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TSRF guide to applying ethical research principles 

Why this guide is needed 

This guide meets a need identified by Scotland’s Third Sector Research Forum 

(TSRF) for a resource to support research active third sector organisations to 

navigate ethical considerations. It is written for researchers working in the third 

sector to help you know what to do and how, to ensure your research 

participants and you are safe during the research process. 

How this guide came about 

Scotland’s Third Sector Research Forum, formed in 2009, has regular meetings 

and since 2014 has delivered events and conferences.  The theme of these 

events has been third sector collaborative research. During many of the 

discussions the issue of ethical approaches has been a constant. Third sector 

organisations often have to rely on academic ethics committees or create a 

solution for themselves. In 2020 TSRF set up a subgroup to explore how we 

might help third sector organisations more easily think through and address 

ethical considerations in research and this resource is the product of their work.  

Introduction 

Having a set of principles is at the heart of making good ethical decisions about 

how to undertake your research. Here we set out some research principles and 

checklists to help you think about how to ensure your research process will keep 

both participants and researchers safe. Following these principles will give you 

the confidence that you will be able to justify the decisions you’ve made in how 

to conduct your research to your organisation, to research participants, to 

people reading the findings and to funders. It will demonstrate you have 

considered how to undertake good research practice and are satisfied that you 

have done your best to conduct ethical research. 

This guide may not cover everything you need to consider. You will need to 

apply the principles to whatever context you are working in, whether face to face 

or online.  

If you are commissioning research the principles will help you make decisions 

about whether the research has been given ethical consideration.  You may want 

to include the principles in a tender document.  

Please note in some circumstances existing national ethics committees may be 

required to be used.  For example, research undertaken for the NHS are required 

to go through their ethics procedures.  

  As we wanted this guide to be of practical use, we have included illustrative 

examples of unethical practice for the intention of highlighting some ethical 

complexities, points of reflection, issues that need to be thought through, or how 

these issues can arise without consideration of the ethical research principles. 

Good practice has also been highlighted by illustrative examples. 

http://www.evaluationsupportscotland.org.uk/tsrf
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Who are these research principles for? 

The aim of these principles is to support anyone in the third sector to plan 

research. You may be a lone researcher or in a team of researchers working in 

the third sector, or a peer researcher, co-producing the research. These are 

general principles which can be adapted to particular situations and service 

users; they are not dependent on size, type or subject area of the organisation.  

Terminology  

Researcher/s – We have used this term to mean the person undertaking the 

research. 

Scotland’s Third Sector Research Forum Research 

Principles 

Our core principles are: 

Need 
Research should only be carried out where there is a clear 

evidence of need for the research  
 

Integrity  

Research should have integrity and be undertaken in an honest, 

open, and respectful way 

Accountability 

The researcher and the organisation undertaking or   

commissioning the research should be accountable to participants 
and stakeholders 

 

Confidentiality 

Research should ensure the confidentiality and anonymity of 

participants  

Safety 

The researcher and the organisation should ensure the safety and 

wellbeing of both participants and researcher 

 

 

 

http://www.evaluationsupportscotland.org.uk/tsrf
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Explanation of principles, things to consider to comply 

with each and practice examples 

 

1. Research should only be carried out where there is a clear 
evidence of need for the research 

 
You should undertake research where there is a clear practical value, such as 

where it helps organisations to find evidenced based ways of providing services 

or meeting its mission.  

You should be able to articulate why the research is being undertaken, what the 

benefit will be to participants, the organisation, and researchers.  

You may be working with communities that maybe considered ‘over consulted’. 

You should be diligent about the value added by further research at the same 

time as giving opportunities for participants to decide whether that want to 

participate. You should explore whether there is existing research that answers 

your questions and seek not to replicate research unnecessarily.   

 

Illustrative examples of unethical decision making by researcher regarding 

need 

Saresh wanted to research the needs of young people for a skate park as 

he was putting in an application for funding and some of the young people 

had said that it would be good for the area. Saresh wanted evidence of 

need for the area to convince the funders.  He organised a focus group at 

the community centre and got pizzas and fizzy drinks in to attract the 

young people.  He ended up with a group of 6. 

“Do you want a skate park?” he asked.  The young people shrugged and 

looked at each other uncertainly. “I suppose so, said one.” 

“ Naah,” said another. They all shook their heads. 

“You said you did before,” said Saresh, seeing his grant application go out 

of the window. 

“Naah, it’s for kids.  Waste of time.” They grabbed the pizza and went 

outside. 

The need for the research was not apparent and it was also not a good 

way of assessing need.  The young people voted with their feet about the 

value of the research.  Saresh could have spent time consulting young 

people on a one-to-one basis informally and should probably have 

dropped the idea of a skate park, unless the need was seen to be strong. 

http://www.evaluationsupportscotland.org.uk/tsrf
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Questions to consider  

• Why is this research being proposed? 

• What is the need for this research? 

• What do you want to know? What is the research question? 

• What are you hoping will change because of this research? 

• Will the proposed research answer your need/question? 

• Is there existing research which will tell you what you want to know?  

• What potential benefits exist for the research participants and the 

community? 

• What potential harm could be caused to participants? 

 
 

2. Research should have integrity and be undertaken in an 

honest, open, and respectful way 
 

Third sector research should be of good quality and done by skilled and 

knowledgeable staff. Research findings should be honest, impartial, and 

supported by the evidence. You have an obligation to resist pressure from client 

organisations or funders to skew the presentation of results or findings in ways 

that are not supported by the data. 

You should ensure you manage participants’ expectations of the likely 

consequences of the research i.e. not promising a particular result or provision 

of service/funding as a result of the research.  

You should involve participants in each stage of the process from planning to 

dissemination. Participants should know the findings of the research before they 

are published and be able to withdraw any of their quotes and know the process 

to do this and when. 

Participants should be recruited voluntarily and be fully informed in a suitable 

format about the nature and method of the research before consenting to 

participate. This should include timeframes. When working with children and 

vulnerable adults care should be taken to ensure this is done appropriately, that 

the research and implications in participating are understood fully and they have 

the capacity to give consent. There should be no deception.  Participants should 

have clear information about how to withdraw from the research.  

The research should be mutually beneficial.  This includes finding appropriate 

ways to give immediate benefit to participants. This may mean giving vouchers 

of the participant’s choice, providing the participant with opportunities to gain 

skills or knowledge, or giving value and respect to participants by giving them 

information and acknowledging their efforts by thanking them and appreciating 

the time they have given. You may decide to pay participants in cash.  If you do, 

be sure that you have explored the ramifications i.e. there may be implications 

for people receiving benefits. 

http://www.evaluationsupportscotland.org.uk/tsrf
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You should ensure that participants are aware for whom the research is being 

done i.e. organisation/institute, who the researcher is and their qualifications, 

and any particular position/school of thought they may take. 

You should be aware of the potential for you to be regarded by participants as 

those that hold the power. It is important that you reflect on the power 

dynamics that may exist between yourself and the participant and should have 

systems to balance the power. For example, this may include the time and 

location of the research interview, the terminology and language used, the 

appearance of the researcher and the identities of the researcher and 

participants (for example, gender, sexual orientation, ethnicity, socio-economic 

background).  

Sharing power may also involve giving participants choices. Researchers should 

reflect on getting the right balance between protecting participants and making 

assumptions about what they can and cannot do without testing those first. 

 

Practice examples:  

YouthLink Scotland provides training for participants which will help in 

future study or employment 

Poverty Alliance reimburses research participants with vouchers 

Waverley Care expects participants to directly benefit in some way from 

the research process. They reimburse research participants with a cash 

payment where possible and when it is not possible to provide financial 

reimbursement, researchers should provide reimbursement in-kind, for 

example, providing participants with practical assistance to access 

services or to meet other needs. 

Illustrative examples of unethical decision making by researcher regarding 

integrity 

Julia 

Julia was a youth worker with a large group of young people.  30 or so 

came together every week.  She had an idea that bullying was more 

common amongst the girls than the boys.  She decided it would be 

interesting to research this, as she thought it took place when she was not 

there to oversee the activities during breaks, when the young people went 

outside on their own. 

Julia decided to watch and observe the activities of boys and girl groups 

from the upstairs window of the community centre.  She could do this 

without them knowing, so her behaviour did not influence theirs.  She 

could watch and take notes from behind a curtain.  This research would 

help her stop the bullying, which she thought worthwhile. 

She did not think about deception.  Ethically she was deceiving the young 

people and not providing an opportunity for informed consent.  

http://www.evaluationsupportscotland.org.uk/tsrf
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She could have told them she would be observing and the young people 

would soon have forgotten. 

Fraser 

Fraser wished to research the needs of elderly people for company of 

others, as he suspected there was a problem with social isolation and 

loneliness in the rural communities.  He decided the best thing was to get 

them into the local town’s community centre to talk.  Some would be 

member of the Women’s Rural Institute, so he decided to host a coffee 

morning with them, for elderly women and their partners.  He advertised 

the coffee morning and had an activity planned for after they had had 

loosened up with the coffee and cake.   

He did not tell them they had come to an event to research social isolation 

and loneliness, as he thought that would have put them off. He was 

deceiving the elderly people. 

He could have told them they were coming to an event to research the 

positives – company and friendship. 

Illustrative example of good ethical practice about integrity 

John 

John was interested in the dynamics of the group of young people with 

whom he was working and wanted to study the impact of a new purpose-

built facility, a community centre, on their well-being and behaviour.  The 

old facility had not been fit for purpose in terms of disabled access but 

had been viewed with a lot of affection.  The new facility was accessible 

but a bit clinical in John’s eyes.  His first step was to get the young people 

together and to explain what he thought and wanted to do and to get 

ideas about how the research could be done.  The young people discussed 

this and after John had explained the possible options, they chose to have 

him observe them over the first fortnight of occupying the new centre.  

“We’ll soon forget you’re doing it!” they said.  John wondered if expressing 

his thoughts about the new centre would influence the young people’s 

attitudes, but he wanted to be honest and open and maintain trust and 

found, in the first week, the young people missed the old centre but by 

the second week had changed their minds and behaviour and were 

relishing the new pool table that had been fitted and had made the space 

their own with posters.  They had, indeed, soon forgotten he was 

observing. Being open with them did not appear to have affected his 

findings and he had maintained trust. 

 

Questions to consider  

• Does the person doing the research have the appropriate skills and 

knowledge to undertake the research? i.e. technical research skills, 

interpersonal skills and relevant knowledge of the client group. If you are 

http://www.evaluationsupportscotland.org.uk/tsrf
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commissioning the research have you seen sample/s of their previous 

work? 

• How will you ensure when recruiting participants for research that they 

understand what’s involved and are giving informed consent? 

• How will participants be involved or consulted at planning and throughout 

the research process? 

• How will you communicate with participants throughout the research? 

• How will you share draft research findings with participants? 

• Have you made it clear how participants can withdraw from involvement 

in the research? (and what is your process for removing their data and 

how will you communicate to participants what will happen to their data?) 

• Can you demonstrate that you have thought about the benefits to 

participants and can give reasons for your choice?  

• What are your expectations of participants? How much time will 

participants be asked to give to the project?  Are you being respectful and 

honest about the commitment you expect?  

• Will your research and its findings be reported accurately, honestly and 

within a reasonable time frame? 

• Will all contributions to the research be acknowledged? 

 

3. The researcher and the organisation undertaking or 
commissioning the research should be accountable to 
participants and stakeholders 

 

You and your organisation should take responsibility and be held to account to 

participants and stakeholders to produce robust and rigorous research. 

Researchers should do what they say they will and keep participants informed.  

You should choose research methods that are safe and do no harm, physically, 

psychologically, or emotionally, to either the participants or themselves.  

You should be considerate when asking for sensitive information and to the 

impact of their research, only gathering information that is needed to answer the 

research question. Third sector organisations should ensure that researchers are 

aware of sensitive issues and take measures to ensure questions are asked in a 

sensitive way.    

There is an ethical imperative to use data collected, or the corollary; you should 

not collect data that you won't be able to use. 

You should maintain the reputation of research and the organisation you are 

working for. 

 

 

http://www.evaluationsupportscotland.org.uk/tsrf
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Illustrative examples of unethical decision making by researcher regarding 

accountability 

Jordan 

Jordan undertook research into community spirit in Aberdeen.  The local 

community he targeted was known for its poverty and multiple 

deprivations.  He produced a report which he was pleased with, as it 

showed how poor and deprived and miserable people were; it might help 

make a difference.  He published this and circulated it widely, with a 

summary for the local people.  There was an outcry from local residents, 

who felt they had been painted as ‘losers’ and the people who were trying 

to set up a community tenants’ association felt they had been put back by 

years with the negative, disempowering impact of the research on 

poverty. 

There is an ethical dimension to planning and reporting research.  Jordan 

could have been more balanced in this research, yes showing poverty but 

also showing positives, such as where community spirit did exist. 

 

Questions to consider  

• What systems do you have in place to ensure that researchers are 

supported and supervised? 

• What systems do you have in place to ensure that good research practice 

is being adhered to?  For example, how will you ensure your data analysis 

is impartial?  

• How will you judge if the research has been undertaken with rigour and is 

robust?  

• If you work with service users who may be sensitive to a subject or 

certain question, how do you plan to mitigate the potential harm that may 

be caused? 

• Are your chosen research methods safe for participants and the 

researcher? 

 

4. Research should ensure the confidentiality and anonymity of 
participants  

 
You should seek informed consent to participate.  Participants should be 

anonymous.  You should be respectful of participants’ confidentiality. This means 

being clear with participants about the terms of confidentiality, and when and 

how these may be broken.  

However, there are times when anonymity is not possible because of the 

research population. For example, if the research involves senior Scottish 

Government officials, by the nature of the answers, anonymity may not be 

possible.  If anonymity cannot be ensured, there must always be informed 

http://www.evaluationsupportscotland.org.uk/tsrf
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consent and you must be able to demonstrate that this action will not put the 

person consenting at risk.  

If your organisation is working with vulnerable people you will need to think in 

what circumstances you may break confidentiality e.g. if you identify that the 

participant may be subject to harm from themselves or other people.  There is a 

legal obligation to report specific types of illegal activity, such as terrorism and 

money laundering.  As an organisation you will have to decide your position 

regarding other illegal activity and how you will deal with this if disclosed1.  

If you are working with clients who may have decreased capacity, for example 

people with dementia, to give informed consent then you will need to think how 

your research can ethically be carried out.  

If you are working with children, you will need to have systems in place to 

ensure that a child gives informed consent or if more appropriate a parent gives 

permission for a child’s participation. This means having age-appropriate 

participant information for children including when and how confidentiality may 

need to be broken, for example when there has been a disclosure of abuse. 

You should have a clear understanding of your research population and know the 

key needs of the population you are working with. You should ensure that your 

practice is inclusive and accessible.  

You should think through issues of consent throughout the research from 

recruitment to dissemination of research findings. You should consider legacy 

issues and clearly make participants aware of any issues i.e. how will 

participants feel about their participation in the research in 10 years’ time or if 

there circumstances change? 

You should set up systems to collect and store information confidentially, 

adhering to GDPR.  Participants should be informed before consent is obtained 

about ownership of the data and how their information will be safe; how it is 

collected and stored including what format i.e. notes, audio or video recordings, 

how long it will be used for and kept, and when it will be destroyed, and what 

will happen to their data if they choose to withdraw from the research at any 

time up to publication.  Be specific at what point a participant cannot withdraw 

their information. If other people apart from the researcher will see or have 

access to the data, you should include this in the participant information.  

You have a responsibility to inform participants about how the research findings 

will be reported and how quotes will be used to ensure anonymity. You should 

explain what happens if participants do not agree with the findings. Participants 

do not need to agree with the findings but need to agree that they are fairly 

represented. 

Be aware of keeping anonymity when you present your findings e.g. on a 

statistical table of results where there are fewer than 5 in combinations you may 

 
1 For more information see https://ethics.grad.ucl.ac.uk/forms/Research-

Involving-illegal-activities.pdf   

http://www.evaluationsupportscotland.org.uk/tsrf
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be able to work out who a person is especially, for example if you were reporting 

on rare characteristics. 

"Care should be taken when reporting analyses with small samples, as 

some outputs can lead to information about individual participants being 

shared unintentionally. Where this is a risk, you should consider applying 

the principles of statistical disclosure control.(1)"  Disclosure control - 

Office for National Statistics (ons.gov.uk) 

Also, you should take care to be balanced when presenting your findings.  For 

example, if you say an area is deprived you label everyone in that area as 

deprived which they may not agree with. 

 

Practice examples:  

 

DRILL  

If a project participant appears in poor mental health or is potentially 

suicidal, grantees should do their best to ensure that, with the explicit 

consent of the participant, they are put in touch with appropriate services.  

 

Waverley Care 

Unless the participant or another person is at immediate or significant risk of 

harm, we do not believe researchers should disclose illegal activity, if told 

about this in the course of carrying out research. An exception to this would 

be cases where there is a legal obligation to report specific types of illegal 

activity, such as terrorism and money laundering. 

Poverty Alliance  

Poverty Alliance researchers take an example of a research report to show a 

participant before an interview so that they can show how reports are written 

and how quotes are anonymised. 

PhD student 

Noreen Grant, a PhD student with the University of Highlands and Islands 

made a film to inform potential research participants about what her research 

was about and why they were being asked to consider participating. This is 

an example of a different way of communicating about informed consent as 

opposed to the usual written information. The film can be viewed on TSRF 

webpage as well as Noreen’s participant’s information sheet and consent 

form.  

Illustrative examples of unethical decision making by researcher regarding 

confidentiality 

When doing research about the complexity of people’s lives and the multiple 

problems people may face because of poverty, the data collected from people 

in Dundee was very deep, varied, authentic and interesting.  In order to show 

http://www.evaluationsupportscotland.org.uk/tsrf
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the complexity of interrelated issues in people’s lives, Mhairi used long 

quotations in her report to show this complexity.  One example was 

particularly telling, showing how poverty for one woman was linked to issues 

associated with alcohol for self-medicating along with housing issues and 

children being taken into care. 

When reading the report, a local community worker was impressed with the 

richness of data and said to Mhairi “that’s Emily MacLeod who lives in my 

neighbourhood. I’d know her anywhere.” 

Confidentiality had been breached for this woman, Emily. Mhairi could have 

thought more carefully about anonymising the woman in the report to protect 

her identity.  This is more important than the richness of Mhairi’s data. 

Illustrative example of good ethical practice for ensuring confidentiality 

Anuja 

Anuja had done a study about Covid 19 and its impact on mothers and 

toddlers in her local area.  She had done in-depth interviews and had 

promised confidentiality.  The findings showed how the issues mother faced 

were complex and challenging because of the incidence of poverty in the area 

which affected so many aspects of life.  Anuja wanted to show this 

complexity, so she used long quotations from the interviewees to show the 

interrelatedness of these issues.  Her colleague, Patrick was looking at her 

draft report and said, “Hey, that’s Sharon, isn’t it?  I’d know her anywhere!” 

Anuja was dismayed she’d changed the name and it was indeed Sharon and, 

if Patrick recognised her, so too would other people in the community.  She 

might have to delete this really good case study.  Changing the details was 

also possible but this would change the meaning. Anuja got onto Sharon and 

arranged a phone call.  She explained to Sharon exactly what was going to 

be in the report and told her she might be identifiable from the detail.  Anuja 

was careful to discuss the possible consequences of being recognised now or 

in the future, but Sharon was quite clear. 

“I haven’t said anything I’m unhappy with and it might make a difference for 

other mothers, so I’m happy with it, like it is.  You can use my real name if 

you like.”  

Anuja doublechecked Sharon was happy and was able to use the case study. 

Illustrative example of good ethical practice for obtaining informed consent  

Jeanette  

Jeanette wanted to include elderly people in a study of loneliness in rural 

areas. She contacted the local WRI and arranged to go to a coffee morning 

and explain her project to the people there.  They were all interested, and 

Jeanette had prepared an A4 sheet to explain the project.  She invited the 

members of the WRI to come to a special meeting to discuss loneliness in 

rural areas and asked them each to bring along an elderly friend who did not 

usually attend the WRI meetings, explaining what the meeting would be 

http://www.evaluationsupportscotland.org.uk/tsrf
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about.  A focus group would be held, and each person would also be invited 

to be interviewed once they had met Jeanette, who would ask to visit them in 

their home to do this.  Jeanette was careful at every stage to be open and to 

generate trust.  Her sample would be fine, as she saw degrees of loneliness 

lying on a continuum and it would be inappropriate to single people out as 

‘lonely’ prior to the research taking place. 

 

Questions to consider  

• What is your process for obtaining informed consent? 

• How will you inform participants about what consent means and what to 

consider before giving consent?2  

• How will you ensure confidentiality or anonymity for participants? 

• How will you ensure your data collection is ethical? How will data, 

including electronic data, be stored securely and for how long?  

• What will happen to the research data after the project is completed? 

• Will your research comply with all legal requirements? 

• Who will have access to the research data during the project? 

• How will you ensure that your findings are reported and disseminated in 

ethical ways? 

• Can you demonstrate that the researcher is GDPR trained or familiar with 

GDPR guidance? 

 

5. Researcher and the organisation should ensure the safety 
and wellbeing of both participants and researcher 

 
You should ensure that the rights of everyone participating in the research are 

always respected.  

You should ensure the physical, social or psychological wellbeing of the 

participant is not adversely affected by the research process and sensitive to the 

risks of their participant population, particularly if working with vulnerable 

people and children, and ensure their safety.  This means having systems to 

identify and mitigate issues including online safety if this is deemed a risk. If 

working online with a participant be aware that there may be different issues to 

consider. For example, if you are interviewing a person in their home they may 

be overheard which may put them in danger.  

You should do a risk assessment including mitigation actions. Consider if you 

need to set up access to support for participants and how you do this. For 

example, following an interview which may bring up issues for the participant 

 
2 This short film from Following Young Fathers Further (FYFF) is an example a 

way to give clear information about informed consent. For more information 
about this project see this blog The practical, methodological, and ethical 

dimensions of interviewing at a distance. 

http://www.evaluationsupportscotland.org.uk/tsrf
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which are distressing. The delivery of support may differ depending on whether 

the research was conducted in person or online. 

You should follow the safeguarding procedures you follow for service deliver and 

meet your legal responsibilities and standards. You should have an enhanced 

disclosure to work with children or vulnerable people before you start your 

research. The process can take some time so ensure you plan for this.     

The employing or contracting organisation should be responsible for the 

wellbeing of the researcher. This means putting systems in place to identify 

potential wellbeing concerns that the researcher may be exposed to and steps to 

mitigate.  

Specific safety issues may arise from the specific nature of the research, 

participants, or environment. As this guide is being written the world is facing a 

pandemic from coronavirus. This will have bearing on how the research is 

undertaken and therefore there may be specific requirements of the behaviour of 

researcher and participants to keep safe and to adhere to government 

restrictions.  

We advise you refer to UKRIO Recommended Checklist for Research 

Communities During the COVID-19 Pandemic.  

This resource outlines the general ethical principles for research and has not 

detailed ethical considerations for specific types of research. For example, 

participatory research carries its own ethical challenges. For more information 

see University of Durham ethics guide which addresses ethical issues that arise 

in research that is community-based and participatory. 

 

 

Practice example 

University of Birmingham 

Ethical Compass - The ethical compass raises issues of disparities of 

power and influence, urging a consideration of how the voices of those 

who are most affected by emergencies can be meaningfully included in 

deciding what research takes place, where, and how. Read more about 

the Ethical Compass in Kayleigh Garthwaite’s blog: Researching poverty in 

the pandemic: thinking through ethical issues and challenges. 

 

Illustrative examples of unethical decision making by researcher regarding 

safety  

During Covid 19 Lockdown the Community Team were doing research 

about experiences of the pandemic. They were interviewing by Zoom to 

look at issues that included loneliness.  One woman, Paula, was known to 

her interviewer, which was fine for the research aims. 

http://www.evaluationsupportscotland.org.uk/tsrf
https://ukrio.org/wp-content/uploads/UKRIO-Recommended-Checklist-for-Research-Communities-During-the-COVID-19-Pandemic.pdf
https://ukrio.org/wp-content/uploads/UKRIO-Recommended-Checklist-for-Research-Communities-During-the-COVID-19-Pandemic.pdf
https://www.dur.ac.uk/socialjustice/ethics_consultation/
http://www.social-policy.org.uk/spa-blog/researching-poverty-in-the-pandemic-thinking-through-ethical-issues-and-challenges-by-kayleigh-garthwaite-et-al/
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“I hate Zoom,” said Paula to Rob the researcher. “I could meet you in the 

community café at the food bank.” 

“No, we shouldn’t meet,” said Rob. 

“But I haven’t seen anyone for ages except at the food bank.” 

“Do You have zoom?” 

“Yes, but it’s miserable. We could meet and socially distance.” 

“Oh, all right then but don’t tell anyone.  We’re not supposed to meet.” 

That’s great.  Thanks.  I’ll look forward to it.” 

Safety for both the researcher and the respondent/participant were not 

protected in this example.  Paula was lonely and Rob was eager to 

overcome this, but safety was put at risk. Rob could have focused more 

on Zoom or turned down the opportunity. 

 

Questions to consider  

• If the researchers might encounter unsafe or risky situations whilst 

conducting the research, what arrangements will be made to keep them 

safe? 

• Have you done a risk assessment about risks to wellbeing of participants 

and researcher? 

• Have you put support in place to be accessed if needed? You may get this 

through working with a partner organisation or agency? 

• If you are working with children or vulnerable people do you have an 

enhanced disclosure? 

• Have you taken specific consideration to the environment that the 

research is being conducted in i.e. during COVID-19? 

• Is the research taking account of local COVID-19 restrictions and how 

these affect your research processes and participants? 

 

Case study illustrating good ethical decision-making throughout a 

research project – ‘Some People Struggle: Now More than Ever by Prof. 

Karen McArdle’ 

Ethical challenges were uppermost in my mind when I was asked by Fife Council 

to research the impact of Covid 19 on the most vulnerable and disadvantaged 

people across their 7 local areas; a different study in each area. 

Right at the start, we had to consider who could be thought of as vulnerable and 

disadvantaged.  There was the ethical risk of labelling or stereotyping people.  

We chose to focus on those using food banks as this would pick up those who 

were frequent users of this service as well as those who may be new to this form 

http://www.evaluationsupportscotland.org.uk/tsrf
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of support. We also had to be careful to make this clear to the people involved 

and not make them feel they were being singled out. 

We chose to use narrative inquiry as this asks people to tell stories about their 

experience and this was ethically robust, as we were not framing the questions 

to be asked but were relying on people to tell us about what mattered to them, 

rather than predicting what would matter.  This worked well and people gave 

willingly of their time to zoom or phone, because many felt lonely and wished to 

talk to someone about their feelings.  

This led to another ethical choice, to use community workers to conduct the 

interviews, as they were local and knew how and where to refer people for 

further support, should they need it which many did. Some people cried as they 

told of their experiences, but the community workers were sensitive and knew 

when to listen, when to stop and refer people. We needed to ask ethically if the 

research was worth doing for the distress it may have caused and we concluded 

it was raising the voice of those who are seldom heard, if at all.  Our 

participants, who were lonely welcomed the opportunity to talk to someone who 

listened non-judgmentally to their opinions. 

Another local ethical choice was to triangulate the data using local knowledge.     

We interviewed people from local small and large charities for their local 

knowledge rather than trying to analyse data from a distance from the 

communities and from a lack of knowledge about local conditions. 

Finally, there were the ethical choices about reporting.  Confidentiality was 

managed by changing people’s detail where necessary to hide identities.  

Communities in some areas appeared to be more resilient than others and this 

needed to be handled sensitively.  It would be inappropriate to cast one area as 

worse than another and thereby contribute to stereotypes of disadvantage.  

Balance in reporting was sought with positives enumerated as well as the social 

isolation and loneliness; hence the title of the first report, Some People 

Struggle: Now more Than Ever. 

 

How to put these principles in practice   

Once you have considered all the principles, written your research proposal and 

checked off the checklists you may want to ask someone else to scrutinise your 

ethical decisions and identify any gaps. 

A few third sector organisations have their own ‘ethics committees’, some may 

have formal or informal partnerships with academics however if this is not the 

case you may want to set up an informal arrangement with another third sector 

organisation or group to peer review your research proposal.  If commissioning 

research it may be helpful to include a person specification for a researcher with 

the research proposal. 

Third sector organisations may consider setting up their own advisory group.  

http://www.evaluationsupportscotland.org.uk/tsrf


17 

Scotland’s Third Sector Research Forum                                                          
June 2021                                  www.evaluationsupportscotland.org.uk/tsrf 

Practice examples:  

Poverty Alliance set up an informal network of a few third sector 

organisations and academics that meets every other month to peer review 

each other’s research and to discuss ethical issues. 

Waverley Care has consulted academics to set up an in-house ethics 

committee. They have produced a pack of information including principles, 

application forms and information for participants and researchers. 

DRILL (Disability Research on Independent Living and Learning) 

has an ethics committee and accompanying paperwork for DRILL projects 

to access and adhere to. 

Cattanach has set up an advisory panel for their Children's research. 

Cattanach, in partnership with the Royal Society of Edinburgh, is 

organising a conference in 2021 with the aim of demonstrating to several 

important Scottish stakeholders the value of childhood in its own right, 

rather than merely as a stepping-stone to adulthood. A key aspect of the 

event will be a series of the children’s research events preceding and 

informing it, with Children in Scotland commissioned to lead this work. 

These children’s events aim to use creative methods to meaningfully 

engage children from 0 to 7, in order to feed back to the adults what 

really matters to them. An Advisory Board of global experts on early years 

engagement has been coordinated, to provide their knowledge and 

oversight to Children in Scotland, to support them in capturing the 

children’s perspectives in the most cutting-edge ways. Our first meeting 

gave an excellent insight into the diverse and innovative methods being 

developed to truly understand the rich inner worlds of young children we 

have so much more to learn about. 

 

Keeping this document ‘live’ 

We hope this guide will help third sector researchers make good ethical 

decisions. To bring the principles alive we have given examples of ‘good’ 

and ‘bad’ ethical practice. If you have examples which you are willing to 

share, please get in touch with TSRF at 

info@evaluationsupportscotland.org.uk   

In Spring 2022 we plan to publish an accompanying document of case 

studies about how third sector organisations are using the guide.  If you 

would like to be involved, please email. 

For further information see the TSRF webpage on Resources on ethics and 

good practice in research.  

 

http://www.evaluationsupportscotland.org.uk/tsrf
mailto:info@evaluationsupportscotland.org.uk
https://evaluationsupportscotland.org.uk/tsrf/tsrf-resources/resources-on-ethics-and-good-practice-in-research/
https://evaluationsupportscotland.org.uk/tsrf/tsrf-resources/resources-on-ethics-and-good-practice-in-research/
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Scotland’s Third Sector Research Forum 

Scotland’s Third Sector Research Forum brings together third sector, academic 

and public sector partners to: 

• promote and share research about and from the third sector 
• encourage the use of third sector research to improve policy and practice 
• produce resources and deliver events to support third sector researchers 

and encourage collaboration with academic partners 

 

For more information about the Forum please visit the TSRF webpages 

https://evaluationsupportscotland.org.uk/tsrf/  

Contact details: info@evaluationsupportscotland.org.uk  

 

TSRF resources: 

Evidence for success: The guide to getting evidence 

and using it (2015) 

Collaborating with academics (2016)  

Evidence from elsewhere: Gathering, analysing and 

using other people’s evidence (2017) 
These and other TSRF resources can be downloaded from 

https://evaluationsupportscotland.org.uk/tsrf/tsrf-resources/  

 

The Forum is funded by Scottish Government and convened by Evaluation 

Support Scotland Scottish Charity No. SC036529 
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