
5 January 2022

Research ethics in complex
contexts

Ragnhild Dybdahl, PhD
Ragnhild.dybdahl@fhi.no



My background

Student in Oslo, Tromsø, Frankrike, Somalia

Aid worker in Bosnia

Academic in Norway and UK (IoP, KC, UiT, UiB 

og OsloMet) med prosjekter i Sudan, Nepal, 

Niger, Guatemala, Uganda, Norge 

Clinician in Tromsø, Frankrike, Oslo

Bureacrat

Diplomat

Leader

Vounteer and board member



For reflection
Why focus on research ethics?

How is research quality and 

ethics linked?

What are «complex contexts»?

Who should/should not do it?

What research should be 

done? And should not be 

done?
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“Complex contexts”

Poverty, inequality, humanitarian contexts

Differences in language, culture

Vulnerable populations

Sensitive issues

Disrupted protection systems and weak systems 

for detecting and reporting abuse
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Complex contexts and power inequality

When people rely on humanitarian actors to 

meet basic needs, the unequal power 

relationships between those delivering 

services and doing research, and those 

receiving services or being subject to 

research, increase the risk for abuse or 

exploitation of the affected population. 

In all our work and interventions, the 

potential for causing harm as an unintended, 

but nonetheless real, consequence must be 

considered from the outset. 
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«Western aid
workers
traded food
for sex from 
victims of 
disaster»



Research ethics is basic in research

Fairness & justice

Research questions

Design

Methods & tools



The same basic principles go
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Primum non nocere

First, Do No Harm

Do good

Minimise harm

Justice

Fairness

Dignity

Autonomy



Respect for persons 

Autonomy

Informed consent

Confidentiality

Anonymity

3rd party

Voluntary & compensation

Access to results and fruits



Dissemination

Authorship

Coordination with existing systems

Local vs int’l researchers

Enduring institutions

Capacity building

Funding

Accountability

Environment, corruption



Minimum standard or best practice?

Safety

Do not impede relief and development efforts

Legal and formal issues, incl ERB

Co-operation

Co-ordination

Build on existing systems and resources

Contingency planning



Chiumento, A., Rahman, A., Frith, L., 

Snider, L., & Tol, W. A. (2017). Ethical 

standards for mental health and 

psychosocial support research in 

emergencies: review of literature and 

current debates. Globalization and 

health, 13(1), 8. 
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Examples of dos and don’ts in research:

Do deliver immediate and direct benefits to communities.

Do not Conduct research with no benefit to communities. 

Do Identify gaps in current knowledge and conduct research to 

fill these. 

Do not Duplicate previous research

iasc_recommendations_for_ethical_mhpss_research_in_emer

gency_settings_0.pdf (interagencystandingcommittee.org)
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https://interagencystandingcommittee.org/system/files/1._iasc_recommendations_for_ethical_mhpss_research_in_emergency_settings_0.pdf
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“If dignity is to have any meaning at all, it must honor the perspective of 
those affected…”

Consider the perspective of one Rwandan talking to writer Andrew Solomon:

We had a lot of trouble with Western mental health workers who came here immediately after the 
genocide and we had to ask some of them to leave. They came and their practice did not involve being 
outside in the sun where you begin to feel better. There was no music or drumming to get your blood 
flowing again. There was no sense that everyone had taken the day off so that the entire community could 
come together to try to lift you up and bring you back to joy. There was no acknowledgement of the 
depression as something invasive and external that could actually be cast out again. Instead they would 
take people one at a time into these dingy little rooms and have them sit around for an hour or so and talk 
about bad things that had happened to them. We had to ask them to leave.

Dyer, A. (2019). Global mental health: Ethical principles and practices. George Washington University 
Department of Psychiatry Grand Rounds, November 21, 2019



Kielland, A. et al: Addressing Local Barriers to Inclusive Education 
for Children with a Disability in the Sahel. Child disability, 
education and social inclusion in rural Niger
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EXAMPLE:
NORGLOBAL 2 Child disability, education and social inclusion in rural Niger

Addressing Local Barriers to Inclusive Education for 

Children with a Disability in the Sahel

Partners: 

Fafo, UiO, OsloMet

London School of Hygiene and Tropical Medicine

Laboratoire d'Etudes et de Recherche sur les 

Dynamiques Sociales et le Développement Local 

(LASDEL), University of Niger

User organisations



Vulnerable groups & sensitive topics

Testing, examining and 

interviewing children with

disabilies and their families

Home visits



Ethics project: 
Research questions

How to do good and 
responsible research?

What were the
dilemmas?

What solutions did we
find?



METHOD 



Results: Challenges 

• Formal requirements of GDPR and permissions
versus research ethics

• Design (e.g. topics, questions, method)  
• Participation
• Safety, Respect, dignity, voluntary, compensation
• Informed consent: writte, oral, revisit
• Consult with commmunity



Tools:

Legal and formalities issues

Ethical dilemmas

Co-operation

Capacity building



Dilemmas & critical thinking,
not simple answers

“bad science makes for bad ethics” (Rosenthal 1999, 

p. 408).

Basic principles of research ethics apply

Power differences bring increased responsibilities

What is your institution’s policy? 

How do you as researchers handle these dilemmas?

How is research ethics reported and shared?

'



References
Bennouna, C., Mansourian, H., & Stark, L. (2017). Ethical considerations for children’s participation in data collection activities during humanitarian emergencies: A Delphi review. Conflict and health, 

11(1), 1-15.

Betancourt, T., Smith Fawzi, M. C., Stevenson, A., Kanyanganzi, F., Kirk, C., Ng, L., . . . Raviola, G. (2016). Ethics in community-based research with vulnerable children: Perspectives from Rwanda. 

PLoS ONE, 11(6), e0157042. 

Biomedical, U. S. N. C. f. t. P. o. H. S. o., & Research, B. (1978). The Belmont report: ethical principles and guidelines for the protection of human subjects of research (Vol. 2): The Commission

Bruno, W., & Haar, R. J. (2020). A systematic literature review of the ethics of conducting research in the humanitarian setting. Conflict and health, 14, 1-17. 

Dyer, A. R. (2021). Global mental health through the lens of ethics. In Global Mental Health Ethics (pp. 3-16): Springer.

Curry D, Waldman R, Caplan A. An Ethical Framework for the development and review of health research proposals involving humanitarian contexts. 2014: 1-57. Available at: http://www.elrha.org/wp-

content/uploads/2015/01/ FINAL-R2HC-Ethical-Framework_Final-Report_24-January-2014_0.pdf 

Hunt, M., Tansey, C. M., Anderson, J., Boulanger, R. F., Eckenwiler, L., Pringle, J., & Schwartz, L. (2016). The challenge of timely, responsive and rigorous ethics review of disaster research: views of 

research ethics committee members. PLoS ONE, 11(6), e0157142. 

Inter-Agency Standing Committee (IASC) Reference Group for Mental Health and Psychosocial support in Emergency Settings. Recommendations for Conducting Ethical Mental Health and 

Psychosocial Research in Emergency Settings. Geneva: IASC; 2014

Krause, J. (2021). The ethics of ethnographic methods in conflict zones. Journal of Peace Research, 0022343320971021.

Panter-Brick, C., Eggerman, M., Ager, A., Hadfield, K., & Dajani, R. (2020). Measuring the psychosocial, biological, and cognitive signatures of profound stress in humanitarian settings: impacts, 

challenges, and strategies in the field. Conflict and health, 14(1), 1-7

Schopper, D., Upshur, R., Matthys, F., Singh, J. A., Bandewar, S. S., Ahmad, A., & van Dongen, E. (2009). Research ethics review in humanitarian contexts: the experience of the independent ethics 

review board of Médecins Sans Frontières. PLoS Med, 6(7), e1000115. 

Stein, E., & Song, S. J. (2021). Ethical Challenges of Nonmaleficence in Mental Health Care for Forcibly Displaced Children and Adolescents. In Global Mental Health Ethics (pp. 225-244): Springer.

Tanabe, M., Pearce, E., & Krause, S. K. (2018). “Nothing about us, without us”: Conducting participatory action research among and with persons with disabilities in humanitarian settings. Action 

Research, 16(3), 280-29

World Health Organisation. WHO Ethical and Safety Recommendations for Researching, Documenting and Monitoring Sexual Violence in Emergencies. Geneva: WHO; 2007. p. 1–33.

World Medical Association. Declaration of Helsinki: Ethical Principles for Medical Research Involving Human Subjects. WMA General Assembly; 1964: available at 

http://www.wma.net/en/30publications/10policies/b3/index.html

Zwi, A. B., Grove, N. J., Mackenzie, C., Pittaway, E., Zion, D., Silove, D., & Tarantola, D. (2006). Placing ethics in the centre: Negotiating new spaces for ethical research in conflict situations. Global 

public health, 1(3), 264-277.8

05.01.2022

http://www.elrha.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/01/
http://www.wma.net/en/30publications/10policies/b3/index.html

