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Recommendations for Researchers Conducting Studies with 
Vulnerable Groups 

The purpose of this document is to provide a set of recommendations to support 
researchers in ethically designing and conducting studies involving populations that, for 
various reasons, may be exposed to additional risks or challenges during the research 
process. The foundation is the conviction that science, while seeking truth and the 
common good, must at the same time protect the rights, dignity, and privacy of every 
participant. The presented recommendations go beyond formal requirements and offer 
a framework of principles to help social researchers make conscious and responsible 
decisions in complex, often conflictual professional situations. 

1. Core Guiding Values 

Every stage of research should comply with the following principles: 
• Dignity and autonomy of participants 
• Safety and risk minimization 
• Accessibility and inclusion (physical, sensory, linguistic, cultural) 
• Transparency and partnership 
• Respect for diversity 

2. Contextual Understanding of Vulnerability 

Researchers should move away from static labeling of entire groups as “vulnerable.” 
Vulnerability is a dynamic characteristic, dependent on a specific situation and context, 
rather than a permanent trait of a given population. The researcher’s duty is to identify 
what exactly makes an individual or group vulnerable within the conditions of a 
particular study. 

Vulnerability may have different sources and can be categorized as follows: 

• Institutional vulnerability – experienced by persons under formal authority of 
others, which may limit their freedom of choice. 

• Cognitive or communicational vulnerability – affecting those who have difficulties 
in understanding information and making informed decisions about participation. 

 

 



 
 

 
The project MIGRAEDU is financed by the Polish National Agency for 
Academic Exchange from the Strategic Partnership Programme under 
decision no. BPN/PST/2023/1/00135/DEC/01 

Page | 2 

 

• Socio-economic vulnerability – related to living conditions such as lack of access 
to resources, healthcare, education, or experiences of homelessness, which may 
increase the risk of exploitation. 

• Physical vulnerability – affecting people with specific health conditions or 
physiological states. 

It must be recognized that various forms of vulnerability may overlap, requiring an 
integrated approach. This “diagnosis” of what makes a person or group especially at risk 
in a given study enables the researcher to identify potential barriers and prepare 
effectively for subsequent stages of the research process. 

3. Preparing the Research Field 

Translating identified vulnerabilities into practical organizational and methodological 
actions requires: 

• Collaboration with community leaders and organizations 
• Selection of neutral, safe, and accessible settings (architectural, linguistic, 

sensory) 
• Flexible planning (considering changing needs, timing, and capacities of 

participants) 
• Piloting research tools to test clarity of language and avoid cultural 

misunderstandings. 

4. Informed Consent as a Process 

Informed consent consists of three elements: information, comprehension, and 
voluntariness. 

• Informed consent is not a one-time act but a continuous process of 
communication, which must be adapted to participants’ abilities. Standard 
written forms are often insufficient. 

• Researchers must ensure that participation is entirely voluntary, free of coercion 
or misleading statements about potential benefits. 

• Communication should be tailored to the participant by using plain language, 
interpreters, visual materials, or, if necessary, oral consent or “incremental 
consent” (sharing information in smaller portions). 
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• For individuals with limited decision-making capacity (e.g., children), it is 
necessary to obtain consent from a legal guardian, while also seeking the 
participant’s own assent. 

5. Active Protection and Risk Minimization 

• Researchers have the obligation to actively minimize psychological, social, 
physical, and financial harm. This includes proactive planning of procedures in 
case of unforeseen difficult situations. 

• Prepare a crisis response plan, for example by contacting local specialists 
(psychologists, social workers) in advance and keeping a list of emergency 
numbers. 

• During the study, researchers should carefully observe participants for signs of 
distress: 

- emotional signs (silence, crying, anxiety) 
- physical signs (fatigue, tension, difficulty breathing) 
- behavioral signs (wishing to leave, avoiding topics) 
- verbal signs (“this is too hard,” “I don’t want to talk about it”). 

• If necessary, pause or terminate the session, offer a break, or refer the participant 
to specialist support. 

• Participants must be informed of their right to withdraw from the study at any 
point without consequences. 

• Protecting confidentiality through anonymization of data is crucial. However, 
researchers must clearly communicate the limits of confidentiality, such as the 
legal duty to report threats to the life or health of a child. 

6. Reflexivity, Responsibility, and Collaboration 

• Researchers must engage in constant reflexivity regarding power dynamics in 
their relationship with participants, striving for partnership and recognizing 
participants as “experts in their own lives.” 

• Building trust is fundamental, and requires engaging community members at all 
stages of the project – from planning to interpretation of results. 
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• Researchers should act within the limits of their competence, follow professional 
ethical codes, and be ready to consult Institutional Review Boards (IRBs) when 
facing dilemmas. 

• After completing data collection, researchers should provide participants with 
appropriate debriefing, and also secure support for the researchers themselves, 
especially after conducting emotionally difficult interviews. 

 

 

 


