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This form is part of a broader collaborative peer review process that supports ethical reflection and planning across a wide range of social research settings. It is developed especially for applied, participatory, and action-oriented research contexts where projects involve collaboration across disciplines and engagement with communities, and where formal ethics procedures are not readily available. It is intended to be used collaboratively by research teams in conversation with experienced peers.
[bookmark: _Hlk194756475]Note: This protocol is shared as a fillable Word document so teams can write directly into it, adapt it for their needs, and use it as a working record of ethical planning and discussion.

This protocol is designed to help research teams consider ethical principles across the life of a project. While especially useful for participatory, community-based, and action research, it can be applied more broadly. The level of reflection and documentation should match the scale, sensitivity, and context of the project. It can be used:
· As a self-check for individual researchers or research teams
· As the basis for a collaborative peer review discussion

Beyond meeting formal or funding requirements, the process builds shared understanding across disciplines, surfaces ethical risks early, strengthens participant care, and develops practical confidence in handling power, consent, and data responsibilities. Collaborative peer review is encouraged as a structured conversation with two reviewers who are independent of the core research team and have relevant experience in social research ethics. Where this is not feasible, at least one external reviewer should be involved. At least one reviewer should have experience facilitating reflective group discussions, as the quality of the conversation is central to the value of the process. Further guidance on reviewer selection, opening the conversation, working through the questions, and what this approach delivers is provided in the peer review guidance section at the end of this document.
Collaborative peer reviews are most effective because they involve open discussion. Reviewers ask questions and prompt the team to reflect on, clarify, and expand their responses. The aim is to support learning and transparency, not to impose judgement. However, the research team remains responsible for ensuring that ethical practices are followed throughout the project. This protocol does not replace any legal, regulatory, or institutional ethics requirements that may apply in your jurisdiction.
This protocol is made freely available for reuse and adaptation. The questions reflect areas commonly addressed in formal ethics review processes and may be adjusted to suit specific organisational or project contexts.
Why use protocols and checklists for social research ethics?

Researchers should regularly review projects against ethical expectations. Protocols support good practice, prompt reflection, and are increasingly required by funders and journals. They clarify intent, identify risks, and make ethical considerations more transparent.
This protocol supports independent researchers and organisations without access to institutional ethics review. It is particularly relevant for participatory and action research, where ethical considerations arise through relationships, shared decision-making, cultural safety, and attention to context, including Indigenous protocols and gender equity.
Feedback on the use of this protocol is welcome. If you have suggestions or reflections from using it in practice, you are welcome to get in touch via the Learning for Sustainability site contact page. The protocol continues to evolve in response to shared learning. 
Suggested citation: Learning for Sustainability (2026). Social research ethics protocol. Available from: https://learningforsustainability.net/human-ethics-protocols/ 
How to use this form

Researchers and teams may use this form for initial self-assessment. However, its greatest value comes when used as part of a facilitated peer review discussion. 
In practice, the research team circulates a draft of the completed protocol in advance. A facilitated session is then convened, usually around 60–90 minutes, where reviewers and team members work carefully through the questions together. The protocol becomes the agenda for structured ethical reasoning, with space to test assumptions, clarify responsibilities, and identify potential risks. Following the discussion, the document is revised to reflect agreed safeguards and any remaining differences of view.
Reviewers should be independent of the core research team and selected for relevant ethics experience and facilitation capability. In most cases, two independent reviewers are recommended, providing a wider range of perspectives and shared responsibility where issues arise. Where this is not feasible, one independent reviewer may be complemented by an internal ethics convenor from the hosting organisation, or an external colleague, rather than a member of the core research team.
It is helpful to share the following materials with reviewers:
· Completed social research ethics protocol checklist (this form) 
· Copies of information and consent forms or scripts (if applicable) 
· Research proposal (optional but beneficial) 
· [bookmark: _Hlk194673023]A brief health and safety register outlining risks to participants and researchers (if relevant)

Ethics protocol form and checklist

This section provides the ethics protocol checklist for researchers and teams to complete. It is designed to support ethical thinking across all stages of a project, with prompts provided to guide reflection. These prompts are not exhaustive – they are there to support your thinking, but you may wish to raise other considerations that are relevant in your own setting. The aim is to help surface and discuss ethical issues in ways that are appropriate to your context. Please respond as fully as possible. If a question does not apply to your project, write “not applicable” or “N/A”.


1. Project name and ethics protocol identifier:
Provide the full project name and include the short identifier that will be used to name this ethics protocol (e.g. for filenames, documentation, or future reference).
	



  


2. Applicant(s):
Name the person(s) responsible for managing the project and overseeing ethical implementation. Include their role in the team and any relevant contact details.
	



  


3. Date required for decision (if applicable):
	



  


4. Expected completion date:
	



  


5. Identity, skills, and experience of researchers:
Indicate whether the team has appropriate social research knowledge and experience or clearly detail how they will be supported by people with relevant expertise. Describe the ethical experience within the team (e.g. prior ethics review processes, training, or applied experience), and how ongoing ethical guidance will be accessed if needed.
	



  


6. Purpose of study:
Briefly describe the overall aim of the study and its intended objectives. You may also wish to reflect on any potential for building local capacity, strengthening participant agency, or contributing to place-based or social-ecological outcomes.
	



  


7. Requirement for ethical/cultural approvals by other bodies:
Are there any other existing ethics processes or protocols you need to follow (e.g. organisational, institutional, or community-based)?
Note: Some communities, including Indigenous groups, may have their own ethical guidelines. Ensure these are identified and followed where appropriate. Consider also whether there are cultural, place-based, or relational expectations that need to be acknowledged or respected.
	



  


8. Cultural safety practices:
Briefly describe how the research will ensure respectful engagement with Indigenous and culturally diverse communities. Note any practices, protocols, or relationships that support cultural safety in your context.
	



  


9. Sources of funding:
Identify the source(s) of funding for the research, and note any expectations or conditions associated with the funding.
	



  


10. Financial interests of investigators and organisations:
Note any financial interests or potential conflicts that might affect how the research is conducted, interpreted, or shared.
	



  


11. Scientific rationale:
Briefly explain why this research is needed. What question or gap does it address? If related work has already been done, explain how this study builds on or differs from it.
	



  


12. Study design (methodology and methods):
Describe the design of the study. What will be done, where, and how? Include how participants are involved, time commitments, data collection and analysis methods, and any links to wider research or practice.
	



  


13. Participant selection:
Who will take part in the study, and why? Briefly explain how participants will be selected or invited, and whether any inclusion or exclusion criteria apply. If the study involves children, vulnerable participants, or others requiring additional safeguards, describe the protections in place.
	



  


14. Recruitment procedures:
Explain how participants will be invited to take part. Is participation voluntary? What happens if someone chooses not to take part, or withdraws later?
	



  


15. Participant time commitments:
How much time will participants need to commit? Include session numbers and duration, and any extra time for preparation, travel, or follow-up.
	



  


16. Potential benefits and hazards – for participants:
What benefits might participants gain from being involved? Consider things like increased capacity, empowerment, or opportunities to influence outcomes. Consider whether there are implications for different groups, including women, men, and gender-diverse participants, and describe how you will address these equitably.
Also outline any potential risks – physical, psychological, or related to privacy or disclosure – and explain how you plan to reduce or manage these. If relevant, address any concerns about over-researching or participant fatigue.
	



  


17. Potential benefits and hazards – for researchers:
Are there any potential risks or challenges for the research team – such as emotional stress, physical safety, or disclosure risks? Describe any protective measures or support systems in place.
	



  


18. Deception in study (if applicable):
Will any part of the research involve misleading participants or withholding information? If so, explain why this is necessary and how you will address this ethically (e.g. through debriefing). If no deception will be used – as is often the case in participatory or applied research – please say so.
	



  


19. Confidentiality and anonymity:
How will you protect participants’ confidentiality and personal information? Outline your decisions around anonymity, data handling, and any safeguards to protect privacy.
	



  


20. Intellectual property and data rights (participants and researchers):
Who will own the data or knowledge generated through the research? Explain how any contributions, especially those from local or traditional knowledge, will be acknowledged, protected, and used respectfully.
	



  


21. Informed consent procedures:
How will you obtain informed consent from participants? Outline the process (e.g. verbal, written, ongoing) and explain how consents will be recorded and stored. If participants have limited literacy or speak different languages, describe how this will be addressed.
	



  


22. Data protection and storage:
How will you manage and store research data securely? Confirm that your approach complies with relevant data protection and privacy requirements in your country or region, including any cross-border data transfers or use of cloud services. Outline how data will be stored, who will have access, and how long it will be retained.
	



  


23. Use of AI:
Are AI tools likely to be used in this project (e.g. for writing, synthesis, analysis, or engagement)? If so, how are you ensuring transparency, critical reflection, and appropriate use, especially where AI may influence interpretation, voice, or participant representation? Please also indicate whether this use aligns with any relevant organisational policies or applicable regulatory requirements.
	



  


24. Dissemination and future use of findings:
How will research findings be shared (e.g. reports, publications, workshops)? Explain how consent for sharing and any future use of data will be obtained or confirmed, especially where data may be re-used or made publicly available.
	



  


25. Ongoing ethics review processes:
What processes will support ongoing ethical reflection as the project unfolds? For example, will you hold regular team check-ins, consult with stakeholders, or revisit this protocol at key stages?
	



  


26. Other relevant ethical considerations:
Are there any other ethical issues to note—for example, environmental sustainability, legacy impacts, equity and inclusion, or wider responsibilities to people and planet? Include anything else that may be relevant to your own or the reviewers’ ethical reflection. Consider also any legal or regulatory requirements in your jurisdiction (e.g., child protection, privacy, or data security) that may not have been covered in previous questions.
	



  



Declarations
1. Declaration – applicant
By signing below, I confirm that I have reviewed and approve this final version of the ethics protocol, and that the information provided is accurate and complete to the best of my knowledge.
 I acknowledge that responsibility for ethical conduct throughout the life of the project remains with the research team. I understand that peer reviewer confirmation reflects a structured process of independent scrutiny and dialogue and does not transfer responsibility for the design, conduct, or consequences of the project to the reviewers.
Applicant name(s) and date   ………………………………………………………………………………………….
Applicant signature(s)         ………………………………………………………………………………………….

2. Declaration – peer review discussion
I/We, [insert names of peer reviewer(s)], have reviewed the above project and the final revised version of this ethics protocol in discussion with [insert names of research team members].
Please tick one:
☐ Further consideration of ethics issues is required.
☐ The project and its ethics protocol demonstrates sound ethical reflection and a suitable ethical design.
Reviewer name(s) and date   ………………………………………………………………………………………….
Reviewer signature(s)             ………………………………………………………………………………………….
[bookmark: _Hlk194665657]This review was conducted in discussion with the applicant(s) on [insert date]. The reviewer(s) asked questions and guided the team in reflecting on, clarifying, and expanding their initial submitted responses. The conversation was structured to support collaborative learning and shared ethical reflection. The researchers remain responsible for implementing appropriate procedures and sustaining ethical practice throughout the project. 
This statement records that an independent peer review discussion was held and that, in the judgement of the reviewer(s), the final protocol demonstrates sound ethical reflection appropriate to the nature of the project. Where differences of view remain, these should be documented in the relevant sections of the protocol. Reviewers may decline to provide this statement where substantive concerns remain unresolved or insufficiently addressed.


3. Reviewer details
Please provide brief information about the reviewer(s) and their credentials, and a link to their website or profile if applicable. This supports transparency for others reviewing or relying on the protocol in future.
                                                                                                    
                                                                                                    
                                                                                                    
                                                                                                    
                                                                                                    

4. Research team sign-off
This sign-off provides an opportunity to brief team members who were not present at the peer review discussion and to confirm shared understanding of the agreed ethical commitments. All members of the research team involved in data collection or direct participant engagement should review the completed ethics protocol. 
By signing below, I confirm that I have read the final version of this ethics protocol, have had the opportunity to ask questions, and understand the ethical procedures it outlines. I agree to follow these procedures and uphold the commitments made.
	Name
	Signature
	Date

	  
	  
	  

	  
	  
	  

	  
	  
	  

	  
	  
	  




Supporting materials & peer review tips

This section provides guidance on using the ethics protocols and facilitating collaborative peer review in applied and independent settings. For a broader overview of the responsibility framework and the rationale behind this approach, see the Human ethics hub page on the Learning for Sustainability site.

Additional readings and external frameworks are available on the companion Human ethics resources page, which curates open-access materials supporting reflective, transparent, and context-sensitive ethical practice.


Peer review guidance
Peer review is most valuable when approached as a collaborative, collegial discussion between the research team and one or more experienced reviewers. Rather than a one-way assessment, the review offers space to explore how ethical principles are being applied in context, and to strengthen shared understanding and team ownership. Reviewers both facilitate reflection and share their expertise, helping the team embed ethics more deeply in the work. The following guidance is intended to help reviewers make the most of that conversation.
Opening the conversation
Before working through the protocol questions, it helps to spend a few minutes grounding the group in what ethics actually means in applied work. Rather than beginning with principles or definitions, consider drawing on something concrete – a first visit to a farm, an introductory meeting with a community group, an early conversation with a partner organisation. What did you say about why you were there? How did you explain what would happen with what people told you? How did that conversation shape the project? These moments – consent, trust, power, representation – are where ethics lives in practice. Naming this at the outset helps shift the tone from compliance to reflection, and reminds the whole team that the protocol is a prompt for thinking, not a form to be filled.
When working through the questions, introduce each one briefly – what it is asking for and why it matters  – before inviting responses. If the team has submitted a draft protocol in advance, acknowledge what is strong in their responses before exploring what might be developed further. Where an answer is thin or raises questions, rather than probing directly, consider opening it to the group: a social researcher and a biophysical scientist may approach the same question from quite different angles, and creating space for that difference often produces richer reflection than a single answer would.


What this approach delivers
A distinctive strength of this approach is that it brings the whole team into the conversation. Rather than one person drafting responses and others signing off at a distance, everyone is in the room – thinking together, hearing each other's perspectives, and developing a shared understanding of the ethical commitments they are making. People come away not just knowing what was agreed, but understanding why – and having contributed to shaping it. That understanding tends to stick. It seeds better working habits, builds a shared language for talking about ethical questions as they arise, and makes it more likely that the protocol remains a living reference point across the longer life of the project. The real payoff is not a signed form but a project that runs well – one where participants are engaged safely and constructively, relationships are built on trust, and the team knows how to keep returning to these questions as the work unfolds.

Tips for peer review discussions:
Involve as many members of the research team as possible, including those in biophysical, technical, or facilitation roles. Depending on the context, it can also be useful to include partners or funders.
Choose reviewers with experience in social research ethics. They need not be part of a formal ethics committee but should demonstrate sound judgement, commitment to ethical practice, and (ideally) some experience in facilitating reflective conversations.
Where relevant to the setting of the project, at least one reviewer should have contextual, cultural, sectoral, or jurisdictional familiarity appropriate to the nature of the work.
Reviews typically take around 90 minutes and are often held online, though they can also be done in person. Allow time for introductions and a respectful, open conversation.
The time investment is usually 2–3 hours for one or two reviewers. This may be offered on a pro-bono or reciprocal basis, or it could involve a modest payment.
Someone on the research team should take notes during the conversation and revise the protocol afterwards to reflect key points or improvements. Where differences of view remain after discussion, these should be noted transparently within the relevant sections of the protocol.
The revised and signed protocol constitutes the formal record of the review discussion. Audio or video recordings of review sessions are not ordinarily retained unless agreed in advance by all parties.
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