Student as researcher: how to approach a research project

Step 6: Evaluate the Ethics

Before researchers can begin to collect data for a research project, they must first evaluate the study's risks and benefits. In this section, we will discuss researchers' responsibilities, examine the different ethical issues involved in research, and consider how the ethics of research projects are evaluated.

What are my ethical responsibilities? 
< Protect participants from risk
When conducting research, researchers must protect the welfare of their research participants. While negative effects are often obvious in medical research, in which healthy participants often have to take a drug with possible negative side effects, ethical issues also play a role in business research. The main ethical concerns in business research are privacy issues. Some studies require researchers to ask respondents their inner thoughts and feelings, sometimes about sensitive topics. Participants may feel embarrassed if their responses were made public. Researchers are obligated to protect participants from social risk by making sure participants' responses are confidential or anonymous. For example, if you are interested in employees’ organizational commitment, you need to ensure that the individual information obtained will not be revealed to the organization the respondent works for.
Do people have to consent to be in my research?
< Informed consent
In most situations, researchers are required to gain individuals' informed consent to participate in the research. The key word here is informed. The researcher is obligated to explain the nature of the research, participants' tasks in the research, and the risks and benefits of the research and explain to participants that they can withdraw their consent at any time without negative consequences. It would be unethical for researchers to withhold any information, such as potential risks, that could influence an individual’s decision to participate in the research. 

Is it ethical to deceive people about research?
< Deception, debriefing
One of the most controversial ethical issues in research concerns deception. Deception occurs when information is withheld from participants or when participants are intentionally misinformed about an aspect of the research. Some people believe that research participants should never be deceived because ethical practice requires that the relationship between researcher and participant be open and honest (e.g. Baumrind, 1985). In addition, deception contradicts the ethical principle of informed consent. Despite these objections to deception, it is still a commonly used practice in research. How can this be?

One goal of research is to observe and describe people's normal behaviour. Sometimes it's necessary to conceal the true nature of a research study so that participants behave as they normally would or act according to the instructions provided by the researcher. A problem occurs, however, when deception is used too often. Participants can become suspicious of research in general, and as a result, they may enter the research situation with suspicion-and not act as they normally would! Thus, frequent use of deception can have an effect that is opposite to what researchers hope to achieve.

When deception is used, the researcher must fully inform participants after the interview the reasons for deception, discuss any misconceptions about the research, and remove any harmful effects of the deception. This information is provided in the debriefing. Debriefing is an oral and/or written explanation of the full purpose of the research, the hypotheses, and the participant's role in the research. The goals of debriefing are to educate participants about the research and, hopefully, to leave them with a positive feeling about their participation.

Another form of deception is if we do not disclose the sponsor of research, because we promised not to mention the sponsor. You should note that sponsors can have good reasons for not being mentioned. (1) Naming the sponsor might bias the answers of the respondents. For example, suppose you conduct an opinion survey and ask questions on how much they like a certain politician, e.g. the chairperson of the Labour Party. It might matter whether the research is sponsored by a well-known independent opinion poll agency or by the Labour Party. (2) The sponsor might wish not to be mentioned because it does want to become public on which issues it is interested. If you have agreed upon not mentioning the sponsor you need to stick to this promise even if that means that a respondent is not willing to participate.
Is my research project ethical?
Professional organizations have developed codes of ethics. Look at the websites of the Academy of Management or other professional organization to learn something about the ethics of research. The ethical codes provided there are standards to guide ethical behaviour. The standards are general, and specific situational factors help determine how the standards should apply. Often, more than one ethical standard can be applied to a research situation, and sometimes the ethical standards can seem to contradict each other. Deciding what is ethical in a particular situation may not always be easy.

To help make ethical decisions, research proposals are reviewed by a committee of persons not involved in the research before the research can begin. At institutions such as universities and hospitals, research proposals are reviewed by Institutional Review Boards (IRBs). The members of these committees are charged with the task of evaluating research projects to protect the rights and welfare of human research participants.

Ethical decisions are made by reviewing both the risks and benefits of a research project. However, an ethical decision is much more complex than simply checking whether net benefits are positive. It requires assessing who is bearing the risks and who is bearing the benefits. Often the risks are incurred by participants or respondents, while the benefits are for the researchers and the society at large.
Our research was based on personal interviews in which we asked the respondents about a couple of personal characteristics, their networks and their process of starting a business. The main ethical concern of survey research is ensuring that the privacy of the participants is not violated. Therefore, we promised the participants that their data would be handled with utmost confidentially. Thus, we separated any identifying information such as names and addresses from the data file ensuring that nobody could link the information obtained to a specific individual. Moreover, we promised the respondents that the information would only be used for scientific purposes and that none of the information collected would be sold.
Before a research project can begin, the ethics of its procedures must be evaluated. Thus, if you're reading the results of a scientific study, it's safe to assume the study's ethics were evaluated. However, researchers sometimes describe specific ethical issues in their research. Answer these questions about ethics as you read research reports:

• Does the researcher address ethical issues associated with the research in his/her report?
• Was there any risk to participants in the research? How did the researcher reduce risk?
• What were the benefits to participants in the research? How does society benefit from the research?
Was deception used in the study? Was deception justified? Could the research have been conducted without deception? Were participants debriefed after their participation was over?

Sample Informed Consent Form

I,      [insert name of participant]       , state that I am over 18 years of age and that I voluntarily agree to participate in a research project conducted by [insert name of principal investigator, title, institutional affiliation]. The research is being conducted in order to [insert brief description of the goals of the research]. The specific task I will perform requires [insert details of the research task, including information about the duration of participant's involvement. Any possible discomfort to participant must also be described.]

I acknowledge that [insert name of principal investigator or research assistant] has explained the task to me fully, has informed me that I may withdraw my participation at any time without prejudice or penalty, has offered to answer any questions that I might have concerning the research procedure, and has assured me that any information that I give will be used for research purposes only and will be kept confidential. [Explain procedures for protecting confidentiality of responses.]

I also acknowledge that the benefits derived from, or rewards given for, my participation have been fully explained to me, as well as alternative methods, if available, for earning these rewards, and that I have been promised, on completion of the research task, a brief description of the role my specific performance plays in the project. [Specify here the exact nature of any commitments made by the researcher, such as the amount of money to be paid to individuals for participation.]

_______________________________                _______________________________

[Signature of researcher]                                 [Signature of participant]

_______________________________                _______________________________

[Date]                                                              [Date]

