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Children, Research, and Ethics

Researchers in the United States, who want to work with children, need to be aware that there are federal laws governing the use of children as research subjects.  They need to be aware too of individual states laws, as well as the laws and codes of ethics that govern children and research within the institution and professional group in which they are working.    
“Those who do research with children today have inherited the legacy of researchers who have gone before them” (Glantz).  It helps to look at the history of research as it provides a context and reasons for the regulations that researchers must work within today.  The early history of research includes infecting children and adults with any number of diseases, performing experimental and unnecessary surgeries, and the experiments conducted on human subjects by the Nazis during World War II.  Out of this came the Nuremberg Code with its first principle which states, “The voluntary consent of the human subject is absolutely essential” (Glantz).  
Working with children raises a number of ethical questions starting with; can a child give a voluntary and informed consent?  An adult volunteering a child is not the same as that child volunteering.  In trying to gain access to research subjects or sites, researchers may need to go through any number of gatekeepers (parents, teachers, boards, etc.) how can they ethically gain and keep the trust of these gatekeepers?  Children are not small adults and this means being aware of their developmental levels and asking appropriate questions.  The researcher must also be aware of, “how power relations are conceived and experienced” (Fasoli), meaning that children should not be treated as passive participants but “social actors”.  And finally, “Ethics should be placed with in the context of both the problem and the approach and should not be seen as an ‘add-on’” (Greig and Taylor, p153).  This, according to Greig and Taylor, means applying ethical principles to research problems, questions, samplings, data collection instruments, data analysis, and the afterwards.  
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