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Community-based Participatory 
Research: Ethical Challenges 

 

Appendix 5: Towards draft ethical principles and 
guidelines for CBPR in the UK 
 
Background and rationale 
At the third workshop, the Co-inquiry Action Research group undertook some preliminary 
work to identify key ethical principles that might guide Community-based Participatory 
Research (CBPR) in a UK context. Building on this discussion, and drawing on some of 
the insights from a previous co-inquiry group (Beacon North East, 2011) and existing 
guidelines and principles developed in the USA in health contexts, Sarah Banks prepared 
the following preliminary outline as a starting point for the development of a national set 
of ethical guidelines. The aim is to develop these further in community-based workshops 
in Winter 2011-12, to flesh out this draft. 
 
There are several sets of guidelines and principles produced for specific research 
contexts in the USA, particularly in relation to health care and clinical research (e.g. 
Community Alliance for Research and Engagement, 2009; Community-Campus 
Partnerships for Health, 2006). However, the draft principles and guidelines produced 
here are designed to be generic (across all disciplines) and for use in the UK.  Although 
the values and principles are transferable internationally, the practice principles and 
detailed guidance will make specific reference to UK research governance structures and 
processes (e.g. National Health Service Research Ethics Committees, Research Councils 
UK policies and guidance).  
 
Introduction 
CBPR is a research approach based on a commitment to share power and resources and 
work towards beneficial outcomes for all participants, especially ‘communities’.  The 
values and principles underpinning CBPR emphasises democratic participation and 
equality of outcomes for people and groups that are traditionally regarded as 
disadvantaged or marginalised. It is important, therefore, that these values and 
principles are made explicit, in order to ensure all participants are aware of them, able to 
discuss what they mean in their own practice contexts and work together to interpret, 
develop and implement them.  A statement of ethical principles and set of guidelines has 
a number of purposes, including to: 
 
1) raise ethical awareness amongst all research partners and participants and 

encourage deliberation about ethical issues that can arise in CBPR; 
2) offer ethical guidance to partners and participants in CBPR;  
3) inform universities, research funders and sponsors about what ethical issues to 

anticipate so they can ensure CBPR is conducted according to the highest standards; 
4) inform universities, research funders and sponsors about the complexities and 

nuances of CBPR to ensure they do not impose ethical standards that are impractical, 
patronising to community partners or inappropriate in other ways; 

5) improve ethical practice in CBPR. 
 
It is important that ethical principles and guidelines are not too detailed or prescriptive 
(i.e. they should not take the form of rules) as this removes control and responsibility 
from the research partners themselves. Hence the aim is to encourage research ethics 
committees to understand the complexities of CBPR and modify some of their existing 
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requirements to fit CBPR contexts, as opposed to encouraging them to develop a whole 
new set of prescriptive standards for CBPR (e.g. demanding that community partners are 
trained in ‘human subject protection’ equivalent to that required of university 
researchers).     
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Towards a draft outline for a set of ethical principles and 
guidelines for CBPR (to be developed) 
 
The following set of headings is a starting point, to be developed through wider 
community-based discussion. 
 
I. Values underpinning CBPR 
A ‘value’ in this context is regarded as a shared fundamental belief about what is worthy 
or valuable for the flourishing of humans and of the whole ecosystem. 
 
Examples of relevant values might include: 
 
1) Mutual respect: the importance of developing research relationships based on 

mutual respect, which entails listening to all voices and valuing diverse perspectives. 
2) Democratic participation: the importance of encouraging and enabling people from 

a range of backgrounds (ethnic, faith, class, gender, sexual orientation, ability, age, 
etc.) to play a role in the research process. 

3) Personal and professional integrity: the importance of a commitment by 
participants to behave reliably, honestly and in a trustworthy fashion and to work 
within the values of CBPR.  

4) Active learning: the importance of seeing the research collaboration and the 
process of research as learning opportunities – particularly as offering the chance to 
learn from each other and for critical reflection by individuals and groups on their 
own roles in the research process and contributions to outcomes. 

5) Making a difference:  the importance of research that creates beneficial outcomes 
for communities of place, interest or identity and works for progressive social change 
and social justice, including the creation of more equitable and sustainable 
distribution of power and resources.   

6) Collective action: the importance of individuals and groups working together to 
achieve change - identifying common goals, while recognising and working with 
conflicting right and interests.  

  
 
I. Ethical principles 
An ‘ethical principle’ in this context is a general ethical standard or norm that promotes 
the values listed above. Ethical principles may relate to right/wrong conduct, good/bad 
qualities of character and responsibilities attached to relationships (e.g. treat each 
person with respect; non-discrimination on grounds of ethnicity; develop 
trustworthiness).  
 
For each value, an indicative list of ethical principles can be developed. 
 
 
II. Practice principles and guidelines 
A ‘practice principle’ in this context is a general standard or norm that shows how the 
values and ethical principles apply in practice (e.g. communicate with research partners 
using a language and by means that they understand; avoid academic, professional or 
community jargon). 
 
This section might comprise a set of practice principles and/or a set of ethical guidelines 
that might provide a framework for a working agreement between research partners 
covering key ethical issues. An indicative outline of a few headings is given below:  
 
• Roles and responsibilities of research partners: for example, agreeing and 

clarifying relationships and responsibilities to each other, the wider community. 
• Mutual respect and understanding: for example, agreeing how to communicate. 
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• Valuing all contributions: for example, ensuring mechanisms for enabling 
participants to speak. 

• Education and training: for example, identifying needs and requirements for 
professional/university and community partners – what training and/or briefing do 
university partners need from community partners, and vice versa? 

• Handling personal information: for example, issues of storage, recording, 
anonymity, confidentiality; additional requirements regarding safeguarding children 
and vulnerable adults. 

• Informed consent: for example, consent of those who will provide information or 
allow access to aspects of their lives as part of the research. This might involve 
community researchers, who are both collectors of information from others and 
providers of information themselves, as well as people who are invited to participate 
in information-collection aspects of the research only. Consent to publication and 
dissemination. Individual and collective (community, group or organisation) consent. 
Ensuring that mechanisms for achieving informed consent are appropriate to the 
abilities and circumstances of the people involved.  

• Publication and dissemination: for example, agreeing who will write/prepare 
materials for dissemination and how the process will work; how to acknowledge 
contributions, authorship and co-authorship; using appropriate mechanisms and/or 
outlets to reach desired audiences. 

• Protection of all participants from harm: for example, assessing risks of harm to 
people in the role of information collectors and people providing information or 
access to their lives (including psychological, physical and reputational risks); 
deciding how to assess what counts as a risk and what risks to take.   

         
 
References 
Beacon North East (2011) Co-inquiry toolkit. Community-university participatory 

research partnerships: co-inquiry and related approaches, downloadable from: 
http://www.beaconnortheast.org.uk/resources/tools OR 
http://www.publicengagement.ac.uk/how/methods/co-inquiry 

Community Alliance for Research and Engagement (2009) Principles and Guidelines for 
Community-University Research Partnerships, Yale Center for Clinical Investigation, 
USA, http://ycci.yale.edu/care/resources.aspx  

Community-Campus Partnerships for Health (2006) Principles of Good Community-
Campus Partnerships, http://depts.washington.edu/ccph/principles.html#principles 

 


