
Code of Practice for Research Ethics 

All Research undertaken at the Royal College of Art must adhere to the Royal 
College of Art Code of Practice for Research Ethics. The following Code aims to 
provide those engaged in research at the Royal College of Art with clear 
standards of professional conduct. 
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1. Definition of Research 

Research is defined as ‘an original investigation undertaken in order to gain 
knowledge and understanding. It includes work of the direct relevance to the 
needs of commerce and industry, and to the public and voluntary sectors; 
scholarship; the invention and generation of ideas, images, performances and 
artefacts including design, where these lead to new or substantially improved 
insights; and the use of existing knowledge in experimental development to 
produce new or substantially improved materials, devices, products and 
processes, including design and construction. It excludes routine testing and 
routine analysis of materials, components and processes, such as for the 
maintenance of national standards, as distinct from the development of new 
analytical techniques. It also excludes the development of teaching materials that 
do not embody original research.’ (RAE2008). 

The definition of research includes the following: 

Scholarship: the analysis, synthesis and interpretation of ideas and information, 
and the creation, development and maintenance of the intellectual infrastructure 



of subjects and disciplines, in forms such as dictionaries, scholarly editions, 
catalogues and contributions to major research databases. 

Basic research: work undertaken to acquire new knowledge without a particular 
application in view 

Strategic research: work which is carried out to discover new knowledge which 
might provide for future application 
Applied research: work which is undertaken to discover new applications of 
existing or new knowledge 

2. General Principles 

2.1 Researchers are expected to demonstrate professional integrity and 
discipline in all aspects of their research. Specifically, they shall: 

• observe fairness 
• avoid or declare conflicts of interest 
• oppose prejudice with respect to gender, religion, national or ethnic origin, 

age, sexual preference, race, physical or cognitive disability or health 
condition 

• obtain informed consent from, and ensure the health and safety of, those 
participating in the research 

• try to foresee, and keep themselves aware of, the developing 
consequences of their work and redirect it accordingly if necessary 

• render the research and its results open to universal scrutiny, with the 
sole exception of respecting confidentiality and anonymity in relation to 
personal or commercially protected information 

• abide by all legal and ethical requirements as required by the Royal 
College of Art and other relevant bodies be given access to appropriate 
training to support good research practice 

•

The guiding principles of this Code of Research Ethics are non-
maleficence andbeneficence, indicating a systematic regard for the rights and 
interests of others in the full range of academic relationships and activities. 

Non-maleficence is the principle of doing, or permitting, no foreseeable harm 
including infringement of rights as a consequence of the research. It is the 
principle of doing no harm in the widest sense. Beneficence is the requirement to 
serve the interests and well being of others, including respect for their rights. It is 
the principle of doing good in the widest sense. 



3. Observance of the Code 

3.1. Researchers should comply with the legal implications of a piece of research. 
The Data Protection Act, the Computer Misuse Act, the Equal Opportunities Act, 
the Race Discrimination Act, the Obscene Publications Act, the Human Tissue 
Act, and the Human Rights Act are likely to be particularly relevant, along with 
relevant legislation on Disabilities, Health and Safety and Animal Rights. 

3.2. The Royal College of Art must conform to government rules and legal 
requirements on access to and freedom of information and meet the 
requirements of funding bodies to publicise research findings. 

3.3. Research should abide by the Code of Ethics of any professional body or 
subject association of which they are members. They should also be aware of any 
Code of Ethics which applies to potential and actual collaborators on the project 
and/or other participants. Where the location of the research is external to the 
Royal College of Art it is essential that the regulations, procedures, practices and 
guidelines which are relevant in these situations are taken into account. 

3.4. The general principle of integrity should inform all research activities. 
Honesty should be central to the relationship between researcher, participant 
and other interested parties. Research outputs should contain acknowledgments 
of the work of others as appropriate. Particular care should be exercised in 
acknowledging the work of research students. Joint ownership of work by 
students and supervisors should only occur when a substantive contribution has 
been made by the supervisor. Issues arising from industrial placements and the 
protection/registration of materials should also be considered. 

3.5. All Royal College of Art staff and students engaged in research must ensure 
that they have read the Code and observe its terms. Heads of School, Heads of 
Department, and supervisors of research students have an obligation to secure 
compliance with the Code within their areas of responsibility. 

3.6. Where a member of staff is unsure of the applicability of the Code to his or 
her research, advice should be sought from the Research Ethics Committee. 
Research students should consult their supervisors in the first instance. The 
ultimate responsibility should belong to the researcher. 

4. Obtaining Approval 

4.1 If there are any ethical dimensions to the research, a researcher is required to 
seek advice from the Research Ethics Committee before undertaking the project. 



In order to do so, the researcher is required to complete the Research Ethics 
Form (available on the Research Office pages of the RCA Intranet and furnish 
details of the methods and procedures to be adopted in undertaking the project. 
Further guidance on ethical dimensions and areas of potential breach of the Code 
may be found in Annex 1. 

5. Monitoring the Conduct of Research 

5.1 Researchers who have obtained Research Ethics Committee approval for a 
project must submit a brief report of progress annually, including review of health 
and safety and, if appropriate, risk assessment. Perceived and potential conflicts 
of interest should be noted at the beginning of the research project. 

5.2 Copies of published or disseminated accounts of the research must be sent 
to the Research Ethics Committee. 

6. Data Collection and Retention 

6.1 Researchers must comply with the Royal College of Art’s Regulations 
regarding Intellectual Property Rights. Researchers must guarantee that: 

• they arrived at their own work independently and without having copied 
the work or infringed the rights of any third party 

• the rights, property and title in and to and the copyright, design rights, 
patent rights, performing rights, rental rights and all other rights of a like 
or similar nature anywhere in the world (the IPR) in all researchers’ work is 
assigned to and owned by the College absolutely, in accordance with the 
Royal College of Art Regulations 

• in the first instance, Nadia Danhash in InnovationRCA is the person to 
contact for advice on Data Protection and IPR. (nadia.danhash@rca.ac.uk 
or extension 4149) 

• 
6.2 Researchers must record accurately their data in a durable form that may be 
audited, with appropriate references to enable ready recovery. 

6.3 Security arrangements to protect research data (where there is an ethical 
imperative to do so) must be established. 

6.4 Video/audio recordings of participants must be kept in a secure place and 
not released for use by third parties. 



6.5 If the project undertaken involves qualitative research*, researchers must 
ensure that: 

• respondents are honestly and comprehensively informed about the 
qualitative 

• research in which they are taking part 
• respondents are openly asked to give their consent to take part and to any 

subsequent attributable use of their comments (and any other material 
arising from the group/interview) 

• undertakings made to respondents are honoured 
• the research respects the interests of clients 
• respondents are treated with respect at all times 
• the rights of respondents are paramount 
• 

* qualitative research, for the purposes of this Code, is defined as research 
conducted whereby: 

(a) the basic methodology involves techniques which seek to reach 
understanding through dialogue and evocation (rather than 
measurement), and
(b) where the data-collection process involves open-ended, non-directive 
techniques (not structured questionnaires), and 
(c) where the data analysis output is descriptive (rather than statistical). 

6.6 Quantitative research should be conducted in a professional manner, without 
unwelcome intrusion and without harm to respondents. It should be transparent 
to respondents and its only purpose should be to collect and analyse information. 
Guidelines on the design of questionnaires can be found on the Market Research 
Society website. 

6.7 This Code of Practice should be read in conjunction with the RCA Heath and 
Safety Policy which is available on the Health and Safety section of the RCA 
Intranet. 

7. Publications and Exhibitions 

Publications and exhibitions are often key to the dissemination of research and 
constitute an implicit or explicit undertaking that good research practice has 
been followed. This is a complex area, with many sources of advice and 
information, but in general: 

• results should be published in an appropriate form 
• the contributions of formal collaborators and all others who directly 

assisted or indirectly supported the research should be properly 
acknowledged 



• there should be frank reference to the work of others 
• there should be avoidance of redundant publication 
• fraud and plagiarism are utterly unacceptable 
• referees and sponsors should observe appropriate guidelines for good 

conduct in terms of confidentiality, disclosure of conflicts of interest and 
so forth 

Examples of good publication practice can be found in the document produced 
by the Committee on Publication Ethics entitled Guidelines on good publication 
and the code of conduct available at www.publicationethics.org.uk/guidelines 
and in A Code of Practice on Archives for Museums and Galleries in the UK 
available at www.archivesandmuseums.org.uk/scam/publications.htm 

8. Recruitment of Participants 

8.1 Informed Consent: Consent is voluntary agreement based on adequate 
information. Potential participants should be: 

• invited to participate 
• apprised of the project’s purpose 
• given details of what their participation will entail 
• assured that they are under no obligation to participate 
• assured that they may withdraw from the project at any time and their 

data destroyed, and that their withdrawal will be accepted without 
question. 

• assured that they will not be asked to carry out any activity that involves 
risk 

• represented by someone (such as a family member or carer) well-placed 
to appreciate the participant’s reaction, as well as an objective and 
independent advisor, should the participant be unable to give consent 
owing to impairments in understanding or communication. Where 
participants are not in a position to give informed consent the researcher 
should have regard to the advice of the Royal College of Physicians (1990) 
and the Royal College of Psychiatrists (1990). English law may not 
currently permit guardians/parents to give consent on behalf of mentally 
incapacitated adults in certain matters. Researchers should seek advice 
as to whether they need to obtain a declaration from the court that the 
proposed research procedures are lawful 

• informed of who is sponsoring an event and of any commercial outcomes 
it may have 

• assured that all data held electronically shall conform to the provisions of 
the Data Protection Act 



• assured that users names and addresses and any other details recorded 
as background during projects will be treated as confidential and that 
such information will not be made available to anyone else or published in 
any form without specific permission 

• informed that the appropriate health and safety measures will be 
observed. And that project organisers will have contact details for medical 
and other services should these be required in an emergency 

• reimbursed for out of pocket expenses incurred in attending events or 
participating in trials or research of any kind. Payment over and above this 
is optional. Any special arrangements or facilities needed to meet the 
needs of people with particular impairments will be made at the RCA’s 
expense 

• assured that full indemnity insurance will be taken out to cover all 
participants 

• assured that the venue will be checked for accessibility where requested. 
This will include access from public and private transport, communication 
and other facilities including toilets. All potential participants will be asked 
for details of their access requirements.

• assured that refreshments will be provided. This will include food for any 
meeting or event that lasts two hours or longer. Potential participants will 
be asked for details of any special dietary requirements. 

• 
8.2 The purpose of the consent procedure is to ensure that the participant has 
the necessary information to make a decision, and that the decision is freely 
made. Researchers are advised to provide their potential participants with: 
a) a written record of invitation 
b) encouragement to ask questions 
c) time to reflect on the decision to participate and a means of contacting the 
researcher whilst deciding 

8.3 Young persons over the age of 16 are generally thought to be able to give 
informed consent but it might be appropriate to seek advice depending on the 
nature of the work. Research involving children under 16 will require the informed 
consent of parents, carers or guardians. Notwithstanding the fact that parental 
consent has been obtained, primary responsibility for safeguarding the rights of 
the child remains with the researcher. 

8.4 Research involving children: Children should be consulted when the question 
of their participation in research arises. In a situation where a child is capable of 
giving consent, the approval of a parent or guardian must still be obtained for any 
child under 16 years of age. Children should participate in research only if the 



same knowledge could not be gained from research using adults or where the 
research specifically addresses issues relating to juveniles. 

8.5 Researchers should be aware that they are often in a position of authority or 
influence over participants who may be their students or employees. This 
relationship must not be allowed to impel those participants to take part in, or 
remain, in the investigation. 

8.6 Research involving people with learning difficulties or those who are mentally 
ill: research that could be undertaken with adults without learning disabilities or 
who are not mentally ill should never be carried out with those who have learning 
disabilities or mental illness. Moreover, such research should be limited to that 
which is related to the learning disability or illness; consent must be obtained 
from the subject, but it is good practice to obtain consent as well from the next-
of-kin or legal guardian after clear explanation of the intended research. 

8.7 Research involving pregnant participants should only be undertaken if 
pregnancy is an essential part of the research. Research into pregnancy and 
childbirth requires special consideration, as both mother and child are involved. 
Moreover, the rights and concerns of the father may need to be taken into 
account. 

8.8 Researchers have a primary duty to protect participants from physical and 
mental harm during the investigation. 

8.9 Subject to the requirements of legislation, including the Data Protection Act, 
information obtained about a participant during the process of research is 
confidential unless otherwise agreed in advance. 

8.10 The collection, storage, disclosure and use of research data by researchers 
must comply with the Data Protection Act 1998. Researchers should be aware of 
the risks of identification and breach of privacy and confidentiality posed by all 
kinds of information storage and processing, including computer and paper files, 
e-mail records, photographic material, audio and videotapes and any other 
information in which an individual is named, or from which an individual could be 
identified. 

Templates for consent forms are available on the Research Office pages of the 
RCA Intranet. 



9. Research Involving Animals 

9.1 Researchers studying animals that are living free should take precautions to 
minimise interference with individuals, as well as the populations and ecosystems 
of which they are a part. 

10. Misconduct

10.1 Misconduct occurs when a researcher knowingly and deliberately seeks to 
corrupt, misrepresent, or falsify the outcomes of the research. It is important 
that the investigation of allegations of research misconduct will be a fair process 
that protects the interest of all parties involved. 

10.2 Research misconduct has been defined as:
"The fabrication, falsification, plagiarism or deception in proposing, carrying out 
or reporting results of research or deliberate, dangerous or negligent deviations 
from accepted practices in carrying out research. It includes failure to follow 
established protocols if this failure results in unreasonable risk or harm to 
humans, other vertebrates or the environment and facilitating of misconduct in 
research by collusion in, or concealment of, such actions by others. It also 
includes intentional, unauthorized use, disclosure or removal of, or damage to, 
research-related property of another, including apparatus, materials, writings, 
data, hardware or software or any other substances or devices used in or 
produced by the conduct of research" … "It does not include honest error or 
honest differences in the design, execution, interpretation or judgement in 
evaluating research methods or results or misconduct unrelated to the research 
process. Similarly it does not include poor research unless this encompasses the 
intention to deceive." (Wellcome Trust) [as based on the definitions given in the 
MRC's Policy and Procedure for Inquiring into Allegations of Scientific 
Misconduct (December 1997) and the GMC's report Good Practice in Medical 
Research (in print, January 2002) and Imogen Evans, 'Conduct Unbecoming the 
MRC's Approach', British Medical Journal, vol. 316, June 1998, pp.1728ú29)] 
"Scientific misconduct can be recognised to cover two broad categories, the 
distinction being in terms of the focus of the dishonesty. Thus the first arises 
where there is fabrication or falsification of the research results; the second 
arises where there is plagiarism, misquoting or other misappropriation of the 
work of other researchers. Colluding in, or concealing, the misconduct of others 
is, in itself, misconduct. Honest errors do not, of course, constitute scientific 
misconduct." (Drosophila Genomics Resource Center) 

It is also generally considered to include applications for funding with inaccurate 
or fraudulent information. 



10.3 Intentional non-compliance with the terms and conditions of external 
funding awards, or with the College’s policies and procedures relating to 
research, constitutes misconduct. 

10.4 Misconduct also includes: 
• Plagiarism: presenting the work or thoughts of another as one’s own 

without permission or citation 
• Fabricating one’s results or analysis 
• False claims of publication or dissemination 
• Intentional damage to, or removal of, another person’s research-related 

property 

10.5 The Royal College of Art will investigate allegations of research misconduct 
made against its staff, associates, students and others for research being 
conducted in association with the College. The Royal College of Art is committed 
to dealing responsibly with cases of suspected misconduct. Researchers are 
encouraged to report issues to the Research Ethics Committee and to do so in a 
responsible manner. 

10.6 As a result of failure to comply with the provisions of the Code, research will 
be subject to the College’s disciplinary procedures as set out in the Regulations 
and funding will be withdrawn. Future applications for funding may also be 
barred. 

11. The Human Tissue Act 

Students and staff at the College should be aware that the Human Tissue Act 
(2004) comes into force from September 2006. The terms of the Act make it 
illegal to publicly display any human tissue unless prior authorisation has been 
obtained from the Human Tissue Authority. Under the Human Tissue Act, public 
display of a whole body, body parts, or tissue also requires the consent of the 
person to whom it belongs, whether they are living or deceased. 

More information is available on the Human Tissue Authority website. 

12. Information, Resources and Links

Medical Research Council 
MRC Applicants Handbook (2007) 
Good Research Practice (2000) 
Policy and Procedure for Inquiring into Allegations of Scientific Misconduct (1997) 



Human Tissue and Biological Samples for use in Research – Operational and 
Ethical guidelines (2001) 
Personal Information in Medical Research (2000) 
Responsibility in Investigations of Human Participants and Material and on 
Personal Information (1992). Parts of this are superseded by guidelines issued in 
2000 and 2001. 
Responsibility in the Use of Animals in Medical Research (1993) – the main 
principles are summarised in Mice and Medicine 
Principles in the Assessment and Conduct of Medical Research and Publicising 
Results (1995) 
Research Involving Human Participants in Developing Societies: Ethical 
Guidelines for MRC – Sponsored Studies – interim guidelines 
Engineering and Physical Sciences Research Council (EPSRC) 
Good Practice in Scientific and Engineering Research 
Biotechnology and Biological Sciences Research Council (BBSRC) 
BBSRC Statement on Safeguarding Good Scientific Practice 
Economic and Social Research Council (ESRC) 
Safeguarding Good Scientific Practice (available in the ESRC Research Funding 
Guide, p.35) 
Also available on the Dept for Innovation, Universities and Skills website. 
COPE – Committee On Publication Ethics 
Wellcome Trust 
European Science Foundation (ESF) 
Good Scientific Practice in Research and Scholarship. European Science 
Foundation Policy Briefing. 
General Medical Council (GMC) 
Draft Report Good Practice in Medical Research (December 1999) 
National Academy of Science (NAS) 
NAS 1995 – On Being a Scientist: Responsible Conduct in Research 
British Sociological Society 
Statement of Ethical Practice, 2002 
Market Research Society (MRS) 
Market Research Society Code of Practice 
Data Protection Act Guidelines for Social Research 
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