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The key to identifying ethical issues in research is to take the position of a 
participant. How would you feel if you were asked certain questions or ob-
served doing certain things, or if your records and papers were examined for 
research purposes? How would you want researchers to handle and report 
on the information they have about you? The ethical issues involved in doing 
research on humans are very much the same for both quantitative and quali-
tative research.

Staff and students of Canadian universities, many research organizations, 
and members of professional organizations are now formally required to con-
duct their research according to stated ethical principles and to demonstrate 
this to research ethics boards (REBs). Researchers must submit their research 
proposal or plans to advisory bodies, which evaluate it based on ethical guide-
lines. These ethical principles require that participants in the research must be 
able to give informed consent to being part of the research, the identity of in-
formants must be protected unless they give written permission to be identified 
in stored data and research reports, researchers must not coerce participants 
into participating or divulging information, and researchers must keep data for 
up to seven years (depending on the province) to protect themselves against 
charges of forging or falsifying data.

The purpose of this chapter is to outline major ethical considerations prior 
to conducting the data collection. This chapter provides information to students 
with regard to preparing their submissions to ethics review panels. It is a good 
idea to contact the board directly and obtain a copy of their guidelines and rules 
prior to submitting your proposal. This will help you to avoid unnecessary delays 
in launching your data collection, protect the integrity of the scientific research 
process, and likely strengthen your research results.

Ethics in Human Research9
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Some of you might be asking, “If ethics is so important, why are we 
discussing it in Chapter 9?” This is because although ethics considerations 
influence all aspects of the research process, we cannot fully assess ethical 
implications of any project until the research question has been finalized, the 
method of data collection identified, the variables or items to be measured 
are considered, and the population identified. Although ethics involves each 
of these areas, until these elements are addressed, an application to an  ethical 
review board and approval by a review committee cannot be attained. In short, 
we must think about ethics throughout the research process, but we introduce 
it here so that it is not lost in the discussion and learning of new concepts.

The Ethics of Research
Research in the social sciences usually involves dealing with people, organiza-
tions, and groups. Unless you are dealing only with data that have already been 
collected, public records (such as census data), or public documents (such as 
newspaper articles), you will be asking people questions, observing their be-
haviour, or collecting other information about them. All our dealings with other 
people raise ethical issues. We are familiar with the ethical issues relating to our 
personal lives—issues of loyalty, honesty, and integrity, to name a few. Lately, 
businesses and corporations are beginning to ask questions about the ethics of 
economic life. So, too, we need to ask if there are ethical issues in research that 
need to be addressed.

As with many ethical issues in other areas of life, being thoughtful and con-
siderate of the needs and feelings of others goes a long way towards guiding the 
researcher. How would you react if you were a participant or member of the 
group you intend to study? Would you respond well to the questions you intend 
to ask or the procedures you intend to employ?

Be considerate. You are asking people to do you a favour. You are appealing 
to their generosity to help you with your work. Not everyone will share your view 
of the importance of your research. This is true even if you are asking friends, 
family, or students you know. It is even more true if you are going into the com-
munity to do your research. You have a responsibility to the participants in your 
research to be considerate and not to waste their time. Moreover, you have a 
responsibility to other researchers not to irritate and alienate the community. If 
you are inconsiderate or poorly prepared, you let yourself down, waste the time 
and effort of others, and jeopardize future research.

Part of being considerate is being prepared. Another part is to take up 
only as much time as is essential. Not only does an unnecessarily long ques-
tionnaire waste your time, but it also wastes the time of those to whom it is 
administered. Ask yourself, “Is this question necessary? Do I really need to 
know how many children the respondent has?” If the study is about shar-
ing tasks between husband and wife, then yes, you probably do want to ask 
that question. But if you are inquiring about past achievement in math, you 
may decide to eliminate the question. Does each question really relate to the 
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hypothesis? Or does it really reflect personal curiosity? Interviews and ques-
tionnaires with a clear focus not only produce better data but are also less 
disruptive and wasteful.

You should also be considerate of participants because you are, to some 
extent, invading their privacy. If respondents sense that you are being intrusive 
or asking inappropriate questions, they may refuse to cooperate or may sabo-
tage the research by giving misleading information. Your manner and the nature 
of your research should be carefully designed so as not to offend, embarrass, or 
annoy those you are studying. They are doing you a favour.

Part of being a considerate researcher is being careful about the way you 
seek permission from those you wish to study. While it is appropriate to tell 
people why you are doing the research, it is usually not wise to tell them what 
you hope to find, since this may bias the information they provide. At the com-
pletion of their projects, many researchers offer to tell participants what they 
found and their conclusions. This often provides interesting feedback for the 
researcher and those studied.

A consent form signed by you and/or your professor or head of depart-
ment and the participant is a requirement for conducting most research with 
human participants. It will help to identify you, provide respondents with a 
contact if they have questions after the study, and is part of the process re-
quired to secure the cooperation of those you wish to be part of your study. 
The form should describe who you are (e.g., a student at a specified univer-
sity), how you accessed the person’s name, why you are doing your research 
(e.g., for a degree, a thesis, or a class project), and what the research will re-
quire from the person whose permission you are seeking (e.g., completing a 
questionnaire that will take 10 minutes, an interview lasting an hour, a group 
interview lasting 15 minutes, participating in an experiment that will involve 
watching and assessing some videos for half an hour). Providing this infor-
mation makes it possible for the potential participant to make an informed 
decision about whether to participate. The consent form, or plain language 
statement, about the research is essential to ensuring that informed  consent 
has been given.

A consent form usually concludes with information about what the par-
ticipant should do if they have any questions or concerns about the research. 
This clause usually directs the participant to the research ethics board (REB) 
of the university or another organization responsible for the research, which 
is useful in situations where the participant does not feel comfortable dis-
cussing issues directly with the researcher. Figure 9.1 gives an example of a 
consent form. Preparing the form is also a good exercise to test whether you 
have thoroughly thought through your research plan. It will give your pro-
fessor an opportunity to advise you about aspects of the research that remain 
unclear or confusing. When students do research as part of their course, their 
professor is responsible for them and for the conduct of the research. There-
fore, it is in the interest of all for students and professors to confer carefully 
about each research project.
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Printed on university letterhead

Consent Form: Title of Project

Principal Investigator: Professor’s name
Student Investigator: Student’s name
Tel: XXX-XXX-XXXX
Email: researcher@umanitoba.ca

Date

Funding organization or sponsor: Name of group providing financial 
support for this research (if any)

A. PURPOSE AND BACKGROUND

This project has been funded by [indicate funding organization if the 
research is sponsored ]. The research is being conducted by [indicate 
professor’s and student’s names] at the Department of [indicate name 
of department and faculty ], [indicate university ].

In this research, we want to learn how people find work and whether they 
use their families and friends to find work. We are particularly interested in 
studying the work histories of youth without post-secondary education. 
We want to talk to you about your job experiences to better understand 
your feelings about Canadian society. A study of youth employment will 
help us to understand how it may affect you and your well-being, along 
with its effect on the Canadian economy.

You are invited to participate in this focus group meeting. However, 
the participation is strictly voluntary. Only if you agree to be part of this 
study will you be invited to participate in the meeting and answer the 
questions presented to you.

B. PROCEDURES

You have been selected to participate in this research because you have 
been identified as a youth without post-secondary school experience. 
There are two ways that we obtain names for our research. First, we may 
have obtained your name from a list provided by [name of organization]. 
Second, someone affiliated with [name of organization] may have 
suggested your name.

If you agree to participate in this research study, you will attend a group 
interview, which will last no longer than two hours, to discuss your 
experiences looking for work. The group interview will take place at 
[indicate location of focus group, date, and time]. The group meeting 
will be audio-taped if you permit us.

Figure 9.1  •  Sample consent form

mailto:researcher@umanitoba.ca
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C. RISKS

There is no anticipated physical or psychological risk related to partic-
ipating in this study. Should you decline to participate, your access to 
employment, settlement, and/or counselling services will not be affected 
in any way now or in the future. You may choose not to answer any ques-
tions and may leave the focus group at any time. Please indicate to the 
researcher any sensitive question related to your personal information 
that you do not want to be disclosed.

D. PROTECTION OF IDENTITY AND PRIVACY

Confidentiality will be secured in a variety of ways. Your name and 
contact information will not be recorded in the interview or used in the 
publication of any results. This form and any other documents bearing 
your name will be stored separately from your survey responses, 
which will be coded with an arbitrary number. When data collection 
is complete (not later than MM/YY), the list that links participants’ 
numbers with their names will be destroyed, at which point it will 
be impossible for anyone, including the researcher, to identify data 
with specific participants. This anonymous data will be stored in 
paper form for up to 5 years post-publication of the results and for 
an indefinite period in electronic form. Results from this study will 
be disseminated through presentations at scholarly conferences and 
through publication in academic journals. At no time will individual 
responses be reported.

E. COMPENSATION

You will receive $50 at the end of the group interview as compensation 
for participating in this research. We will also provide some light 
refreshments during the group meeting.

F. QUESTIONS

Please contact [the professor, student] (please refer to contact informa-
tion at the top of this letter) if you have any questions about the project.

G. CONSENT1

Your signature on this form indicates that you have understood to your 
satisfaction the information regarding participation in the research 
project and agree to participate as a subject. In no way does this waive 
your legal rights or release the researchers, sponsors, or involved 
institutions from their legal and professional responsibilities. You are free 
to withdraw from the study at any time and/or refrain from answering any 
questions you prefer to omit, without prejudice or consequence. Your 
continued participation should be as informed as your initial consent, 
so you should feel free to ask for clarification or new information 
throughout your participation.
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A personal card issued by your institution, stating your position (e.g., 
PhD student) and contact details is an effective introduction to participants 
(see Figure 9.2). When you give these cards to participants, they can feel 
more assured of your identity and purpose and confident that you are willing 
to allow them to verify who you are. This action, which shows prospective 
participants that you wish to act ethically and do the right thing by them, 
usually wins their attention and cooperation quickly. Further information, 
such as the contact information for the REB, can be placed on the reverse 
side of the card.

The [name of REB] and a representative(s) of the University of [univer-
sity name here] Research Quality Management / Assurance office may 
also require access to your research records for safety and quality 
assurance purposes.

If you have any questions about this research, feel free to phone or email 
me (see above). This research has been approved by the [name of REB] 
Research Ethics Board at [name of university]. If you have any concerns 
or complaints about this project you may contact the Human Ethics 
Secretariat at [phone number of REB secretary], or by email at [email 
address of REB].

____________________________________________________________________
Participant’s signature Date

____________________________________________________________________
Researcher’s signature Date

I am interested in obtaining a summary of the findings from this research 
project:

No (  )

Yes (  ): If yes, how would you like to receive the results?

By email (  ) Please provide email address: ____________________________

____________________________________________________________________

By surface mail (  ) Please provide mailing address:

____________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________

1This section is directly quoted from the University of Manitoba as is part of section D. 2010. 
Human Subject Research Ethics Protocol Submissions (Ft. Garry Campus) Guidelines and 
Checklist for Submissions & Reviews. http://umanitoba.ca/research/ors/ethics/human_ 
ethics_REB_forms_guidelines.html

http://umanitoba.ca/research/ors/ethics/human_
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Formal Ethical Review of Research
Simply being considerate is not enough. The ethics of all research involving 
human participants has become a major area of discussion and policy review. 
Most professional associations, such as the Canadian Sociological Association 
and the Canadian Association of Social Workers, have devised codes of ethics 
to guide their members. Read the code of ethics for the professional associ-
ation related to your intended occupation. These ethical codes are usually 
available online.

In 2010, the second edition of the Tri-Council Policy Statement: Ethical 
Conduct for Research Involving Humans (TCPS2) was passed by the  Canadian 
Institutes of Health Research (CIHR), Social Sciences and Humanities  Research 
Council of Canada (SSHRC), and the Natural Sciences and Engineering 
 Research  Council of Canada (NSERC), collectively known as the Interagency 
Panel on Research Ethics (PRE), the first major update of the original TCPS of 
1998. Several changes were made to the TCPS2 in 2014 (PRE, 2014). The purpose 
of the TCPS is “to create a uniform . . . ethics policy for research and a policy 
that would set the highest common standard for governing the  academic or 
learned research done through these three primary funding  agencies” (Kirby, 
2007, p. 8). Under the new policy, any research that is funded by CIHR, NSERC, 
or SSHRC must adhere to these guidelines (TCPS2, 2014). As a result,  universities 
in Canada, along with many professional organizations, have adopted these 
new regulations within their existing ethical framework. One of the conditions 
of obtaining ethical approval is that researchers ( professors and students) must 
complete an online Course of Research Ethics (CORE) before their application 
to the REB may be considered. This course takes four to six hours to complete 
and reviews and tests prospective researchers about their knowledge of ethical 
research practices.

Following a number of excesses perpetrated by some overzealous or un-
scrupulous researchers in various fields, procedures have been instituted in 

Canadian University

Reece Urcher
PhD student
Department of Sociology
Canadian University
111 Main Street
Toronto, ON M2K 2C7
Cellphone: ### ### ####
Fax: ### ### ####
Email: reeceurcher@canadianu.ca

If you have any questions about this 
study, you may contact the Secretary 
of the Research Ethics Board.

Telephone: ### ### ####
Email: HERB@canadianu.ca
Surface Mail:
Secretary, Research Ethics Board
Canadian University
111 Main Street
Toronto, ON M2K 2C7

Figure 9.2  •  A sample card

mailto:reeceurcher@canadianu.ca
mailto:HERB@canadianu.ca
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all post-secondary institutions for the careful ethical scrutiny of research pro-
posals by REBs prior to the commencement of the research and before funding 
is approved or passed on to the researchers. First instituted to guide med-
ical research, ethical review is now required for all research involving human 
participants. The fundamental principles are stated in the TCPS2  (2014). This 
document outlines ethics for Canadian research involving humans. REBs use 
the principles in this statement to guide their consideration of research pro-
posals. All universities now require all research involving humans, including 
most sociological, psychological, business management, marketing, science, 
education, and oral history research, to be evaluated by an ethics committee. 
This includes both funded and unfunded research. Ethical considerations are 
important and becoming more complicated as more professional organiza-
tions adopt their own ethical guidelines and as the provinces have introduced 
their own, which has added to confusion among researchers. The remain-
der of this chapter outlines some of the major ethical considerations and is 
guided primarily by the TCPS2 . Students are encouraged to also consult the 
REB guidelines within their own institution, their professional association, and 
their provincial legislation on privacy and protection of information for details 
about ethical guidelines.

CASE STUDY

Some Examples of Unethical Research

Not so long ago, researchers paid very little attention to the health and  well-being 
of participants of their research. Canada has a long history of  conducting 
questionable and even criminal experiments against its people.  Canada’s 
 Indigenous Peoples were subject to many cruel, violent, and  downright  criminal 
 experiments. In the 1940s and 1950s, several research studies subjected 
 Indigenous children and adults to various inhumane living conditions to con-
duct scientific and medical studies. In one study, Indigenous children living in 
Norway House, Cross Lake, God’s Lake Mine, Rossville, and The Pas in northern 
Manitoba were intentionally starved to give scientists a chance to examine the 
effects of malnutrition on growth and development patterns (Mosby, 2013). In 
subsequent studies, Indigenous children living on reserves in British Columbia, 
Alberta, Ontario, and Nova Scotia were refused proper diet and supplements to 
replicate the Manitoba study (Livingstone & Weber, 2013). Historian Ian Mosby 
(2013), discovered that scientists, with the help of the Canadian government, 
had allowed children in several remote Manitoba reserves to starve because 
they were the “perfect test subjects,” meaning that they were not given the 
opportunity to provide any consent to participating in the study and lacked the 
political power to question the ethics of the study in the first place, and that 
because of the racist attitudes held by most Canadians at the time, their poor 

Continued
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Basic Principles of Research Ethics

The following principles of research ethics summarize the concerns most REBs 
focus on in evaluating research proposals.

Principle 1: Researchers must treat with dignity and respect the persons, 
groups, and organizations who participate in their research

According to the TCPS2  (2014) guidelines, these issues involve respect for per-
sons, concern for social welfare, and social justice.

living conditions would continue to go ignored. The scientists “rationalized” the 
unethical treatment by suggesting that the sacrifices of a few children would 
lead to significant benefits to the health of future children. Instead, their studies 
have become part of a massive catalogue of abuse, colonization, and genocide 
inflicted on Indigenous Peoples within Canada that were encouraged and sup-
ported by the Canadian government. In June 2015, the Truth and Reconciliation 
Commission of Canada (2015) released its long-awaited report on the effects of 
residential school system on the lives of Indigenous Peoples in Canada. Among 
its recommendations is recognition of the harm that has been done towards 
Indigenous Peoples. 

The Stanford Prison Experiment, the Milgram Study, and the Tuskegee Study are 
other infamous examples of questionable ethical practices that students should 
learn more about. Lest students think ethical practices are less likely to be ignored 
today, however, the following recent examples shed light on the extent of this 
problem. Recently, medical ethicists have begun to question a widespread practice 
among industrialized nations to “offshore” clinical trials. By offshoring these studies, 
researchers do not have to abide by the more stringent ethical standards imposed 
on them by professional organizations and regulatory bodies in their own countries 
or jurisdictions. In 2008, more than 6400 clinical trials were being conducted out-
side the United States, where funding for these trials originated (Gonzales, 2010). 
In the 10-year period between 2000 and 2009, over 58,000 drug trials (Bartlett & 
Steele, 2010) were being conducted in overseas jurisdictions with lighter restric-
tions on ethical regulations. In countries with less rigid ethical guidelines, it is easier 
for researchers to conduct studies without requiring informed consent about the 
true nature of the study or potential risks to participants. An exposé by Bartlett and 
Steele revealed that many of the participants in such studies believed they were 
being treated for a disease and were unaware they were part of a clinical trial. Death 
is not an uncommon event in some of these trials. In New Delhi, in 2010, 49 babies 
died in a 30-month period during a trial of blood-pressure medication, while in a 
one-year period in 2008, seven babies died in Argentina after participating in a trial 
of a pneumonia vaccine. These are just two incidences of extreme abuse and eth-
ical practices in recent medical trials. We must be vigilant in our research practices 
to ensure that future participants are not harmed by our research.
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People have feelings, orientations, cultures, rights to privacy, and rights to 
control their lives and information about themselves. The rights of people are 
greater than the researcher’s “need to know.” However important you think your 
research is, you must place participants’ well-being first. Sensitivity to others 
is very important but especially in social science research, where it is precisely 
that sensitivity that may open new insights into the nature of social situations. 
You are asking people, “What is it like to be you? What is your perspective on 
this? How do you respond to this or that situation?” In order to “hear” their re-
sponses, you need both to ask sensitive questions and to listen very sensitively 
to their responses.

Following current discussion of ethics in human research, we refer to 
people who consent to be researched as “participants,” rather than “subjects,” 
for several reasons. First, the term “participant” implies a degree of cooperative 
activity on the part of those we study. Participants are not passive subjects but 
cooperate with us in our research. It is important to remember that without the 
cooperation of participants, we will not get our data. This helps to remind us of 
our dependence on them and to enhance our respect for them. Remembering 
that you are dealing with people, not objects, will help you to retain the levels of 
respect and concern appropriate to humans.

“Participants” is also a useful term because it encompasses groups, corpor-
ations, organizations, and neighbourhoods as well as persons. All participants 
have rights, needs for privacy, and a claim on our respect.

The respect accorded to participants extends to treating the information 
they provide with great care and not violating their privacy. One way of pro-
tecting your informants is to mask their identity by never recording names, by 
changing the names on your files and using fictitious names in your reports, by 
assigning numerical codes, and by referring only to grouped data (that is, not 
to Tom Brown’s score individually but to the average score of “young males” in 
response to a particular question). You can mask the locality of your research 
by not naming the municipality or organization in which the research was done.

If you are promising participants that you will protect their identities (which 
is the most common case), your REB will wish to know how you will accomplish 
this (e.g., de-identifying records and reports of information with codes, keeping 
records locked in a secure place, encrypting computer data files, etc.).

After gaining permission, you must retain sufficient information, including 
letters of invitation or recruitment, consent forms, and data, to prove that you 
actually did what you proposed to do and were given ethical clearance to do so. 
This is necessary to defend yourself against the possible charge of forging your 
data and to be prepared for an audit by your REB.

Personal information and privacy
In most social science research, there is no need to collect information that iden-
tifies individual participants. Researchers seldom need facts that can identify in-
dividual participants to others. However, if you plan to gather and publish such 
information, you must know the relevant law regarding privacy. Most provinces 
and territories have passed privacy legislation that binds researchers to protect 
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their participants’ personal information. The Canadian Charter of Rights and 
Freedoms also has provisions protecting the privacy and rights of individuals. It 
is a good idea to become familiar with the privacy legislation in your province. 
The TCPS2  also contains general guidelines about protecting individual privacy. 
Personal information includes information given to the researcher by the par-
ticipant. It may be answers provided to survey questions or in interviews. It may 
be health information from physicians’ records or academic grades from school. 
Regardless of the source, “personal information” identifies individuals and must 
be kept from public viewing at all times.

Depending on the relevant privacy principles, there can be additional 
restrictions on the collection, use, and disclosure of a type of personal 
 information known as “sensitive information.” Sensitive information may in-
clude information or an opinion about an individual’s race, ethnicity, sexual 
orientation, criminal record, religious beliefs and affiliations, philosophical 
beliefs, health information, political opinions, and membership in political 
parties, trade unions, and professional associations. “Health information” is 
information or an opinion about an individual’s health or disabilities, their 
health service usage or intended use, personal information they give to health 
services, and personal information they give when arranging the donation of 
their body parts.

Before gathering personal information, always consult an expert in privacy 
regulations. If you research within a government department or private firm, 
talk to the privacy officer. If you research as a consultant or with a volunteer 
organization, seek advice from a lawyer. Most universities have units that will 
provide advice to researchers about privacy laws. Be familiar with the privacy 
legislation of your province. Otherwise, you may compromise participants’ 
rights and break the law.

The following list contains some guiding ethical principles researchers must 
abide by as they conduct their studies on human participants.

• Respect for human dignity: Researchers must maintain the physical, 
social, religious, familial, community, linguistic, and cultural integrity 
of all participants.

• Respect for free and informed consent: Participants must be fully 
informed about the purpose and intended results of the research pro-
ject prior to signing a consent form. They must not be coerced into 
participating by any means. Consent, according to the TCPS2  (2014), 
is an ongoing process (p. 7). Any changes to data collection protocols 
must be approved by REBs and participants must be informed and al-
lowed to leave the study.

• Respect for vulnerable persons: The TCPS2  (2014) reminds us that 
“some people may be incapable of exercising autonomy because of 
youth, cognitive impairment, other mental health issues or illness” 
(p. 6). Researchers must take special care in studying these partici-
pants. This usually means obtaining consent from parents/guardians 
or primary caregivers.



9 • Ethics in Human Research  191

• Respect for privacy and confidentiality: Privacy is a fundamental 
right and is protected in various legislative documents both provin-
cially and nationally. Participant information must be kept in secure 
locations and not shared for purposes outside the intended research. 
Published documents must remove any identifying information that 
may compromise the privacy and confidentiality of research par-
ticipants. The TCPS2  (2014) outlines various types of directly and in-
directly identifiable information (p. 58–9).

• Respect for justice and inclusiveness: There is a history of excluding 
participants from research on the basis of their age, language, abil-
ity, gender, race, religion, ethnicity, sexual orientation, and ability. The 
TCPS2  identifies this kind of exclusion as injustice. The TCPS2  (2014) 
warns us, however, “that particular individuals, groups or commun-
ities should neither bear an unfair share of the direct burdens of par-
ticipating in research, nor should they be unfairly excluded from the 
potential benefits of participation” (p. 49). This issue is particularly im-
portant when considering research with First Nations, Métis, and Inuit 
peoples, as discussed later in this chapter.

• Balancing harms and benefits: Participants in any social science re-
search should not expect to receive any personal benefit. Benefits from 
most of our research are based on advancement of our understanding 
of a particular topic or problem and thus are social benefits. Partici-
pation in research should not result in harm to participants. Your REB 
will determine whether or not your research project meets the criteria 
of low harm.

• Minimizing harm: It is the researcher’s duty to avoid, prevent, or 
minimize harm to participants. To minimize harm, research projects 
should recruit the smallest number of participants and subject them 
to the smallest number of tests needed to achieve valid data. Minimal 
risk is defined by the TCPS2  (2014) as “research in which the probability 
and magnitude of possible harms implied by participation in research 
is no greater than those encountered by participants in those aspects 
of their everyday life that relate to the research” (p. 21). This relatively 
vague definition may make it difficult for new researchers to determine 
whether or not their project constitutes “minimal” risk to participants. 
This is one of the reasons why an independent REB is needed to assess 
all research.

• Maximizing benefits: In most research, the participant receives no 
direct benefit from participating in the study. The benefit usually 
occurs in the published research that helps to advance knowledge in 
a particular field or discipline. Incentives given to participants, if any, 
should be minimal and not cause undue influence. For instance, giving 
a low-income mother $1000 to have her child participate in an un-
tested vaccine study may be too high an incentive, given her economic 
position. The TCPS2  takes no position supporting or rejecting the use 
of incentives.
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Principle 2: Research must be based on knowledge of the work of others 
in the area and be conducted and/or supervised by persons qualified 
to do the work who have the necessary facilities to ensure the safety of 
participants
It is unethical to rush into the field to collect data before doing a literature 
review to learn what has been done before, what is known, and what questions 
remain in the field of study you propose. It is also usually a great help to see how 
others have tackled the problem you propose to study. It is unethical to carry out 
poorly designed research since, at the very least, people’s time is wasted and, at 
worst, misleading results might be declared. It is also unethical to unnecessarily 
replicate studies (unless the purpose is to corroborate evidence) because it is a 
waste of research funds and the participants’ time and goodwill. It is likely that 
any research you do as a student will need to be cleared by your professor and a 
thesis/dissertation committee, in addition to an REB.

While many of the skills required for social science research are similar to 
the ordinary skills of human interaction, their use in research requires careful 
supervision, particularly when students are learning how to research. In one of 
the co-authors’ experience on an REB, the most problematic research propos-
als have come from researchers who were just being introduced to the skills 
of social science research. New researchers require close assistance from their 
supervisors, who should not allow them to choose sensitive topics that are more 
appropriate for experienced researchers.

Supervision is also required because in the process of interviewing someone, 
you may uncover problems that are beyond your ability to resolve—a difficult 
domestic situation, a deeply troubled person, or some other such circumstance. 
You are probably not trained as a counsellor or family therapist, or in other help-
ing skills, and hence you have no business trying to solve these problems. You 
should carry a list of qualified social workers, counsellors, or medical practition-
ers to whom you can refer people in need. These specialists must be contacted 
prior to your data collection to ensure they are qualified to assist your partici-
pants should they experience ill effects. You may have to report a particularly 
serious situation to the police or a social worker, especially if the participant is a 
minor or under institutional care. However, you are only there to collect infor-
mation relevant to your research project; you are not a helping agent. Your abil-
ities and responsibilities are quite limited. Discuss these issues with the person 
responsible for your research, or your professor, or your supervisor.

Principle 3: The potential benefits of a research project must 
substantially outweigh the potential harm to participants

Again, discuss these issues with the person responsible for your research, or 
your professor, or your supervisor. Your REB can also provide input on these 
issues. REBs are there to weigh the promised benefits of a project against its 
potential to harm participants and also to ensure the collection of relevant data. 
Although researchers have a responsibility to minimize harm, the role of the re-
searcher is different from the role of the therapist or helper. Confusion between 
therapy and research often leads to serious ethical dilemmas.
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Principle 4: Participants in research must be able to make a voluntary, 
informed decision to participate
Consent
The decision to participate must be based on knowledge of what will be in-
volved, what will be demanded in terms of time, activity, and topics covered, 
what risks are likely, and where to lodge a complaint should that become ne-
cessary. This information is usually provided by means of a consent form like 
the sample in Figure 9.1, otherwise referred to as a plain language statement. 
Potential participants must understand such information. This may require 
translation, careful wording in everyday language, and avoiding the disciplinary 
jargon that researchers use for efficient communication with each other but that 
leaves the layperson bewildered.

Written consent from the participant is required in almost all instances of 
research where humans are participants. Increasingly, REBs are requiring re-
searchers conducting online surveys and self-administered surveys to have all 
participants sign consent forms. According to the TCPS2  (2014) consent is as-
sumed when the actions of the participant—such as the return of a completed 
online survey—indicate consent (p. 46). In these cases, a consent form is not 
strictly required. Kitchin (2007) agrees with this assessment, given the extreme 
difficulties in identifying and contacting potential participants on the internet, 
especially for those researchers conducting a content analysis of blogs, online 
forums, and discussion groups. When in doubt, however, it is always better to 
err on the side of caution and collect signed consent forms when possible.

The consent forms are always stored in locked filing cabinets in secure of-
fices. They may be stored for a period of up to seven years (depending on the 
provincial legislation). These consent forms are always stored separately from 
the data collected. As a good organizational strategy, consent forms should be 
separated from surveys, audio or video data, and research notes as soon as the 
information is collected. That way, if data were compromised, it would not be 
possible for persons other than the researcher to connect the information col-
lected with specific individuals.

Usually, the risks and discomforts involved in social science research are 
minimal. However, there are risks that need to be carefully examined. The 
most important issue here is the risk of the disclosure of information that 
might be damaging to a person. It is not possible for you to promise abso-
lute confidentiality to the people you interview. There is always a chance that 
direct quotes may identify individuals. It is your duty to inform all participants 
of this, no matter how remote the chance. You could be subpoenaed for results 
if they have a bearing on a court case. Your files are open to searches under 
the freedom of information legislation current in your province. Before em-
barking on a project in which this might happen, ask yourself, “How would I 
deal with it?”

Gaining informed consent poses particular problems for some forms of 
social research. One such example is public behaviour. This does not usually 
require consent. Some research is little more than having a conversation with 
someone. However, that conversation may have proceeded differently if the 
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participant in the research had known the intent of the conversation. In such a 
case, it would be ethically correct to inform the participant that their responses 
and opinions will be used in research, but such information might destroy the 
validity of the research. REBs now assist researchers to resolve some of these 
ethical issues.

Another issue related to discomfort and risk involves asking questions 
about sensitive areas. Topics may be sensitive because they are public issues, 
politically sensitive, or personally painful. For example, interviewing parents a 
few months after the death of their child from sudden infant death syndrome 
might be important in understanding the grief process following such a death, 
but it might be too disruptive to the parents and in fact could affect (positively 
or negatively) the very process you intended to study.

Voluntariness
While rarely an issue in social science research, it is important never to coerce 
compliance by offering overly enticing rewards for participation, such as large 
sums of money or holidays in the sun. At most, participants may receive reim-
bursement for expenses or some small compensation for the time they give. Most 
research-funding bodies do not allow for large incentives. CIHR, NSERC, and 
SSHRC do allow for some compensation but not excessive amounts. It is almost 
always more acceptable to offer children and youth gift certificates (e.g., to a 
movie or a bookstore) rather than cash. For some participants, however, cash 
incentives are not appropriate. In recent research one of the co-authors of this 
book has participated in, research participants often refused the $50 incentive 
for an interview lasting two to five hours. The argument made was that the fam-
ilies wished that the research would contribute to changes in policy and practice 
and that this would be “reward enough.” However, it is not ethical for inter-
viewers to allow the participant to refuse (given issues related to bookkeeping 
and fairness). In these incidents, we advised the interviewers to indicate that 
participants were not permitted to reject the incentive but that they could sug-
gest that the cash be donated to a charity of their choice.

In some cases of social science research, the investigator may be in a pos-
ition of power over the participant (e.g., parent/child, professor/student, em-
ployer/employee, supervisor/subordinate, parole officer/parolee). When this is 
the case, particular care must be taken in securing consent. In some cases, it 
may be impossible to get free consent, and the research may have to be aban-
doned. In other cases, a neutral third party may be able to secure the consent. 
Further, an interviewer wearing a lab coat or a clerical collar while conducting 
an interview may be playing on a symbol of authority to gain the participant’s 
acquiescence. The style of clothing to wear while conducting an interview needs 
to be considered in terms of the power relations between interviewer and inter-
viewee. The TCPS2  (2014) advises that “consent should be judged from the per-
spective of prospective participants, since the individuals being recruited may 
feel constrained to follow the wishes of those who have some form of control 
over them” (p. 26). This has to do with issues of trust and dependency. Students 
who do not wish to participate in research (for course credit, which is common 
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in some disciplines) conducted by their professors, for example, should be given 
reasonable alternative projects for credit should they wish to opt out of the 
study. Physicians and nurses should not be involved in the primary health care 
of their research participants for similar reasons.

However, in most social science research, the most powerful figure is likely 
to be the participant, who can just walk away, refuse to answer, or give a “safe” 
or misleading answer. This imbalance of power is central to maintaining the 
public’s trust in participating in scientific research.

Freedom to withdraw
Participants in your research must not only be free to consent to participat-
ing at the outset, they must also be reminded that they are free to withdraw at 
any time without penalty and “need not offer any reason for doing so” (TCPS2 , 
2014, p. 27). This can be very frustrating to researchers, but it is not ethical 
to pressure participants to complete interviews and questionnaires or to stay 
for the completion of the experiment. To do otherwise violates the rights and 
freedom of the participant. Arguing or pleading with participants that their 
withdrawal will waste your time, threaten your grade in a subject, hold up your 
degree, necessitate another interview with someone else, or render invalid the 
questionnaire constitutes pressure and is therefore unethical. Students should 
bear this in mind when constructing consent forms and approaching potential 
participants. This also needs to be a consideration throughout the entire data 
collection exercise.

Principle 5: Research is a public activity, conducted openly and 
accountable both to the researcher’s community and to the participants 
in the research

Research is a public activity conducted to increase our knowledge of some 
aspect of the universe. Its very public nature is one of the strengths of know-
ledge generated by research. Recall the definition of science in Chapter 2. This 
public nature of research also helps to keep researchers honest and affords a 
level of protection to participants.

This applies to research teams and covers the rights of co-researchers and 
assistants. It is important that all researchers and staff involved be as fully in-
formed as possible so that they know what they are part of, what their role in the 
project is, what the overall goal is, and what procedures are involved. Keeping 
co-workers and subordinates in the dark is dangerous, inconsiderate, a waste 
of their input, and unethical. Imagine how you would feel if after working on 
some aspect of a project, you discovered that its overall goal or basic technique 
violated your sense of right and wrong. The TCPS2  (2014) indicates that the prin-
cipal researcher is ultimately responsible for the actions of her co-researchers, 
interviewers, and assistants (p. 25).

The research ethics boards at most post-secondary institutions have rep-
resentatives from a variety of disciplines—from medicine, law, and religion, for 
example—and from the wider community to provide a public forum for assess-
ing the ethical considerations in specific research projects. As we said in the 
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introduction to this chapter, all research involving humans, organizations, and 
corporations requires the scrutiny and approval of an REB. Much of the research 
in social science does not raise life-and-death issues; however, many proposals 
require important advice, caution, or redesign to protect either the researcher 
or the participants, or both.

Special Ethical Issues in Qualitative and 
Secondary Data Research
Qualitative research often brings researchers and participants into close con-
tact and creates a need for the interests of both to be balanced. Researchers can 
improve the lives of participants if they have access to such data, and they need 
support in their efforts. Because participants provide researchers with personal 
data, they need to be protected from infringements on their privacy. Research 

A Note on Power Dynamics

Although our goal as researchers is to minimize the power differential between 
the researcher and the participant, there remains a power dynamic. By power 
dynamic, we mean that the act of conducting research automatically places the 
researcher in a position of power over the participant. For instance, when pre-
paring the research report, the researcher has the power to identify what quotes 
are used and who is quoted. The researcher has the power to identify and even 
determine the issues that are most significant or important and which ones are 
the least important. They even can choose to leave out issues that they feel are 
insignificant. Even the act of interviewing has power related to it. An unstruc-
tured interview, where the goal is to let the participant identify the issues and 
direct the flow of conversation, has power attached to it. The researcher still has 
the authority as “the expert” and the participant provides information.

Even the most seasoned researcher cannot change the way participants per-
ceive their role and contribution to research. We can mitigate some of the issues 
that cause this power imbalance. We can allow, even in the most structured 
of interviews, for participants to ask us questions and to add further detail. We 
encourage participants not to answer any question that they feel is unnecessary 
or inappropriate, or reveals too much personal information. We give participants 
the right to end the interview at any time without question or consequence. 
Good researchers also provide participants with a “sneak preview” of the final 
report and will allow them to make suggestions or changes to their answers. By 
including the participant in these aspects of the research process, we respect 
and value the contributions they make and we can reduce some of the power 
the researcher has to determine the outcome of the project.

In Focus
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ethics boards consider a number of issues as they seek to support the interests 
of both participants and researchers.

First, the close and sometimes extended contact between researchers and 
participants can change researcher/participant relationships and compromise 
the original conditions under which studies receive ethics approval, especially 
in relation to questions of authority and trust. REBs require formal relation-
ships between researchers and participants based on clear explanations by re-
searchers and the official consent of participants. During in-depth interviews 
and participant observation, you and your participants develop a rapport and 
personal trust, and the relationship can become less formal and more personal. 
Eventually, participants may reveal personal secrets, trusting you to remain 
silent. Such confidences are often of little consequence, but participants may 
confide personal information that will force you to make difficult choices. They 
may reveal facts that you as a researcher are obliged to report—for example, 
that they are victims of abuse or perpetrators of crimes. In such situations, 
you would be faced with a conflict of trust. Either you betray the trust of your 
participant, or you betray your professional and ethical obligations.

Similarly, in-depth interviews about sensitive issues may stimulate mem-
ories that participants find upsetting. REBs often require that researchers make 
provisions for referring participants to counselling agencies should they have 
such problems. It is not ethical for you to conduct an interview or series of inter-
views that leave respondents upset, with nothing in place to meet their need.

Given the personal nature of much qualitative data, REBs seek to protect 
participants’ privacy. You must obtain permission from participants if you 
wish to quote them in reports. It is acceptable, as long as the participant’s con-
sent is obtained, to identify certain people as sources. This may involve quo-
tations that can be attributed to upper management at some organizations, to 
politicians, and to experts. The issue is that these kinds of identity disclosures 
are not used very often, and when they are, they are used sparingly. The gen-
eral practice is to assign pseudonyms to all participants in publications and 
research reports. Researchers must also take steps to de-identify data—that 
is, they must remove all references to the identities of participants from tapes 
and transcripts, such as names and unique characteristics. Lastly, REBs oblige 
researchers to keep data in secure places, such as locked filing cabinets and 
encrypted computer files that only they and their supervisors can access. You 
must have such places ready before collecting data and should officially notify 
participants in your explanatory statement that you have made such arrange-
ments to protect their data.

REBs also have concerns about observational studies. University and col-
lege students must obtain permission from their REB for most observational 
research. This includes observations of public events such as church services 
and concerts, and of some online activities where individuals have a presump-
tion that “participants and observers will accord the proceedings some degree 
of privacy” (TCPS2 , 2014, p. 145). When observation focuses on specific organ-
izations, groups, or individuals, REBs require that researchers obtain permis-
sion from the intended participants. Therefore, if you wish to observe a local 
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political group or an order of nuns, or monitor an internet chat room, your REB 
may not give approval until the potential participants supply their written per-
mission. If researchers plan to conduct observation studies on premises that 
are privately owned or have restricted entry, researchers are obliged by their 
REBs to obtain permission to enter the premises from owners or caretakers. 
Hence, if you wish to enter factories to observe workers, convention centres to 

CASE STUDY

Reflexivity 

When reading qualitative research, you might see a new word,  “reflexivity.” 
 Reflexivity is a process in qualitative research, particularly in feminist  methodology, 
that refers to the understanding that the study of any social  phenomenon or 
problem is always shaped by the researcher’s personal  experiences, biases, 
opinions, and outlook. It is not possible for human beings to be entirely “object-
ive” about any subject that involves human interaction or behaviour. We “filter” 
our observations through the cultural, historical, social, and religious mindsets 
that shape our personal identity. For this reason, social science research, par-
ticularly for postmoderinists and feminists, cannot be objective or value-free. 
We can, as researchers, however, reduce the amount of personal bias and opin-
ion that shapes our interpretation of the qualitative data we collect. It is difficult, 
but becoming aware of our own personal biases, assumptions, and preferences 
is important as we examine the data and begin to make sense of it. This process 
is called reflexivity. 

It is difficult for some people to learn to be reflexive because we are so en-
meshed in our own lives. One analogy is a fish swimming in a fish bowl. The fish 
knows it is in water but it doesn’t appreciate the water it is swimming in until 
it is removed from the fish bowl. Culture and social situations are very similar. 
As human beings, we “think” we are aware of our biases, but until something 
happens that makes us aware of how culture, history, the things we learn, the 
people we spend time with, and the things we read all influence our outlook, it 
can be difficult to be reflexive. For some people, travelling to distant places to 
learn different cultures is one way to become more reflexive. It’s like moving 
your fish into a new fish tank. Being exposed to different cultures, societies, lan-
guages, and histories can help us better understand our biases and appreciate 
differences. For others, simply reading about different cultures or learning a new 
language can encourage important shifts in the way we think that will help us to 
begin to appreciate differences in culture or opinion. 

Regardless of how you come to realize your own biases, recognizing that not 
everyone thinks the same thoughts or values the same things as you do and that 
these differences are based on history, culture, religion, language, and social 
context is a major step towards reflexivity.
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observe visitors, or nightclubs to observe patrons, your REB will require letters 
of permission from owners or managers. Most research done in shopping cen-
tres also requires permission from the manager of the complex.

There are some exceptions to the rules around consent and observation. 
According to Article 10.3 of TCPS2  (2014), in situations where those participat-
ing have no reasonable expectation of privacy, the researcher must submit a 
document to his or her REB articulating the need for an exception to informed 
consent (p. 145). This applies in public places where

• the research does not involve any intervention staged by the researcher 
or direct interaction with the individuals or groups;

• individuals or groups targeted for observation have no reasonable ex-
pectation of privacy; and

• any dissemination of research results does not allow identification of 
specific individuals (TCPS2 , 2014, p. 16).

Generally, covertness in all research is unethical unless it is necessary for 
the research to have scientific validity, the researchers are able to accurately 
define the extent of the covertness, no alternatives exist, participants are not 
exposed to any increased harm by the covertness of the project, researchers 
make immediate disclosures to participants, participants are able to withdraw 
their data, and the research will not bring notoriety to the research community.

Falsifying Data

Falsifying data and results is another unethical practice that, sadly, has been 
getting lots of media attention lately. One high profile study was featured in the 
premier interdisciplinary journal, Science. In 2014, scientists Michael LaCour, a 
PhD student in psychology, and his supervisor, Dr Donald Green at Columbia 
University, published what appeared to be a very important paper. They found 
that negative opinions on same-sex marriage could be reversed with a simple 
but short face-to-face conversation between a LGBTTQ canvasser and a poten-
tial voter (Wanjek, 2016). Imagine how more accepting society could be of all 
kinds of differences if all it took was a short conversation! Naturally, everyone 
wanted the “recipe” or the transcript of the discussion points. Unfortunately, 
LaCour could neither produce the transcript nor the data that he supposedly 
analyzed for his PhD thesis and for the published paper. The journal later re-
tracted the study in 2015 when the results were deemed to be fabricated.

It is worth noting that not only was the article retracted with great fanfare, 
but the lead author, Michael LaCour, had his new job as a professor at Princeton 
University rescinded. Dr Green has now changed his research practices to pro-
vide more scrutiny in regards to his students’ work. Falsifying data is not only 
unethical and damaging to your discipline, it can cost you your job!

In Focus
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Should you wish to consult archives, your REB will require that you obtain 
permission from the legal custodians. You would also be obliged to inform the 
custodians of how you intend to use the material and not to use it for any other 
purpose.

The use of secondary data is also creating increasing confusion regarding 
ethical requirements. According to the TCPS2 , “secondary use refers to the use 
in research of information originally collected for a purpose other than the cur-
rent research purpose” (2014, p. 64). For instance, one of the co-authors of this 
book had a student who wanted to survey victims of crime regarding their satis-
faction with Victim Services. A database containing contact information and 
victimization reports was available to this researcher. But since the database 
was not originally collected for research purposes, the researcher had to con-
tact each individual and obtain permission for the data to be used in the study. 
More commonly, issues arise from the use of health and tax records for research 
purposes. There are valid reasons for analyzing this type of information. First, 
it lowers the research burden on society; the less researchers must “bother” the 
public to participate in research, the less burden is placed on society. The infor-
mation contained in such databases may not be readily available to participants. 
For instance, medical diagnoses and related test results may not be known to the 
potential participant—but they are readily available in such databases to which 
the researcher may obtain access.

Under most provincial jurisdictions, as long as the datasets have been anonym-
ized (all identifying personal information has been stripped from the database), 
researchers are free to analyze their data provided that all of the following apply:

• identifiable information is essential to the research;
• the use of identifiable information without participants’ consent is un-

likely to adversely affect the welfare of individuals to whom the infor-
mation relates;

• the researchers will take appropriate measures to protect the privacy 
of individuals and to safeguard the identifiable information;

• the researchers will comply with any known preferences previously 
 expressed by individuals about any use of their information;

• it is impossible or impracticable to seek consent from individuals to 
whom the information relates; and

• the researchers have obtained any other necessary permission for 
 secondary use of information for research purposes (TCPS2 , 2014, p. 64).

Research with Indigenous Peoples

CIHR, NSERC, and SSHRC have developed special ethics guidelines for research 
about Indigenous Peoples and have devoted an entire chapter in the TCPS2  to its 
discussion. Indigenous Peoples have been the subject of extensive research, but 
much of the historical work done with them has not benefitted them. Much of 
this research has been conducted by outsiders who have neglected to use meth-
ods that appropriately recognize the multiple cultures, languages, religions, and 
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traditions of this diverse people. As a result of these injustices, many Indigenous 
Peoples are rightly suspicious and distrusting of research, particularly the kind 
that appears to have no communal benefit.

Like other participants, Indigenous Peoples are subject to the same types 
of protections we discussed earlier. The difference is that when working with 
Indigenous Peoples, there is recognition of the harm that has been done to them 
in the past by ill-intentioned researchers, and recognition that their unique cul-
ture, way of life, and contribution to Canada must be acknowledged to best 
protect their interests when participating in research. The following are some 
guidelines identified by McNaughton and Rock (2003) and augmented by more 
recent information from the TCPS2 .

1. Decolonizing research: Current research on Indigenous Peoples 
should include “Indigenous knowledge, traditions, beliefs and values”; 
adhere “to Indigenous protocols at all stages”; involve Elders and 
 Indigenous researchers; involve partnership at all stages of research 
design; and use “Indigenous methodologies as appropriate to local 
traditions and the subject being addressed” (McNaughton & Rock, 
2003, p. 15). Research practices should incorporate their unique 
worldview that extends “to the interconnection between humans and 
the natural world” and includes “obligations to maintain, and pass on 
to future generations, knowledge received from ancestors as well as 
innovations devised in the present generation” (TCPS2 , 2014, p. 113).

2. Equity: All participants should be treated fairly and equally by re-
searchers. In the past, “abuses stemming from research have included: 
 misappropriation of sacred songs, stories and artefacts; devaluing of 
Indigenous peoples’ knowledge as primitive or superstitious; viola-
tion of community norms regarding the use of human tissue and re-
mains; failure to share data and resulting benefits; and dissemination 
of  information that has misrepresented or stigmatized entire com-
munities” (TCPS2 , 2014, p. 113). To ensure this does not happen again, 
researchers should ensure that their research will be relevant to the 
community. Access to data and results by the participants is imperative 
in terms of the development of community programs and services as a 
result of research.

3. Equitable treatment of Indigenous researchers: Indigenous Peoples 
should be represented on grant adjudication committees; the merit of 
non-academic contributions should be considered; Indigenous research-
ers should be identified as such in projects. Community engagement in 
the research process is essential as an ethical practice in research with this 
group. Research should also “support capacity building through enhance-
ment of the skills of community personnel in research methods,  project 
management and ethical review and oversight” (TCPS2 , 2014, p. 129).  
This point is related to number 4, which follows.

4. From obligation to opportunity: This involves moving beyond the post-
colonial critique that has defined much research on Indigenous Peoples 
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in Canada. Recognition of the rights and self-worth of Indigenous Peoples 
can help our society move forward. Research on Indigenous Peoples that 
incorporates opportunity for Indigenous researchers and common re-
search goals may be a first step in social justice. One of the best ways to 
accomplish this is to apply collaborative and participatory approaches in 
research and data collection with communities. Another way forward is 
to mentor Indigenous students in conducting research for their bachelor’s, 
master’s, and doctoral studies. If this is not possible, employing assistants 
and translators from the community also assists in capacity-building.

5. Partnership with Indigenous Peoples: Several communities have 
adopted their own ethics code, based on consultations around the 
First Nations Regional Longitudinal Health Survey. Known as OCAP, it 
is based on community ownership of data collected, control over this 
data, access to data, and “possession of research processes affecting 
participant communities” (TCPS2 , 2014, p. 122). SSHRC, NSERC, and 
CIHR have all created special advisory bodies that oversee research 
for and about Indigenous Peoples. The idea is to give “Aboriginal [sic] 
scholars and other Aboriginal knowledge-keepers full responsibility for 
management of research” on Indigenous issues (McNaughton & Rock, 
2003, p. 17). In practice, Indigenous communities should be involved 
in all aspects of the research process, especially when the welfare of 
entire communities is affected. Indigenous communities must be dir-
ectly involved when data collection occurs on First Nations, Métis, or 
Inuit land; when recruitment criteria includes “Indigenous” identity of 
potential participants; and when cultural heritage or traditional know-
ledge are the topics of study. The community must also be consulted in 
the interpretation of data collected in such studies (TCPS2 , 2014).

6. Gus-wen-tah and joint exploration: This term refers to the Indigenous 
way of knowing. Gus-wen-tah is also referred to as the Two Row Wampum, 
“a treaty to express the rightful relationship between the Haudenosaunee 
(leadership of the nations) and European nations” (McNaughton & Rock, 
2003, p. 18). The relationship between “Western knowledge” and the 
 “Indigenous way of knowing” should be equal. Today, the Indigenous 
way of knowing is not primary in Canadian society. Researchers should 
work to place the Indigenous way of knowing on an equal footing. This 
also means the researcher must be knowledgeable and respectful of the 
 cultures in the communities where studies take place. Practices that 
are acceptable in one community may not be in another.

7. Joint exploration of knowledge opportunities: Using the Gus-wen-
tah may be a way to promote equitable research in the social sciences 
and humanities.

Researchers must always exercise integrity in adhering to the preceding 
guidelines. These guidelines already have practical support in protocols de-
veloped by the TCPS2  with respect to research with Indigenous  communities. 
 Researchers should engage with Indigenous communities as “collectivities”— 
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that is, as entities representing their members. It is always necessary to  negotiate 
formal participation and consent with Indigenous communities through their 
representative bodies (usually band councils and chiefs). As when engaging 
with individual participants, researchers usually must obtain written consent. 
However, this may not always be the right/ethical thing to do for some research 
involving Indigenous Peoples. According to the TCPS2  (2014), “written signed 
consent may be perceived as an attempt to legalize or formalize the consent 
process and therefore may be interpreted by the participant as a lack of trust on 
the part of the researcher. In these cases, oral consent or verbal agreement(s)” 
may be substituted in lieu of a signed consent form (p. 46). Research ethics 
boards usually require that negotiations of this type occur in face-to-face situa-
tions. By doing so, researchers observe the guideline of equality. And as they do 
with any other potential participants, researchers must also respect the right of 
Indigenous communities to refuse their approaches, especially since Indigen-
ous Peoples have been the subject of many dubious research projects over the 
past two centuries.

When consent is obtained, researchers must accept the role of “guest” in 
their “host” Indigenous communities, thereby showing respect and observing 
reciprocity. Indigenous communities must make the final decisions about the 
design and conduct of all stages of the research. Communities are then able to 
retain project ownership, ensure receipt of benefits, protect themselves against 
exploitation, and preserve their voices and cultural viewpoints in the findings.

For example, communities and researchers must collaborate in the first 
stage—the formulation of research goals. In order not to perpetuate the exploit-
ive researcher/participant relationships of the past, we must take care to negoti-
ate topics pertinent to each community’s needs. Researchers must also present 
frequent progress reports in formats and language that host communities deem 
appropriate. This responsibility maintains and respects the partnership and en-
sures that projects remain true to agreements.

Communities should also participate in decisions about methodology, par-
ticularly with respect to issues of cultural sensitivity. For example, a community 
can stipulate that questionnaires be written in its first language or that the re-
searcher should not interview members of their opposite sex.

Communities may also impose guidelines on the administration of re-
search. A community may ask a researcher to only recruit research assistants 
from among its members. It may also require a researcher to respect the secrecy 
of certain knowledge such as that involving sacred ceremonies or songs. A com-
munity may also stipulate that findings be presented in its own language and 
only in the context of its anticipated benefits.

Researchers should respect the knowledge of Indigenous peoples—that is, 
their interpretations and viewpoints of the world. Indigenous knowledge always 
takes precedence over that of other cultures, and researchers must acknowledge 
this in analysis and reporting. If a community attaches special meaning to cer-
tain wildlife on its land, researchers must respect this knowledge and, if the 
community consents, make it a context of their findings. This protocol supports 
the guideline of equality.
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By entering into a formal contract with the Indigenous community, the 
researcher formalizes their partnership. In doing so, the researcher observes 
the guidelines of responsibility and equality. Such contracts should contain 
clauses on administrative matters. These may include project timetables, prin-
ciples for project evaluation, methods of obtaining consent from individual 
members, ways of negotiating changes to research, payments to communities, 
and procedures for resolving disputes between communities and researchers.

Contracts should also have clauses regarding cultural sensitivities. These 
clauses may formalize agreement on a researcher’s access to culturally sensi-
tive materials, information, and places; the production of images in reports; 
and appropriate forms of interaction between the researcher and individuals.

Ethical Dilemmas in Research

Sometimes, despite our best efforts and planning, the research process does 
not go smoothly. Events happen and sometimes researchers uncover unethical 
situations themselves. Although this does not happen very often, we should be 
prepared in the event that it does. For example, we may unintentionally discover 
unethical practices at a business, learn about a criminal event, or discover abuse 
of vulnerable people. What are we to do in these situations? First, if you are a 
student, report the situation immediately to your supervisor/professor. They are 
better trained in dealing with these situations. If you are a researcher, faculty 
member, or other employed person at a post-secondary institution, report the 
incident/issue to the research ethics board. The REB will have methods in place 
to assist you in navigating the situation and determining which, if any, authorities 
ought to be contacted. This is a legal requirement, and a statement indicating 
the REB will be contacted when ethical questions arise ought to be included in 
the consent form (as we discussed above).

Second, seek advice from knowledgeable sources. Do not discuss the issue 
with your colleagues, friends, or family. Confidentiality remains important, es-
pecially when the researcher thinks something is amiss. Everyone deserves the 
right to a fair hearing of accusations, so it is important that the researcher not dis-
close this information to anyone other than the REB and professors/supervisors. 

Third, document all information. This will be helpful for authorities if addi-
tional details are necessary. Ensure that this documentation is kept in a secured 
place and not easily accessible to your colleagues, friends, or family. Ensure that 
identifying information is not attached to this documentation.

It is very likely that the authorities will make a decision, based on your report, 
to investigate the situation. After that, your involvement will likely be minimal. 
Some researchers have been asked to testify at criminal proceedings, but that 
happens very rarely. It is unlikely that you will ever uncover unethical or criminal 
behaviour during your career, but it is important that you understand the steps in 
reporting issues and protecting vulnerable populations from exploitation. 

In Focus
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There should also be clauses on matters of cultural and intellectual property. 
The United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples recognizes 
that Indigenous Peoples have ownership of their cultural practices, artefacts, 
and knowledge. For research that incorporates these possessions, communities 
have legal claims to intellectual property such as final reports, books, cinema, 
and sound recordings. Canada has signed this declaration, and we are bound by 
international law to obey it.

This is only a general description of the ethics of researching among 
 Indigenous communities. Even the TCPS2  acknowledges that its chapter on In-
digenous peoples and research is a work in progress. You should look at the 
official documents on research ethics published by your university and from 
the major Indigenous associations, including the Assembly of First Nations, 
the Congress of Indigenous Peoples, the Métis National Council, and the Inuit 
Tapiriit Kanatami, for additional guidelines. In addition, the extensive discussion 
of these issues in TCPS2  is a good starting point.

Ending the Research Project
As part of the process of strengthening our commitment to ethical research, 
ethics boards, funding agencies, and professional associations increasingly re-
quire researchers to provide all interested participants with a summary of the 
results of the research. The onus is on the researcher to provide participants with 
an easily understandable summary of the results. Simply giving participants a 
website address and asking them to monitor the site for results is not acceptable 
practice. Instead, the researchers are required to send the respondent, either by 
surface or email, a summary of results at the completion of the project. This task 
is usually accomplished by a statement and question at the end of the consent 
form. This question asks participants whether or not they would be interested in 
obtaining the results of the research. If they answer affirmatively, they are asked 
to provide their surface or email address for communication purposes. Remem-
ber, part of the ethical requirements of any research is to ensure that the identity 
of respondents remains anonymous. This is why it is important that the consent 
forms are kept in a secure, locked storage area and that names are not connected 
to any of the other data stored for the project.

Another project-ending exercise is to submit a final report to the REB. Unlike 
the lengthy and detailed reports submitted to funders, the REB final report con-
sists of a single question. For projects with “minimal risk,” there is a declaration 
that indicates that the researcher did not experience any problems interacting 
with study participants. If the researcher has experienced an adverse event, he 
or she is required to provide details to the REB so they may be kept on file. For 
projects determined to be “more than minimal risk,” the researcher must provide 
a description of how the study was conducted and to identify any problems or 
issues that arose during the data collection. Again, this information is kept on file 
at the REB. In cases where extremely adverse events have occurred, REBs usually 
require the researcher to produce a detailed report called an adverse event form 
that identifies the nature of the adverse reaction, procedures taken to alleviate or 
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reduce the adverse action, and a detailed description of how the researcher plans 
to proceed (i.e., change research protocols or cancel the study).

Summary
For social scientists, the major ethical issues centre on gaining an appropriate 
form of informed consent, respecting individual privacy and confidentiality, 
being aware of the power dimension of the relationship between the researcher 
and the participants in research, and ensuring that the research procedures 
(variables selected, measurement used, sample selected, and design employed) 
are adequate to answer the questions being asked. Confidentiality is a particu-
lar problem, since it is necessary to keep original data in a readily retrievable 
form in order to prove that they really were collected, not faked. Further, your 
files can be subpoenaed if they are relevant to legal proceedings, and you would 
be liable to charges of withholding evidence if you refused to hand them over 
or to charges of destroying evidence if you obliterated your files. Therefore, it 
is not possible to guarantee absolute confidentiality to participants. You can 
promise to protect the privacy of participants and interviewees by assigning 
case numbers, changing names, and dealing with group-level data, but there 
are limits to all undertakings of confidentiality and anonymity.

You must remain aware that there are always ethical issues involved in 
doing research. As we mentioned in our discussion about respectful and 
ethical research, particularly with Indigenous Peoples, sometimes you need 
to discuss proposed research with others not as close to the research as 
you are so that you may become aware of these issues and can find a way 
to solve the problems. Some people think that only medical or biological 
research poses ethical issues. That would be true if social research were 
inconsequential, if it had no effect. But most social research is consequen-
tial and therefore does pose ethical issues regarding its consequences for 
those who participate.

The responsible researcher is considerate, does nothing to injure, harm, or 
disturb the participants, keeps data collected on individuals and groups secure, 
accurately records information, and reports the findings of the research in a 
public manner.
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Questions for Review
 1. Why is the ethical review of research necessary? Why is this something for which 

researchers need outside help in the form of a research ethics board (REB)?

 2. List some of the ethical issues involved in social research. Read research 

 reported in journals or newspapers and discuss with other students the issues 

you see. For example, would you like to have been a participant in the re-

search? Why is it unethical to waste other people’s time? Is it ethical to  conduct 

poorly designed research? Is it ethical to conduct research in such a way that 

those following you find it harder to gain access to people for research?

 3. Find out the procedures in your university, college, or other institution for 

the ethical review of research. Try filling out the required form for a piece 

of research you are considering.

 4. Does your professional association have a code of ethics? If so, read it and 

compare it with the codes of two other professions.

 5. What are some of the unique ethical considerations for researching In-

digenous Peoples?

 6. Define and describe the OCAP principle. How would you put it into practice?

 7. What do researchers mean when they mention “decolonizing” research?

 8. Who are vulnerable people? Why should researchers be concerned about 

them?

 9. Identify some of the key components of an ethical study.

10. Discuss why researchers need to be concerned about the power that re-

searchers have over their participants.

11. Why don’t researchers use the term “subjects” to describe people partici-

pating in studies?

12. Compare and contrast some of the ethical issues in qualitative and quanti-

tative research.

13. What is reflexivity? Why is it an important skill in conducting qualitative 

research?
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