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Introduction

Adapted from Saunders et al., 2020

Access and ethics are critical aspects for the success of any research project

Universities (and an increasing number of organisations):

• Researchers are required to obtain formal Ethics approval by a Committee

Ethical guidelines are important to protect everyone involved (participants, researchers, University,…)

• Business and management research almost inevitably involves human participants

• There are always ethical concerns when human participants are involved
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A question of ethics…

Scenario 1: You are conducting research 

into abuse in sport. One of your 

interviewees becomes upset during the 

interview, visibly shaking and crying. 

a) What should you do?

b) Suppose the interviewee names an abuser –

what should you do?

• Scenario 2: You are conducting research 

in schools. You decide that you want to 

interview both teachers and pupils.

a) How would you get access to the participants?

b) What ethical issues do you need to consider?
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Ethical issues in research

Social benefit

How may your research contribute to the sport sector?

Researcher competence

Vital to have appropriate levels of training, qualifications and experience (including familiarity with ethical issues).

Risks may be related to:

- Wasting resources of funding organisations

- Wasting the time of subjects

- Abusing the goodwill of subjects

- Misleading the users of the research results

- Damaging the reputation of the research organisation

Free choice

Subjects should not be coerced to participate in the study, but there are some grey areas.

Captive groups

e.g., Sometimes, students are required to be available for certain amount of experimental or survey work by academic staff (credits associated in

many occasions)

e.g., medical patients or members of sport organisations whose participation is agreed at institutional level.

Adapted from Veal and Darcy, 2014
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Ethical issues in research

Free choice (cont.)

Children

Research with children may raise ethical issues (e.g., at what age should they give informed consent? How is that related to parents’ obligations?) -

check guidelines from institutions

Official surveys

e.g., Population Census forms? Typically fall under the “social benefit” label

Observation

e.g., crowd behaviour – can subjects express their free choice? But if they are aware, the behaviour may change

Informed consent

When there are risks for participants, they should be fully aware and give informed consent.

Adapted from Veal and Darcy, 2014
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Ethical issues in research

Risk of harm to the subject

It may occur during the collection of the data, in its storage and handling, and in publication

Data collection process

- e.g., if the subject’s wellbeing is at risk (e.g., injuries, identification, etc.) – informed consent form is vital

- e.g., stress during the interviews

- e.g., anxiety about how data will be used / if subjects may be somehow identified

Data storage and handling

Hard-copy materials (e.g., questionnaires, experimental results) and digital materials (e.g. audio and video recordings, transcripts)

- Anonymous subjects

- Partial anonymity

- Identified subjects

Publication

Typically, issues arise before (not at the publication stage)…

…BUT researchers must be prepared, in ethical terms, for identifying or not identifying anymore the subjects 

Adapted from Veal and Darcy, 2014
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Ethical issues in research

Honesty/rigour in analysis, interpretation and reporting

Results must not be fabricated.

• Elimination of Outliers: often accepted, but dependent on the type and objective of the research

• “Negative findings” are still findings

Authorship and acknowledgement

Everyone who works should get credit for it.

https://journals.humankinetics.com/view/journals/jsm/27/4/article-p288.xml

Adapted from Veal and Darcy, 2014

https://journals.humankinetics.com/view/journals/jsm/27/4/article-p288.xml
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Key principles…summary ideas

Principle 1: Participant right to autonomy and self-determination

a. Consent b. Freedom
- Freely chosen (voluntary) - Withdraw consent 

- Fully informed - Ask questions 

- Manage involvement 

- To be forgotten 

Principle 2: Participant right to privacy

a. Anonymity (data use) b. Confidentiality (data management and storage)
- Protection of participant identities - Non-disclosure of personal information 

- Names and contextual identifiers - Names, contact details of participants

- Exposure by association - Data not used for purpose of study

Principle 3: Nonmaleficence

a. Evaluation and mitigation of risk b. Fair and equitable treatment 
- Type of harm - Equal access to benefits 

- Who is it at risk? - Not subjected to bias or prejudice

- Likelihood and magnitude - Proportionate remuneration
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Issues associated with gaining traditional access

Adapted from Saunders et al., 2020

The ability to obtain either primary or secondary data will likely depend on gaining access to an appropriate source or sources.

Traditional access

• Face-to-face interactions (e.g., experiments, interviews, focus groups, observations or deliver questionnaires)

• Telephone conversations (e.g., telephone interviews)

• Correspondence (e.g., postal questionnaires)

• Visiting data archives (e.g., organisational archives not available online)

Types of access 

Internet-mediated access

• It involves different computing technologies (e.g., Web; email; webcams; Instant messaging) to gain virtual access to deliver

questionnaires, conduct archival research, discussions, experiments, interviews, etc.

Intranet-mediated access

• Virtual access as an employee (or student) using its intranet)

Hybrid access

• It combines traditional and Internet-mediated access
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Issues associated with gaining traditional access

Adapted from Saunders et al., 2020

Physical access

For much secondary (and primary) data, gaining access may be difficult.

• Organisations may not be willing to spend time and resources to give you access to data

• There may be gatekeepers (what is the perceived value of the study for the organisation? Sensitivity of the topic? Credibility of the researcher?)

• Organisations may not be interested in the research.

Levels of access 

Continuing process (of access)

1. Access may be an iterative and incremental process (trust is important for the next step)

2. Those from whom you may wish to collect data may be a different set of people to those who agreed to your request for access

(e.g., management vs. staff)

Cognitive access

• Important to gain acceptance and trust of, as well as consent from, intended participants within the organisation or group to

gain actual access to the data.
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Issues associated with gaining traditional access

Adapted from Saunders et al., 2020

Feasibility

Is it practicable to negotiate access for your proposed research

project?

• After developing what you believe to be a feasible proposal, you

need to be able to gain sufficient access.

Sufficiency

The extent to which the access will enable the proposed research

project to be achieved.

• Can you address all research questions with the data you have

access to?

Feasibility and Sufficiency will likely determine the construction 

and refinement of your research questions and objectives 

e.g., what I want to do vs. what I can do
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Issues associated with Internet-mediated access

The Internet enables access to research data and to research participants in a variety of ways BUT is also raises several data quality and

ethical issues.

Online questionnaire 

Online experiments 

Online interviews and 
discussion groups   

Email 

Online communities 

Social network sites

…

Blogs

Online newspapers

Internet-mediated methods are subject to the same issues that affect traditional methods to gain research access.

• In some instances, issues may be exacerbated using Internet-based methods
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Strategies to gain access to appropriate data  

Adapted from Saunders et al., 2020

The applicability of the strategies below depend on the nature of the research design, the research strategy, data collection methods

and whether you are an internal or external researcher.

Strategies to gain access 

• Ensuring you are familiar with the organisation or group before making contact 

• Allowing yourself sufficient time 

• Using existent contacts and developing new ones

• Providing clear account of the research purpose and the type of access required

• Overcoming organisational concerns about gaining access

• Identifying possible benefits to the organisation 

• Using suitable language 

• Facilitating replies when requesting access

• Developing access incrementally

• Establishing credibility
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Why to act ethically

Adapted from Saunders et al., 2020

The appropriateness of a researcher’s conduct is influenced by broader social norms of behaviours

(UK vs. Portugal vs. USA vs. China vs. India vs. Japan vs. etc.)

Social norm: type of behaviour that a person ought to adopt in a particular situation

Codes of ethics

Exist to overcome ethical dilemmas arising from different social norms and philosophical approaches

• Often includes a list of principles to guide a researcher’s conduct

https://library.novasbe.unl.pt/ethics/

British Educational Research Association: https://www.bera.ac.uk/publication/ethical-guidelines-for-educational-research-2018-online

Ethics?

It refers to the standards of behaviour that guide your conduct in relation to the rights of those who become the subject of your work

or are affected by it.

- All research projects must be conducted in a manner that is not harmful for the participants or the researcher.

https://library.novasbe.unl.pt/ethics/
https://www.bera.ac.uk/publication/ethical-guidelines-for-educational-research-2018-online


CLICK TO EDIT MASTER TITLE STYLE

Why to act ethically

Saunders et al., 2020, pp. 243-245

General categories of ethical issues 

a. Integrity and objectivity of the researcher – it influences the quality of the research (be accurate, open and truthful; report conflict of

interested)

b. Respect for others – the conduct of the researcher entails social responsibility and obligations to those who participate in the study of are

affected by it.

c. Avoidance of harm – harm may occur through risks of wellbeing, physical or mental health, group cohesion, etc.

d. Privacy of those taking part – privacy of the participants is a key element that links with all the other ethical issues

e. Voluntary nature and right to withdraw – everyone should have the right not to participate or to withdraw at any moment. Voluntary

participation is vital.

f. Informed consent of those taking part – researchers must provide sufficient information for individuals to decide whether or not they want to

participate in the study and the value for everyone

g. Confidentiality of data and maintenance of anonymity of those taking part – research questions should guide the study – not what specific

individuals say. Every participant and organisation involved must have the right to be anonymous.

h. Responsibility in the analysis of data and reporting of findings – data must never be falsified; findings must be reported accurately,

regardless of the initial expectations

i. Compliance in the management of data – data management regulations must be followed (e.g., anonymity of participants; data destruction,

etc; see p.e. https://www.bath.ac.uk/guides/data-protection-at-the-university/)

j. Ensuring the safety of the researcher – research design should consider risks to both participants and researchers – e.g., Denver)

https://www.bath.ac.uk/guides/data-protection-at-the-university/
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Why to act ethically

Saunders et al., 2020, pp. 246-248

General ethical issues linked to Internet-mediated research 

a. Scope for deception – be clear about your role when joining online communities (e.g., work/ask permission to online community

managers)

b. Lacking respect and causing harm – do not harvest data in online communities without permission

c. Respecting privacy – respect individuals’ rights to not (e.g., delete online conversations if the individuals ask for that)

d. Nature of participation and scope to withdraw – ask consent whenever possible and always be prepared for withdrawals

e. Informed consent – e.g., online surveys also require a signed informed consent

f. Confidentiality of data and anonymity of participants – the same principle that applies to off-line environments

g. Analysis of data and reporting of findings – when data is harvested without consent, the identities of the individuals should not

be released

h. Management of data – follow data protection guidelines as for off-line environments

i. Safety of the researcher – be diligent when setting up access rights and protect your privacy
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Ethical issues at different stages of the research process

Adapted from Saunders et al., 2020

A. Research Design and Access to Data

Most ethical issues can be anticipated and dealt with during the design stage of any research project.

• Follow University guidelines

Consent to participate in a research project
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Ethical issues at different stages of the research process

Adapted from Saunders et al., 2020

A. Research Design and Access to Data

The information that is required for prospective participants to reach a fully informed decision about whether or not to participate in

the study should be produced formally through a participant information sheet.

• It may be given to prospective participants, emailed of made available online

• It should information about:

I. The nature of the research

II. The requirements and implications of taking part

III. Respondents’ rights

IV. How data will be analysed, reported and stored

V. Whom to contact in case of concern

The nature of the information required for informed consent may vary according to your research strategy, as will the way in which you

seek to establish consent
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Example – information sheet

Saunders et al., 2020, p. 253
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Ethical issues at different stages of the research process

Saunders et al., 2020, p. 258

B. Data collection

• Some ethical issues will likely apply to whatever technique is being used to collect data (e.g., are people being honest?)

• Some issues are specific to certain techniques (e.g., observational studies).

• Some issues may relate to protecting the safety of the researcher while collecting data (e.g., https://www.theguardian.com/world/2018/nov/21/british-

academic-matthew-hedges-accused-of-spying-jailed-for-life-in-uae)

• Collect data accurately & maintain objectivity

• Never ‘fabricate’ data

• Maintain confidentiality and anonymity whenever required

(QUANT & QUAL)

https://www.theguardian.com/world/2018/nov/21/british-academic-matthew-hedges-accused-of-spying-jailed-for-life-in-uae
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2018/nov/21/british-academic-matthew-hedges-accused-of-spying-jailed-for-life-in-uae
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Ethical issues at different stages of the research process

C. Data analysis and reporting

The maintenance of your research objectivity is vital during the analysis stage to ensure data is not misinterpreted and conclusion

distorted

• Do not be selective about which data to report

• Be accurate in every single analysis – researcher’s integrity is vital

• Confidentiality and anonymity must be kept if that was previously agreed (individuals and organisations)

• Some organisations accept to be identified – written permission is often used (e.g., DC’s PhD thesis)

https://www.emerald.com/insight/content/doi/10.1108/IJSMS-16-
01-2014-B002/full/html

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/014904
00.2020.1817200?journalCode=ulsc20

https://www.emerald.com/insight/content/doi/10.1108/IJSMS-16-01-2014-B002/full/html
https://www.emerald.com/insight/content/doi/10.1108/IJSMS-16-01-2014-B002/full/html
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/01490400.2020.1817200?journalCode=ulsc20
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/01490400.2020.1817200?journalCode=ulsc20
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Saunders et al., 2020, pp. 260-261
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Review Questions

1. Identify 5 common ethical issues in research.

2. Elaborate on the ethical issue related to free choice and give one example of how it may apply in a sport management-

related research project.

3. How can you differentiate different types of access, and why it is important to do this?

4. What do you understand by the use of the terms ‘feasibility’ and ‘sufficiency’ when applied to a question of access?

5. Which strategies to help gain access are likely to apply to the following scenarios:

a. An ‘external’ researcher seeking direct access to managers who will be the research participants.

b. An ‘external’ researcher seeking through an organisational gatekeeper to their intended participants or

respondents.

c. An ‘internal’ researcher planning to undertake a research project within their employing organisation

6. What are the principal ethical issues you will need to consider irrespective of the particular research methods that you

use?

7. What problems may you encounter in attempting to protect the interests of participating organisations and individuals

despite the assurances that you provide?
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Recommended reading

Saunders, M., Lewis, P. and Thornhill, A., 2020. Research methods for business students. 8th ed. Harlow:

Pearson Education. (Chapter 6)

Veal, A. J. and Darcy, S., 2014. Research methods in sport studies and sport management. A practical guide.

New York: Routledge. (Chapter 4)

Gratton, C. and Jones, I., 2015. Research methods for sports studies. 3rd ed. New York: Routledge. (Chapter 7)

Grix, J., 2019. The foundations of research. 3rd ed. London: Red Globe Press. McMillan Research Skills. (Chapter

8)

Collis, J. and Hussey, R., 2014. Business Research: A Practical Guide for Undergraduate and Postgraduate

Students. 4th ed. New York: Palgrave Macmillan. (Chapters 3)
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