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Chapter 3         
Ethics: How to Conduct Research 

in an Ethical Way
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What are Research Ethics? 
Research ethics are guiding principles to help ensure that research is carried out in a manner that “respects the dignity, 
safety and rights of research participants and that recognizes the responsibilities of researchers” (World Health Orga-
nization 2012). Ethical research entails the voluntary participation of interviewees, without pressure or being misled. It 
also involves protection of the participants’ confidential information and ensuring that they are not negatively affected 
by participating in your research. 

In Canada, the Tri-Council sets research ethics guidelines. This council is comprised of representatives from the three 
main government agencies that provide funding for research projects in Canada: Canadian Institutes of Health Research 
(CIHR), the National Sciences and Engineering Research Council of Canada (NSERC), and the Social Sciences and 
Humanities Research Council of Canada (SSHRC). The council developed the Tri-Council Policy Statement: Ethical 
Conduct for Research Involving Humans (http://pre.ethics.gc.ca/eng/policy-politique/tcps-eptc/readtcps-lireeptc/).

Ethical guidelines in the Tri-Council policy include:

i. Respect for human dignity
Your research must respect all persons, regardless of gender, race, class, sexual orientation, or other background. Ensure 
that interviewees are not discriminated against during or as a result of your research project.  

ii. Free and informed consent 
People must feel free to participate in your research voluntarily, without being pressured or coerced in any way. To en-
sure that your research participants provide free and informed consent, make them aware of the goals of the study, any 
potential harm in participation, and how you will use the information they provide. Stress to them that they have the 
right to withdraw from the research project at any time, without any negative consequences. 

iii. Respect for privacy and confidentiality
As a researcher, you are responsible for keeping personal information confidential. In your analysis and research reports, 
there should be no connection between participants’ identity and the information they provided. Delete any personal 
information (particularly names) from the data. Assign either a pseudonym (fake name) or a code number (e.g. P1, P2, 
P3) to each participant. As a team, you must securely store any data collected and ensure that only the team members 
access it. 

iv. Respect for vulnerable persons
You need to take extra steps to ensure that all participants are treated fairly, with respect, and with dignity. This includes 
vulnerable groups, who are socially, economically or politically disadvantaged, such as the elderly, children, those with 
disabilities or mental health issues, or low-income groups. Give special attention to ensure that vulnerable people are not 
negatively impacted by the research. 

v. Minimizing harm and maximizing benefits to the community
Ensure that there is no harm done to any participant as a result of the research project. Your goal is to use research to 
make positive change. 

What is a Research Ethics Board and what is an ethics review?

Universities, hospitals, and school boards have Research Ethics Boards (REB) or research advisory committees, who 
are responsible for ensuring that all research projects conducted on their grounds follow research ethics guidelines set 
by the Tri-Council. Before starting your research, you must fill in an ethics review application and submit it for review to 
a designated REB or a research advisory committee. If you do not have a REB, you must document your proposed steps 
to do research in an ethical way and have your principal or other trusted adult review the list for advice. Once you have 
received ethics approval from the REB or research advisory committee and/or school principal, you can officially begin 
your research. 
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How to Follow an Ethical Process
Discuss with your team the proposed steps in your research to ensure that you meet the ethical guidelines. Include that 
information when completing the relevant sections of the Research Ethics Review Application form then submit the 
form for review. 

Steps to obtain informed consent:

 Make sure that people participate voluntarily in your research and that you do not directly or indirectly force or 
pressure them to participate. Explain in simple clear language the goals of your research, what participants are being 
asked to do, what potential harm and benefits there are from participating, and what will be done with the research 
data. This will ensure that people make informed decisions about whether to participate or not. 

 Stress to participants that they can withdraw from your research at any time and that there will be no negative 
impact from not participating or withdrawing from the 
research project. 

 Stress that participants have the right to limit the infor-
mation that they share. 

 Explain that youth under 16 years old, must obtain 
consent from their parents/guardians to participate. If the 
participants are under 16 years old, consent should also be 
obtained from their parents/legal guardians. Refer to the 
school board policy on consent requirements for students 
aged 16 – 18.
   
 Explain that in photo-voice or digital storytelling based 
projects, faces and voices of participants may be identifi-
able unless participants specifically request to be anonymous. Stress that when photos and videos are uploaded onto 
the Internet, researchers have no control over how they are shared. 

 Steps to protect participants’ identity: 

 Remove any personal information from the research data that can identify participants. 
 Store all research data in a safe/secure place and ensure that only your research team members have access to it.  
 Stress that in a focus group setting, you cannot fully guarantee that other participants will keep the conversa-
tion confidential, so they should be mindful when speaking. 
 Use editing tools to blur/mask faces and voices in a photo-voice or digital storytelling based project, if partici-
pants request to remain anonymous. 
 Keep research data for only two years, once the project is finished. This is an added security measure to ensure 
the confidentiality of the data.  

Steps to ensure participants’ well-being, minimize harm, and maximize benefits:

 Ensure the well-being of all research participants. If, during an interview or focus group, a participant becomes 
emotional, acknowledge and respond by asking if a health professional might help. Do not provide therapy if you are 
not a trained therapist. 
 Ensure that research results are presented in a way that is supportive of vulnerable participants in particular.  
 Share your research findings with school and education ministry representatives, who may affect positive 
changes in your school environment.  

Video: Students talk about following an ethical process
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Video: Rachel Ryerson talks about research 
ethics

Consent Form Process
All researchers are required to obtain signed written consent from each 
research participant, before beginning the research. Develop a consent form 
specifically for your research project. The form should be one to two pages, 
written in plain language, including the goals and focus of the project. Other 
information will detail the participants, their expected tasks (e.g. complete a 
20-minute survey or one-hour one-on-one interview), the types of questions 
to be asked, and any potentially negative impacts on participants from the 
research process. 

The consent form includes the rights and responsibilities to which the par-
ticipants agree, by signing. A standard Consent Form for Research Partici-
pants has been developed for the Students as Researches project. This form 
is in the Worksheet section (page 73). Insert the relevant information about your research project to the consent form. 
Once you receive research ethics approval, begin collecting the consent forms from participants. Familiarize yourself 
with the rights and responsibilities of participants, as listed below. 

Note: For the Students as Research-
ers project, a special Research Ethics 
Review Feedback Form has been 
developed. See Worksheet section 
(page 70). Complete all the relevant 
sections of the form and submit it to 
your school principal, who will then 
forward it to the appropriate REB or 
research committee in your school 
district.

By signing this consent form to participate in this research, you understand that:

1. You/your student’s participation is completely voluntary and you/your student may withdraw at any time without 
consequence.

2. You/your student have/has the right to not respond to any questions.
3. You/your student’s decision to participate or not to participate will not have any negative impact at school.  

In order to obtain ethics approval from the Research Ethics Board (REB) or a research committee, fill out the Ethics 
Review Application and submit it to the relevant REB, research committee or school principal. In the application, your 
team will be asked to document the following:

 research goals
 proposed methods
 research study sample
 recruitment strategy
 process for obtaining informed consent from participants
 proposed steps to ensure confidentiality 
 process for securely storing data
 proposed next steps for research findings

You may be required to attach the following documents with your 
application:

 Informed Consent Form 
 Recruitment Flyer 
 Draft of research instrument (survey questionnaire, interview or focus group guide) 

The research ethics review process can take two weeks to three months to complete, depending on the size and complex-
ity of the research project or the schedules of the REB members. Submit your research ethics application as soon as pos-
sible. The REB/research committee will review your application and provide feedback on any additional steps required 
to ensure that your research process is ethical. You may need to send a written response to the REB/research committee 
on the proposed additional steps. The committee will then review that information, and if satisfied, will provide a letter 
approving your research.
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4. All research data will be safely stored and used only by our research team. For extra security all research data 
will be destroyed by the school principal two years after project completion.   

5. As far as possible, the research team and the school will protect your/your student’s identity.  The extent of confi-
dentiality, however, varies by the type of research:  

a. If the research involves surveys and one-on-one interviews, your/your student’s name will be kept com-
pletely confidential and no one will be able to identify what you/your student said in any of the research 
reports or communication materials. All research findings will be presented using an alias or participant 
code number.  

b. If the research involves focus group discussions, all steps in 5a will be followed. The research team will 
ask all participants in the focus group discussion to keep the conversation confidential. However, the 
research team cannot fully guarantee what participants will keep confidential. If you/your student are/is 
participating in a focus group discussion, please remember to share only information with which you are 
comfortable.  

c. If the research uses photography or other visual/digital media (e.g. photovoice, film), your/your student’s 
face and voice may be captured. If you so wish, you may request that your/your student’s face and/or 
voice be digitally edited, and still participate in the study.   

6. You/your student will receive a copy of this consent form.  

7. You/your student can request a copy of the final research report or research communication material.

Video: Hélène Grégoire talks about the consent form 
process

Include contact information of a designated team member, whom participants may contact about the project. If the 
research project includes photography or video, add specific statements about consent for photographs and videotapes. 
See below. 

If participation in this research involves being photographed or filmed, I consent to (check those that apply):

 Being photographed

 Being filmed 

 Being filmed without exposing my face or voice  
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Steps for obtaining consent from research participants:

 Give the consent form to participants (or their parents/guardians) and allow them to take it home to review and 
complete, if they so choose.    

 Reconfirm their rights to voluntary participation, withdrawal, and confidentiality.  

 Ask them to identify any questions or information that is not clear.  

 Once participants are comfortable with the information on the form, including their rights, ask them to sign 
and date the form and keep a copy for their own records.  

 Safely store all signed consent forms in a secure and locked cabinet/location that only your research team can 
access. 




