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R2HC ETHICS FRAMEWORK 2.0

1. INTRODUCTION

Funded bythe UK Government (DFID) and the Wellcome Trust, Elrha’s R2HC programme aims to

improve health outcomes by strengthening the evidence base for public health interventions in
humanitarian crises.

This tool'has been developed to guide public health researchers interested in applying to the R2HC

programme for researchfunding. Itis also available asaresource for other researchersworking in
humanitarian crisis contexts.

ADEFINITIONAL NOTEON ETHICS:

Ethicsin the context of thisframework refers toreflection anddeliberation that
addresses questionsaboutrightaction, moral behaviourand virtuouscharacter.
Research ethicshas often focused on questionsofgovernance,includingethical
approval, informed consent, etc. Recent developmentsin research integrity
highlighttheimportance of addressingthe broader array of ethicalissuesthat
ariseduring all phases of research, including during research design,
implementation anddissemination. Thisframeworkassumes such a broad
understandingofethics.

2. HUMANITARIAN CONTEXTS

A humanitarian crisis can be defined as anysituation in which there is a widespread threat to life,
physical safety, health or basic subsistence thatis beyond the coping capacity of individuals and the
communities in which they reside. Humanitarian crises can be caused by different factors, including
natural(such as earthquakes, hurricanes, etc.),or technological disasters (such as industrial
accidents, airplane crashes, etc.), famine, epidemics and armed conflict. They can be short-lasting or
protracted in duration,and somearea complexmixture of different factors. Regardlessofthe name
or cause(s), morereliable evidenceis needed to help guide those responding to, or attempting to
prevent, such events and their aftermath?.

1 Suggested citation: Chesmal Siriwardhana, Sapfo Lignou, Shannon Doherty and Dénal O'Mathtina. 2017. R2HC Ethics
Framework 2.0.

2 For more information

hitp://www.alnap.org/resource/10441
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While the focus of R2ZHCfundingis on public health research in the acute phase of humanitarian
responses, this Ethics Frameworkmaybe of use to a broader range of humanitarian health research
projects thatarise beyond theacute phraseand even to humanitarian practicein the absence of
specific ethics guidance provided by other bodies. Various types of health researchprojects can be
conducted to generate evidence and further understandingin humanitarian crises,and each raises
particular ethical issues.

The particular contextofahumanitarian crisis may exacerbate some ethical considerations compared
to other contexts. Such considerationsinclude theurgency (or otherwise) of initiating research soon
afteran acutecrisis, potentialdangers and insecurityin the location, lack of resources, infrastructure
orlocalethics review mechanisms, challenges with access, and interpersonal complexities as people
cometogether with differentcultures, languages, educational backgrounds, and ethical priorities.
Humanitarian crises require thattheseand other ethical issues be considered carefullyand discussed
widely so thatresearch undertaken serves and supports those impacted by the event. This is
particularlyimportantsincethe contextcreatesa complexcombination of vulnerabilities which must
be central to ethical reflection. These are considered in the next section.

3. VULNERABILITY

Thoseimpacted by humanitarian crises are often exposed to high levels of vulnerability in terms of
peoplebeing at greater risk of harm. Researchwith vulnerable participants often raises particular
questionsabouttheir protection. Forexample, concerns areraised that people maybere-
traumatised by participating in researchin humanitarian crises, especially using qualitative methods
that ask people to discuss traumatic experiences and researchon sensitive and taboo subjects. Other
ethical concerns areraised about participants’ understandingof research methods, language
differences, coercion due to historico-political narratives, or whether theyarevulnerable to
misconceptions aboutthe true nature of the research (i.e. whether theintention is to provide direct
benefits or generalised knowledge for future similar scenarios).

Onthe other hand, vulnerability has been questioned asa poorlydefined conceptthatcan beapplied
to almosteveryone,and may promote paternalistic attitudes towards participants as powerless
victims to be protected by thosewith resources. If vulnerability leads to generalised categorisations
of people, it provides little ethical guidance.

This briefintroduction cannotadequately summarise this debate. Regardlessof howitis defined, the
conceptofvulnerability is animportantreminder of the ethical responsibilities of those conducting
humanitarian research towards participants, especially those who have suffered seriouslossesand
areoftendisempowered. Everyresearch projectshould carefullyidentify the vulnerabilities likely to
exist in their research contextand delineate how these will beaddressed in their research design and
implementation.

htip://www.elrha.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/01/Eviden ce-Review-22.10.15.pd f
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In many situations, differentethical responsibilities will need to be balanced againstoneanother.
Theseincluderemembering people’s fragility during and after crises, yetalso their remarkable
resilience and desire to tell their stories; theimportance of protecting people from harm, butalso
remembering thatsome peoplearewilling to acceptthe risksinvolved in research; the complexityand
subtlety of various power issues;and the potent psychosocial influences on voluntary consent that
canlead to subtleforms of coercion.

These highlighttheimportance ofapproaching participants with humilityand respectso that
researchers take dueaccountofvulnerabilityand contribute to ameliorating it, not reinforcing it.
Vulnerability can arise from manysources, and should be carefully considered atallstages of
research. Vulnerability can also vary considerably between individuals, groups,and cultures.
Therefore, research should incorporate methodsofassessing and responding to participants’
vulnerability. For example, participatoryaction research allows participants a greater rolein all
phases of theresearch, yetin doing so this raises additional ethicalissues that must be carefully
considered.

4. WHATTYPES OF RESEARCH PROJECTS SHOULD USE THISTOOL?

This framework usesthe term ‘research’ even though this term can be defined invarious ways.
Debates oftenariseregarding whatsorts of research orprojects require ethicalapproval from
research ethics committees (RECs) or institutional review boards (IRBs). Regulatoryand legal
frameworks varyin differentjurisdictions and apply differently to various types of research. This
ethics framework does notattemptto resolve such debates, orfocuson one particular definition of
research. While the term ‘research’is used here, other evidence-generationand data collection
activities may raise similar ethical issues that deserve carefulreflection.

Themostimportantquestionis notwhether IRBor RECapprovalis required. Rather,the principal
questionis how the planned research can be conducted ethicallyin ways that promote respectfor
individuals and their communities, and atthe same time provideanswers or evidence to addressan
importantquestion.

R2HCaddresses public health research in humanitarian crises, and this is the principal focus of this
ethics framework. The primaryusersof the Frameworkare foreseen to be applicants to Elrha’s R2HC
programme, and the technical experts and Funding Committee members tasked with reviewing those
proposals. Atthe same time, this guidance should have wider relevance for multi-disciplinary
humanitarian research and may have some potential for humanitarian practice. This is especially the
caseif such ethicalguidanceis notavailable from other bodies.

Forexample, R2HC funded researchers can share this toolwith RECs thatare not familiar with the
specific ethical challenges related to conducting public health research in humanitarian contexts.
Exactly how the ethical issues will beaddressed and responded to will vary with the research, its
participants and its methods.
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Whether researchers are conducting clinical trials, qualitative research interviews, audits of
healthcare experiences, public health surveillance, or evaluations of humanitarian interventions, the
research should bedesigned, conducted and reported ethically.

This tool aims to help identifyand stimulate reflection on the mostrelevant ethical issues and hence
lead to optimal ways to address them. Onlythen can the research promote trustand integrityamong
allinvolved as it aims to provide reliable evidence to address importanthumanitarian questions.

5. HOWTOUSETHISTOOL

This ethics framework builds on the earlier R2ZHC Ethical Framework and was developed after review
of recentliterature, analysis of other research ethics guidance, and consultation with various
stakeholders.Areportdetailing its developmentalong with a bibliographyis available at the R2HC
website. Rather than being prescriptive, this toolis intended to be used deliberatively and reflectively
byall those involved with a particular piece of research.

Different types of methodologies, participants, organisations and local contexts willrequire different
ethical approval processesthatusedifferentformsand procedures. This framework provides setsof
questionsintended to stimulate reflection and discussion aboutethicalissues thatarise within health
research in humanitarian crises. For this reason, the questionsareintentionallygeneraland not
specific to particular research contexts. Reflection should be promoted byand among all those
involved in the design, implementation and dissemination of the research,and wherever possible with
participants and their communities. Different people will see different ethical issues in the same piece
ofresearch and therefore broadconsultation is best.

Thetoolis based ontheassumption thatethical issues arise at every stage of research. Ethical
discussionsshould notbeleftuntil the researchis readyto startand ethical approvalsought. Many
steps within the design ofaresearch project have scientific, pragmatic, political, economic and ethical
components. Ethicalissues influence manydecisions; forexample, whether to include onegroup as
participantsand notothers, whether to ask certain types of questionsand notothers, or whetherto
spend limited funds on one thingand notanother. These questionsarenotintended to rule outany
particular type of researchinany particular context, butto help researchers and others identify the
relevant ethical issues that need to beidentified, balanced and justified to all stakeholders.

Thetoolisdivided into three sections. Certain ethical issues are more relevantas researchis being
designed, othersasitis beingimplemented,and others after data has been collected and the findings
arebeing disseminated. Within each section, the questions are organised arounda number of areas
widely considered to raise ethicalissues in research. The steps are notorganised around a hierarchy
of ethical issues, butreflecta generalsetofstepsinvolved inmostresearch atdifferentstages of
development.
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The communityin which researchis conducted should be actively consulted with and listened to at all
stages. For example, theresearch should be of relevance and importance to the community,and not
conducted onlyoutofconvenience for organisational or academic purposes.This is especially the
casein humanitarian crises where many other activities call for funding, attention and time. Local
representatives are essentialto ensure, for example, thatall relevant benefitsand harms from the
research have beenidentified, or that information on theresearch is presented in ways appropriate to
the local, cultural context. Researchers also need to ensure that theyengage with and listen to
perspectives from multiple community stakeholders, especially those who may be marginalised or
disenfranchised within the communities where the research willbe conducted.



