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Abstract: Research ethics committees have come under increasing 
criticisms either for been toothless or too fierce. This has mainly come 
about as a result of the gap in theoretical expectations of research ethics 
and the experienced realities during fieldwork. In particular, ethics 
committees incur the displeasure of international students who 
undertake studies in their own sociocultural contexts. This paper 
presents a personal account of my experience as an international student 
in obtaining ethical approval for my doctoral research from a UK 
university. In this study, I challenge the validity of strict adherence to 
Western ethical framework in conducting research in non-western 
societies. With the increasing presence of non-western students in 
western universities, the paper argues for more flexibility in the ethical 
approval process to accommodate cultural differences. This would help 
to avoid situations where international students tell ethics committees 
what the committee would like to hear but do what they want to do 
while on fieldwork in their home countries. 
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Introduction  

The study of a contemporary phenomenon in its 
real-life context obligates the researcher to follow 
ethical practices of the highest standard (Yin, 2009). 
These standards are embodied in research ethical 
guidelines and frameworks that are policed by Research 
Ethics Committees, whose primary role is to ‘protect 
the dignity, rights, safety and well-being of all actual or 
potential research participants’ (Fistein and Quilligan, 
2012:224). In the UK most research councils and 
professional associations have research ethics 
guidelines and most certainly all UK universities have 
ethical guidelines and research ethics committees. It is 
argued that ethics committees exist ‘as much to protect 
researchers and institutions where research is carried out 
as those who may be the subjects of research’ (Morrow, 
2013). Nonetheless, there has been a growing call for 
rethink of research ethics and ethical approval 
processes (Haggerty, 2004; Beaulieu and Estalella, 
2012; Van Den Hoonaard, 2001; Schrag, 2011; 
Dingwall, 2008). The situation is however different in 
Ghana; research governance is not given prominent 

attention in the country. Research supervisors are 
trusted to spot ethical concerns and guide students in 
undertaking their studies. The notable research 
governance framework in Ghana is in the area of health 
research where six institutional review boards were set 
up in 2004 under the sponsorship of European and 
Developing countries Clinical Trials Partnership to 
regulate research on human subjects. 

As an international student from Ghana, where 
research governance is much more fluid, obtaining 
ethical approval from a UK university with a 
bureaucratic ethics approval process was a challenge. 
The intention of this paper is to draw attention that the 
checklist approach to research ethics approval needs 
reconsideration. I argue that it is paternalistic for 
research ethics committee in one country to determine 
how research in another country should be conducted, 
especially when the committee has little knowledge of 
practices in the other country. As argued by 
Hammersley (2006) researchers require detailed 
knowledge of the contexts of their study in order to 
weigh key ethical issues. Ethics committee members 
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often do not have such detailed contextual knowledge; 
therefore the imposition of a bureaucratic framework 
irrespective of context is unethical. In spite of the 
numerous literature that suggest a need to consider 
cultural differences in the research process (Hudson and 
Taylor-Henley, 2001; Sue and Sue, 1990), ethics review 
processes continue to depict Euro-American culture. 

Ethical Approval Process  

In the Euro-American culture ethical standards 
include signed written consent form, adherence to 
confidentiality and anonymity of research participants 
and official access from gate-keepers. In accordance 
with the research governance framework of my 
university I applied for ethical approval before 
commencing the fieldwork. The university’s ethical 
approval process stipulated maximum of 7 weeks to 
obtain a decision, however it took more than 3 months 
for me to receive a decision. This was due to the 
committee’s belief that my research did not meet the 
university’s ethical guidelines. After 3 months I received 
ethical approval via chair’s action. The next section 
presents how I proposed to conduct the research and the 
ethical issues encountered in the fieldwork. The table 
below depicts how I responded to some of the 
university’s checklist for ethical approval: 
 
   YES NO 
1 Will you tell participants that their √ 
 participation is voluntary?   
2 Will you obtain written consent for  √ 
 participation?   
3 Will you tell participants that they may √ 
 withdraw from the research at any time 
 and for any reason?   
4 Will you tell participants that their data  √ 
 will be treated with full confidentiality 
 and that, if published, it will not be 
 identifiable as theirs?   
5 Will you debrief participants at the end √ 
 of their participation (i.e., give them a 
 brief explanation of the study)?   
6 Do subjects/participants a) Children (under 16) √ 
 fall into any of the b) Those aged 16-18 √ 
 following special c) People with learning 
 groups? or communication 
  difficulties  √  
  d) Patients  √ 
  e) People in custody √ 
 

The committee members were primarily dissatisfied 
with the questions that I had answered as no. 

Access to Vulnerable Population 

Right at the beginning of the approval process it was 
discovered that a discrepancy existed between UK 
bureaucratic framework and practices in Ghana. The first 
major discrepancy was the ethics committee questioning 
whether I had obtained Criminal Records Bureau 
clearance as the research was with a vulnerable 
population. The university’s ethical guidelines state that 
‘Criminal Records Bureau clearance should always be 
sought when conducting research with children under the 
age of 16’ (emphasis mine). However, unlike the UK, 
Criminal Records Bureau clearance is not a requirement 
in Ghana to come into contact or work with ‘vulnerable 
groups’. As it can be seen from the table, my research 
involved people classed as ‘special group’ hence the 
committee’s insistence on obtaining a CRB clearance. 

Consent 

Another issue that the research ethics committee was 
dissatisfied with in my proposal was consent. The 
university’s ethics guidelines required researchers to 
obtain written consent: 
 

Researchers must obtain and record consent 
from participants...in writing...signed consent 
forms should be stored separately from the 
research data. 

 
However, in my study I proposed to regard consent as 

an ongoing verbal process (Thomas and O’Kane, 1998) 
whereby participants could withdraw their participation 
without having to give reasons anytime they wished. In 
this way participants were not required to sign written 
consent form agreeing to participate in the research. 
Kellett (2005) argues that informed consent is not 
simply a question of informing participants about the 
research and asking them to sign a consent form. 
Similarly, Simons (2009) has noted that asking 
participants to sign a consent form is insufficient for 
good ethical practice and in some contexts 
inappropriate. Also, some researchers who had 
conducted studies in Ghana had concluded that it is 
inappropriate to ask participants to sign consent forms 
in Ghana (Twum-Danso, 2008; Boakye-Boaten, 2010).  

The research ethics committee members were 
unhappy with my decision not to obtain signed written 
consent form. To satisfy the committee that I had 
indeed obtained consent, the committee wanted me to 
tape record the ‘ongoing verbal consent’. I objected to 
that explaining that recording participants giving oral 
consent even before they had agreed to take part in the 
study was unethical and also it would be inappropriate 
and burdensome to seek consent off-tape and ask 
participant to repeat themselves giving consent just so 
it could be captured on tape. 
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Anonymity 

The third area of contention with my university’s 
ethics committee was around the issue of confidentiality 
and anonymity. Confidentiality and anonymity obligate 
the researcher to ensure that no harm befalls any research 
participant and the university’s ethical guidelines stated 
that ‘participants must be assured that their anonymity 
will be respected at all times unless otherwise 
determined by law’. Therefore the committee was 
unhappy with my decision not to offer blanket 
anonymity. It is argued that respecting confidentiality 
and anonymity enables participants to freely share their 
experiences with the researcher (Cree et al., 2002) since 
the nature of interaction between researchers and 
participants in qualitative research invites disclosure of 
personal intimate information (Duncan et al., 2009). 

The principle of anonymity has however been 
challenged. Simons (2009) has questioned the essence 
of anonymity arguing that denying identity is an ethical 
issue which according to him is as damaging as naming 
people in reports. This is supported by Silverman’s 
(2006) argument that some people may actually want to 
be identified in research reports and feel let down if 
their identity is concealed. Also, according to Walford 
(2005) anonymity does not promote transparency in 
research. He argues that it is useful for research sites 
and participants to be known so that other researchers 
can verify the validity of accounts. In view of these 
assertions, I required participants who wanted to be 
identified in my study to sign a disclosure form in order 
to satisfy the ethics committee. 

Discussion 

The experience shared in this study hopefully 
highlights that ethics should not be treated as a one-
dimensional issue (Van Den Hoonaard, 2001). With the 
increasing admission of students from non-western 
countries to universities in western countries, there is the 
need for more flexibility in ethical guidelines to take 
account of cultural differences. These non-western 
students often undertake research in their home-
countries, therefore as argued by Morrow (2013) 
although broad ethical guidelines are useful, there 
should be ‘room for the personal ethical choices of the 
researcher’. Similarly, Measor and Sikes (1992) have 
argued that researchers personal context impacts on the 
research process and also highlight that failure to 
recognise the researcher’s role in the research process 
has both methodological and ethical ramifications. 

Committee members must accept that signed written 
consent is not always possible either due to some 
disability such as multiple scoliosis/Duchene muscular 
dystrophy or due to problems of illiteracy where a 

substantial proportion of citizens in some developing 
countries use thumb-print instead of signature. Ethics 
committees should accept the legitimacy oral consent; 
after all in face-to-face researches the researcher first 
speaks to the participant to elicit their participation 
before a written consent form is handed out if the 
participant agrees to participate.  

Moreover, the requirement to have signed consent 
form is highly contested (Reinharz, 1993; Van Den 
Hoonaard, 2001). Reinharz (1993) has argued that it is 
problematic and coercive to require written consent from 
research participants. As also argued by Charbonneau 
(1984) an individual’s informed consent as ‘the 
cornerstone of all western ethical codes’ is however 
difficult to apply in situations characterised by secrecy, 
especially in research on sensitive topics (Van Den 
Hoonaard, 2001). Research ethics committees should 
accept that anonymity and signed written consent need 
not ‘always be a gold standard of proper research 
ethics’ (Beaulieu and Estalella, 2012). Perhaps it may 
be useful for the committee to invite international 
students to discuss their proposal and answer questions 
directly to clarify areas that committee members have 
concerns. This will greatly reduce students’ anxiety 
levels, time wasted and help demystify the ethical 
approval process. This will also avoid incidence of 
international students just telling ethics committees what 
the committee would like to hear but the students doing 
what they want to do in the field. 

While research ethics committees are instituted for 
very good reasons I believe that subjecting all 
research proposals to mandatory ethical review is 
unnecessary and a waste of time. I share the views of 
Dyck and Allen (2013) that the responsibility for 
determining the ethics of non-medical research should 
be transferred to researchers and their supervisors. In 
this vein, ethics committees can enhance the 
capability of supervisors to guide students to conduct 
ethical research by offering more ethics in research 
training opportunities. Until such time that the 
regulation of social science research is discontinued 
(Schrag, 2011; Dingwall, 2008), there should be more 
flexibility in ethics guidelines and ethical approval 
process, especially in respect of research undertaken 
by nationals of non-western countries in their home-
countries, for they know more about the practices in 
their home-countries. 

Conclusion 

Research ethics committees have endured a 
number of criticisms (Edwards et al., 2004; Dyck and 
Allen, 2013). There have equally been a number 
publications in defence of research ethics committees 
(Garrard and Dawson, 2005; Dunn, 2013). This 
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requires research ethics committees to maintain 
delicate balance to satisfy both sides of the debate. As 
argued by Fistein and Quilligan (2012) research ethics 
committees must ensure that research participants are 
‘adequately protected from unjustified risk’ while also 
avoiding overly paternalistic inferences. Ethics 
committee members should not be oblivious of cultural 
differences in the research environment. 
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