
 

                                             

Ethical Dilemmas in Research: A Practical Guide 

Ethical challenges in research are rarely a simple choice between right and wrong. More often, 

researchers find themselves in complex "grey areas" where the best path isn't obvious. 

Misjudging these situations can compromise participant safety, invalidate your data, and lead to 

serious compliance issues with your IRB or ethics board. This guide helps you identify and 

navigate these common dilemmas. 

Why Ethical Diligence Matters 

Most researchers don't set out to break the rules. Ethical failures often stem from pressure, lack 

of preparation, or unclear guidelines. Proactively identifying potential dilemmas is your first line 

of defense in protecting participants, your research, and your professional integrity. 

Common Ethical Dilemmas & Pitfalls 

Be vigilant against these frequently encountered challenges: 

● Informed Consent Shortcuts 

○ Rushing the process or skipping sections because participants seem busy or 

impatient. 

○ Using complex, technical language that participants cannot understand. 

● Working with Vulnerable Populations 

○ Failing to obtain proper consent from a guardian and assent from the child. 

○ Involving refugees, prisoners, or individuals with cognitive impairments without 

implementing the required extra safeguards. 

● Undue Influence & Compensation 

○ Offering payment that is too high (coercing participation) or too low (exploiting 

participants), creating bias or unfairness. 

● Privacy & Confidentiality Gaps 

○ Collecting more personal identifiers than are necessary for the study. 

○ Storing sensitive, raw data on unsecured personal devices like laptops or phones. 

● Community Engagement Oversights 



 

○ Failing to consult local leaders or secure genuine community buy-in before 

beginning research. 

○ Entering a community with official permits but without establishing trust and 

mutual respect. 

● Data Sharing & Ownership Confusion 

○ Sharing data with funders or partners without a formal Data Sharing Agreement. 

○ Publishing findings without considering cultural sensitivities or the potential 

impact on the participant community. 

Guiding Principles: International Best Practices 

When faced with a dilemma, anchor your decisions to these core ethical principles, which align 

with the Belmont Report, Declaration of Helsinki, and CIOMS Guidelines: 

● Respect for Autonomy: Ensure consent is truly informed, voluntary, and ongoing 

throughout the study. 

● Justice: Avoid over-researching vulnerable or easily accessible populations. Distribute 

the benefits and burdens of research fairly. 

● Beneficence & Non-Maleficence: Maximize potential benefits for participants and 

society while minimizing all foreseeable risks. 

● Transparency: Be open about study goals, funding sources, and how data will be used, 

both during and after the research. 

● Accountability: Document your ethical decision-making process, especially when 

navigating grey areas. 

● Community-Centered Research: Engage communities as partners at all stages—design, 

implementation, and dissemination—not just during entry. 

Case Studies: Ethical Dilemmas in Action 

Case Study 1: The Rushed Consent Process 

● Scenario: Enumerators, pressured for time, shortened the consent process for busy 

farmers, skipping details on data sharing. Participants were later surprised their data was 

given to an NGO. 

● What Went Wrong: Consent was not fully informed, violating the principle of autonomy. 

● The Fix: The consent process is non-negotiable. It must be delivered word-for-word in a 

language the participant understands, with ample time for questions. 

Case Study 2: Bypassing Guardian Consent with Minors 



 

● Scenario: A school-based study asked children sensitive health questions without first 

obtaining permission from their parents. 

● What Went Wrong: Research with minors requires a two-step process: parental/guardian 

permission and the child’s own assent. 

● The Fix: Always use a dual-consent model. Develop child-friendly assent forms to ensure 

they also understand and agree to participate. 

Case Study 3: The Problem of Over-Compensation 

● Scenario: A study offered cash payments significantly higher than the local daily wage, 

creating a strong financial incentive that skewed participation. 

● What Went Wrong: Excessive compensation can be coercive, undermining the voluntary 

nature of consent (undue influence). 

● The Fix: Compensation should be fair and proportionate to time and effort, not an 

inducement that overrides personal judgment. 

Case Study 4: Data on Personal Devices 

● Scenario: For convenience, enumerators stored identifiable participant data on their 

personal phones. One phone was stolen, leading to a data breach. 

● What Went Wrong: This violated fundamental data protection principles and laws (e.g., 

GDPR, POPIA) by storing sensitive data on unencrypted, insecure devices. 

● The Fix: All data must be stored on encrypted, password-protected devices or secure 

servers. Personal devices should never be used for raw data collection or storage. 

How GRI Helps You Navigate Ethical Dilemmas 

At Global Research IRB (GRI), we provide the tools and expertise to prevent ethical issues 

before they arise: 

● Proactive Training: We train researchers and enumerators to spot and avoid common 

ethical pitfalls. 

● Practical Templates: Access our library of approved templates for consent forms, assent 

forms, and community engagement plans. 

● Protocol Alignment: We ensure your study design aligns with both international 

standards and local regulatory requirements. 

● IRB Mediation: We act as a liaison to help you navigate and clarify ethical grey areas 

with review boards. 

● Comprehensive Audits: Our pre-submission reviews identify potential risks in your 

protocol so they can be mitigated. 



 

● Ongoing Support: We provide continuous ethics monitoring because dilemmas can 

emerge at any stage of your research. 

 

Key Takeaway 

Ethical research is not about never facing a dilemma; it's about being prepared to handle them 

correctly. Most failures stem from poor preparation and systemic gaps, not bad intentions. 

At GRI, we provide the knowledge, systems, and support you need to conduct ethically sound, 

regulator-approved research that respects and protects participants everywhere in the world. 

 

 


