Key ethical
issues in
humanitarian
research
Research carried out in humanitarian settings generates
a host of ethical considerations which are not yet all wellevidenced or understood. This study represents an early
step in categorizing and identifying key ethical issues to
inform resources and tools under development.

Going beyond ethics approval
Researchers, and others leading evidence generation
projects in humanitarian health, encounter many ethical
issues at all phases of research, not only during the
‘ethics approval’ stage. Humanitarian health researchers,
and their partners, reported a desire to have ethics
training, support and tools to help address ethical issues
and ensure research is conducted ethically and
respectfully. Findings of this study have informed
research ethics training and publications. An online tool to
help identify ethical issues and guide researchers towards
relevant resources is under development.

Background
Research and other data generating projects
provide crucial insights and evidence to guide
humanitarian responses. Ethical issues can arise
when projects are being designed, while they are
being conducted, and during dissemination of
their findings. Research ethics tends to focus on
ethics approval procedures, but ethical decisions
are made throughout the research process.
Researchers often have little support and
guidance in addressing these ethical issues.
This research, carried out as part of the PostResearch Ethics Analysis (PREA) project, seeks
to identify the nature of these ethical issues, how
they are usually addressed, and what ethics
support researchers would like to have available.

How the research was
conducted
This research involved both a systematic literature
review of published articles and reports
addressing ethical issues in humanitarian health
research, and 67 individual interviews with
research stakeholders in Afghanistan, Ethiopia,
Nepal and South Sudan.

Figure 1: Ethics Themes from the preliminary analysis of the identified literature and PREA interviews.
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The systematic review found over 700
documents in academic and non-academic
sources that addressed ethical issues in
humanitarian health research.
Analysis of this literature identified 13 main
themes, each with numerous sub-themes.
The analysis of interviews in the four
countries identified 10 main themes, again
with multiple sub-themes.
Figure 1 shows the main themes, with clear
areas of overlap between the two analyses.
However, much more overlap occurred than
the figure suggests because the literature
tended to focus on specific issues, while the
interviews focused on practicalities.
Participants provided many useful ideas about
ways to address and improve how ethics is
addressed in humanitarian research.

Implications for humanitarian
practitioners and
policymakers
•

•

•

•

Ethics in humanitarian health research involves
many more ethical issues than those that come
up during the ethics approval process. Some of
these ethical issues leave researchers
distressed and questioning their involvement in
research.
Humanitarian researchers need and want
training and support for the ethical challenges
they face at all stages of research and
evidence generation. This could be addressed
through further attention to the development of
ethics tools, training and guidance materials.
Policies should encourage attention to and
training in ethical decision-making skills so that
researchers are better prepared to address
ethics and ethical issues in their projects.
Commissioners and funders of research
should promote research that holds to the
highest ethical standards, thereby respecting
participant communities, researchers, and
others. This will also help projects run
efficiently and effectively by avoiding delays
due to ethical challenges.

Recommendations for future
research
Future research should identify evidence-based
ways to address ethics in humanitarian research.
Research is needed into the ethical issues
themselves and how different communities address
them. Key questions remain around the skills and
competencies required to address ethical issues in
humanitarian research, and how these can be
evaluated, as well as on the effectiveness of ethical
training tools for stakeholders.
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