gatekeeper pressure someone to take part, because he or she has a stake in the 
success of the research? 

4. Could a gatekeeper prevent someone from taking part, because they are worried that the 
participant might be critical of them? 

  
You may not always be able to prevent partiality or conflict of interests - for example, in practitioner 
or service user led research, there are inevitably existing relationships between the researcher and 
the participant.  Equally, a study may have been designed specifically to have commercial impact in 
a particular field, and the researcher may have a commercial interest in the success of that intended 
impact.  The critical point is that any conflict of interest or partiality is explicit - and this means that 
participants, and all those concerned, should have this information: 
Have any potential conflicts of interest (personal, academic or commercial) between researchers 
and the funders, been explained?    
  

Before conducting your research, NET Africa will consider the following: 

Has the research team agreed a fair policy on who will be named author(s)? In which order will 

researchers be listed, in workload or alphabetical or seniority order?  On who will have rights to 

publish different elements of the work? 

  

Methods and research Modalities 

Research methods 

There is a wide variety of different research methods available to social researchers, and they each 
raise their own ethics questions. What follows is not a comprehensive list, but merely a guide to 
some key considerations in thinking about the ethical implications of particular research strategies: 

1. How well do your chosen methods fit the aims of your research? In other words, do the 
methods offer the most reasonably efficient way of answering the research questions? 

2. What are the strengths and limits of the methods? 
3. Have they been used before effectively in a similar context? 
4. Are they respectful of your respondents’ capacity and willingness to participate? Some 

methods will work better with some groups than with others. 
5. Are there any potential unintended consequences of your research (e.g. disclosures of 

sensitive information) that may arise through those methods? 
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6. Do the methods proposed fit with the ESRC six core ethics principles as set out in the 
ethical principles. If not, can the exception be justified?  Is what you are proposing to do 
justifiable in terms of the benefits, risks and harms of your research? 

 

Sampling 

Selecting samples or groups of people to study is one of the first tasks in designing your study, and 
the first ethics question you face in sampling is who you include, or exclude. 

Your research ethics application should be clear about why the people you want to study need to 
be involved, and should possibly include some reflection about who is left out of your study. 

Your sample will often determine which ethics committee you need to go to, and who you need to 
seek permission from, so it is critically important to think through the ethical implications of the 
sampling strategy you develop.  

If your sample includes particular groups in the population – such as children and young people, or 
vulnerable adults – you will have additional requirements and considerations to address.  

Excluded groups 

Every study has to exclude many issues in order to concentrate on specific questions and to create 
a clear research focus. Deciding how wide a research area should be can be thought of as a bit like 
positioning a camera lens and choosing what will be inside and outside the frame of the photograph. 
However, social research also has to take into account the broader context. 

Studies may inadvertently, or deliberately, exclude certain categories of people, such as those who 
speak little English, or who have speech or learning difficulties. These studies therefore are likely to 
produce an incomplete picture, and thus misleading findings. The opposite, ethical approach is to 
make every process throughout the study as inclusive as possible. The study methods can reinforce 
the conclusions that inclusion is possible and can work very well.    

You need to consider whether your sample is defined theoretically or thematically (that is, you are 
sampling a particular category in the population because of your research focus or hypotheses), or 
whether your sample excludes certain categories of people just because it is less convenient or 
more challenging to include them.  If the latter, think about whether (and how) that can be 
addressed.  

Before conducting your research, NET Africa will consider the following: 

1. Will any categories of participants be excluded from your sample? 
2. Can you justify that?  What are your reasons for deciding to include or exclude these 

groups?  
3. Either way is this fair and respectful to the groups you have excluded. 
4. Will your research design produce valid evidence without including those groups?  What 

are the implications for what you can conclude from your research?  

 



8 
 

 

Data storage and data security 

Before conducting your research, NET Africa will consider the following: 

1. How data will be stored; 
2. Who will have access to the data; and 
3. How they will be able to access data. 

 

Remember, research ethics is all about unanticipated events - so you need to plan for unexpected 
and undesirable events (like leaving a bag on a train, or losing a USB stick).  What systems can you 
put in place to protect your participants, yourself and your institution if something like that happens?  

For example, losing a USB stick that contains anonymised data is problematic, but it is less 
problematic if the stick is securely password protected.  However, what if the USB stick contained 
participant contact details, personal identifiable information?  How secure would it need to 
be?  Could you ensure that? 

Your planning should take account of what you need to do with hard copies (such as paper notes of 
interviews), computer files with anonymised data that are not identifiable, and computer files with 
personal or identifiable data. 

Hard copies such as interview notes, prints of photographs, or video or audio tapes need to be kept 
securely locked away - for example in a locked filing cabinet that can only be accessed by agreed 
members of the research team.  Ask yourself: 

1. Who needs to have access to hard data? 
2. Will data gathered be anonymised before they are stored?  If not, why not? 
3. Will these data be stored separately from personally identifying data? 
4. Where will the key be stored? 
5. Could anyone find it and access the data who should not? 
6. How will you deal with hard copies in the period between data collection and data storage? 

Files - including computer files - that contain personal or identifiable data (such as names) 
come under the terms of the Data Protection Act. These files need to be encrypted or password 
protected, and only accessed by agreed members of the team.  Particular care needs to be taken if 
you are sharing files within the research team - e.g. on shared computer drives, or by email - or if 
you are transferring personal data beyond the research team (e.g. if a gatekeeper is giving you a 
list of contacts).  

If your research involves data that comes under the remit of the Data Protection Act - and most 
research does - then it is a good idea to check with the Data Protection Officer in your organisation, 
to see if there are any standard protocols you should be following. 

Computer files including anonymised still need to be held securely, and can only be shared 
according to the terms of your consent from participants.  Thus, - for example - you need to get prior 
consent from participants if you plan to archive data for use by other researchers.  Anonymising  
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data is more complicated than simply assigning an ID number or pseudonym - see our section 
on anonymising data. 

To ensure that anonymised or personal data are only accessible to those that have been agreed 
(such as your immediate team) you may need help to set up additional security systems.  Consider 
the following example: 

A research team is conducting a mixed methods study, collecting quantitative and qualitative data 
from elderly participants in residential care. The study is concerned with the effect that physical 
exercise has on their health, and so is collecting biomedical data (e.g., blood pressure, cortisol 
levels) as well as conducting in-depth interviews about participants’ day-to-day lives.  Therefore, the 
team has a number of data sets:  personal information about participants, and where they live; 
quantitative data from biomedical tests; and digital audio-recordings and transcripts of 
interviews.  These data give rise to two key considerations: 

1. Data should be accessible to team members, but no one else.  The team work across two 
institutions; both have computer servers with shared drives that are accessible to all staff 
within the institution.  The researchers need to set up secure systems (a) to ensure that other 
staff within their institutions cannot access their data via the shared staff drives, and (b) to 
ensure secure data transfer between institutions.   

2.  Different data files need to be link-able, but they need to be held separately, so that 
researchers who are authorised to do so can only link them purposely.  There is also a need 
to ensure that data cannot be removed from secure systems in ways that might compromise 
data security.  For example, if anonymised data sets might become identifiable in 
combination, they should not be downloaded onto the same USB stick - what if it was lost, 
and found or misused by someone else. 

Summing up 

However simple or complex your data set, think about what you might need to do to ensure that 
your management of the data respects the terms of your consent, and in particular, the confidentiality 
and anonymity that participants were promised.  

Take advice from relevant staff in your institution.  Your Data Protection manager can advise you 
on protocols for handling personal data.  Your computing or information services department should 
be able to advise you on setting up secure databases for the different forms of data that will be 
generated by your research.  

As with everything in this guidebook, the earlier you can start to think about these issues, the better. 
When you are preparing your research proposal, you need to plan for data management - this is a 
requirement for ESRC applications, and increasingly for other funders.  If your work will generate 
complex or sensitive datasets, you may need to plan and cost some time for a database manager 
or information specialist to develop and manage the systems that you need to keep your data 
secure. 
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Do you have suitable arrangements in place for archiving data?  Before you access or collect your 
data, you should check institution what requirements they have in place for data storage, and what 
facilities are available (e.g. for data archiving). 

 

Practitioner research and dual roles 

Researchers have sometimes taken on social roles, in order to fit into the world they are 
researching. 

Before conducting your research, NET Africa will consider the following: 

1. How far is it appropriate to use your professional position - or your position as an ‘insider’ 
- to gain access to information or people that you would not otherwise have access to?  

Think about the range of bureaucratic safeguards that an external researcher would have to satisfy 
in order to access the people and information that you have access to as a matter of course in your 
role.  What checks and safeguards do you need to put in place to make to make sure that your 
professional position does not undermine your position as an ethical researcher? 

2. What is the power differential between you and the people you are studying?   

Even when you are overtly seeking consent to participate, bear in mind that your professional role - 
or that of the people who are commissioning or managing the work you are doing - may mean that 
potential participants feel they cannot refuse to take part.  Are you in a position of authority or 
seniority, such as a line manager, supervisor, teacher or lecturer?  Might they be concerned about 
negative consequences if they refuse to help you - for example, in terms of their grades, their 
promotion prospects or job stability, or simply whether they have been helpful to the boss?  Will they 
be able to distinguish between a request from you as a researcher that they can refuse, and request 
from you in your professional role, which they cannot refuse within their professional role? 

 

 

.  


