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Ethical Research Contextualised Scenario

Alison Wearden

Learning Outcomes 

The module in which these 2 x 2 hour sessions appears is a module on philosophical issues in psychological 
research, hence the emphasis throughout is on research ethics. The primary learning outcome, which is made 
explicit to students, is to enable them to identify ethical dilemmas in the conduct of a real life research study, and to 
be able to discuss these dilemmas within the context of an understanding of ethical theories. A secondary aim to get 
students to think about the role of ethics committees, to consider how they might make their decisions, and to 
consider whether these decisions are ethically driven. Thus students are given the opportunity to apply moral 
theories in real life situations and to consider what might be the correct course of action with reference both to these 
theories and to a professional code of conduct. As well as the material presented in the introductory session, 
students are supplied with a reference list containing books and papers on research ethics, and with a copy of the 
BPS guidelines. 

Assessment of Learning Outcomes

The learning outcomes are assessed by a general essay written under exam conditions. Students are also 
encouraged to assess their own learning during these two sessions and to feed this back to the tutor, but this does 
not form part of the formal assessment. 

Teaching Structure/Format

The first session is taught in a seminar room, as an extended lecture, on a PowerPoint presentation, with planned 
breaks for questions and discussions. In the second sessions, for which students should have prepared, they are 
broken up into small groups (of 3-4) in which they collate their views and then feed back into a whole-group 
discussion. I have been teaching this material to post-graduate students studying for a Masters degree in research 
methods (MRes), many of whom are in the first year of a 3+1 PhD course, and are therefore designing their own 
research studies. The group size is typically 10-15; most of the students have a first degree in Psychology (some 
have studied other subjects) and about half of them have some work experience prior to starting the course. Some 
students have professional experience (e.g. have worked as health care professionals). The material can be easily 
presented with minimal technical back-up (all you need is Power point, and a photocopier for the materials). Ideally, 
students should have some time to consider the case material and about one-and-a-half to two hours to participate in 
a structured discussion. My role is firstly as a teacher (in the first session) and then as a discussion facilitator. In 
developing this material, I have drawn on my experience in carrying out psychological research with human 
participants, making research ethics applications and sitting on various ethics committees, including chairing our 
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departmental ethics committee. It would probably be an excellent idea to have an assistant (e.g. a post-graduate 
student at a more advanced level of studies), but I have never had one. I have tried running the second part of the 
second session as a role-play, with half of the students being assigned to an "ethics committee" and the other half 
being designated as "researchers" but I found that students did not always stay in role and that a straightforward 
discussion worked as well. Obviously, the researcher who produced the protocol and ethics application which are 
considered in these sessions gave their informed consent to the use of the material, and the material is anonymised.

Approach

Having read the scenario, students are asked break into small groups for 20-30 minutes to discuss the following 
issues:

What ethical dilemmas occur this research?

What moral imperatives, and/or moral duties do you need to think about when considering this research

What are the risks and benefits of this research?

Would the research fulfil BPS guidelines?

Are there any changes that you would insist on before approving the study?

Students then feed their responses back into the larger group and the ethical issues are written on the board. These 
are then discussed in turn, and for each issue, I try to get them to consider the deontological perspective, the 
consequentialist perspective, and the relevance of the BPS guidelines. This usually generates lively discussion, and 
my main role is to keep it on track, and to ensure that we get through all the issues on the board.

I then ask students to go back into their groups to reflect on how they came to the conclusions they did, the extent to 
which they were swayed by their emotions (if at all), their previous experience of considering such issues, and their 
previous experience of designing research. They are asked to reflect on whether they tended to adopt the position of 
the researcher, the research participants, the institution, the ethics committee, and to consider the different roles and 
needs of each of these. In previous years, I have asked students to prepare their own material for the class, but I no 
longer do this. However, in the group discussion, I do encourage them to consider their own experiences, and to ask 
each other about ethical issues in their own research, if they wish to.

The Scenario:

I give students an anonymised photocopy of a real ethics application, but for the purposes of this exercise, I have 
summarised the application here (with the consent of the authors).

This was a proposal, developed by a post-graduate student and clinically qualified supervisor, to carry out a piece of 
research with 14-16 year old school students. The purpose of the research was to determine the prevalence of 
hallucinations and delusional ideation and prodromal symptoms of psychosis in this age group, and to examine the 
association between these symptoms and experience of trauma (including parental abuse), bullying, and adverse life 
events. The proposers had obtained informed consent from the local authority and headteacher at an inner-city 
comprehensive school, and wished to administer questionnaire measures to the students during a PSHE lesson. 
They proposed informing parents of the study by posting letters to their homes, and asking them to send in a written 
slip if they did not wish their children to participate. The students were given their own information sheets and asked 
to give their own informed consent to take part in the study. Children who did not consent or whose parents did not 
consent were to be given different, but similar looking, work to do during the lesson. Children were to give their 
responses anonymously, but their information sheet told them where they could go in confidence if they wished to 
discuss matters arising from the questionnaires. The students were given copies of the research protocol, the 
questionnaires, the information and consent sheets, and supporting documents. At the end of the session (after the 
discussion had taken place), they were told what amendments were required before the study took place and what 
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the outcome of the research was.

Moral Context/Underlying Ethical Issues: 

Students are encouraged to think about this research proposal primarily in relation to the following:

The moral duty not to cause harm

The right to privacy

Potential conflict between the confidentiality of the child and the duty to disclose, for example, where abuse 
has been discovered

The autonomy of the child and the rights of parents

The potential costs and benefits of this research

They were also asked to consider how the research complied with BPS guidelines re:

Informed consent

Debriefing

Risk

Confidentiality

Relevant Professional Codes (if any): 

BPS guidelines for ethical conduct of research on human participants.
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