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Brief description of   
ethical issue 

Which part(s) of the research 
Journey are most effected?  

(Please mark with X) 

Perspective-taking: Place, 
People, Principles, Precedent 

(Please describe) 

Ethical Reflection: Place, 
People, Principles, Precedent  

(Please describe) 

Potential Ethical Response 

Consent 
 
You are conducting 
research in a small 
community. The 
community leader 
gave his consent for 
the study to be 
conducted and told 
you that he would 
help recruit the 
participants. 
You become aware 
that some / one of 
your participants 
may not be 
‘voluntary’ although 
they have signed a 
consent form or 
consent has been 
given by the relevant 
authority. What will 
you do? 

0. Pre-Stage  

1. Research Idea  

2. Team Development  

3. Partnership Development  

4. Proposal/Grant Development 

and Funding  

5. Ethics Applications(s)  

6. Data Collection Begins 

7. Project Develops and Ends  

8. Data Analysis  

9. Writing Up  

10. Knowledge Exchange and 

Dissemination  

11. Translation into Practice  

12. Legacy and Impact 

Place: The community is small, 
with a leader that has a strong 
influence on the inhabitants 
(political and economic). In 
this context, individual 
freedom and individual well-
being is usually secondary to 
the authority of the leader 
who sees his responsibility as 
community wellbeing. 

Place: What is the value of 
respect for authority in that 
community?  
What are the potential reprisals 
for the disobedience that 
potential participants risk when 
deciding not to participate? 
What is the benefit to the 
community if they participate? 
Is volunteering benefiting the 
community or individuals? 
Are there informal ways that 
individuals can exercise their 
wish not to participate eg being 
‘absent’ when the researcher 
comes to visit. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The situation is complex since despite 
discussing with the leader, on multiple 
occasions, that forcing participation is 
counterproductive for the community 
and for the results of the investigation 
he continues with practices that might 
be considered ‘pressuring’.  
 
The research team considers not 
continuing but concludes that the 
potential humanitarian value of the 
research was compelling, so  decides to 
take three measures: 1. Address consent 
verbally at the time of data collection 
and ensure the confidentiality of 
individual decisions. 2. Change the data 
collection technique - originally it was to 
be a recorded interview, but now, to 
favor anonymity, it will be an open-
ended questionnaire answered by e-
mail, where respondents have access to 
internet. 3. Contextualise the findings 
Including the powerful role of the 
community leader as a potential 
limitation of the study. 4. Do a follow-up 
anonymous and confidential survey of 
participants to ascertain how they felt 
about their participation and about the 
communication of findings from the 
project. 
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 People: There is a 
authoritative leader and there 
are participants who signed 
the consent under pressure 
from the community leader or 
at least without genuine 
consideration of the individual 
right to choose not to 
participate. 

 People: How can I explain to 
the leader the importance of 
ensuring the willingness of 
participation?  
 
How can I lay the groundwork 
for the positioning of the 
community in a strong way 
irrespective of the findings eg as 
leaders of change 
 
How can I ensure confidentiality 
and anonymity to potential 
participants who may not wish 
to participate? Why should they 
trust me? 
 
Am I imposing my cultural 
frame of reference in assuming 
that individual consent is more 
valid that community consent 
from a community leader? 
 

 
All these changes were communicated 
to the ethics committee who approved 
them. 

Principles:  Respect vs 
Freedom. 
 If they participate in the 
research they will not do so 
voluntarily, but if the leader 
finds out that they did not 
participate they may suffer 
reprisals 
 

Principles: The dilemma is to 
favor the freedom of choice of 
the participants without 
generating a conflict within the 
community (and to minimise 
reprisals for non-participants) 
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Precedents: One of your 
informants tells you that this 
usually happens in this 
community and that 
community members 
participate to obey the leader, 
but they are not honest in 
their responses for fear of 
reprisals. 

Precedents: Is there any 
literature, or some research in 
the field that experimented 
with this issue in this specific 
context? 
Has this issue been previously 
managed successfully in this 
community for any other 
project? If so, how? 
 
How is this issue managed in 
other communities that have 
dictator leaders? What formal 
or informal processes are used 
to (i) provide scope for 
individuals to avoid 
participation; (ii) to encourage 
honest responding in those who 
participate; (iii) enable 
reporting that would not put 
participants at risk.  

Remember: Underpinned by principles for people involved in delivering global research: 

Prevent:  

Do no 

harm 

Enable:  
Support flourishing. Invest in my own 

learning and in others 

Act: 
Be aware. Be brave, Be safe. Be 

compassionate 

Connect:  

People and  

planet first 

Embed:  
Context, Context,  

Context.  

 
  


