[image: image1.jpg]


Possible ethical considerations for final year research projects and dissertations

All those studying at universities in the UK are required to follow the ethical policies of their institution when conducting any research.  All forms of study, whether in class or as part of a larger research project, are subject to these requirements. Below are some brief guidelines to introduce you to the main issues if you are going to engage in any research involving living subjects as part of your undergraduate dissertation or project.  There is some suggested reading at the end, but remember that you should always consult your Supervisor and/or Tutor.  
Common issues

Many of you will be involved, at some stage of your studies, in carrying out research on living subjects (e.g. colleagues, students or other people).  In all these cases we expect you to give careful consideration to the ethical position that you will take during this research and to obtain your tutor’s agreement to it before you start.  In addition to this guide, you should make yourself aware of the University of Greenwich’s Ethics Policy (see the ‘Further reading’ section on the last page). Your ethical considerations and any written approval from your tutor/school/university ethics committee should form part of the documentation you submit for assessment.  For most of you, the key ethical issues will concern:
· Consent.  Have the participants agreed to be involved in your research? On some occasions, you may want to carry out research involving children or vulnerable people who may not be able fully to appreciate the nature and/or extent of the research in which they are participating. If this is the case, have the parents or guardians agreed? If children or vulnerable adults are to be interviewed, are required to complete questionnaires or to be observed (or if any other method of research is being employed) within an institution (such as a school or home), then permission from, for example, head teachers, teachers, or managers may also need to be obtained. It should be noted though, children and vulnerable adults should, where possible, still be willing to participate in their own right too. Consent may also need to be sought from the owners of premises or the appropriate person in any other institution where the research may be carried out and it may required in relation to the indirect involvement of human subjects through the use of stored data.

· Informed consent.  Do the participants know exactly what you are researching and what their contribution will entail?  Sometimes you may want to withhold some information so that you do not create bias in your findings; but in these cases you should tell the participants as much as you can about the nature of their involvement and then debrief them fully at the end of the research. On rare occasions the University Research Ethics Committee (UREC) may need to be consulted. Your supervisor will advise you if this is necessary.
· Debriefing.  It is good practice to ensure that you incorporate into your research proposal the opportunity to debrief all those who were involved in the research, unless there are good reasons not to do so. If you wish to debrief your participants, think about building in time before your submission to enable participants to withdraw at this late stage should they so wish.

· Right to withdraw.  You should tell the participants that they can withdraw from the research at any stage right up to the final submission of your project or dissertation. When giving consent, participants may not be able to anticipate their feelings (for example, if they will find the process enjoyable or stressful) and so they should know that they have the right to withdraw at any stage.
· Confidentiality and anonymity.  Ensure that you understand what is meant by confidentiality and what is meant by anonymity. Normally confidentiality is taken to mean that the participant will not be identifiable in any way by a reader of the final report or dissertation. Anonymity normally means that the researcher (i.e. you) will not be able to identify the participant from his/her response or data provided. You should ensure that you respect your participants’ right to privacy and that any promises are not breached. This includes, in the case of confidentiality, ensuring that real names are not used, that identities in photographs are obscured and that the participants cannot be identified by the descriptions given of them in your report unless they actively want to be identified. However, it is wise to document specifically the aspects of confidentiality (or anonymity) that they are waiving. If you promise anonymity, then you should ensure that responses to questionnaires or other forms of survey are returned without names or other identifiable data. As part of your subject’s giving of their informed consent, you must inform them of how the information will be disseminated – will it be published, stored or used again?

· Your safety and protection. Although this may not necessarily be an ethical question, this issue is worth mentioning here. Discussions with you tutor/supervisor should concern not only the nature of your research participants but also issues relating to your personal safety and protection. Where will you be interviewing people? Could the environment or your research subjects pose a risk to you? Will people know where you are, what you are doing and when you plan to return?  

· Respect for your subjects. Another consideration, apart from informed consent and the right to withdraw, is the manner in which you gather your data. Will the questions that you ask be likely to cause offence?  Are you aware of any specific cultural factors relating to you research and would a disregard for these factor be likely to cause insult? Will the process be stressful, upsetting or intrusive for the participant? 

Note: if any of these issues, or indeed, other possible ethical issues, apply to your project then you MUST discuss them with your tutor/supervisor BEFORE you undertake the research. As has already been said, you should also make yourself familiar with the University’s Ethics Policy (see the Further Reading section on the next page).
Further reading
The University of Greenwich Research Ethics Policy available at www.gre.ac.uk/research/research_ethics_committee/policy. There is also an ethical Checklist which you may find useful.

‘Ethics’ (chapter 3) in Bell, Judith (2005) Doing your research project, 4th ed. Maidenhead: Open University Press useful. This book is also a valuable companion to anyone undertaking a dissertation or research project. This book is available in the library.

Oliver, Paul (2003) The student’s guide to research ethics, Maidenhead: Open University Press.

Notes: (it may be an idea to note down any ethical issues you may want to discuss with your tutor or supervisor)
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