
Ethical Considerations in Social Sciences and Humanities 
Research 

Research Scenario 1 

Farid is taking Introduction to Anthropology, Psychology and Sociology. He proposes to do a 
research project investigating the question of whether girls or boys have an easier time making 
the transition to high school. He interviews a number of people for his research project and 
during one of the interviews, Kayley tells Farid that her transition to high school was 
particularly difficult because grade 9 was when she realized that she was gay. Farid told his 
friend Jason about Kayley’s interview and Jason then posted the information on Facebook. 
Kayley, who was not “out” at school or with her family, is devastated and is very close to 
dropping out of school. 

Research Scenario 2 

Jocelyn is taking Families in Canada. She proposes to do a research project on family meal 
traditions. She interviews a number of students and during one of the interviews, Shoshana 
describes some issues that she’s been experiencing for the last few months. Based on what 
she has heard, Jocelyn worries that Shoshana has an eating disorder and is putting herself at 
risk. Other than Jocelyn, nobody knows about what Shoshana is experiencing. 

Research Scenario 3 

Abbey is taking Human Development Across the Lifespan and is working with children from 
ages 4 through 8 asking them to perform various cognitive reasoning tasks. She recruited her 
participants through friends of friends and through the daycare program that is run at her 
school. Shortly after the study, the father of one participant contacted the principal of the 
school demanding a copy of his daughter’s assessment results. He believes that his daughter 
has an undiagnosed learning disability and he would like her results to be used in determining 
best placement for her at school 

Choose One Research Scenario: 

• What are the ethical issues that arise in this scenario? 
• How could the issues have been avoided? 

Discussion Questions: 

1. How might such criteria have avoided the issues raised in each of the ethics scenarios 
discussed previously? 

2. How could such a set of research criteria be used in classes when designing research 
proposals? 
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Sample Ethical Research Criteria: 

(Based on University of Toronto Research Ethics Criteria for Social Sciences and Humanities) 

Research Risk Participants may 
experience the following risks during 
or as a result of this research project: 

Not at 
all 

Some 
what 

Yes Comments 

Physical harm (e.g., bodily contact, 

administration of any substance)? 

NA NA NA NA 

Psychological/emotional harm (e.g., 

feeling embarrassed, anxious, upset)? 

NA NA NA NA 

Social harm (e.g., possible loss of 

privacy, reputation)? 

NA NA NA NA 

Informed Consent  
The participant consent letter: 

NA NA NA NA 

Is written in language which is at an 

appropriate reading level for the 

participants 

NA NA NA NA 

Describes fully what the participant will be 

doing in the research project 

NA NA NA NA 

Tells how much time is required NA NA NA NA 
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Research Risk Participants may 
experience the following risks during 
or as a result of this research project: 

Not at 
all 

Some 
what 

Yes Comments 

Tells participants that their participation is 

voluntary 

NA NA NA NA 

Tells participants that they can withdraw 

from the study at any time 

NA NA NA NA 

Tells participants how their data will be 

kept confidential (e.g., use of 

pseudonyms, ID numbers) 

NA NA NA NA 

Tells participants that only people directly 

involved in the specific research project 

will have access to their information  

NA NA NA NA 

This research proposal has ethics approval. Data collection can begin. 

This research project does not yet have ethics approval. The following changes must take place before data collection can 

begin 
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