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Abstract

This article aims to shed light on ethical pitfalls that may occur when research-
ers conduct research with young people (aged 15–24). Young age itself does not 
automatically indicate vulnerability. Yet, young research participants may be in need 
of extraordinary measures that safeguard their well-being. The presented pitfalls 
centre around the issues of consent, power and agency, and relationships and con-
fidentiality. The article contributes to the research literature by creating awareness 
about these ethical pitfalls that otherwise may pass by unnoticed and by exploring 
how such pitfalls may be avoided or addressed. To this purpose, the authors build 
upon the existing knowledge base and reflect upon their own experiences as youth 
researchers. The article may be used as a thinking or discussion tool and concludes 
with recommendations that may become part of youth researchers’ ethical toolkit.
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Introduction

This article explores ethical pitfalls that researchers may face when conducting 
research involving young people. In recent decades, there has been a growing inter-
est in research on and with young people, covering a wide range of topics from 
various disciplines. Giving young people the opportunity to take part in research that 

Original Article

YOUNG
1–16

© 2024 The Author(s) 
Article reuse guidelines:

in.sagepub.com/journals-permissions-india
DOI: 10.1177/11033088241254230

journals.sagepub.com/home/you

Creative Commons CC BY: This article is distributed under the terms of the Creative 
Commons Attribution 4.0 License (http://www.creativecommons.org/licenses/cc-by/4.0/) 

which permits non-Commercial use, reproduction and distribution of the work without further permission 
provided the original work is attributed as specified on the Sage and Open Access pages (https://us.sagepub.
com/en-us/nam/open-access-at-sage).

1 Department of Vocational Teacher Education, Oslo Metropolitan University, Oslo, Norway.

Corresponding author:
Evi Schmid, Oslo Metropolitan University, Department of Vocational Teacher Education, Pb. 4 St. Olavs 
Plass, 0130 Oslo, Norway.
E-mail: evi.schmid@oslomet.no

https://orcid.org/0000-0003-0364-8390
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-3237-5371
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1177%2F11033088241254230&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2024-05-31


2 YOUNG

may improve understanding of their lives and living conditions is important. The 
growing interest in youth research can be seen as an acknowledgement that young-
sters may have different experiences and feelings from adults and, thus, that we need 
to include their voices in research (Spencer, 2021). However, involving young 
people in research presents a range of ethical challenges and complexities that are 
often seen as specific to young people. As summarized by Brooks and te Riele 
(2013), this is related to contextual factors which differentiate youth research from 
other forms of social research. These factors include age-related institutions and 
contexts that structure the lives of young people (e.g., schools and youth clubs), the 
construction of youth as a critical period for development and transition, and power 
imbalances between young people as a social group and researchers (Brooks & te 
Riele, 2013). Consequently, young people are often considered an inherently vulner-
able group when it comes to research and ethical approval for research projects 
(Cullen & Walsh, 2020; te Riele, 2012).

In this article, we draw on the notion of ‘ethics in practice’ (Guillemin & Gillam, 
2004) to shed light on ethical pitfalls that researchers may experience when doing 
research with young people. It is widely accepted that unexpected situations will 
occur when conducting research, and that such situations require researchers to 
respond in an ethically appropriate way. To this purpose, Guillemin and Gillam 
(2004) distinguish between two different dimensions of ethics in research, which 
they term ‘procedural ethics’ and ‘ethics in practice’. Procedural ethics can be 
described as standardized ethical rules and guidelines issued by ethics committees. 
Contrary to this, ethics in practice are described as ‘the everyday ethical issues that 
arise in the doing of research’ (p. 263), thereby taking into consideration the local, 
context-bound particulars of a research study. As argued by Guillemin and Gillam, 
procedural ethics cannot provide all that is needed when dealing with ethical issues 
in the practice of research. Once the researcher is out in the field, difficult, unex-
pected situations may arise, and researchers may be forced to make immediate deci-
sions about ethical concerns. It is within this dimension of ‘ethics in practice’ that 
the notion of reflexivity and the researcher’s ‘ethical competence’ (p. 269) come into 
play, i.e., the researcher’s willingness to acknowledge the ethical dimension of the 
situation and their ability to respond appropriately when ethical issues arise.

The concept of ‘ethics in practice’ provides a useful framework for research-
ers when considering their role in responding to unexpected ethical challenges that 
arise from interactions with research participants, and it has been used by research-
ers in discussions about appropriate ethical behaviour in research on a wide range 
of subjects (e.g., Fletcher, 2022; McEvoy et al., 2017; Robinson, 2020). Although 
the process of gaining approval for research from ethics committees aims to antici-
pate likely ethical challenges, researchers claim that ethical rules and guidelines do 
not adequately prepare for unforeseen situations in the field (e.g., Leyshon, 2002; 
McEvoy et al., 2017; Takeda, 2022) and may even be obstructive to their work 
(e.g., Brown et al., 2020). The distinction between ‘procedural ethics’ and ‘ethics in 
practice’ may then be useful, and other researchers have made similar distinctions 
between ‘paper ethics’ and ‘real-world research’ (Armstrong et al., 2014) or between 
a ‘rules-based approach’ and a ‘situated based approach’ (Goredema-Braid, 2010). 
All these distinctions have in common that they emphasize the need to focus on the 
local and specific rather than the universal principles.
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In this article, we argue that, although well familiar with fundamental ethical 
principles, such as informed consent, avoidance of harm and guarantees of confiden-
tiality and anonymity, youth researchers may find themselves in tricky ethical situ-
ations that may be seen as specific to research involving young people. Adolescents 
and emerging adults represent a unique group when it comes to participation in 
research. Their lack of assertiveness and life experience relative to adults may make 
them equally vulnerable to power imbalances and exploitation in research as chil-
dren. However, as opposed to children, young people aged 16 or older in most cases 
no longer depend on parental consent to participate in research (European Union, 
2018). Hence, although many of the ethical issues discussed in the literature on 
research involving children are equally relevant for research with young people, a 
number of specific challenges may arise in research with young people (see e.g., 
Brooks & te Riele, 2013; Cullen & Walsh, 2020; McCarry, 2005).

Aim of the Article

In this article, we present and discuss ethical pitfalls that researchers may face  
in research involving young people. We address the following research question: 
Which ethical pitfalls can occur in research involving young people, and how can 
they be avoided or addressed?

Based on the above research question, we have chosen six ethical pitfalls that 
we regard as typical to youth research. When referring to youth or young people in 
this article, we focus on adolescents and emerging adults, i.e., people aged 15–24, 
as suggested by the United Nations (2010). We understand ethical pitfalls as blind 
spots (cf. Clay, 2012), i.e., they are neither apparent nor easily recognized. In certain 
cases, such pitfalls may cause difficulties that require immediate action from the 
researcher. However, in other cases, they may pass by unnoticed for the researcher, 
but cause discomfort or harm to the research participant. The presented pitfalls are 
structured around central themes that are most prevalent in literature on ethics in 
youth research, namely, the issues of consent, power and agency and relationships 
and confidentiality (see e.g., Cullen & Walsh, 2020; Heath et al., 2009; te Riele, 
2012). As youth researchers, we have experienced all of the presented pitfalls our-
selves, some of them repeatedly and in different contexts. We therefore believe that 
this article may prove valuable to youth researchers, in the educational field as well 
as in other contexts. The article may be used as a thinking or discussion tool for 
creating awareness around these pitfalls, e.g., amongst students before entering  
the field.

In the next section, we describe our research background and some of our expe-
riences with youth research, before presenting a brief introduction to the ethics of 
research with young people.

Our Research Background and Professional Experiences

As educational researchers, we have substantial experience with doing studies  
with young people, both quantitatively and qualitatively. Over the last 20 years,  
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Evi conducted amongst others several studies on dropout from vocational education 
and training, including two longitudinal studies over several years. In one of her 
recent projects, a small group of young people who were identified as being at risk 
of dropping out of upper secondary education was interviewed up to three times over 
a three-year period; as students in upper secondary school (year 2), as apprentices 
(year 4) and after completing their trade certificate. The study faced several ethical 
challenges typical of youth research, including the recruitment of students, which 
was organized through the teachers. Furthermore, the longitudinal design of the 
study facilitated a trusting relationship between Evi and the participants, and  
the vulnerability of the young people caused an extra commitment on her part. At the 
same time, she was impressed by how the young people handled challenging situa-
tions in education and training and their everyday lives, and by their motivation and 
engagement to work hard and complete their education.

Veerle conducted, amongst others, an intervention study with students with intel-
lectual disability, with the aim of helping them improve their self-determination 
skills. The young people were new to participating in research and their diagnosis 
of intellectual disability presented an additional vulnerability to the research situa-
tion. During the study, Veerle encountered certain situations that had the potential of 
being ethically challenging, such as when one student told her that he wanted to par-
ticipate in the study, but his teacher—who functioned as a gatekeeper—knew of per-
sonal reasons regarding the student’s home situation that contraindicated research 
participation. Despite the fact that these reasons were valid, the gatekeeper’s deci-
sion put the student in a position where he was denied agency. In a study regarding 
the self-determination of young people with intellectual disability, this was all the 
more problematic.

Hence, the idea for this article evolved from our own professional experiences, 
from discussions between us two researchers and from the desire to explore our 
experiences and reflections further and share them with a larger audience.

The Ethics of Research with Young People:  
A Brief Introduction

Ethical complexities and dilemmas in research involving young people have in 
recent years gained more attention (e.g., Spencer, 2021). The challenges and  
difficulties discussed by youth researchers largely relate to the issues of consent, 
power and agency, and relationships and confidentiality (see e.g., Cullen & Walsh, 
2020; Heath et al., 2009; Loveridge et al., 2023; McCarry, 2005; Spencer, 2021;  
te Riele, 2012).

Issues of consent are related to the concern that young people might not have 
the competency or the autonomy to make informed decisions as to whether or not 
to participate in a research project. Informed consent is widely recognized as one 
of the founding principles of research ethics and is written into the codes of social 
research organizations. The ethical guidelines of the British Educational Research 
Association (2018, p. 9) define informed consent as ‘the condition by which par-
ticipants understand and agree to their participation, and the terms and practicalities 
of it, without any duress, prior to the research getting underway’. As specified by 
the British Sociological Association (2017, p. 5), this means that researchers have a 
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responsibility ‘to explain in appropriate detail, and in terms meaningful to partici-
pants, what the research is about, who is undertaking and financing it, why it is being 
undertaken and how it is to be distributed and used’. Some of the concern relates to 
the question of whether young people have the maturity and/or competency neces-
sary to understand the information provided to them about a study and their rights 
and to make up their own minds about their participation in research (e.g., Cullen & 
Walsh, 2020). Furthermore, the issue of consent is inherently linked to power rela-
tions between adults and young people (e.g., McCarry, 2005). Expectations or close 
relationships to adults can make it difficult for young people to decline to partici-
pate in a study, and young people’s autonomous decision about research participa-
tion may be threatened for fear of disappointing the researcher (see also Loveridge  
et al., 2023). This might be especially so in an institutional setting such as a school, 
where young people may be asked to participate in research by an adult person of 
trust, such as a teacher. Research with young people is often conducted through a 
gatekeeper, e.g., a parent, teacher or youth worker, who typically has a position 
of power over the young person (e.g., Cullen & Walsh, 2020; Lenton et al., 2021; 
McCarry, 2005).

To address these issues and opportunities for young people’s dissent, researchers 
highlight the importance of viewing consent as an ongoing and dynamic process 
(e.g., Loveridge et al., 2023; McCarry, 2005; Morrow, 2008). Traditionally, consent 
has been seen as given as part of a one-off event before the research gets under way, 
on the basis of the presentation of adequate information for the participants (e.g., 
McCarry, 2005). However, such a traditional understanding of informed consent 
has been criticized for being impractical, especially in research involving children 
and young people. As McCarry (2005) clarifies, process consent or ongoing consent 
means that young research participants should be asked before, during and at the 
end of the research process if they are (still) consenting to participate in the study. 
Moreover, ongoing consent implies that participants’ decision to withdraw should 
be fully and unconditionally accepted—at any stage. Furthermore, by safeguarding 
young people’s autonomy and capacity to participate in research, process consent 
is also seen as an empowering tool, amplifying young people’s voices while at the 
same time reducing the power of the researcher (e.g., Loveridge et al., 2023).

Issues of power further entail the complexity of power relations in youth research. 
Research studies are usually characterized by a power imbalance between researcher 
and participant, and this is particularly so in research with young people (e.g., Cullen 
& Walsh, 2020; Morrow, 2008). To address issues of power and power relationships 
throughout the whole research process, the concept of agency has gained a central 
role in youth research, emphasizing that young people are able to act agentically and 
autonomously within the research process, with the aim of creating a pathway for 
young people’s empowerment (e.g., Heath et al., 2009; te Riele, 2012). Loveridge  
et al. (2023) encourage ‘power sharing’, where power does not operate as a one-way 
flow, but instead, is something that circulates dynamically between researcher and 
participant. In general, youth researchers argue for a more nuanced understanding 
of power and more relational and collaborative approaches in youth research (e.g., 
Heath et al., 2009; Loveridge et al., 2023; Morrow, 2008; te Riele, 2012).

After this brief introduction to some of the most common ethical issues in research 
with young people, we will now turn to presenting and discussing six ethical pitfalls. 
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Then, the article concludes with a discussion of the limitations of research ethics 
committees and with recommendations for youth researchers.

Pitfall 1: When gatekeepers make decisions about research participation on 
behalf of young people

When doing research with young people, gatekeepers are often the first point of 
contact for researchers. Gatekeepers, such as parents, teachers or other profession-
als, form a connective link between the researcher and possible participants, and in 
practice, access to young participants is usually negotiated via gatekeepers who may 
even manage the recruitment of participants on behalf of the researcher. This way, 
gatekeepers may function as a ‘safety barrier’ (McCarry, 2005, p. 95) as they have 
the power—and responsibility—to screen out any research that might be inappropri-
ate or unsafe for young people to participate in. However, gatekeepers’ selection of 
participants may involve an ethical pitfall concerning the principle of voluntary par-
ticipation in research. While gatekeepers may prevent and protect ‘their youngsters’ 
from participating in research that may be harmful to them, their role could also be 
described as disempowering as they might take decisions on behalf of the young 
people. Gatekeepers are normally in a position of power over the young people, and 
their relationship with young people is therefore often characterized by asymmetry 
and dependency, as well as by trust. For young people, it can be difficult to voice 
their opinions and refuse to participate if they so wish when feeling encouraged—or 
even coerced—to participate by an adult person of trust. Hence, the power relations 
between gatekeepers and young participants may cause undue influence and affect 
how free young people actually feel to accept or decline participation in research. 
However, ‘bypassing’ gatekeepers and contacting young people directly (for instance 
in a school context) may be equally challenging because of certain hierarchies of 
power that operate in such contexts, and it may not always be feasible for researchers 
to gain access without contacting gatekeepers first.

Although the potentially obstructive and disempowering role of gatekeepers 
regarding young peoples’ voluntary participation in research is well covered in the 
literature (see e.g., Lenton et al., 2021; McCarry, 2005; Spencer, 2021), in practice, 
undue adult influence on young people’s decisions to take part in research is not 
always easy to detect. Researchers may take for granted that gatekeepers inform 
young people that participation is voluntary and that they do not decide for them. 
However, this might not always be the case, and if a gatekeeper gives consent on 
behalf of a young person, there are few structures to ensure that this person feels free 
to refuse participation (Spencer, 2021). When doing research in schools, we usually 
contact school leaders or teachers for help in the recruitment process. Although we 
inform gatekeepers about the importance of voluntary participation, we now and 
then get the impression that students are not fully aware of the voluntary aspect 
of participating in research when they meet us. For example, we sometimes hear 
from participants: ‘My teacher said I’m supposed to have an interview with you’. As 
researchers, we therefore ought to keep in mind the asymmetrical power relation-
ship between gatekeepers and young people and how this may affect the recruitment 
and consent process. Moreover, it is the researcher’s responsibility to be aware of 
all kinds of signals, both verbal and non-verbal, that could suggest that a young par-
ticipant is feeling uncomfortable or overwhelmed and that the interview should not 
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start or proceed any further (see also Lenton et al., 2021). Ultimately, it is important 
to view young people’s consent as an ongoing, dynamic process. Process consent 
acknowledges that decisions about research participation should be negotiated on an 
ongoing basis rather than being assumed as a one-time agreement at the beginning 
of the study (e.g., Heath et al., 2009; Spencer, 2021).

Pitfall 2: When peers pressure others in or out of research participation

Much contemporary research with young people is conducted in schools, youth 
clubs or other age-related institutions where young people may be influenced by 
their peers when considering research participation. Adolescents have a strong need 
to belong and fit in with their peers along with a fear of missing out (Beyens et al., 
2016; von Tetzchner, 2019), and the need to conform and not deviate from the norm 
may be young people’s main motivation for research participation, rather than, for 
instance, a personal interest for the research topic or a desire to contribute to knowl-
edge expansion. For researchers, the presence of peer pressure may pose an ethical 
pitfall in two ways. In some cases, young people may welcome the opportunity to 
share personal experiences with a researcher during an in-depth interview. Yet, when 
their peers dismiss participation, they may themselves choose to decline the invita-
tion to participate, since it may pose a social risk to go against the stream. 
Consequently, their voices may remain unheard. In other cases, young people may 
feel pressured to participate because their friends are doing so. If so, their consent is 
not entirely free. Staksrud (2019) labels this form of consent ‘the “social pressure” 
consent’ and argues that it may compromise data reliability as participants are not 
motivated and more likely to lie in their answers. Thus, consent is not always an 
autonomous decision; group dynamics and peer pressure may determine whether 
young people will participate in research or not.

For researchers, group dynamics and peer influence on research participation can 
be difficult to identify and sometimes also difficult to prevent, for instance when 
consent is obtained in classrooms. Smette (2019) reported a situation where she was 
seeking consent in a lower secondary classroom where some boys decided to with-
draw their participation from the study although they had already signed the consent 
form—after having observed that one of their friends decided not to participate. 
Although such situations cannot always be avoided, in some cases it may be pos-
sible to take specific measures to avoid peer pressure during recruitment and data 
collection. For instance, during a classroom survey with a pencil-and-paper ques-
tionnaire, we first handed out the questionnaire to all the students in the classroom, 
before explaining that research participation is voluntary. At this point, we informed 
students that if they did not wish to participate, they could simply answer the ques-
tionnaire but not hand it in to the researcher afterwards. This approach made it easier 
for students to withstand peer pressure, as their own choice became less visible for 
their peers. Additionally, during this classroom data collection, all participants were 
rewarded with a gift card for a movie theatre, and students were informed that every-
one in the classroom would receive this reward, regardless of whether they chose to 
participate in the study or not. Hence, our strategies made it possible for students to 
accept or decline participation without drawing others’ attention to their decision. 
Moreover, their choice would not lead to consequences that would single them out 
from their peers.
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Thus, although peer influence cannot always be avoided and may sometimes be 
difficult to identify, researchers are encouraged to think about how the grouping of 
informants and the methods of data collection may create social pressure on young 
people and their decision-making processes.

Pitfall 3: When young people do not entirely understand what they consent to

In addition to being voluntary (cf. pitfalls 1 and 2), consent must be informed and 
comprehended. However, in research with young people, researchers may experi-
ence various challenges when seeking consent from their young participants. As we 
have experienced ourselves, young people sometimes do not actually listen to the 
information that is provided about the study and about their rights. In some cases, 
there may be a gap between the contents and language of the information sheet on 
the one hand and the language comprehension of young people on the other (see also 
Brown et al., 2020). Furthermore, young people may experience difficulties with 
staying focused on issues that are not immediately rewarding (such as listening to a 
lengthy statement about informed consent), and/or they may have poorer self-con-
trol to suppress their responses (e.g., waiting with signing the consent form until the 
researcher has explained the aim of the study and their rights as research partici-
pants). In addition, young people may lack the assertiveness that is required to ask 
for clarifications when needed (e.g., Duncan et al., 2009), and, consequently, they 
may be at risk of not fully comprehending what they are consenting to. Thus, depend-
ing on the young people’s emotional and cognitive capacity, it may be questioned 
whether young people always have the competency to comprehend the process and 
purpose of research and to make up their own minds concerning their potential 
involvement in a research project (e.g., Duncan et al., 2009; Heath et al., 2009).

In our own experience, young research participants sometimes lack the ability or 
maturity to understand the scope of participation in research, and in some cases, they 
are so eager to get started with the interview that they do not really pay attention to 
the information about informed consent. Thus, for researchers, it can sometimes be 
difficult to guarantee that participants understand what they are consenting to, and, 
as described by Wiles (2013, p. 32), they might be ‘overwhelmed by young people’s 
enthusiasm and just think “yeah they understand, fine let’s get on”…’. However, 
here lies an ethical pitfall that we have experienced ourselves. As one of our par-
ticipants asked after the interview had been conducted: ‘What did you say this was 
going to be used for?’ This statement illustrates that the young participant did not 
entirely grasp the purpose of the study to which he had consented.

To avoid pitfalls related to informed consent in our research with young people, 
we find it useful to try to read the information sheet through the eyes of young 
research participants and to ensure that the language is adapted to the age group. 
Furthermore, we have positive experiences with checking participants’ understand-
ing of the research process, not simply by asking whether they have understood the 
information (a yes/no question), but by asking whether they could describe for us 
why they thought they were being invited in the study, and how they would go about 
in case they wish to withdraw from the study. This way, we can easily identify gaps 
in the young person’s understanding, so that we can provide additional informa-
tion where needed. This approach is in line with recommendations for children’s  
participation in research (see e.g., Alderson, 2005), but it may also be useful when 
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conducting research with young people. Moreover, during our research with young 
people, we are careful to revisit the issue of informed consent regularly with the 
research participants. Thus, we view informed consent as an ongoing process of 
communication (e.g., Heath et al., 2009; Spencer, 2021). These measures may help 
to respect the agency of young research participants and safeguard their informed 
consent.

Pitfall 4: When power imbalances make young people vulnerable to exploitation

Power disparities can affect the research process at various stages, including recruit-
ment and young people’s decisions to take part in research (cf. pitfall 1), the process 
of informed consent (cf. pitfall 3) and, not least, during the interview situation itself. 
Despite consenting to participate, young people do not always have the confidence 
or life experience to speak up for themselves and claim their rights. Therefore, they 
may be particularly vulnerable to exploitation in research. For example, researchers 
may push young participants too much when they appear not very eager or willing 
to talk and only answer briefly. Young people may find it difficult to communicate 
to the researcher when they do not wish to answer a certain question, when they wish 
to finish the interview or when they want to withdraw their consent. In our own 
research, we have experienced situations where young participants appeared to feel 
uncomfortable with a question, and where we realized that they might see us as an 
authority figure and find it difficult to say that they did not want to answer a certain 
question.

In general, the experiences of research participants are not well studied in the 
existing literature (Dennis, 2014). While people who participate in a research inter-
view might appreciate the opportunity to talk about their experiences and be listened 
to by someone who really listens (e.g., Dickson-Swift et al., 2007), some studies indi-
cate that research participation may also be associated with negative feelings such 
as uncertainty, anxiety or feeling burdened by the researcher (Lowes & Gill, 2006). 
Some research participants even report feeling coerced to participate (Hebenstreit & 
DePrince, 2012). The causes of such negative experiences are not well-researched; 
yet it may be assumed that the power imbalance between researcher and research 
participant is a core issue. When it comes to youth research, this power imbalance 
might be even more prevalent, which may affect the experiences of young research 
participants accordingly. As described insightfully by McEvoy et al. (2017), in a 
research setting with adolescent participants, researchers may sometimes adopt a 
position of authority, even when they strive to ensure that participants are free to 
exercise their right to not respond to questions at all times. It was only when reading 
through the transcripts and listening to the recordings that McEvoy noticed that she 
had unwittingly attempted to compel a young participant to answer questions to 
which he did not respond. While this researcher openly shared her experiences and 
discussed how power dynamics might have compromised the principle of informed 
consent, in other cases, researchers may not be aware of how the young people’s 
situation of relative powerlessness might impact the research situation.

To address power inequalities in research, we argue that researchers are required 
to adopt a position of reflexivity to critically scrutinize their actions and their role in 
the field (cf. Guillemin & Gillam, 2004). This entails critically reflecting upon the 
notion of the researcher as expert, while at the same time striving to equalize power 
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throughout the research process. Hence, researchers need to develop not only an 
awareness of the power imbalance, but also a sensitivity towards the participant’s 
verbal and non-verbal communication for clues about the research participant’s state 
of mind (see e.g., Morgan et al., 2017). To regularly step back from the interview 
situation and take a moment to observe the participant’s mood may be one way of 
preventing that young people become trapped in a situation that requires confidence 
and assertiveness to get out of.

Pitfall 5: When young people perceive researchers as therapists or friends

In interview situations with young people, researchers may experience that partici-
pants readily open up and share personal, intimate information. As to our own expe-
rience, especially young people in vulnerable life situations often appreciate the 
opportunity to talk to someone who is really listening. On the one hand, researchers 
may welcome research participants who openly share personal stories, and they 
actively invite them to do so by building rapport. On the other hand, the boundaries 
of the researcher’s role may get blurred when participants see researchers as thera-
pists, helpers or friends, rather than as researchers. The inherently relational nature 
of qualitative research may complicate these boundary issues (Garrels et al., 2022). 
While researchers know that their relationship to the participants comes to an end 
when the interview is finished, some research participants may have unrealistic 
expectations about the format of the researcher-participant relationship (Bashir, 
2020). This may be an issue in all qualitative studies, but when doing research with 
young people in difficult life situations, the establishing of rapport may lead to even 
more complex ethical situations for the youth researcher. In particular, researchers 
may experience challenges when a feeling of responsibility for the minor participant 
manifests itself. Bengtsson and Mølholt (2016) describe this continuous challenge of 
balancing the researcher-participant relationship in their study with young people 
who were placed in out-of-home care. The limitations of the researcher role may 
leave researchers with ethical discomfort and concern towards their young partici-
pants (see also Eriksen, 2013).

From our own experience, we have for instance conducted qualitative interviews 
with vulnerable young people, in which they shared their dissatisfaction about a 
school situation or apprenticeship with us, followed by a more or less explicitly 
stated question for advice or help. Clearly, the safety and confidentiality that devel-
oped during the interview situation caused these young participants to see us as allies 
rather than as merely interested researchers. Simultaneously, we have also felt sincere 
concern for our young participants who found themselves in difficult life situations, 
and we have sometimes felt uncomfortable and even frustrated within the confine-
ments of our researcher role. It lies within the nature of qualitative interviewing that 
researchers never fully know which direction an interview will take, and partici-
pants may share information that the researcher is not prepared for (see e.g., Schmid  
et al., 2024). Often, ethics committees encourage researchers to think through a plan 
for follow-up in research with vulnerable participants. Yet, in practice, procedural 
ethics are not always sufficient nor adequate in the field (cf. Guillemin & Gillam, 
2004). In such cases, being able to refer the young person to the right support agency 
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has helped us manage this ethical challenge. In addition, we have found it useful to 
discuss such situations with colleague researchers for moral support.

Pitfall 6: When young participants may identify each other in research 
publications

In youth research, young participants are often recruited collectively, for example, when 
the sample of a study is selected from a school, a classroom or a youth club. While this 
may simplify the recruitment process for the researcher, it also entails an ethical pitfall 
concerning the researcher’s promise of confidentiality and anonymity. In research publi-
cations, it may not be difficult to ensure anonymity of participants towards outsiders, i.e., 
what is referred to as external anonymity (Smette, 2019). However, it can be harder to 
guarantee participants’ anonymity towards other participants involved in the study (i.e., 
internal anonymity). Will the students be able to identify which of their classmates is 
being referred to in the researcher’s description of a classroom situation? As emphasized 
by Smette (2019), young peoples’ knowledge about each other is complex and may 
make it possible for them to identify others based on descriptions of particular ways of 
being or acting even if what is usually identified as sensitive personal information is left 
out. In a similar way, it might be possible for teachers to recognize the students behind 
the quotations presented in a research article. As described by Walford (2005) and Tolich 
(2004), it is not uncommon for research participants to identify themselves and other 
insiders in research publications, despite pseudonyms, and in some cases, this can lead to 
frustration or other negative emotions for both participant and researcher.

In our own school research, we have experienced that it can sometimes be difficult 
to provide thick descriptions of participants and the research context and at the same 
time ensure internal anonymity. For instance, in a research project based on qualitative 
interviews with upper secondary students from different vocational programmes, we put 
a lot of effort into ensuring internal anonymity for our participants. Because there were 
only a few students from the same vocational programme within each respective school, 
we carefully avoided any contextual information about the different educational pro-
grammes in our research publications. This means that quotations from the young partic-
ipants were included with a pseudonym indicating their gender; however, in most cases, 
no information was provided about whether our participants were intending to become a 
cook, a car mechanic or a health care assistant. While this may be considered an effective 
way to safeguard participants’ anonymity towards those involved in the same research 
study, we also suffered the loss of contextual information about the students’ educational 
background, the classroom or workshop setting and their plans for the future. Other ways 
to preserve anonymity may be to change participants’ gender, age or other characteristics 
that are not relevant to the focus of the particular study (Wiles et al., 2008).

As argued by Tolich (2004), internal anonymity is generally unacknowledged in 
ethical codes and often overlooked by researchers who usually think of external ano-
nymity when they promise research participants not to identify them in research pub-
lications. Therefore, in research conducted in schools, youth clubs or other similar 
institutions where participants’ connected relationships have the potential to harm their 
informants, researchers should distinguish between internal and external anonymity 
(cf. Smette, 2019).
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Discussion

In this article, we have described and discussed six ethical pitfalls that may occur in 
research with young people. Certain issues of consent, power and agency, and rela-
tionships and confidentiality seem at the core of situations that may be ethically 
challenging in such a subtle way that they may go by unnoticed for the researcher. 
However, as argued by te Riele (2012), while researchers are used to explaining the 
methodologies they used and the findings they gained, they rarely write about ethical 
challenges and obstacles they encountered. Yet, youth research (as any social 
research) inevitably poses researchers with ethical challenges. While ethics commit-
tees and procedural ethics may address some of the ethical issues that may arise in 
practice, researchers from various fields have experienced that ethical research is 
much more than gaining approval from research ethics committees and it has been 
claimed that ethical rules and guidelines do not adequately prepare for unforeseen 
situations in the field (e.g., Leyshon, 2002; McEvoy et al., 2017; Takeda, 2022).

This raises questions concerning the role of ethics committees in preventing 
ethical pitfalls, or at least, in drawing researchers’ attention to them. Currently, 
ethics committees play a pivotal role in ensuring ethical research standards, such 
as minimizing harm, respecting autonomy, ensuring informed consent and protect-
ing privacy (see e.g., Brown et al., 2020). However, in our own experience, the 
guidelines of ethics committees do not always take into consideration all of the 
ethical challenges or pitfalls that may occur in the field, that is, issues of ethics 
in practice (cf. Guillemin & Gillam, 2004). For instance, ethics committees gener-
ally emphasize procedural ethics, such as the importance of gaining written consent 
at the beginning of a research study, but the importance of consent as an ongoing 
process rarely seems to be addressed when ethics committees consider approving a 
research study. Similarly, ethics committees concern themselves with how data will 
be stored and how researchers will adhere to the General Data Protection Regulation 
(European Union, 2018), but in our own research, we have never received ques-
tions concerning the internal anonymity of our data. In other situations, we have 
experienced that ethics committees demand elaborate information sheets, thereby 
making them less accessible to young research participants. Thus, despite approval 
from an ethics committee, various ethical challenges may remain. Yet, approval by 
ethics committees may cause researchers to be too much at ease when it comes to 
safeguarding the well-being of (young) research participants. Being aware of the 
dissonance between procedural ethics and ethics in practice may help researchers to 
consider their role in responding to unexpected situations when conducting research 
(see also Robinson, 2020).

To be better prepared for the unexpected as an integral part of doing research, te 
Riele (2012) argues that (youth) researchers need ethical resources just as much as 
they need methodological and conceptual resources. One way to provide resources 
for researchers is to share experiences and reflections about challenges and pitfalls 
that youth researchers may encounter in the practice of research. The presented six 
ethical pitfalls in this article may be used as a thinking tool or a discussion tool for 
both students and researchers. Furthermore, as a contribution to the need for an 
‘ethical toolkit’ (te Riele, 2012, p. 6), our experiences and reflections are summa-
rized in recommendations for youth researchers in Table 1. The presented collection 
of recommendations is by no means exhaustive. Yet, the recommendations aim to 
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Table 1. A Toolkit for Ethical Research with Young People.

Key area Recommendations

Consent -  Consider involving an independent research team member for 
recruitment and consent to avoid coercion of possible research 
participants.

-  Provide written information about the research study in a 
language that is accessible to young people; make the information 
sheet as brief as possible, but as complete as necessary.

-  Verify that participants have understood what the research 
is about and what it is going to be used for by letting them 
summarize the given information in their own words.

-  Give young research participants an example of what they can say 
in case they wish to discontinue their participation in the study.

-  Think creatively about how you may gain consent from a group 
without creating peer pressure.

-  During the study, ask participants explicitly if they still wish to 
participate.

-  Clarify to participants that they may refrain from answering 
certain questions and that they may share this with you.

-  State explicitly that no one will be disappointed if consent is 
withdrawn.

Power and agency -  Adopt a bird’s eye perspective on your own acting and role in the 
field in order to scrutinize how you might be perceived by the 
young research participant.

-  Be aware of signs of disengagement and/or dissent from the young 
people throughout the whole research process. Look for both 
verbal and non-verbal cues.

-  Keep in mind that while gaining in-depth information is important, 
it is not more important than safeguarding your participants’ well-
being.

-  Be aware of respecting young research participants’ agency and 
competency throughout the whole research process.

Relationships and  
confidentiality

-  Explain to research participants what internal and external 
anonymity entails and how you are going to deal with it when 
you promise them anonymity in the research process and in 
publications. Consider carefully when internal anonymity is 
necessary and when it is not.

-  Be clear with research participants about the boundaries of your 
role as a researcher.

-  Come prepared with contact information of support services that 
may help young people in need.

help identify and address ethical pitfalls in research involving young people, and as 
such they may become part of youth researchers’ ethical toolkit.

Finally, the question arises as to whether ethics in practice is something that 
ethics committees can and ought to deal with, and if so, how. As highlighted in 
this article, ethical pitfalls are often subtle challenges that occur in the interaction 
between researcher, participant and context, thereby making it difficult for ethics 
committees to anticipate them. However, there might be a potential for improvement 
in courses on research ethics for new researchers. As with ethics committees, such 
courses tend to cover overarching ethical themes (i.e., procedural ethics), whereas 
experiences and reflections of researchers, such as the ethical pitfalls described in 
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this article, usually do not receive much attention. Yet, reflections of researchers 
who have experience in navigating ethical challenges and pitfalls can be valuable 
to ethics committees and the development of ethics application forms and training 
material for new researchers. This article and the presented recommendations for 
youth researchers may contribute to increased awareness of the dissonance between 
procedural ethics and ethics in practice, thereby helping to ensure that young people 
are protected adequately as research participants.
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