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Guidelines in Support of Research Ethics Procedures 
 
Research Ethics Principles for Researchers 
A high standard of research ethics principles are essential for all researchers. These principles 
aim to protect the dignity, rights, safety and well-being of all actual or potential research 
participants. A summary of these research ethics principles are set out below.  
 
Respect for the dignity, worth and self-determination of all participants,  in particular:  

 Having sensitivity to the dynamics of perceived authority or influence over 
participants; 

 Preserving participants’ privacy and confidentiality;  

 Obtaining informed consent before participation;  

 Protecting participants’ rights to self-determination by allowing and facilitating 
withdrawal from the research process. 

 
Responsibility for the care of research participants and to wider society:  

 Considering all research from the participants’ standpoint;  

 Considering the range of stakeholders who may be affected by the research; 

 Identifying and minimising risks to physical, psychological and social wellbeing; 

 Providing detailed debriefing to participants as to the outcomes and 
consequences of the research. 

 
Competence of the Researcher:  

 Demonstrate the capacity to carry out the research, or to avail of appropriate 
supervision to support the development of this capacity;  

 Demonstrate that the research is sound methodologically; 

 Demonstrate the capacity to identify ethics issues and to avoid them arising 
where possible, through appropriate research design; 

 Demonstrate the skill/ training to deal with sensitivities that may arise in the 
course of the research, or to put in place appropriate supports for participants. 

 
Where relevant, additional guidelines relevant to the category or type of research being 
undertaken must be adhered to at all times.  
 
RECs and their Role 
In undertaking their role, RECs aim to ensure that research is conducted according to best 
practice and in accordance with ethical standards in research. In addition, the RECs aim to 
safeguard the health, welfare, dignity and rights of human participants, animals and 
researchers in order to minimise risk to participants, researchers, third parties, and to the 
University itself. It should be noted that RECs are deemed to facilitate, not hinder, valuable 
research and to protect researchers from unjustified criticism and/or legal action. 
 
Chairpersons and members of each of the RECs and their contact details are available at 
www.ul.ie/researchethics. Information on more detailed guidelines that may be developed by 
some or all of the RECs is also provided on this website. 
 
 
Prinicipal Investigators/Supervisors/Co-investigators 
Definitions 
Principal Investigator: A Principal Investigator is an employee of the University who has 
primary responsibility for the design, implementation, completion and management of a 
research project.  
 
Supervisor: A Supervisor is an employee of the University who is assigned to a postgraduate 
research candidate at the time of their commencement of a postgraduate research project. 

http://www.ul.ie/researchethics
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Supervisors are responsible for signing-off on and submitting applications for ethics approval 
on the part of postgraduate research candidates under their supervision when the candidate’s 
research project requires such approval under these procedures.  The supervisor has 
responsibilities relating to the postgraduate’s academic and research activities as described 
in Section 5 of the University of Limerick’s Handbook of Academic Regulations and 
Procedures (Research Postgraduate Academic Regulations). 
 
Co-investigator: The University representative on an intra-institutional research project, 
charged with notifying the relevant REC as appropriate in cases where the project has 
received ethical approval in a partner institution. The REC will note this approval and report it 
to ULREG in its regular submission. 
 
Projects Requiring Ethical Approval 
Research projects that do not require ethical approval are those where the answer “NO” 
applies to all questions listed in the REC Application Form Checklist and does not involve 
human participants. 
 
Where a research project involves human participants (including data collected on an 
anonymous basis) but where “NO” applies to all questions listed in the REC Application Form’s 
Checklist, the Principal Investigator/Supervisor may submit an expedited ethics application 
form (where applicable) to the relevant REC. Research must not commence prior to receipt of 
written approval from the REC. 
 
Teaching Research Methodology as part of a Module of Study 
The provision of research methodology modules plays a key role in training students about 
how to plan and undertake good research and are provided by the Faculties at undergraduate 
and postgraduate level. Ethical clearance is not required for research-based, pedagogical 
exercises (e.g. surveys/ questionnaires/ interviews/ observations of public behaviour etc.) that 
form part of the assessment of students on a research methodology module, once the 
following are observed: 
 

(i) Research-based exercises shall not involve the collection of sensitive personal 
data (e.g. sexual orientation, mental health issues, religious beliefs etc.)  

(ii) Research-based exercises shall be undertaken with fellow classmates only. 
(iii) Research-based exercises should be cognisant of the responsibilities of 

researchers under the General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR) and 
associated legislation, particular in terms of the collection and maintenance of 
personal data.  

 
 
Categories of Data Collection Not Requiring Ethical Approval 
Ethics approval is not required in the following cases: the undertaking of Quality Reviews; 
Performance Reviews; Reflective Practice; Standard Professional Practice; Educational tests. 
University employees should be cognisant at all times of University Policies & Procedures in 
these areas. In such cases investigators should particularly be cognisant of their 
responsibilities in terms of maintaining confidentiality of participants, and that research based 
on the collection of such data cannot be used as the basis for publication. 
 
Consideration of appropriate research relationships  

 Investigators should be mindful of whether or not a power relationship exists between 
the listed researchers and potential research participants. 

 As a general rule, students should avoid recruiting students from their own class or 
teachers in a school should avoid recruiting students they grade where possible.  

 The application should outline clear protocol for managing or offsetting the power 
dynamic where appropriate. For example, use a ‘gatekeeper’ (neutral person) who 
will recruit on the researcher’s behalf. Where appropriate and possible, the 
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gatekeeper should render the data anonymous so you cannot identify who 
volunteered.  

 
 
Ethics Approval for Research Projects Jointly Undertaken by UL and Third-party 
External Regulatory Agencies 
For all research projects of a clinical/medical nature which include the participation of a third-
party external regulatory or licensing body (such as the HSE), requests for ethics approval 
must be submitted to the relevant external Research Ethics Committee (REC) on the 
designated application form.   
 
Once research ethics applications have been approved by the external REC, the relevant UL 
REC must be notified of the proposed research and evidence of external REC approval must 
accompany the notification.  Research may not commence until such time as the external REC 
has provided full approval in writing and until written evidence is provided to the relevant REC. 
 
Clinical Trials 
In the event that a Principal Investigator/Supervisor plans to undertake a clinical trial then the 
University’s “Clinical Research Policy for UL Sponsored Regulated Clinical Trials” will apply. 
 
Duration of Ethics Approval 
Ethics approval for individual modules, final year or taught postgraduate projects will cease 
after the examination period of the module, final year or taught postgraduate project. Repeat 
projects must reapply for ethics approval even if the project remains the same.  
 
Research ethics approval will cease on the date indicated on the REC ethics report form. The 
submission of a thesis ends the ethics approval, and can be considered as the completion 
report.  
 
Projects which apply for and are awarded approval for a duration of five years or greater will 
be subject to review by the relevant REC at least once during its duration, normally at its half-
way point. RECs may, where and when they deem it necessary, request reviews for projects 
of shorter duration at their discretion. 
 
Requests for extensions to ethical approval for projects which endure beyond their originally-
anticipated end date will be considered by the appropriate REC and should be submitted per 
the procedures of the REC concerned. 
 
Change of PI/Supervisor 
In the event that a Principal Investigator/Supervisor leaves their position of employment at the 
University of Limerick, any current research ethics approval will not lapse with their departure 
and the research project(s) will not cease to have ethics approval.  
 
In the event that a new Principal Investigator/Supervisor who is an employee of the University 
is assigned to a previously-approved research project, it is the responsibility of the new 
PI/Supervisor to notify the relevant REC, who will note the change and report it to ULREG in 
its regular submission. 
 
Extra-jurisdictional/Externally-approved Research Projects 
ULREG and REC's will respect the approval decisions of commensurate organisations 
(universities, public sector organisations, research institutes) with robust research ethics 
procedures where the PI of a collaborative research project is not based at UL but UL staff, 
students or property are in use. Commensurability of institution will be confirmed by ULREG. 
Such approvals should be lodged with the relevant REC and recorded as noted. In the case 
of research that is deemed high risk by an REC, the REC may require additional information 
from the PI and in the event of serious concerns being raised about the ethical standards of 
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the project, the REC may refer to ULREG, which would make a determination as to the 
ratification of such an approval.  
 
Gatekeepers 
For the purposes of research ethics matters, a gatekeeper is defined as an individual who 
controls access to information in an organisation/body. A gatekeeper may also serve to 
protect the interests of research participants and to ensure that they are not under any 
pressure to participate.  
 
In certain limited cases, research participants in a research project may require gatekeeper 
approval from their professional/governing body prior to their partaking in the research. In 
such cases, while the research participants are expected to be aware of this requirement, the 
Principal Investigator/Supervisor should ensure that gatekeeper approval is secured by the 
research participant, prior to the commencement of the research.  

 
Sourcing Data from Internet Sources for Research Purposes 
In the event that a Principal Investigator/Supervisor plans to gather data through the 
observation of human behavior, communication with individuals online, or other online 
research activity which requires ethical approval under these procedures, they will also adhere 
to the University’s Records Management and Retention Policy, its Data Protection Policy, its 
Data Protection Compliance Regulations, and all other relevant policies, procedures, 
legislation, and regulations.  
 
While the University has overall responsibility for ensuring compliance with Data Protection, 
other relevant legislation and the Research Ethics Governance function, Principal 
Investigators/Supervisors have operational responsibility for ensuring compliance with the 
legislation and procedures in place when research data is being collected and processed.  
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REC Application Form Checklist  
 
HUMAN PARTICIPANTS (INCLUDING PERSONAL DATA COLLECTED IN AN ANONYMOUS MANNER) 
 
Does the research proposal involve:                                  Yes/No  

Working with participants over 65 years of age?  

Any person under the age of 18?  

Adult patients?    

Adults with psychological impairments?  

Adults with learning difficulties?  

Adults under the protection/ control/influence of others (e.g. in care/prison)?   

Relatives of ill people (e.g. parents of sick children)   

People whose comprehension of the research and its requirements might be 
compromised by their linguistic competence? 

 

Hospital or GP patients recruited in medical facility?  

Human Tissue/Samples  

 
SUBJECT MATTER 
Does the research proposal involve: 

Sensitive personal issues? (e.g. suicide, bereavement, gender identity, sexuality, 
fertility, abortion, gambling) 

 

Illegal activities, illicit drug taking, substance abuse or the self-reporting of criminal 
behaviour? 

 

Any act that might diminish self-respect or cause shame, embarrassment or 
regret? 

 

Research into politically and/or racially/ethnically and/or commercially sensitive 
areas? 

 

 
RESEARCH PROCEDURES  
Does the research proposal involve: 

Use of personal records without consent?  

Deception of participants?  

The offer of large inducements to participate?  

Audio or visual recording without consent?  

Invasive physical interventions or treatments?  

Research that might put researchers or participants at risk?  

Storage of results data for less than 7 years?   

 
AREAS OTHER THAN HUMAN 
Does the research proposal involve: 

Use of animals?  

Military technology?  

Hazardous biological materials?  

Genetic modification?  

Nuclear reaction?  

Any field that may bring the University adverse attention?  

 

 
 


