Geography of
Ethnography

guide to Ethical Fieldwork

Hi! My name is Heather.
I’m here to guide you through
ethical field work!
First lets make sure everyone
understands the importance of
ethical work.
Although it is not black and
white it is key to utilize an
ethical framework while
conducting field work in order to
protect yourself, the
participants, your fieldwork and
the effect your fieldwork has on
the community you studied.
Lets begin!
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Travel through the world of ethics with us!
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Let’s Start at the Beginning
Ethical guidance: taken from professional associations and
institutions board of ethics.

When starting your fieldwork you must first take a look at the
ethical guidance provided to you either by your institution (in
our case Leiden University) or a board of ethics. By first
looking at this you can gain an initial sense of how to ensure
you are conducting ethical work.
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Next let’s take a look at the different stances on
ethics

Universalism: Ethical standards are universal, there should
not be deviations.
Situation ethics: In some situations ethical standards can
be put aside; case by case approach.
Ethical transgression: Sometimes being dishonest is the
only way to get accurate results for your research.
Consequential: Ethical decision-making should be based on
the consequences.
Deontological: Actions are ethical when they are morally
good, the consequences don’t matter.
Anything goes?: Some believe there should be elasticity
when it comes to ethical decision-making.

What do you
think?
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Lets translate these ideas into practice

-

Cause no harm to participants
Ensure there is informed consent
Do not invade privacy
Do not deceive
Ensure confidentiality

These are the most important factors to keep
in mind throughout your fieldwork.

There are five
main themes when
it comes to
social research
ethics.
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How do these
work?
-

principles translate into feasible

Getting consent forms from your participants
Ensuring they are aware that they can end
their participation at any time
Make sure participants know what kind of
research they are getting into
Keep your participants out of harm's way,
always ensure their comfort and safety!
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Informed consent is easier said than done
An important part of informed consent is fully
explaining your research to the research
participants. This is not always easy since
explaining certain parts of your research could
affect how the participant behaves and
contaminate results. Nevertheless, you should
always inform participants to your best
abilities.
Sometimes, asking for consent could disrupt the
course of an interaction.
Informed consent forms are a great way to inform
participants, but pulling out an official form may
scare participants away or make them suspicious of
your intentions as a researcher.
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We have gone through the main
ways to ensure ethical
fieldwork. However it is
important to remember that
although we have these
guidelines it is not always as
easily put into practice.

Due to this it is important to
always go back to the
guidelines provided to you and
do the best you can to deal
with these situations.

The Importance of Understanding the road to Ethical Fieldwork10

Guidance from
institutions and
associations

Conducting your field work
while revisiting your
ethical guides to ensure an
ethical project

4 Main themes

1

3
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Looking at the different
ethical stances and
understanding which makes
sense for you

5

4

Understanding how
you can translate
this into your
field work
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Realizing that it's not
as black and white and
you need to be careful
and aware whole
conducting your
fieldwork
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Once Again, the importance of ethics

The road to ethical fieldwork is full of guidance,
however regardless of the amount of guidance
provided one of the most important things to
understand is that it won't always be as clear cut
as it seems.
One thing to remember is to always reflect on
your options as a researcher, and to make sure
you take the participants’ well-being into
consideration.

