
Good Research: Sharing Experience 
‘INFORMED CONSENT’ Introduced by Krithika Srinivasan (Drummond, 06/12/17) 

 
The session emerged around a concern that whilst ‘informed consent’ must be gained from all 
participants in research, that in practice this can be hard to negotiate, particularly when working 
across cultures, in the global South, and with non-humans for example. The session aimed to share 
experiences on how to approach informed consent and how to manage it in reality. The session was 
led by Krithika Srinavasan, reflecting on her own academic and non-academic work and research 
experiences. The following is a summary of the discussion which took place between those present 
on the day – it is intended as useful information for others in a similar position. 
 
-- 
 
Krithika took us back to basics by referring to The Declaration of Helsinki (DoH); a set of ethical 
principles regarding human experimentation developed for the medical community by the World 
Medical Association (WMA) and widely regarded as the cornerstone document on human research 
ethics1. She raised the following points: 

1. Deception – regarding the relationship between ‘lying’ and ‘not telling the truth’, and ‘not 
telling everything’ i.e. with-holding information; these exist along a continuum and it is 
unlikely that in practice research participants are told about all aspects of a piece of research 

2. Costs/benefits – ‘costs’ can take many forms, from taking up ‘family time’ to altering 
relations on the ground through being there as a researcher; ‘benefits’ are equally subjective 
and not-fixed, raising questions around who gets to define the costs/benefits involved 

3. Qualitative research as an iterative process, continually changing in its iterations – raising 
the question of whether (initial) research questions are ever addressed and thus whether 
participants agreeing to them upfront are ever really truly ‘informed’ of the questions and 
issues being addressed through research 

Also discussed: 

 Different categories of participant were discussed; powerful adults, vulnerable adults, and 
children and vulnerable others including non-humans – and the varying ways in which 
informed consent interacts with these categories.  

 Formal ethics procedures involved in obtaining informed consent (such as form signing) 
were discussed, including how they impact on research-participant relations and issues such 
as openness and suspicion  

 Participant understandings of ‘free’ consent were questioned with regards their 
expectations and assumptions of what this means or involves, for example around payment 
or food or connections etc. 

 The issue of redress was raised, as although this is made possible by a paper trail of signed 
informed consent forms for example, the likelihood of this actually being sought was 
questioned, particularly if it involves participants in another country who may not even 
know that they have been put at risk for example through participation in the research 

 All these issues and questions become even more problematic when research involves 
children and animals  

Wider discussion focused on: 

 Formal ethics procedures around the gaining and documenting of informed consent were 
considered to make researchers read academic papers about this – but were thought to do 
little to generate discussion on the politics of knowledge production; this depends on 
academic discipline though and one’s ‘starting point’ 

                                                           
1 https://www.wma.net/policies-post/wma-declaration-of-helsinki-ethical-principles-for-medical-research-
involving-human-subjects/ 



 Relationships of care were discussed in relation to questions of ‘benefit’ and whether/how 
these are accrued individually or collectively, personally or professionally 

 The need to renegotiate consent over time was raised; including potentially in relation to 
the dissemination and publication of research material and findings; the possibility that 
participants might withdraw their consent entirely should also be taken seriously 

 The balance of benefits and coercion in research was deemed never black and white but 
always in need of careful thought and consideration – even perhaps taking the decision to 
not conduct a piece of research if potential harms might outweigh benefits 

 There was thought to be a need to learn from participants about their own potential prior 
experience with other researchers – good and bad – so as to learn from these and improve 
participant experiences of research2  

 Setting research precedents through payments to participants etc. were discussed including 
how formal procedures rarely take account of this history and rather assume a ‘blank 
canvas’ in terms of how participants might react 

 The genealogy of the individual researcher was considered important in terms of how they 
learn from past research experiences and build that into future research plans to improve 
ethical practice i.e. the researcher going into any new research project is not a ‘blank canvas’ 
either, and yet formal ethics procedures fail to capture processes of learning or evolving 
practice 

 
 
Suggested resources 
 
GeoSciences Ethics & Integrity resources: 

 Research Ethics and Integrity reference list (particularly section 2: GUIDANCE REGARDING 
THE RIGHTS OF HUMAN SUBJECTS, and section 2B: Consent) 
https://www.ed.ac.uk/geosciences/intranet/working-in-school/other-important-
information/ethicsinresearch/our-forms-and-resources 

                                                           
2 For discussion around ‘over-researched’ places see the following: 

 Neal, S, Mohan, G, Cochrane, A & Bennett, K (2016) ‘You can’t move in Hackney without bumping into 
an anthropologist’: why certain places attract research attention. Qualitative Research 16(5) 491-507. 

 Sukarieh, M & Tannock, S (2013) On the problem of over-researched communities: The case of the 
Shatila Palestinian Refugee Camp in Lebanon. Sociology, 47(3), pp.494-508. 

 Taylor Aiken, G (2017) Social Innovation and Participatory Action Research: A Way to Research 
Community? European Public and Social Innovation Review, 2(1). 

https://www.ed.ac.uk/geosciences/intranet/working-in-school/other-important-information/ethicsinresearch/our-forms-and-resources
https://www.ed.ac.uk/geosciences/intranet/working-in-school/other-important-information/ethicsinresearch/our-forms-and-resources

