
 

A Comprehensive Guide to Informed Consent in Research 

Informed consent is a fundamental ethical practice in research, ensuring that every participant's 

decision to join a study is based on a complete understanding of what it involves. It is far more 

than a signature on a form—it is an ongoing process of conversation, built on the principles of 

trust, transparency, and respect. 

The Core Principles of Informed Consent 

A valid consent process is built on these five key principles: 

● Voluntariness: Participation must be a free choice, made without any coercion, pressure, 

or undue influence. 

● Comprehension: Information must be provided in a clear, accessible manner. Researchers 

must use plain language, translate materials as needed, and ensure the participant truly 

understands. 

● Disclosure: Researchers must fully explain the study's purpose, procedures, duration, 

potential risks and benefits, confidentiality protections, and the participant's rights. 

● Capacity: Individuals must have the ability to understand the information and make a 

reasoned decision. Special protections and procedures are in place for those who may 

lack this capacity. 

● Right to Withdraw: Participants must be informed that they can leave the study at any 

time, for any reason, without any penalty or loss of benefits to which they are otherwise 

entitled. 

The Informed Consent Process: A Step-by-Step Guide 

1. Preparation 

● Use the official consent form template provided and required by your Institutional 

Review Board (IRB). 

● Accurately translate all materials into the local language(s) participants understand best. 

● Prepare to deliver the information both verbally and in writing. 

2. Providing Information 

● Read the entire consent form word-for-word to the potential participant. 

● Pause frequently to check for understanding and actively encourage questions. 

● Do not proceed until you are confident the participant understands all key aspects. 



 

3. Assessing Understanding 

● Ask open-ended questions and request that the participant explain back key elements in 

their own words (e.g., "Can you tell me what you think the main goal of this study is?" or 

"What would you do if you wanted to stop participating?"). 

● Gently correct any misunderstandings before moving forward. 

4. Documenting Consent 

● The consent form must include a signature line and an option for a thumbprint or mark 

for participants who cannot read or write. 

● If a participant uses a thumbprint, a neutral witness must be present to observe the 

process, and the witness must also sign the form. 

● Important: Digital or verbal-only consent processes must receive explicit prior approval 

from the IRB. 

5. Ongoing Consent 

● Consent is not a one-time event. If the study procedures change significantly, you must 

reconfirm consent with the participant. 

● Periodically remind participants of their right to withdraw at any time.  

Special Considerations 

Research with Children 

● Parental Permission: A parent or legal guardian must provide formal consent for a child 

to participate. 

● Child Assent: The child themselves must also agree to participate. This is documented 

using a simplified assent form, designed to be understandable to the child. Both 

permission and assent are required. 

Research with Vulnerable Populations 

For vulnerable groups (e.g., individuals with cognitive impairments, refugees, institutionalized 

persons), additional protections are critical: 

● Guardian Consent First: Obtain consent from a legally authorized representative.  

● Participant Agreement Second: After guardian consent is given, the participant 

themselves must still provide their own consent or assent to the best of their ability.  

Group Settings (e.g., Focus Group Discussions) 



 

● At the start of the session, clearly stress the importance of confidentiality within the 

group. 

● Explicitly state that participants may refuse to answer any question and are free to leave 

the discussion at any time. 

A Crucial Note on IRB Templates 

● Always Use the IRB Template: Every IRB has its own standardized consent form 

template with specific, legally required sections. You must use this as your base 

document. 

● Adapt with Care: You may adapt the wording for local context (e.g., translations, 

culturally relevant examples, adding visuals) but you must not remove any of the required 

elements. 

● Seek Approval for Changes: Any substantive changes to the approved template must be 

submitted to the IRB for review and approval before they are used in the field.  

Summary 

Informed consent is both an ethical obligation and a legal requirement. It is a continuous process 

that protects participants, builds essential trust, and strengthens the integrity of your research. 

● For children, use an assent form alongside parental permission. 

● For vulnerable populations, obtain guardian consent first, followed by the participant's 

own agreement. 

● The consent form must always be read verbatim, and the process must be documented 

with a signature or thumbprint to ensure it is accessible to all. 

 

 


