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The Ethics of Research Involving Young People
The matter of accessing children and young people for research purposes is a process that is governed by strict ethical guidelines and procedures, which are meant to safeguard the children from potential harm or exploitation. In Australia, research involving children and young people falls under the guidelines of the National Statement on Ethical Conduct in Human Research (2007).
Human research as defined in the National Statement on Ethical Conduct in Human Research (2007) is ‘research conducted with or about people, or their data or tissue’. Human participation in research can be broadly understood to include: taking part in surveys, interviews or focus groups; undergoing psychological, physiological or medical testing or treatment; being observed by researchers; the collection and use of participants’ body organs, tissues or fluids; and access to their personal documents or other materials. However, other research activity with humans as participants may come within the Human Research Ethics Committee (HREC) area. If you are uncertain whether HREC approval should be obtained for your project advice should be sought from the research ethics committee in your institution.

There are particular considerations given to research involving children and ‘at-risk’ children. The nature of children’s involvement in research is changing according to how childhood is viewed in society (Powell & Smith 2009). When children are viewed as active agents in the research process additional ethical questions arise, which include but are not limited to issues such as: how children can be approached to participate; the age at which they can give consent; and the rights of the young person involved in the research activity (Coyne 2010).

Generally, though, we are now in a better position to understand how children, in an endeavour to make sense of their experience, construct their own understanding of the world and develop their own theories about it. More specifically, there is a real challenge to the theoretical and experimental foundations of developmental psychology to free itself from a patriarchal, male-oriented view of human development (Slee & Shute 2003).
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