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2 Ethical Practice with 
Children And Adolescents: 
An Overview And Practical 
Application

Objectives
To establish why it is imperative to employ an ethical approach 
when researching with children

To identify the key characteristics of an ethical approach 
including informed consent, assent and dissent

To consider best practice when employing an ethical approach 
and to identify the role of those assisting with the research

To explore the policies and practices of an ethical approach when 
researching with children

To summarise the role of the researcher in an ethical project with 
children. 

Introduction
An ethical approach to research conducted with young people is essential given 
that ‘children are particularly susceptible to intrusions of private space and be-
haviour by researchers’ (Homan, 2001). An ethical approach to research design 

or when the study is being written up. The ethical implications of a study with 
children should be considered before any research is conducted and an ethical ap-
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This chapter will explore what is meant by an ethical approach and will establish and 

issues raised here should be carefully deliberated by the researcher whilst preparing for 
and designing a research project and should be re-examined throughout the duration of 
the study. An ethical approach to conducting research with young people is complex as 
‘it is important to recognise that childhood is diverse, with different children and their 

all young people will have the same lived experience and their understanding of what 
research is may be varied or non-existent. This chapter considers the ethical implica-
tions of researching with a variety of young people at different stages of their social 
development and the practical application of an ethical approach. 

It is important to note at this early stage that research cultures across disciplines are 
not evenly developed (Munro et al., 2005). It has been recognised by the Department 
of Health in The Research Governance Framework for Health and Social Care (2003) 
that in social care, for example, the arrangements for managing research and the as-

research ethics committees et al., 2006) although this 
typically applies to health related proposals. Consultation with respondents (young 

consent
decision on their behalf (teachers). As such, ‘consent is assumed rather than informed’ 
(Homan, 2001). In other subject areas (e.g. business) ethics committees in universities 
are still being formed and their role established with the majority of undergraduate and 

by an ethics committee. Whilst guidelines are provided by the research industry bodies 
) the implementation of these procedures are not nec-

-

(2003: 107) suggests ‘there is no single set of rules or practices that govern ethics, 
truth and politics of a research project’. Where appropriate, references will be made to 

Ethical research with children in many respects is the same as ethical research con-
ducted with adults (see ‘Researching with children’, Chapter 1). It is important to gain 

to be sensitive to cultural issues and to be aware of how your research may impact on 
, incompetent 

and in need of protection (Christensen, 1998) and this is where ethical research with 
-

of what should be disclosed), power related (e.g. children are typically expected to 
conform in a child–adult relationship) or comprehension of what is being expected 
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