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QUICK ANSWER

Research ethics is the set of principles and procedures that protect
participants, data subjects, and the integrity of the research process
itself — covering informed consent, privacy and data protection,
avoidance of harm, and honest reporting of findings. It applies
whether or not a formal ethics committee is involved, and violations
can invalidate otherwise sound research regardless of how rigorous
the methodology was.
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Research ethics is often treated as a bureaucratic hurdle — a form to file before the "real" research begins.
That framing misses the point: ethical failures don't just risk institutional censure, they can invalidate
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findings entirely, expose participants to real harm, and destroy the credibility of an otherwise well-designed
study. Ethics is part of the research design, not a compliance step layered on top of it.

1. What Research Ethics Actually Covers

Research ethics governs how participants and their data are treated throughout a study — from
recruitment and consent, through data collection and storage, to how findings involving identifiable
individuals or groups are reported. It also covers the integrity of the research process itself: honest
reporting, avoiding fabrication, and disclosing conflicts of interest that could bias findings.

2. The Core Principles

Principle What It Requires

Respect for persons Participants must give informed, voluntary consent and retain autonomy
over their participation

Beneficence Research should maximize potential benefit and minimize potential
harm to participants

Justice The burdens and benefits of research should be distributed fairly across
populations
Confidentiality Participant data and identity should be protected according to the

consent given

3. Informed Consent in Practice

Informed consent requires that participants understand what the research involves, how their data will be
used, any risks involved, and that they can withdraw at any point without penalty — communicated in
language they can actually understand, not buried in dense legal text. Consent obtained without genuine
understanding, even if a form was signed, does not meet the ethical standard.

4. Privacy and Data Protection

Research data involving identifiable individuals must be stored securely, anonymized or pseudonymized
where possible, and used only for the purposes disclosed to participants at the point of consent.
Applicable data protection law — such as the GDPR in the EU/UK or a country's domestic data protection
statute — sets binding minimum standards that research ethics must meet or exceed.

5. Ethics Review Processes

Institutional Review Boards (IRBs) or Research Ethics Committees evaluate a proposed study's consent
process, risk-benefit balance, and data protection measures before research begins. Review typically
escalates with risk level: minimal-risk studies (e.g., anonymous surveys on non-sensitive topics) may qualify
for expedited review, while studies involving vulnerable populations, sensitive topics, or significant risk
require full committee review.

6. Ethics Beyond Human Subjects: Reporting Integrity
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Research ethics also covers how findings are reported: not fabricating or falsifying data, not selectively
reporting only favorable results, disclosing conflicts of interest, and giving appropriate credit through
citation. A methodologically sound study that misrepresents its findings, even through selective emphasis
rather than outright fabrication, is an ethics failure.

7. Al and Research Ethics

Using Al tools to process participant data raises additional ethical questions — whether participants
consented to their data being processed by a third-party Al system, and whether that processing meets the
same confidentiality standard as human handling. Al-assisted analysis of sensitive data should be
disclosed in the consent process, and any Al-generated finding involving real participant data must be
verified for accuracy before being reported, since fabricated or misattributed Al output involving real people
carries ethical as well as factual risk.

8. Common Mistakes

+ Treating ethics review as a bureaucratic formality rather than a genuine risk assessment.

+ Obtaining consent through dense, technical language participants don't actually understand.

+ Storing identifiable data without adequate security or a clear retention/deletion policy.

+ Selectively reporting only favorable findings.

+ Processing participant data through third-party Al tools without disclosing this in the consent process.

9. Best Practices

+  Write consent materials in plain, accessible language.

+ Anonymize or pseudonymize data wherever the research question allows.

+ Disclose any Al tool use involving participant data as part of the consent process.
* Report all material findings honestly, including unfavorable or inconclusive ones.
+ Treat ethics review as part of research design, not a step to get past.

10. Frequently Asked Questions

Does all research need formal ethics committee approval?

It depends on the institution and risk level — many universities and funders require it for any research
involving human participants, while some low-risk business or internal research may not require formal
review but should still follow core ethical principles.

What happens if informed consent wasn't properly obtained?

The research may be invalidated for ethical non-compliance regardless of its methodological quality, and
depending on the jurisdiction and institution, may expose the researcher to disciplinary or legal
consequences.

Is anonymized data exempt from data protection rules?
Only if genuinely anonymized in a way that cannot be reversed — pseudonymized data that could still be
re-identified typically remains subject to data protection obligations.

11. Key Takeaways
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+ Research ethics is part of research design, not a separate compliance step.
+ Informed consent requires genuine understanding, not just a signed form.

+ Reporting integrity — including disclosing unfavorable findings — is as much an ethics issue as
participant treatment.

12. Working With OASIS Research Writing

OASIS Research Writing designs research with ethical safeguards built in from the outset — consent, data

protection, and reporting integrity handled as core design elements, not afterthoughts.
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+ Institutional Review Board / Research Ethics Committee guidance from major universities
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