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Background

SRA guidelines updated 2002/2003
RESPECT initiated 2002
legislative change - human rights, 
data protection, intellectual property
enhanced ethical concern in 
professional and economic life 
increased public concern about 
scientific inquiry
increased concern for corporate 
social responsibility/ research 
governance
advanced ICT consequences for data 
storage and handling.



Policy

SRA = informative, educative, 
advisory, discursive; 
interdisciplinary; non-
sanctionable.
European Commission = standard 
setting; quality management –
pan-European; anticipating ERA.



Some issues and dilemmas

Individual responsibility of researcher at 
“coalface”
How to balance harm and benefit
Need for dynamic ethical decision-taking
Divided loyalties – professional/”client”  
accountability
Ethical pluralism – feature of “normative” 
ethics and inevitable consequence of 
devising a pragmatic code.



1. OBLIGATIONS TO SOCIETY

Social research benefits society & 
community (teleological)

“Professional” social researchers 
are  reliable and trustworthy in 
their conduct (utilitarian)



2. OBLIGATIONS TO FUNDERS AND EMPLOYER

Relationships between researcher and commissioner 
are specified and regulated in order to protect both 
and maintain a reliable standard for the work.

The work is conducted in a balanced, impartial 
manner – subject to rigorous methods and 
procedures.

Confidentiality (for commissioner and subjects) is 
valued highly and guaranteed.

(mixes utilitarian and teleological principles, while 
bringing in deontological ethics)



3. OBLIGATIONS TO COLLEAGUES

Engage in responsible behaviour with and 
towards professional colleagues: availability 
for peer review; transparency in 
relationships – sharing; share standards for 
working methods; mutual protection from 
risks entailed in conducting research.

(fundamentally deontological but with 
utilitarian benefits)



4. OBLIGATIONS TO SUBJECTS

Protecting the “subject” by ensuring 
informed consent; maintaining caution 
about their potential vulnerability or 
exclusion; and behaving in a humane 
and respectful manner toward the 
subject.
(essentially deontological with some 

“value” ethics)



5. RESEARCH GOVERNANCE

Establish systematic procedures for 
ethical review.

(has utilitarian and teleological gains)
Adopt standardised protocols for 
checklisting ethical decisions (Section 
6 in SRA Guidelines)

(utilitarian and deontological)



Seeking quality assurance

Expert mentorship
Ethical review procedures for all social 
research (in-house or independent?)
Training courses centrally validated by a 
national professional body
Professional doctorates for advanced 
practitioners
Kitemarking procedures for organisations 
and practitioners
Professional registration and licensing 
(sanctions against unethical behaviour)



Example: vulnerable subjects

Defining “vulnerability”.



Vulnerabilities of…

Age (extremes)
Disability (varying in degrees)
Physical/mental ill health/incapacity
“Location”:

customer/client
employment
geography
ethnicity
community (linguistic/social) …etc.



…lead to deprivations of…

time
money
energy (physical and mental)
psychological stability

… therefore enhancing exclusion 
potential.



Example: vulnerable subjects

Defining “vulnerability”.
Protecting vulnerability while ensuring 
inclusion (“reachability”).
Balancing stakeholder gains/losses.
Estimating distress.
Preserving anonymity.
Unwarranted material gain/loss.



Professional Integrity

Researcher reflexivity = ethically AND 
methodologically essential.
Research findings inseparable from 
balancing multiple loyalties and 
researcher’s aims.
Field researcher’s responsibility.
Ethical social research = mutual 
accomplishment of all “stakeholders”.


