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Abstract
In the context of academic research, a diversity of ethical issues, conditioned by the dif-
ferent roles of members within these institutions, arise. Previous studies on this topic ad-
dressed mainly the perceptions of researchers. However, to our knowledge, no studies have 
explored the transversal ethical issues from a wider spectrum, including other members 
of academic institutions as the research ethics board (REB) members, and the research 
ethics experts. The present study used a descriptive phenomenological approach to docu-
ment the ethical issues experienced by a heterogeneous group of Canadian researchers, 
REB members, and research ethics experts. Data collection involved socio-demographic 
questionnaires and individual semi-structured interviews. Following the triangulation of 
different perspectives (researchers, REB members and ethics experts), emerging ethical is-
sues were synthesized in ten units of meaning: (1) research integrity, (2) conflicts of inter-
est, (3) respect for research participants, (4) lack of supervision and power imbalances, (5) 
individualism and performance, (6) inadequate ethical guidance, (7) social injustices, (8) 
distributive injustices, (9) epistemic injustices, and (10) ethical distress. This study high-
lighted several problematic elements that can support the identification of future solutions 
to resolve transversal ethical issues in research that affect the heterogeneous members of 
the academic community.
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Introduction

Research includes a set of activities in which researchers use various structured methods to 
contribute to the development of knowledge, whether this knowledge is theoretical, funda-
mental, or applied (Drolet & Ruest, accepted). University research is carried out in a highly 
competitive environment that is characterized by ever-increasing demands (i.e., on time, 
productivity), insufficient access to research funds, and within a market economy that values 
productivity and speed often to the detriment of quality or rigour – this research context 
creates a perfect recipe for breaches in research ethics, like research misbehaviour or mis-
conduct (i.e., conduct that is ethically questionable or unacceptable because it contravenes 
the accepted norms of responsible conduct of research or compromises the respect of core 
ethical values that are widely held by the research community) (Drolet & Girard, 2020; 
Sieber, 2004). Problematic ethics and integrity issues – e.g., conflicts of interest, falsifica-
tion of data, non-respect of participants’ rights, and plagiarism, to name but a few – have the 
potential to both undermine the credibility of research and lead to negative consequences 
for many stakeholders, including researchers, research assistants and personnel, research 
participants, academic institutions, and society as a whole (Drolet & Girard, 2020). It is thus 
evident that the academic community should be able to identify these different ethical issues 
in order to evaluate the nature of the risks that they pose (and for whom), and then work 
towards their prevention or management (i.e., education, enhanced policies and procedures, 
risk mitigation strategies).

In this article, we define an “ethical issue” as any situation that may compromise, in 
whole or in part, the respect of at least one moral value (Swisher et al., 2005) that is consid-
ered socially legitimate and should thus be respected. In general, ethical issues occur at three 
key moments or stages of the research process: (1) research design (i.e., conception, project 
planning), (2) research conduct (i.e., data collection, data analysis) and (3) knowledge trans-
lation or communication (e.g., publications of results, conferences, press releases) (Drolet 
& Ruest, accepted). According to Sieber (2004), ethical issues in research can be classified 
into five categories, related to: (a) communication with participants and the community, (b) 
acquisition and use of research data, (c) external influence on research, (d) risks and benefits 
of the research, and (e) selection and use of research theories and methods. Many of these 
issues are related to breaches of research ethics norms, misbehaviour or research miscon-
duct. Bruhn et al., (2002) developed a typology of misbehaviour and misconduct in aca-
demia that can be used to judge the seriousness of different cases. This typology takes into 
consideration two axes of reflection: (a) the origin of the situation (i.e., is it the researcher’s 
own fault or due to the organizational context?), and (b) the scope and severity (i.e., is this 
the first instance or a recurrent behaviour? What is the nature of the situation? What are the 
consequences, for whom, for how many people, and for which organizations?).

A previous detailed review of the international literature on ethical issues in research 
revealed several interesting findings (Beauchemin et al., 2021). Indeed, the current literature 
is dominated by descriptive ethics, i.e., the sharing by researchers from various disciplines 
of the ethical issues they have personally experienced. While such anecdotal documenta-
tion is relevant, it is insufficient because it does not provide a global view of the situation. 
Among the reviewed literature, empirical studies were in the minority (Table 1) – only about 
one fifth of the sample (n = 19) presented empirical research findings on ethical issues in 
research. The first of these studies was conducted almost 50 years ago (Hunt et al., 1984), 
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with the remainder conducted in the 1990s. Eight studies were conducted in the United 
States (n = 8), five in Canada (n = 5), three in England (n = 3), two in Sweden (n = 2) and one 
in Ghana (n = 1).

Further, the majority of studies in our sample (n = 12) collected the perceptions of a homo-
geneous group of participants, usually researchers (n = 14) and sometimes health profes-
sionals (n = 6). A minority of studies (n = 7) triangulated the perceptions of diverse research 
stakeholders (i.e., researchers and research participants, or students). To our knowledge, 
only one study has examined perceptions of ethical issues in research by research ethics 
board members (REB; Institutional Review Boards [IRB] in the USA), and none to date 
have documented the perceptions of research ethics experts. Finally, nine studies (n = 9) 
adopted a qualitative design, seven studies (n = 7) a quantitative design, and three (n = 3) a 
mixed-methods design.

More studies using empirical research methods are needed to better identify broader 
trends, to enrich discussions on the values that should govern responsible conduct of 
research in the academic community, and to evaluate the means by which these values 
can be supported in practice (Bahn, 2012; Beauchemin et al., 2021; Bruhn et al., 2002; 
Henderson et al., 2013; Resnik & Elliot, 2016; Sieber 2004). To this end, we conducted an 
empirical qualitative study to document the perceptions and experiences of a heterogeneous 
group of Canadian researchers, REB members, and research ethics experts, to answer the 
following broad question: What are the ethical issues in research?

Table 1 Summary of Empirical Studies on Ethical Issues in Research by the year of publication
References Country Types of research participants Study design
Hunt et al., (1984) USA marketing researchers mixed-methods
Pope & Vetter (1992) USA members of the American psychological 

association
quantitative

Swazey et al., (1993) USA doctoral candidates and faculty members quantitative
Balk (1995) USA study participants mixed-methods
Sigmon (1995) USA psychopathology researchers quantitative
Fraser (1997) UK education researchers qualitative
Lynöe et al., (1999) Sweden research ethics board members, researchers, 

healthcare politicians and district nurses
quantitative

Bouffard (2000) Canada researchers, health professionals and patients qualitative
Davison (2004) UK social work researchers qualitative
Miyazaki & Taylor 
(2008)

USA non-traditional undergraduate students quantitative

Mondain & Bologo 
(2009)

Ghana researcher participants and other stakeholders qualitative

Wiegand & Funk (2012) Canada nurses quantitative
McGinn (2013) USA nanotechnology researchers quantitative
Colnerud (2015) Sweden researchers qualitative
Lierville et al., (2015) Canada Managers, Researchers, Unit Leaders and 

Practitioners
Qualitative

Giorgini et al., (2016) USA researchers mixed-methods
Birchley et al., (2017) UK smart-home researchers qualitative
Jarvis (2017) Canada research participants (women and their fam-

ily members), health care providers and key 
stakeholders

qualitative

Drolet & Girard (2020) Canada occupational therapist researchers qualitative
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Research Methods

Research Design

A qualitative research approach involving individual semi-structured interviews was used 
to systematically document ethical issues (De Poy & Gitlin, 2010; Hammell et al., 2000). 
Specifically, a descriptive phenomenological approach inspired by the philosophy of Hus-
serl was used (Husserl, 1970, 1999), as it is recommended for documenting the perceptions 
of ethical issues raised by various practices (Hunt & Carnavale, 2011).

Ethical considerations

The principal investigator obtained ethics approval for this project from the Research Ethics 
Board of the Université du Québec à Trois-Rivières (UQTR). All members of the research 
team signed a confidentiality agreement, and research participants signed the consent form 
after reading an information letter explaining the nature of the research project.

Sampling and recruitment

As indicated above, three types of participants were sought: (1) researchers from different 
academic disciplines conducting research (i.e., theoretical, fundamental or empirical) in 
Canadian universities; (2) REB members working in Canadian organizations responsible 
for the ethical review, oversight or regulation of research; and (3) research ethics experts, 
i.e., academics or ethicists who teach research ethics, conduct research in research ethics, 
or are scholars who have acquired a specialization in research ethics. To be included in the 
study, participants had to work in Canada, speak and understand English or French, and be 
willing to participate in the study. Following Thomas and Polio’s (2002) recommendation 
to recruit between six and twelve participants (for a homogeneous sample) to ensure data 
saturation, for our heterogeneous sample, we aimed to recruit approximately twelve partici-
pants in order to obtain data saturation. Having used this method several times in related 
projects in professional ethics, data saturation is usually achieved with 10 to 15 participants 
(Drolet & Goulet, 2018; Drolet & Girard, 2020; Drolet et al., 2020). From experience, larger 
samples only serve to increase the degree of data saturation, especially in heterogeneous 
samples (Drolet et al., 2017, 2019; Drolet & Maclure, 2016).

Purposive sampling facilitated the identification of participants relevant to documenting 
the phenomenon in question (Fortin, 2010). To ensure a rich and most complete representa-
tion of perceptions, we sought participants with varied and complementary characteristics 
with regards to the social roles they occupy in research practice (Drolet & Girard, 2020). 
A triangulation of sources was used for the recruitment (Bogdan & Biklen, 2006). The 
websites of Canadian universities and Canadian health institution REBs, as well as those 
of major Canadian granting agencies (i.e., the Canadian Institutes of Health Research, the 
Natural Sciences and Engineering Research Council of Canada, and the Social Sciences and 
Humanities Research Council of Canada, Fonds de recherche du Quebec), were searched 
to identify individuals who might be interested in participating in the study. Further, people 
known by the research team for their knowledge and sensitivity to ethical issues in research 
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were asked to participate. Research participants were also asked to suggest other individuals 
who met the study criteria.

Data Collection

Two tools were used for data collecton: (a) a socio-demographic questionnaire, and (b) a 
semi-structured individual interview guide. English and French versions of these two docu-
ments were used and made available, depending on participant preferences. In addition, 
although the interview guide contained the same questions, they were adapted to partici-
pants’ specific roles (i.e., researcher, REB member, research ethics expert). When contacted 
by email by the research assistant, participants were asked to confirm under which role they 
wished to participate (because some participants might have multiple, overlapping respon-
sibilities) and they were sent the appropriate interview guide.

The interview guides each had two parts: an introduction and a section on ethical issues. 
The introduction consisted of general questions to put the participant at ease (i.e., “Tell me 
what a typical day at work is like for you”). The section on ethical issues was designed to 
capture the participant’s perceptions through questions such as: “Tell me three stories you 
have experienced at work that involve an ethical issue?” and “Do you feel that your orga-
nization is doing enough to address, manage, and resolve ethical issues in your work?”. 
Although some interviews were conducted in person, the majority were conducted by vid-
eoconference to promote accessibility and because of the COVID-19 pandemic. Interviews 
were digitally recorded so that the verbatim could be transcribed in full, and varied between 
40 and 120 min in duration, with an average of 90 min. Research assistants conducted the 
interviews and transcribed the verbatim.

Data Analysis

The socio-demographic questionnaires were subjected to simple descriptive statistical anal-
yses (i.e., means and totals), and the semi-structured interviews were subjected to quali-
tative analysis. The steps proposed by Giorgi (1997) for a Husserlian phenomenological 
reduction of the data were used. After collecting, recording, and transcribing the interviews, 
all verbatim were analyzed by at least two analysts: a research assistant (2nd author of this 
article) and the principal investigator (1st author) or a postdoctoral fellow (3rd author). The 
repeated reading of the verbatim allowed the first analyst to write a synopsis, i.e., an initial 
extraction of units of meaning. The second analyst then read the synopses, which were 
commented and improved if necessary. Agreement between analysts allowed the final draft-
ing of the interview synopses, which were then analyzed by three analysts to generate and 
organize the units of meaning that emerged from the qualitative data.

Results

Participants

Sixteen individuals (n = 16) participated in the study, of whom nine (9) identified as female 
and seven (7) as male (Table 2). Participants ranged in age from 22 to 72 years, with a 
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mean age of 47.5 years. Participants had between one (1) and 26 years of experience in 
the research setting, with an average of 14.3 years of experience. Participants held a vari-
ety of roles, including: REB members (n = 11), researchers (n = 10), research ethics experts 
(n = 4), and research assistant (n = 1). As mentioned previously, seven (7) participants held 
more than one role, i.e., REB member, research ethics expert, and researcher. The major-
ity (87.5%) of participants were working in Quebec, with the remaining working in other 
Canadian provinces. Although all participants considered themselves to be francophone, 
one quarter (n = 4) identified themselves as belonging to a cultural minority group.

With respect to their academic background, most participants (n = 9) had a PhD, three (3) 
had a post-doctorate, two (2) had a master’s degree, and two (2) had a bachelor’s degree. 
Participants came from a variety of disciplines: nine (9) had a specialty in the humanities 
or social sciences, four (4) in the health sciences and three (3) in the natural sciences. In 
terms of their knowledge of ethics, five (5) participants reported having taken one university 
course entirely dedicated to ethics, four (4) reported having taken several university courses 
entirely dedicated to ethics, three (3) had a university degree dedicated to ethics, while 
two (2) only had a few hours or days of training in ethics and two (2) reported having no 
knowledge of ethics.

Ethical issues

As Fig. 1 illustrates, ten units of meaning emerge from the data analysis, namely: (1) 
research integrity, (2) conflicts of interest, (3) respect for research participants, (4) lack 
of supervision and power imbalances, (5) individualism and performance, (6) inadequate 
ethical guidance, (7) social injustices, (8) distributive injustices, (9) epistemic injustices, 
and (10) ethical distress. To illustrate the results, excerpts from verbatim interviews are pre-
sented in the following sub-sections. Most of the excerpts have been translated into English 
as the majority of interviews were conducted with French-speaking participants.

Table 2 Description of Participants
Participant number Gender Age Year(s) of

experience
Participant’s role(s)

P1 F 20–25 1–5 REB member, and research assistant
P2 F 45–50 10–15 REB member
P3 F 35–40 20–25 Researcher
P4 H 55–60 20–25 REB member, research ethics expert, and researcher
P5 H 70–75 20–25 REB member and researcher
P6 H 45–50 5–10 REB member
P7 H 40–45 5–10 REB member, research ethics expert, and researcher
P8 H 45–50 15–20 REB member, research ethics expert, and researcher
P9 F 35–40 5–10 REB member
P10 F 65–70 25–30 Researcher and research ethics expert
P11 F 60–65 20–25 REB member
P12 F 45 − 40 20–25 Researcher
P13 F 40–45 5–10 REB member
P14 H 30–35 1–15 Researcher
P15 F 40–45 5–10 REB member and researcher
P16 H 50–55 20–25 Researcher
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Research Integrity

The research environment is highly competitive and performance-based. Several partici-
pants, in particular researchers and research ethics experts, felt that this environment can 
lead both researchers and research teams to engage in unethical behaviour that reflects a lack 
of research integrity. For example, as some participants indicated, competition for grants 
and scientific publications is sometimes so intense that researchers falsify research results 
or plagiarize from colleagues to achieve their goals.

Some people will lie or exaggerate their research findings in order to get funding. 
Then, you see it afterwards, you realize: “ah well, it didn’t work, but they exaggerated 
what they found and what they did” (participant 14).
Another problem in research is the identification of authors when there is a publica-
tion. Very often, there are authors who don’t even know what the publication is about 
and that their name is on it. (…) The time that it surprised me the most was just a few 
months ago when I saw someone I knew who applied for a teaching position. He got 
it I was super happy for him. Then I looked at his publications and … there was one 
that caught my attention much more than the others, because I was in it and I didn’t 
know what that publication was. I was the second author of a publication that I had 
never read (participant 14).
I saw a colleague who had plagiarized another colleague. [When the colleague] 
found out about it, he complained. So, plagiarism is a serious [ethical breach]. I 
would also say that there is a certain amount of competition in the university facul-
ties, especially for grants (…). There are people who want to win at all costs or get as 
much as possible. They are not necessarily going to consider their colleagues. They 
don’t have much of a collegial spirit (participant 10).

These examples of research misbehaviour or misconduct are sometimes due to or associated 
with situations of conflicts of interest, which may be poorly managed by certain researchers 
or research teams, as noted by many participants.

Fig. 1 Ethical issues in research ac-
cording to the participants
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Conflict of interest

The actors and institutions involved in research have diverse interests, like all humans and 
institutions. As noted in Chap. 7 of the Canadian Tri-Council Policy Statement: Ethical 
Conduct for Research Involving Humans (TCPS2, 2018),

“researchers and research students hold trust relationships, either directly or indi-
rectly, with participants, research sponsors, institutions, their professional bodies 
and society. These trust relationships can be put at risk by conflicts of interest that 
may compromise independence, objectivity or ethical duties of loyalty. Although the 
potential for such conflicts has always existed, pressures on researchers (i.e., to delay 
or withhold dissemination of research outcomes or to use inappropriate recruitment 
strategies) heighten concerns that conflicts of interest may affect ethical behaviour” 
(p. 92).

The sources of these conflicts are varied and can include interpersonal conflicts, financial 
partnerships, third-party pressures, academic or economic interests, a researcher hold-
ing multiple roles within an institution, or any other incentive that may compromise a 
researcher’s independence, integrity, and neutrality (TCPS2, 2018). While it is not possible 
to eliminate all conflicts of interest, it is important to manage them properly and to avoid 
temptations to behave unethically.

Ethical temptations correspond to situations in which people are tempted to prioritize 
their own interests to the detriment of the ethical goods that should, in their own context, 
govern their actions (Swisher et al., 2005). In the case of researchers, this refers to situations 
that undermine independence, integrity, neutrality, or even the set of principles that govern 
research ethics (TCPS2, 2018) or the responsible conduct of research. According to study 
participants, these types of ethical issues frequently occur in research. Many participants, 
especially researchers and REB members, reported that conflicts of interest can arise when 
members of an organization make decisions to obtain large financial rewards or to increase 
their academic profile, often at the expense of the interests of members of their research 
team, research participants, or even the populations affected by their research.

A company that puts money into making its drug work wants its drug to work. So, 
homeopathy is a good example, because there are not really any consequences of 
homeopathy, there are not very many side effects, because there are no effects at all. 
So, it’s not dangerous, but it’s not a good treatment either. But some people will want 
to make it work. And that’s a big issue when you’re sitting at a table and there are 
eight researchers, and there are two or three who are like that, and then there are four 
others who are neutral, and I say to myself, this is not science. I think that this is a very 
big ethical issue (participant 14).
There are also times in some research where there will be more links with pharmaceu-
tical companies. Obviously, there are then large amounts of money that will be very 
interesting for the health-care institutions because they still receive money for clinical 
trials. They’re still getting some compensation because its time consuming for the 
people involved and all that. The pharmaceutical companies have money, so they will 
compensate, and that is sometimes interesting for the institutions, and since we are a 
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bit caught up in this, in the sense that we have no choice but to accept it. (…) It may 
not be the best research in the world, there may be a lot of side effects due to the drugs, 
but it’s good to accept it, we’re going to be part of the clinical trial (participant 3).
It is integrity, what we believe should be done or said. Often by the pressure of the 
environment, integrity is in tension with the pressures of the environment, so it takes 
resistance, it takes courage in research. (…) There were all the debates there about 
the problems of research that was funded and then the companies kept control over 
what was written. That was really troubling for a lot of researchers (participant 5).

Further, these situations sometimes have negative consequences for research participants as 
reported by some participants.

Respect for research participants

Many research projects, whether they are psychosocial or biomedical in nature, involve 
human participants. Relationships between the members of research teams and their 
research participants raise ethical issues that can be complex. Research projects must 
always be designed to respect the rights and interests of research participants, and not just 
those of researchers. However, participants in our study – i.e., REB members, researchers, 
and research ethics experts – noted that some research teams seem to put their own interests 
ahead of those of research participants. They also emphasized the importance of ensur-
ing the respect, well-being, and safety of research participants. The ethical issues related 
to this unit of meaning are: respect for free, informed and ongoing consent of research 
participants; respect for and the well-being of participants; data protection and confidenti-
ality; over-solicitation of participants; ownership of the data collected on participants; the 
sometimes high cost of scientific innovations and their accessibility; balance between the 
social benefits of research and the risks to participants (particularly in terms of safety); bal-
ance between collective well-being (development of knowledge) and the individual rights 
of participants; exploitation of participants; paternalism when working with populations in 
vulnerable situations; and the social acceptability of certain types of research. The following 
excerpts present some of these issues.

Where it disturbs me ethically is in the medical field – because it’s more in the medical 
field that we’re going to see this – when consent forms are presented to patients to 
solicit them as participants, and then [these forms] have an average of 40 pages. That 
annoys me. When they say that it has to be easy to understand and all that, adapted to 
the language, and then the hyper-technical language plus there are 40 pages to read, 
I don’t understand how you’re going to get informed consent after reading 40 pages. 
(…) For me, it doesn’t work. I read them to evaluate them and I have a certain level 
of education and experience in ethics, and there are times when I don’t understand 
anything (participant 2).
There is a lot of pressure from researchers who want to recruit research participants 
(…). The idea that when you enter a health care institution, you become a potential 
research participant, when you say “yes to a research, you check yes to all research”, 
then everyone can ask you. I think that researchers really have this fantasy of say-
ing to themselves: “as soon as people walk through the door of our institution, they 
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become potential participants with whom we can communicate and get them involved 
in all projects”. There’s a kind of idea that, yes, it can be done, but it has to be some-
what supervised to avoid over-solicitation (…). Researchers are very interested in 
facilitating recruitment and making it more fluid, but perhaps to the detriment of con-
fidentiality, privacy, and respect; sometimes that’s what it is, to think about what type 
of data you’re going to have in your bank of potential participants? Is it just name 
and phone number or are you getting into more sensitive information? (participant 9).

In addition, one participant reported that their university does not provide the resources 
required to respect the confidentiality of research participants.

The issue is as follows: researchers, of course, commit to protecting data with pass-
words and all that, but we realize that in practice, it is more difficult. It is not always 
as protected as one might think, because professor-researchers will run out of space. 
Will the universities make rooms available to researchers, places where they can store 
these things, especially when they have paper documentation, and is there indeed a 
guarantee of confidentiality? Some researchers have told me: “Listen; there are even 
filing cabinets in the corridors”. So, that certainly poses a concrete challenge. How 
do we go about challenging the administrative authorities? Tell them it’s all very well 
to have an ethics committee, but you have to help us, you also have to make sure that 
the necessary infrastructures are in place so that what we are proposing is really put 
into practice (participant 4).

If the relationships with research participants are likely to raise ethical issues, so too are the 
relationships with students, notably research assistants. On this topic, several participants 
discussed the lack of supervision or recognition offered to research assistants by researchers 
as well as the power imbalances between members of the research team.

Lack of Supervision and Power Imbalances

Many research teams are composed not only of researchers, but also of students who work 
as research assistants. The relationship between research assistants and other members of 
research teams can sometimes be problematic and raise ethical issues, particularly because 
of the inevitable power asymmetries. In the context of this study, several participants – 
including a research assistant, REB members, and researchers – discussed the lack of super-
vision or recognition of the work carried out by students, psychological pressure, and the 
more or less well-founded promises that are sometimes made to students. Participants also 
mentioned the exploitation of students by certain research teams, which manifest when stu-
dents are inadequately paid, i.e., not reflective of the number of hours actually worked, not 
a fair wage, or even a wage at all.

[As a research assistant], it was more of a feeling of distress that I felt then because 
I didn’t know what to do. (…) I was supposed to get coaching or be supported, but I 
didn’t get anything in the end. It was like, “fix it by yourself”. (…) All research assis-
tants were supposed to be supervised, but in practice they were not (participant 1).

1 3



Ethical Issues in Research: Perceptions of Researchers, Research Ethics…

Very often, we have a master’s or doctoral student that we put on a subject and we 
consider that the project will be well done, while the student is learning. So, it hap-
pens that the student will do a lot of work and then we realize that the work is poorly 
done, and it is not necessarily the student’s fault. He wasn’t necessarily well super-
vised. There are directors who have 25 students, and they just don’t supervise them 
(participant 14).
I think it’s really the power relationship. I thought to myself, how I saw my doctorate, 
the beginning of my research career, I really wanted to be in that laboratory, but they 
are the ones who are going to accept me or not, so what do I do to be accepted? I 
finally accept their conditions [which was to work for free]. If these are the conditions 
that are required to enter this lab, I want to go there. So, what do I do, well I accepted. 
It doesn’t make sense, but I tell myself that I’m still privileged, because I don’t have 
so many financial worries, one more reason to work for free, even though it doesn’t 
make sense (participant 1).
In research, we have research assistants. (…). The fact of using people… so that’s it, 
you have to take into account where they are, respect them, but at the same time they 
have to show that they are there for the research. In English, we say “carry” or take 
care of people. With research assistants, this is often a problem that I have observed: 
for grant machines, the person is the last to be found there. Researchers, who will 
take, use student data, without giving them the recognition for it (participant 5).
The problem at our university is that they reserve funding for Canadian students. The 
doctoral clientele in my field is mostly foreign students. So, our students are poorly 
funded. I saw one student end up in the shelter, in a situation of poverty. It ended very 
badly for him because he lacked financial resources. Once you get into that dynamic, 
it’s very hard to get out. I was made aware of it because the director at the time had 
taken him under her wing and wanted to try to find a way to get him out of it. So, most 
of my students didn’t get funded (participant 16).
There I wrote “manipulation”, but it’s kind of all promises all the time. I, for example, 
was promised a lot of advancement, like when I got into the lab as a graduate student, 
it was said that I had an interest in [this particular area of research]. I think there are 
a lot of graduate students who must have gone through that, but it is like, “Well, your 
CV has to be really good, if you want to do a lot of things and big things. If you do 
this, if you do this research contract, the next year you could be the coordinator of this 
part of the lab and supervise this person, get more contracts, be paid more. Let’s say: 
you’ll be invited to go to this conference, this big event”. They were always dangling 
something, but you have to do that first to get there. But now, when you’ve done that, 
you have to do this business. It’s like a bit of manipulation, I think. That was very hard 
to know who is telling the truth and who is not (participant 1).

These ethical issues have significant negative consequences for students. Indeed, they some-
times find themselves at the mercy of researchers, for whom they work, struggling to be rec-
ognized and included as authors of an article, for example, or to receive the salary that they 
are due. For their part, researchers also sometimes find themselves trapped in research struc-
tures that can negatively affect their well-being. As many participants reported, researchers 
work in organizations that set very high productivity standards and in highly competitive 
contexts, all within a general culture characterized by individualism.
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Individualism and performance

Participants, especially researchers, discussed the culture of individualism and performance 
that characterizes the academic environment. In glorifying excellence, some universities 
value performance and productivity, often at the expense of psychological well-being and 
work-life balance (i.e., work overload and burnout). Participants noted that there are ethi-
cal silences in their organizations on this issue, and that the culture of individualism and 
performance is not challenged for fear of retribution or simply to survive, i.e., to perform 
as expected. Participants felt that this culture can have a significant negative impact on the 
quality of the research conducted, as research teams try to maximize the quantity of their 
work (instead of quality) in a highly competitive context, which is then exacerbated by a 
lack of resources and support, and where everything must be done too quickly.

The work-life balance with the professional ethics related to work in a context where 
you have too much and you have to do a lot, it is difficult to balance all that and there 
is a lot of pressure to perform. If you don’t produce enough, that’s it; after that, you 
can’t get any more funds, so that puts pressure on you to do more and more and more 
(participant 3).
There is a culture, I don’t know where it comes from, and that is extremely bureau-
cratic. If you dare to raise something, you’re going to have many, many problems. 
They’re going to make you understand it. So, I don’t talk. It is better: your life will be 
easier. I think there are times when you have to talk (…) because there are going to 
be irreparable consequences. (…) I’m not talking about a climate of terror, because 
that’s exaggerated, it’s not true, people are not afraid. But people close their office 
door and say nothing because it’s going to make their work impossible and they’re not 
going to lose their job, they’re not going to lose money, but researchers need time to 
be focused, so they close their office door and say nothing (participant 16).

Researchers must produce more and more, and they feel little support in terms of how to 
do such production, ethically, and how much exactly they are expected to produce. As this 
participant reports, the expectation is an unspoken rule: more is always better.

It’s sometimes the lack of a clear line on what the expectations are as a researcher, 
like, “ah, we don’t have any specific expectations, but produce, produce, produce, 
produce.” So, in that context, it’s hard to be able to put the line precisely: “have I done 
enough for my work?” (participant 3).

Inadequate ethical Guidance

While the productivity expectation is not clear, some participants – including researchers, 
research ethics experts, and REB members – also felt that the ethical expectations of some 
REBs were unclear. The issue of the inadequate ethical guidance of research includes the 
administrative mechanisms to ensure that research projects respect the principles of research 
ethics. According to those participants, the forms required for both researchers and REB 
members are increasingly long and numerous, and one participant noted that the standards 
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to be met are sometimes outdated and disconnected from the reality of the field. Multicentre 
ethics review (by several REBs) was also critiqued by a participant as an inefficient method 
that encumbers the processes for reviewing research projects. Bureaucratization imposes 
an ever-increasing number of forms and ethics guidelines that actually hinder researchers’ 
ethical reflection on the issues at stake, leading the ethics review process to be perceived as 
purely bureaucratic in nature.

The ethical dimension and the ethical review of projects have become increasingly 
bureaucratized. (…) When I first started working (…) it was less bureaucratic, less 
strict then. I would say [there are now] tons of forms to fill out. Of course, we can’t do 
without it, it’s one of the ways of marking out ethics and ensuring that there are ethi-
cal considerations in research, but I wonder if it hasn’t become too bureaucratized, 
so that it’s become a kind of technical reflex to fill out these forms, and I don’t know if 
people really do ethical reflection as such anymore (participant 10).
The fundamental structural issue, I would say, is the mismatch between the norma-
tive requirements and the real risks posed by the research, i.e., we have many, many 
requirements to meet; we have very long forms to fill out but the research projects we 
evaluate often pose few risks (participant 8).
People [in vulnerable situations] were previously unable to participate because of 
overly strict research ethics rules that were to protect them, but in the end [these 
rules] did not protect them. There was a perverse effect, because in the end there was 
very little research done with these people and that’s why we have very few results, 
very little evidence [to support practices with these populations] so it didn’t improve 
the quality of services. (…) We all understand that we have to be careful with that, but 
when the research is not too risky, we say to ourselves that it would be good because 
for once a researcher who is interested in that population, because it is not a very 
popular population, it would be interesting to have results, but often we are blocked 
by the norms, and then we can’t accept [the project] (participant 2).

Moreover, as one participant noted, accessing ethics training can be a challenge.

There is no course on research ethics. […] Then, I find that it’s boring because you go 
through university and you come to do your research and you know how to do quan-
titative and qualitative research, but all the research ethics, where do you get this? I 
don’t really know (participant 13).

Yet, such training could provide relevant tools to resolve, to some extent, the ethical issues 
that commonly arise in research. That said, and as noted by many participants, many ethi-
cal issues in research are related to social injustices over which research actors have little 
influence.

Social Injustices

For many participants, notably researchers, the issues that concern social injustices are those 
related to power asymmetries, stigma, or issues of equity, diversity, and inclusion, i.e., social 
injustices related to people’s identities (Blais & Drolet, 2022). Participants reported expe-
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riencing or witnessing discrimination from peers, administration, or lab managers. Such 
oppression is sometimes cross-sectional and related to a person’s age, cultural background, 
gender or social status.

I have my African colleague who was quite successful when he arrived but had a 
backlash from colleagues in the department. I think it’s unconscious, nobody is overtly 
racist. But I have a young person right now who is the same, who has the same suc-
cess, who got exactly the same early career award and I don’t see the same backlash. 
He’s just as happy with what he’s doing. It’s normal, they’re young and they have a lot 
of success starting out. So, I think there is discrimination. Is it because he is African? 
Is it because he is black? I think it’s on a subconscious level (participant 16).

Social injustices were experienced or reported by many participants, and included issues 
related to difficulties in obtaining grants or disseminating research results in one’s native 
language (i.e., even when there is official bilingualism) or being considered credible and 
fundable in research when one researcher is a woman.

If you do international research, there are things you can’t talk about (…). It is really 
a barrier to research to not be able to (…) address this question [i.e. the question of 
inequalities between men and women]. Women’s inequality is going to be addressed 
[but not within the country where the research takes place as if this inequality exists 
elsewhere but not here]. There are a lot of women working on inequality issues, doing 
work and it’s funny because I was talking to a young woman who works at Cairo 
University and she said to me: “Listen, I saw what you had written, you’re right. I’m 
willing to work on this but guarantee me a position at your university with a ticket to 
go”. So yes, there are still many barriers [for women in research] (participant 16).

Because of the varied contextual characteristics that intervene in their occurrence, these 
social injustices are also related to distributive injustices, as discussed by many participants.

Distributive Injustices

Although there are several views of distributive justice, a classical definition such as that of 
Aristotle (2012), describes distributive justice as consisting in distributing honours, wealth, 
and other social resources or benefits among the members of a community in proportion to 
their alleged merit. Justice, then, is about determining an equitable distribution of common 
goods. Contemporary theories of distributive justice are numerous and varied. Indeed, many 
authors (e.g., Fraser 2011; Mills, 2017; Sen, 2011; Young, 2011) have, since Rawls (1971), 
proposed different visions of how social burdens and benefits should be shared within a 
community to ensure equal respect, fairness, and distribution. In our study, what emerges 
from participants’ narratives is a definite concern for this type of justice. Women research-
ers, francophone researchers, early career researchers or researchers belonging to racialized 
groups all discussed inequities in the distribution of research grants and awards, and the 
extra work they need to do to somehow prove their worth. These inequities are related to 
how granting agencies determine which projects will be funded.
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These situations make me work 2–3 times harder to prove myself and to show people 
in power that I have a place as a woman in research (participant 12).
Number one: it’s conservative thinking. The older ones control what comes in. So, the 
younger people have to adapt or they don’t get funded (participant 14).

Whether it is discrimination against stigmatized or marginalized populations or interest in 
certain hot topics, granting agencies judge research projects according to criteria that are 
sometimes questionable, according to those participants. Faced with difficulties in obtain-
ing funding for their projects, several strategies – some of which are unethical – are used by 
researchers in order to cope with these situations.

Sometimes there are subjects that everyone goes to, such as nanotechnology (…), 
artificial intelligence or (…) the therapeutic use of cannabis, which are very fashion-
able, and this is sometimes to the detriment of other research that is just as relevant, 
but which is (…), less sexy, less in the spirit of the time. (…) Sometimes this can lead 
to inequities in the funding of certain research sectors (participant 9).
When we use our funds, we get them given to us, we pretty much say what we think 
we’re going to do with them, but things change… So, when these things change, some-
times it’s an ethical decision, but by force of circumstances I’m obliged to change the 
project a little bit (…). Is it ethical to make these changes or should I just let the money 
go because I couldn’t use it the way I said I would? (participant 3).

Moreover, these distributional injustices are not only linked to social injustices, but also 
epistemic injustices. Indeed, the way in which research honours and grants are distributed 
within the academic community depends on the epistemic authority of the researchers, 
which seems to vary notably according to their language of use, their age or their gender, 
but also to the research design used (inductive versus deductive), their decision to use (or 
not use) animals in research, or to conduct activist research.

Epistemic injustices

The philosopher Fricker (2007) conceptualized the notions of epistemic justice and injus-
tice. Epistemic injustice refers to a form of social inequality that manifests itself in the 
access, recognition, and production of knowledge as well as the various forms of igno-
rance that arise (Godrie & Dos Santos, 2017). Addressing epistemic injustice necessitates 
acknowledging the iniquitous wrongs suffered by certain groups of socially stigmatized indi-
viduals who have been excluded from knowledge, thus limiting their abilities to interpret, 
understand, or be heard and account for their experiences. In this study, epistemic injustices 
were experienced or reported by some participants, notably those related to difficulties in 
obtaining grants or disseminating research results in one’s native language (i.e., even when 
there is official bilingualism) or being considered credible and fundable in research when a 
researcher is a woman or an early career researcher.

I have never sent a grant application to the federal government in English. I have 
always done it in French, even though I know that when you receive the review, you 
can see that reviewers didn’t understand anything because they are English-speaking. 
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I didn’t want to get in the boat. It’s not my job to translate, because let’s be honest, I’m 
not as good in English as I am in French. So, I do them in my first language, which 
is the language I’m most used to. Then, technically at the administrative level, they 
are supposed to be able to do it, but they are not good in French. (…) Then, it’s a 
very big Canadian ethical issue, because basically there are technically two official 
languages, but Canada is not a bilingual country, it’s a country with two languages, 
either one or the other. (…) So I was not funded (participant 14).

Researchers who use inductive (or qualitative) methods observed that their projects are 
sometimes less well reviewed or understood, while research that adopts a hypothetical-
deductive (or quantitative) or mixed methods design is better perceived, considered more 
credible and therefore more easily funded. Of course, regardless of whether a research proj-
ect adopts an inductive, deductive or mixed-methods scientific design, or whether it deals 
with qualitative or quantitative data, it must respect a set of scientific criteria. A research 
project should achieve its objectives by using proven methods that, in the case of induc-
tive research, are credible, reliable, and transferable or, in the case of deductive research, 
generalizable, objective, representative, and valid (Drolet & Ruest, accepted). Participants 
discussing these issues noted that researchers who adopt a qualitative design or those who 
question the relevance of animal experimentation or are not militant have sometimes been 
unfairly devalued in their epistemic authority.

There is a mini war between quantitative versus qualitative methods, which I think is 
silly because science is a method. If you apply the method well, it doesn’t matter what 
the field is, it’s done well and it’s perfect” (participant 14).
There is also the issue of the place of animals in our lives, because for me, ethics is 
human ethics, but also animal ethics. Then, there is a great evolution in society on 
the role of the animal… with the new law that came out in Quebec on the fact that 
animals are sensitive beings. Then, with the rise of the vegan movement, [we must ask 
ourselves]: “Do animals still have a place in research?” That’s a big question and it 
also means that there are practices that need to evolve, but sometimes there’s a dis-
connection between what’s expected by research ethics boards versus what’s expected 
in the field (participant 15).
In research today, we have more and more research that is militant from an ideologi-
cal point of view. And so, we have researchers, because they defend values that seem 
important to them, we’ll talk for example about the fight for equality and social jus-
tice. They have pressure to defend a form of moral truth and have the impression that 
everyone thinks like them or should do so, because they are defending a moral truth. 
This is something that we see more and more, namely the lack of distance between 
ideology and science (participant 8).

The combination or intersectionality of these inequities, which seems to be characterized 
by a lack of ethical support and guidance, is experienced in the highly competitive and 
individualistic context of research; it provides therefore the perfect recipe for researchers to 
experience ethical distress.
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Ethical distress

The concept of “ethical distress” refers to situations in which people know what they should 
do to act ethically, but encounter barriers, generally of an organizational or systemic nature, 
limiting their power to act according to their moral or ethical values (Drolet & Ruest, 2021; 
Jameton, 1984; Swisher et al., 2005). People then run the risk of finding themselves in a 
situation where they do not act as their ethical conscience dictates, which in the long term 
has the potential for exhaustion and distress. The examples reported by participants in this 
study point to the fact that researchers in particular may be experiencing significant ethical 
distress. This distress takes place in a context of extreme competition, constant injunctions 
to perform, and where administrative demands are increasingly numerous and complex to 
complete, while paradoxically, they lack the time to accomplish all their tasks and respon-
sibilities. Added to these demands are a lack of resources (human, ethical, and financial), a 
lack of support and recognition, and interpersonal conflicts.

We are in an environment, an elite one, you are part of it, you know what it is: “pub-
lish or perish” is the motto. Grants, there is a high level of performance required, to 
do a lot, to publish, to supervise students, to supervise them well, so yes, it is clear that 
we are in an environment that is conducive to distress. (…). Overwork, definitely, can 
lead to distress and eventually to exhaustion. When you know that you should take the 
time to read the projects before sharing them, but you don’t have the time to do that 
because you have eight that came in the same day, and then you have others waiting… 
Then someone rings a bell and says: “ah but there, the protocol is a bit incomplete”. 
Oh yes, look at that, you’re right. You make up for it, but at the same time it’s a bit 
because we’re in a hurry, we don’t necessarily have the resources or are able to take 
the time to do things well from the start, we have to make up for it later. So yes, it can 
cause distress (participant 9).
My organization wanted me to apply in English, and I said no, and everyone in the 
administration wanted me to apply in English, and I always said no. Some people 
said: “Listen, I give you the choice”, then some people said: “Listen, I agree with 
you, but if you’re not [submitting] in English, you won’t be funded”. Then the fact 
that I am young too, because very often they will look at the CV, they will not look at 
the project: “ah, his CV is not impressive, we will not finance him”. This is complete 
nonsense. The person is capable of doing the project, the project is fabulous: we fund 
the project. So, that happened, organizational barriers: that happened a lot. I was not 
eligible for Quebec research funds (…). I had big organizational barriers unfortu-
nately (participant 14).
At the time of my promotion, some colleagues were not happy with the type of research 
I was conducting. I learned – you learn this over time when you become friends with 
people after you enter the university – that someone was against me. He had another 
candidate in mind, and he was angry about the selection. I was under pressure for the 
first three years until my contract was renewed. I almost quit at one point, but another 
colleague told me, “No, stay, nothing will happen”. Nothing happened, but these 
issues kept me awake at night (participant 16).

1 3



M.-J. Drolet et al.

This difficult context for many researchers affects not only the conduct of their own research, 
but also their participation in research. We faced this problem in our study, despite the use 
of multiple recruitment methods, including more than 200 emails – of which 191 were 
individual solicitations – sent to potential participants by the two research assistants. REB 
members and organizations overseeing or supporting research (n = 17) were also approached 
to see if some of their employees would consider participating. While it was relatively easy 
to recruit REB members and research ethics experts, our team received a high number of 
non-responses to emails (n = 175) and some refusals (n = 5), especially by researchers. The 
reasons given by those who replied were threefold: (a) fear of being easily identified should 
they take part in the research, (b) being overloaded and lacking time, and (c) the intrusive 
aspect of certain questions (i.e., “Have you experienced a burnout episode? If so, have you 
been followed up medically or psychologically?”). In light of these difficulties and con-
cerns, some questions in the socio-demographic questionnaire were removed or modified. 
Talking about burnout in research remains a taboo for many researchers, which paradoxi-
cally can only contribute to the unresolved problem of unhealthy research environments.

Discussion

Returning to the research question and objective

The question that prompted this research was: What are the ethical issues in research? The 
purpose of the study was to describe these issues from the perspective of researchers (from 
different disciplines), research ethics board (REB) members, and research ethics experts. 
The previous section provided a detailed portrait of the ethical issues experienced by differ-
ent research stakeholders: these issues are numerous, diverse and were recounted by a range 
of stakeholders.

The results of the study are generally consistent with the literature. For example, as in our 
study, the literature discusses the lack of research integrity on the part of some researchers 
(Al-Hidabi et al., 2018; Swazey et al., 1993), the numerous conflicts of interest experienced 
in research (Williams-Jones et al., 2013), the issues of recruiting and obtaining the free and 
informed consent of research participants (Provencher et al., 2014; Keogh & Daly, 2009), 
the sometimes difficult relations between researchers and REBs (Drolet & Girard, 2020), 
the epistemological issues experienced in research (Drolet & Ruest, accepted; Sieber 2004), 
as well as the harmful academic context in which researchers evolve, insofar as this is linked 
to a culture of performance, an overload of work in a context of accountability (Berg & See-
ber, 2016; FQPPU; 2019) that is conducive to ethical distress and even burnout.

If the results of the study are generally in line with those of previous publications on the 
subject, our findings also bring new elements to the discussion while complementing those 
already documented. In particular, our results highlight the role of systemic injustices – be 
they social, distributive or epistemic – within the environments in which research is car-
ried out, at least in Canada. To summarize, the results of our study point to the fact that the 
relationships between researchers and research participants are likely still to raise worrying 
ethical issues, despite widely accepted research ethics norms and institutionalized review 
processes. Further, the context in which research is carried out is not only conducive to 
breaches of ethical norms and instances of misbehaviour or misconduct, but also likely to 
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be significantly detrimental to the health and well-being of researchers, as well as research 
assistants. Another element that our research also highlighted is the instrumentalization and 
even exploitation of students and research assistants, which is another important and worry-
ing social injustice given the inevitable power imbalances between students and researchers.

Moreover, in a context in which ethical issues are often discussed from a micro per-
spective, our study helps shed light on both the micro- and macro-level ethical dimensions 
of research (Bronfenbrenner, 1979; Glaser 1994). However, given that ethical issues in 
research are not only diverse, but also and above all complex, a broader perspective that 
encompasses the interplay between the micro and macro dimensions can enable a better 
understanding of these issues and thereby support the identification of the multiple factors 
that may be at their origin. Triangulating the perspectives of researchers with those of REB 
members and research ethics experts enabled us to bring these elements to light, and thus to 
step back from and critique the way that research is currently conducted. To this end, atten-
tion to socio-political elements such as the performance culture in academia or how research 
funds are distributed, and according to what explicit and implicit criteria, can contribute to 
identifying the sources of the ethical issues described above.

Contemporary culture characterized by the social acceleration

The German sociologist and philosopher Rosa (2010) argues that late modernity – that is, 
the period between the 1980s and today – is characterized by a phenomenon of social accel-
eration that causes various forms of alienation in our relationship to time, space, actions, 
things, others and ourselves. Rosa distinguishes three types of acceleration: technical 
acceleration, the acceleration of social changes and the acceleration of the rhythm of life. 
According to Rosa, social acceleration is the main problem of late modernity, in that the 
invisible social norm of doing more and faster to supposedly save time operates unchal-
lenged at all levels of individual and collective life, as well as organizational and social life. 
Although we all, researchers and non-researchers alike, perceive this unspoken pressure to 
be ever more productive, the process of social acceleration as a new invisible social norm 
is our blind spot, a kind of tyrant over which we have little control. This conceptualiza-
tion of the contemporary culture can help us to understand the context in which research 
is conducted (like other professional practices). To this end, Berg & Seeber (2016) invite 
faculty researchers to slow down in order to better reflect and, in the process, take care of 
their health and their relationships with their colleagues and students. Many women profes-
sors encourage their fellow researchers, especially young women researchers, to learn to 
“say No” in order to protect their mental and physical health and to remain in their aca-
demic careers (Allaire & Descheneux, 2022). These authors also remind us of the relevance 
of Kahneman’s (2012) work which demonstrates that it takes time to think analytically, 
thoroughly, and logically. Conversely, thinking quickly exposes humans to cognitive and 
implicit biases that then lead to errors in thinking (e.g., in the analysis of one’s own research 
data or in the evaluation of grant applications or student curriculum vitae). The phenomenon 
of social acceleration, which pushes the researcher to think faster and faster, is likely to lead 
to unethical bad science that can potentially harm humankind. In sum, Rosa’s invitation to 
contemporary critical theorists to seriously consider the problem of social acceleration is 
particularly insightful to better understand the ethical issues of research. It provides a lens 
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through which to view the toxic context in which research is conducted today, and one that 
was shared by the participants in our study.

Clark & Sousa (2022) note, it is important that other criteria than the volume of research-
ers’ contributions be valued in research, notably quality. Ultimately, it is the value of the 
knowledge produced and its influence on the concrete lives of humans and other living 
beings that matters, not the quantity of publications. An interesting articulation of this view 
in research governance is seen in a change in practice by Australia’s national health research 
funder: they now restrict researchers to listing on their curriculum vitae only the top ten pub-
lications from the past ten years (rather than all of their publications), in order to evaluate 
the quality of contributions rather than their quantity. To create environments conducive to 
the development of quality research, it is important to challenge the phenomenon of social 
acceleration, which insidiously imposes a quantitative normativity that is both alienating 
and detrimental to the quality and ethical conduct of research. Based on our experience, we 
observe that the social norm of acceleration actively disfavours the conduct of empirical 
research on ethics in research. The fact is that researchers are so busy that it is almost impos-
sible for them to find time to participate in such studies. Further, operating in highly com-
petitive environments, while trying to respect the values and ethical principles of research, 
creates ethical paradoxes for members of the research community. According to Malherbe 
(1999), an ethical paradox is a situation where an individual is confronted by contradictory 
injunctions (i.e., do more, faster, and better). And eventually, ethical paradoxes lead indi-
viduals to situations of distress and burnout, or even to ethical failures (i.e., misbehaviour 
or misconduct) in the face of the impossibility of responding to contradictory injunctions.

Strengths and Limitations of the study

The triangulation of perceptions and experiences of different actors involved in research 
is a strength of our study. While there are many studies on the experiences of researchers, 
rarely are members of REBs and experts in research ethics given the space to discuss their 
views of what are ethical issues. Giving each of these stakeholders a voice and comparing 
their different points of view helped shed a different and complementary light on the ethi-
cal issues that occur in research. That said, it would have been helpful to also give more 
space to issues experienced by students or research assistants, as the relationships between 
researchers and research assistants are at times very worrying, as noted by a participant, and 
much work still needs to be done to eliminate the exploitative situations that seem to prevail 
in certain research settings. In addition, no Indigenous or gender diverse researchers partici-
pated in the study. Given the ethical issues and systemic injustices that many people from 
these groups face in Canada (Drolet & Goulet, 2018; Nicole & Drolet, in press), research 
that gives voice to these researchers would be relevant and contribute to knowledge devel-
opment, and hopefully also to change in research culture.

Further, although most of the ethical issues discussed in this article may be transferable 
to the realities experienced by researchers in other countries, the epistemic injustice reported 
by Francophone researchers who persist in doing research in French in Canada – which is an 
officially bilingual country but in practice is predominantly English – is likely specific to the 
Canadian reality. In addition, and as mentioned above, recruitment proved exceedingly dif-
ficult, particularly amongst researchers. Despite this difficulty, we obtained data saturation 
for all but two themes – i.e., exploitation of students and ethical issues of research that uses 
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animals. It follows that further empirical research is needed to improve our understanding 
of these specific issues, as they may diverge to some extent from those documented here and 
will likely vary across countries and academic research contexts.

Conclusions

This study, which gave voice to researchers, REB members, and ethics experts, reveals that 
the ethical issues in research are related to several problematic elements as power imbalances 
and authority relations. Researchers and research assistants are subject to external pressures 
that give rise to integrity issues, among others ethical issues. Moreover, the current context 
of social acceleration influences the definition of the performance indicators valued in aca-
demic institutions and has led their members to face several ethical issues, including social, 
distributive, and epistemic injustices, at different steps of the research process. In this study, 
ten categories of ethical issues were identified, described and illustrated: (1) research integ-
rity, (2) conflicts of interest, (3) respect for research participants, (4) lack of supervision and 
power imbalances, (5) individualism and performance, (6) inadequate ethical guidance, (7) 
social injustices, (8) distributive injustices, (9) epistemic injustices, and (10) ethical distress. 
The triangulation of the perspectives of different members (i.e., researchers from different 
disciplines, REB members, research ethics experts, and one research assistant) involved in 
the research process made it possible to lift the veil on some of these ethical issues. Fur-
ther, it enabled the identification of additional ethical issues, especially systemic injustices 
experienced in research. To our knowledge, this is the first time that these injustices (social, 
distributive, and epistemic injustices) have been clearly identified.

Finally, this study brought to the fore several problematic elements that are important 
to address if the research community is to develop and implement the solutions needed to 
resolve the diverse and transversal ethical issues that arise in research institutions. A good 
starting point is the rejection of the corollary norms of “publish or perish” and “do more, 
faster, and better” and their replacement with “publish quality instead of quantity”, which 
necessarily entails “do less, slower, and better”. It is also important to pay more attention to 
the systemic injustices within which researchers work, because these have the potential to 
significantly harm the academic careers of many researchers, including women researchers, 
early career researchers, and those belonging to racialized groups as well as the health, well-
being, and respect of students and research participants.
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