
Ethical Considerations 
in Qualitative Research with 

Human Participation

Milada Šťastná



„The true value of 
something 

often lies beyond 
its measurable 

potential" 

What is qualitative research?
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 Respect for Human Dignity
Ensuring participants are treated with fairness, respect, 

and autonomy.
 Building Trust

Ethical practices foster trust between researchers and 
participants.

 Protecting Vulnerable Populations
Special care for participants who may be at risk of 

exploitation or harm.
 Maintaining Research Integrity

Upholds the credibility and validity of the research 
findings.

 Legal and Institutional Compliance
Adhering to ethical guidelines helps avoid legal issues 

and ensures compliance with institutional requirements.

Why ethics matter in qualitative research?



 Informed Consent
 Participants must fully understand the research 

purpose, methods, potential risks, and benefits before 
agreeing to participate.

 Voluntary Participation
 Participation should be entirely voluntary, with the right 

to withdraw at any time without repercussions.
 Confidentiality and Privacy

 Ensuring data protection and keeping participant 
identities anonymous unless consented otherwise.

 Avoidance of Harm
 Preventing physical, emotional, or psychological harm 

to participants during and after the study.
 Beneficence

 Maximizing benefits while minimizing potential risks for 
participants.

Core Principles of Ethical Research



Ethical Challenges in Qualitative Research
Power Dynamics

 Managing imbalances between researchers and 
participants to avoid coercion or undue influence.

Cultural Sensitivity
 Respecting cultural norms, beliefs, and values when 

engaging with diverse participant groups.

Emotional Impact
 Addressing potential emotional distress for participants 

when discussing sensitive topics.

Data Ownership and Sharing
 Clarifying who owns the data and how it will be used, 

particularly when dealing with community-based research.

Unanticipated Ethical Dilemmas
 Handling unforeseen situations, such as participants 

revealing harmful behaviours or needing support during the 
study.



Practical Applications of Ethical Principles
 Informed Consent Process

 Providing clear, accessible information about the study's purpose, 
methods, and risks.

 Ensuring consent is voluntary and can be withdrawn anytime.
 Data Confidentiality Risks and Confidentiality 

Measures
 Employing pseudonyms or anonymizing data.
 Securely storing audio recordings, transcripts, and notes.
 Digital data breaches in electronic storage systems.
 Challenges with ensuring anonymity in small, close-knit 

communities.
 Minimizing Harm

 Offering debriefing sessions or support for participants after 
discussing sensitive topics.

 Monitoring for signs of discomfort and adjusting methods if 
necessary.

 Feedback and Reciprocity
 Sharing findings with participants or their communities.
 Offering non-monetary tokens of appreciation where appropriate.



Real-World Challenges in Ethical Research
Dynamic Consent Issues

 Participants may struggle to understand complex 
research terms or implications.

 Maintaining ongoing consent during long-term studies.
Unintended Emotional Impact

 Sensitive topics may evoke unexpected emotional 
distress for participants.

 Researchers may feel unprepared to offer adequate 
support.

Cultural and Contextual Variability and 
Sensitivity

 Navigating differing cultural norms about privacy and 
consent.

 Balancing the expectations of diverse stakeholder 
groups.

 Adapting research practices to respect cultural norms 
and traditions.

 Avoiding biases or assumptions about participant 
communities.



Case Studies: Ethical Research in Action
Case Study 1: Researching Vulnerable 
Populations

o Study Topic: Experiences of refugees 
in urban resettlement programs.

o Key Ethical Practices:
 Emphasis on informed consent using 

translators and cultural mediators.
 Debriefing and mental health 

resources provided after interviews.
 Community leaders involved in 

research design to ensure cultural 
relevance.



Case Studies: Ethical Research in Action
Case Study 2: Protecting Anonymity in Small 
Communities
 Study Topic: Perceptions of healthcare 

services in a rural area.
o Key Ethical Practices:

 Pseudonyms used, and geographic 
identifiers omitted.

 Participants reviewed the data 
presentation to ensure accurate 
representation.

 Results aggregated to avoid 
identification of individual contributors.



Case Studies: Ethical Research in Action
Case Study 3: Longitudinal Study on 
Sensitive Topics
• Study Topic: Coping mechanisms of 

families with terminally ill members.
o Key Ethical Practices:

 Repeated informed consent at each 
phase of data collection.

 Emotional support provided to 
participants.

 Clear communication about the use 
and timeline of data sharing.



Institutional Guidelines and Standards
Role of Ethical Review Boards and Approval Processes

Purpose of Ethical Review Boards (ERBs):
• Ensure research complies with ethical 

standards.
• Protect the rights, dignity, and welfare of 

participants.
• Provide an impartial review of research 

proposals.

Key Functions of ERBs:
• Evaluate risks and benefits to participants.
• Assess informed consent procedures.
• Monitor adherence to confidentiality and 

data protection protocols.



Codes of Ethics for Researchers
Guiding Principles for Ethical Research Conduct

1. What Are Codes of Ethics?
o Set of guidelines outlining professional standards and ethical responsibilities for researchers.
o Ensure integrity, transparency, and accountability in research.

2. Core Ethical Principles:
o Respect for Persons: Upholding dignity, autonomy, and informed consent.
o Beneficence: Prioritizing participants' welfare and minimising harm.
o Justice: Ensuring equitable treatment and avoiding exploitation.
o Integrity: Maintaining honesty and avoiding misconduct (e.g., plagiarism, falsification).

3. Examples of Ethical Codes:
o APA (The American Psychological Association) Code of Ethics.
o European Code of Conduct for Research Integrity; Helsinki declar.
o Institutional and disciplinary-specific guidelines.

4. Responsibilities of Researchers:
o Avoid conflicts of interest.
o Ensure data privacy and confidentiality.
o Obtain informed consent ethically and transparently.
o Report findings honestly, including limitations and errors.

5. Why It Matters:
o Builds trust among participants and the broader community. Promotes credibility and reliability

of research outcomes. Encourages ethical decision-making in complex scenarios

https://sjinml.nus.edu.sg/code-of-ethics-for-researchers/



Example from MENDELU
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1. Human Embryonic Stem Cells and Human   
    Embryos
2. Human participants
3. Human cells / tissues
4. Personal data
5. Animals
6. Non-EU countries
7. Environment & Health and Safety
8. Artificial Intelligence
9. Other ethics issues

H2020 proposals                    HE proposals





The EU wants to regulate artificial intelligence (AI) to ensure better conditions 
for the development and use of this innovative technology. AI can create many 
benefits, such as better healthcare; safer and cleaner transport; more efficient 
manufacturing; and cheaper and more sustainable energy.

AI Act: different rules for different risk levels
• Unacceptable risk

Unacceptable risk AI systems are systems considered a threat to people and 
will be banned (e.g. social scoring).

• High risk
AI systems that negatively affect safety or fundamental rights.

• Generative AI
Generative AI, like ChatGPT, would have to comply with transparency 
requirements 

• Limited risk
Limited-risk AI systems should comply with minimal transparency 
requirements that would allow users to make informed decisions. 





Conclusion 
Key Takeaways on Ethical Considerations in Qualitative Research

 Ethics as the Cornerstone of Research Integrity:
Upholding ethical principles ensures the protection, respect, and dignity of 
participants.

 Core Ethical Principles Revisited:
Informed consent, confidentiality, and risk minimisation are essential components.
Codes of ethics and institutional guidelines provide vital support for researchers.

 Practical Application is Key:
Ethical considerations are not just theoretical—they must be actively implemented 
at every stage of research.

 Collaboration and Responsibility:
Researchers, institutions, and review boards share the responsibility for 
maintaining ethical standards.

 Looking Ahead:
Ethical research fosters trust, advances knowledge responsibly, and     contributes 
positively to society.



Thank you for your attention

stastna@mendelu.cz
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