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Informed Consent as a Component  
of Online Research Ethics - 
- The Perspective of the Participants2

Extended summary12

The paper discusses informed consent as a component of online research ethics. The In-
ternet/www, as a special context in which and through which online research is realized, im-
poses the need to reconsider certain issues related to informed consent. These issues before all 
else concern the possibilities and the way of realization of informed consent, i.e., its character-
istics.

The process based on acquaintance with relevant information about specific online re-
search creating opportunity for participants to make an independent decision to join the re-
search is labelled with syntagm “informed consent”. By obtaining the official consent from the 
participant to take part in the research, his/her right to self-determination is respected, while, 
at the same time, the researcher thus transfers a part of responsibility for accepting and agree-
ing to what the participant will meet during the research.

The analysis of the process of obtaining informed consent is focused on the considera-
tion of four basic preconditions: competence - the decision is made by a mature individual, ca-
pable of independently making such type of decision; information - potential participants are 
acquainted with relevant information about the research; understanding - future participants 
adequately and fully understand the information about the research that they received from 
the researcher; voluntariness - potential participants are able to choose to participate in the re-
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search freely, i.e., voluntary. Regarding the first two preconditions, special attention is paid to 
the difficulties that accompany the realization of the process. The following problems are con-
sidered: the type and scope of research information with which potential participants should 
be acquainted, the possibility of the influence of researchers on the accuracy of this informa-
tion; dilemmas regarding whether the participants read the text based on which informed con-
sent is carried out, and to what extent they understand the information stated in it, etc.

The empirical research is aimed to describe the characteristics of the process of obtain-
ing informed consent in online research, such as: the frequency of usage of informed consent 
in online research; the content, comprehensibility, and usefulness of the text based on which 
informed consent is carried out; as well as examination of the statistically significant differenc-
es related to the mentioned characteristics, regarding the environment of the schools in which 
teachers are employed, their age, and the length of their tenure.

The research was conducted on a sample of 153 teachers employed in primary schools 
in the Republic of Serbia. The instrument, developed for research purposes, is a combination 
of survey-type questions (closed, open and combined) and a five-point descriptive scale. In ad-
dition to the sociodemographic characteristics of the participants, the content of the questions 
was concentrated around the following problems: teacher participation in online research, fre-
quency of using informed consent, content, comprehensibility, and usefulness of the text giv-
en as a base for consent. The research was conducted online, via the Kwiksurveys application. 
Frequencies and percentages were used to describe the variables. To examine whether there 
are statistically significant differences between individual groups of participants regarding the 
characteristics of the process of obtaining informed consent in online research, the χ2 test and 
Kramer’s V correlation coefficient were used.

The results of the empirical research indicate that most of the participants had the ex-
perience of giving informed consent in the online research in which they have participated so 
far; that the text usually contained information about the purpose, goal, and about tasks of re-
search, as well as about the protection of participants’ identity; and that most teachers evaluate 
the content of the text as understandable and useful. The environment of the schools in which 
teachers are employed is a variable on which the characteristics of the process of obtaining in-
formed consent mainly depend. Statistically significant differences were registered in relation 
to the representation on the purpose and goal of the research in the informative text, as well as 
in the assessment of the comprehensibility and usefulness of the obtained information. The re-
sults also point to the conclusion that teachers from Belgrade and the older teachers have high-
er expectations in terms of certain characteristics of that process in comparison to the teachers 
from schools in other Serbian cities and concerning the younger teachers.

Improving the process of obtaining informed consent places new demands on research-
ers in online research. First, from the perspective of the participants, the importance of poten-
tially relevant information about the research should be assessed. Second, a special challenge 
for researchers is balancing participants that are adequately informed about the research and 
the scope of the text; as well as consideration that, to some extent, there are differences in ex-
pectations regarding the content of the text between certain groups of participants. However, 
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giving more detailed guidelines about the improvement of the process of obtaining informed 
consent from participants in online research requires new empirical research. 

Keywords: ethical issues in research, informed consent, online research

References

 • Albala, I., Doyle, M. & Appelbaum, P. S. (2010). The evolution of consent forms for research: 
A quarter century of changes. IRB: Ethics & Human Research, 32 (3), 7–11. 

 • Brody, B. A. (2001). Making informed consent meaningful. IRB: Ethics & Human Research, 23 
(5), 1–5. DOI: 10.2307/3564045

 • Cohen, L., Manion, L. & Morrison, K. (2004). Metode istraživanja u obrazovanju. Zagreb: Na-
klada Slap.

 • Convery, I. & Cox, D. (2012). A review of research ethics in internet-based research. Practi-
tioner Research in Higher Education, 6 (1), 50–57. 

 • Fajgelj, S. (2007). Metode istraživanja ponašanja. Beograd: Centar za primenjenu psihologiju. 
 • Fisher, C. B. & Anushko, A. E. (2008). Research Ethics in Social Science. In: Alasuutari, P., 

Bickman, L. & Brannen, J. (Eds.). The SAGE Handbook of Social Research Methods (95–109). 
Los Angeles et al.: SAGE Publications. 

 • Gupta, S. (2017). Research Design: Ethical Issues in Designing Internet-Based Research: Recom-
mendations for Good Practice. Retrieved December 27, 2020. from www: http://jrp.icaap.org/
index.php/jrp/article/view/576/476

 • Kraut, R., Olson, J., Banaji, M., Bruckman, A., Cohen, J. & Couper, M. (2004). Psychologi-
cal Research Online: Report of Board of Scientific Affairs’ Advisory Group on the Conduct 
of Research on the Internet. American Psychologist, 59 (2), 105–117. DOI: 10.1037/0003-
066X.59.2.105

 • Moreno, M. A., Goniu, N., Moreno, P. S. & Diekema, D. (2013). Ethics of social media re-
search: Common concerns and practical considerations. Cyberpsychology, Behavior, and Social 
Networking, 16 (9), 708–713. DOI: 10.1089/cyber.2012.0334

 • Nosek, B. A., Banaji, M. R. & Greenwald, A. G. (2002). E-Research: Ethics, Security, Design, 
and Control in Psychological Research on the Internet. Journal of Social Issues, 58 (1), 161–176. 

 • Pedersen, E. R., Neighbors, C., Tidwell, J. & Lostutter, T. W. (2011). Do Undergraduate Student 
Research Participants Read Psychological Research Consent Forms? Examining Memory Ef-
fects, Condition Effects, and Individual Differences. Ethics & Behavior, 21 (4), 332–350. DOI: 
10.1080/10508422.2011.585601 

 • Perrault, E. K. & Keating, D. M. (2018). Seeking Ways to Inform the Uninformed: Improving 
the Informed Consent Process in Online Social Science Research. Journal of Empirical Re-
search on Human Research Ethics, 13 (1), 50–60. DOI: 10.1177/1556264617738846

 • Perrault, E. K. & Nazione, S. A. (2016). Informed Consent−Uninformed Participants: Short-
comings of Online Social Science Consent Forms and Recommendations for Improve-



4

 

ment. Journal of Empirical Research on Human Research Ethics, 11 (3), 274–280. DOI: 
10.1177/1556264616654610

 • Pittenger, D. J. (2003). Internet research: An opportunity to revisit classical problems in behav-
ioral research. Ethics & Behavior, 13 (1), 45–60. DOI: 10.1207/S15327019EB1301_08

 • Popadić, D., Pavlović, Z. i Žeželj, I. (2018). Alatke istraživača. Beograd: Clio.
 • Stunkel, L., Benson, M., McLellan, L., Sinah, N., Bedarida, G., Emanuel, E. & Grady, C. (2010). 

Comprehension and informed consent: Assessing the effect of a short consent form. IRB: Eth-
ics & Human Research, 32 (4), 1–9.

 • Theiss, J. D., Hobbs, W. B., Giordano, P. J. & Brunson, O. M. (2014). Undergraduate con-
sent form reading in relation to conscientiousness, procrastination, and the point-of-
time effect. Journal of Empirical Research on Human Research Ethics, 9 (3), 11–17. DOI: 
10.1177/1556264614540593

 • Todorović, D. (2008). Metodologija psiholoških istraživanja. Beograd: Centar za primenjenu 
psihologiju. 

 • Varnhagen, C. K., Gushta, M., Daniels, J., Peters, T. C., Parmar, N., Law, D., Hirsch, R., Takach, 
B. S. & Johnson, T. (2005). How Informed Is Online Informed Consent? Ethics & Behavior, 15 
(1), 37–48. DOI: 10.1207/s15327019eb1501_3


