
 

Ethical Guidelines for Research Involving Vulnerable and Sensitive Populations 

1. Introduction 

This policy outlines the ethical and procedural guidelines for conducting research involving 

vulnerable and sensitive groups. It aims to ensure the protection, dignity, and autonomy of all 

participants. 

2. Definition of Vulnerable and Sensitive Groups 

Vulnerable and sensitive groups include, but are not limited to: 

• Children and young people 

• Adults with learning disabilities or cognitive impairments 

• Older adults 

• Individuals with mental health conditions 

• People with serious or life-limiting illnesses 

• Individuals with conditions that may have social or legal stigma (e.g., addictions, HIV 

positive) 

• People in unequal power relationships with the researcher (e.g., students, prisoners) 

3. Ethical Considerations 

Researchers must adhere to the following ethical principles: 

• Respect for Persons: Recognize the autonomy and dignity of all participants. 

• Beneficence: Maximize benefits and minimize potential harm. 

• Justice: Ensure fair distribution of the benefits and burdens of research. 

4. Informed Consent 

Informed consent must be obtained from all participants. This includes: 

• Providing clear and understandable information about the research. 

• Ensuring participants understand their rights and the nature of their participation. 

• Obtaining consent in a manner appropriate to the participant's capacity (e.g., verbal 

consent for those unable to provide written consent). 

5. Confidentiality and Data Protection 

Researchers must ensure the confidentiality of participants' data: 

• Personal data must be processed fairly and lawfully. 

• Data should be anonymized where possible. 

• Secure storage and handling of data to prevent unauthorized access. 



6. Recruitment 

Recruitment of participants must be voluntary and free from coercion: 

• Provide adequate information about the research. 

• Ensure participants understand they can withdraw at any time without penalty. 

7. Safeguarding 

Researchers must take steps to safeguard participants: 

• Assess potential risks and implement measures to mitigate them. 

• Be prepared to take action if a participant is found to be in significant danger. 

8. Training and Support 

Researchers must be adequately trained to work with vulnerable groups: 

• Training on ethical guidelines and best practices. 

• Support mechanisms for researchers to address ethical dilemmas. 

9. Monitoring and Review 

Regular monitoring and review of research practices: 

• Establish a review committee to oversee research involving vulnerable groups. 

• Continuous improvement of policies based on feedback and new developments. 

10. Legal and Regulatory Compliance 

Ensure compliance with relevant laws and regulations: 

• Adhere to local, national, and international legal requirements. 

• Obtain necessary ethical approvals from institutional review boards. 

 

 


