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Abstract

Background: This paper describes the procedures the researcher followed in order to both observe
and respect ethical issues when conducting research on pregnant teenagers attending secondary
schools in South Africa.

Data sources and methods: The paper draws on the literature to discuss pregnant school-attending
teenagers as a vulnerable population and indicates the measures the author took to respect ethical
issues.

Findings: Pregnant school-going teenagers in South Africa are vulnerable as they are young, pregnant
and under the authority of a school. Pregnancy amongst school-going teenagers is a public health issue
that requires research in order to yield solutions and pregnant teenagers are important participants in
such research as they have experiences and suggestions to share.

Conclusion: Researchers should ensure that pregnant teenagers are given sufficient information about
the research process so they can give informed voluntary consent to participate. Furthermore there
should be justice, confidentiality, anonymity and beneficence throughout the research process
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Introduction

Pregnancy amongst school-going teenagers is
recognised as an important public health issue due to
the link between teenage pregnancy, school dropout,
educational attainment and health (Johnson et al.
2016; Karabo & Ayiga 2014). As such, it is important
to conduct research on pregnancy amongst learners.
Pregnant school-going teenagers are a vulnerable
population due to their age, the fact that they are
pregnant and the fact that they are under the
authority of a school. Therefore, researchers who
conduct research on pregnant school-going teenagers
should ensure that the ethical principles of respect
for persons, beneficence and justice are observed
(Schwenzer 2008). Lindsjo (2012) indicates that
ethical issues are based on the notion of what
researchers should and should not do while
conducting research or writing research findings.

This paper discusses the ethical issues related to
research undertaken on pregnant school-going
teenagers as a vulnerable population that the author
faced while conducting a PhD study on social support
for pregnant learners in South Africa. In this paper
the author discusses some of the complex ethical
issues that arose in accessing and interviewing this
vulnerable population in South Africa. Some of the
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complex issues included the need to be mindful of
topic sensitivity, the vulnerability of participants, the
informed consent process, and the potential impact
of the research on the emotions of the participants.

Pregnant school-going teenagers as a vulnerable
population

Vulnerability in research refers to situations where
target populations may be at an increased risk of
physical or psychological harm because of the
unequal power status between participants and
researchers which leads to diminished ability on the
part of the participants to protect themselves.
Examples of wvulnerable populations in research
include children, schoolchildren, prisoners and
pregnant women (Department of Health Republic of
South Africa 2015; Bernard 2013; Campbell-Crofts et
al. 2013; Lindsjo 2012; Schwenzer 2008). In South
Africa, pregnant school-going teenagers who are
under the age of |8 years are classified as children or
minors with limited competence to give informed
consent to participate in research as they may lack
the intellectual maturity to understand research
procedures or may not have the power to refuse to
participate (Department of Health Republic of South
Africa 2015; Bernard 2013; Johnson et al. 2016; South
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Africa 2005; Sutton et al. 2003). However, Bernard
(2013) argues that, for the purposes of research,
teenagers should not be considered as children as
there is evidence to show that teenagers aged 14 and
above are able to make sound decisions. Pregnant
school-going teenagers are considered a vulnerable
population as they are subjected to the authority of
the school while pregnant and because of potential
risks to their unborn children (Vreeman et al. 2012;
Schwenzer 2008). Being a learner at a school causes
learners to be vulnerable to feelings of being under
pressure to participate in research that teachers
approved of, as the learners are under the authority
of the school (Schwenzer 2008). In South Africa, the
Department of Health has clear guidelines for the
protection of vulnerable groups when they are asked
to take part in research (Department of Health
Republic of South Africa 2015; van Wijk & Harrison
2013). Campbell-Crofts et al. (2013) point out that
the purpose of identifying vulnerable populations in
research is not to exclude them from participating
but to ensure that full consideration is given to allow
their maximum participation within the requirements
of ethical research. van Wijk & Harrison (2013)
suggest that researchers should take action to avoid
accidental reinforcement of stigmas affecting certain
research populations, exploitation of vulnerable
participants and the causing of distress to people who
have already suffered traumatic events.

Ethical principles

Sherlock & Thynne (2010) indicate that, in research,
ethics refers to moral reflection, choice and
accountability by researcher during the research
process. A fundamental principle of ethical research is
to protect the rights of participants by putting in
place measures to protect the participants and to
prevent violation of their rights. To achieve this,
researchers should observe and respect the dignity of
participants by obtaining their informed, voluntary
consent to participate, to strive to do good to
participants, while protecting them from harm, to do
justice when recruiting participants and to be suitably
qualified to conduct research (Campbell-Crofts et al.
2013).

Informed voluntary consent to participate

According to Lindsjoé (2012) informed consent means
that researchers should explain to the participants
what it is that they plan to do and what the intended
outcomes are before they can begin to carry out the
research. According to Campbell-Crofts et al. (2013)
researchers should recognise the personal dignity and
autonomy of participants in their decision-making
process regarding their participation and this should
include the right of participants to full disclosure of
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the research procedure, potential risks and the
benefits of participation. In this study of pregnant
school-going teenagers in South Africa, the
researcher obtained informed consent from the
parents for their pregnant school-going daughters to
take part in the study voluntarily and obtained
consent from the pregnant teenagers themselves.
Parents were asked to give consent to their pregnant
daughters’ participation in the study as their pregnant
daughters were not legally competent to give consent
on their own (Strode et al. 2010; Strode & Slack
2011). To obtain informed consent, both parents and
their pregnant daughters were fully informed about
the process of the research, the research problem,
the purpose and objectives of the study and the
benefits of participation therein. They were allowed
to ask questions for clarification when they did not
understand or needed more information. Children’s
participation in research requires the consent of a
parent or guardian but Johnson et al. (2016) point out
that this might be a problem when the study is about
children whose behaviours are not approved of by
parents, such as being pregnant while still attending
school.

Informed voluntary consent to participate in
research also includes the right of participants to
withdraw their participation without penalty (Polit &
Beck 2012). In this study the researcher explained to
the pregnant school-going teenagers that they were
free to withdraw from participation even after they
had agreed to participate and that they would not be
penalised for withdrawing. Sherlock & Thynne (2010)
indicate that informed consent to participate in
research should be seen as an on-going process,
which includes the right of participants to withdraw
from participation at any stage of the research
process.

Privacy, confidentiality and anonymity

In this study the researcher ensured the privacy and
confidentiality of the information shared by the
pregnant school-going teenagers by conducting the
semi-structured interviews in a private office at the
schools and by keeping the transcripts in a locked
place, accessible to the researcher alone. The right to
privacy of the pregnant school-going teenagers was
maintained throughout the study by asking only
questions relevant to the aims and objectives of the
study. Polit & Beck (2012) indicate that researchers
should ensure that their research is not more
intrusive than it needs to be and that the participants’
privacy is maintained throughout the study. To
further ensure privacy, the researcher informed
participants not to mention their names, their
schools’ names or the names of any other person
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during the interviews so that data collected could not
as suggested by de Vos et al. (2011). To maintain
confidentiality, the researcher entered into a
confidentiality agreement with an independent coder
who coded the data during analysis (A copy is
attached as Figure |: Confidentiality Agreement).
Confidentiality is important for protecting the
identities of, and information provided by, research
participants. Pittaway et al. (2010) indicate that

be linked to the identities of participants in any way,
my cause unintended harm to participants. When
research involves sensitive topics, such as falling
pregnant while still attending school and attempting
to conceal it, informed consent should include an
assurance of anonymity. If confidentiality and
anonymity are not guaranteed, some participants may
refuse to participate in the research and some of
those who participate may adjust their responses to

researchers should protect the identities of protect  their identities (Lindsjo 2012).
participants as inappropriate disclosure of identities

Confidentiality Agreement for Independent Coder

Research title: A model to facilitate social support to pregnant learners attending secondary in

South Africa

e | understand that all the material | am asked to code is confidential

e | understand that the contents can only be discussed with the researcher.

e | will not keep any copies of the information nor allow third parties to access them.

e | will delete all transcripts and other relevant files from my computer after coding.

Independent Coder’s signature:

Independent Coder’s name:

Date:

Researcher’s signature:

Researcher’s name:

Date:

The Independent Coder will be given a copy of this form to retain for his/her records

Figure | Confidentiality Agreement

Principle of beneficence

Campbell-Crofts et al. (2013) indicate that in ethically = support for pregnant school-going teenagers
acceptable research, the potential benefits of the attending secondary schools in South Africa.

findings should be greater than any risks to the
participants involved. Polit & Beck (2012) add that the
principle of beneficence imposes a duty on
researchers to minimise harm and to maximise
benefits to participants. In this study the researcher
indicated in the consent letter to both the parents
and their pregnant daughters that there were no risks
involved in participating in the study. Indeed, during
the interviews, there were no signs of psychological
trauma or distress experienced by the pregnant
school-going teenagers that would have required
referral to a debriefing session by a counsellor for
support. However, the researcher had a counsellor
available if debriefing of the pregnant school-going
teenagers became necessary. The benefit of
participation is the sharing of experiences about the
health of pregnant school-going teenagers and giving
input to guidelines developed to facilitate social
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Campbell-Crofts et al. (2013) indicate that there is a
risk of distress and anxiety from the disclosure of
personal information which may be stigmatising,
embarrassing or socially unacceptable in qualitative
interviews. These risks may be in the form of
psychological harm, such as feelings of worthlessness,
guilt, anger, fear, embarrassment, humiliation,
distress and an increase in anxiety levels, resulting in
episodes of crying, as a result of participation in the
interview process. Qualitative researchers should
have measures in place to meet the emotional needs
of the participants, in the form of experienced
counsellors to assist participants and their families.
Pittaway et al. (2010) indicate that the ethical
challenge for researchers is to add something of value
to the lives of people taking part in research,
recognising them as participants and beneficiaries in
the process and not simply as subjects or sources of
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data. According to Lindsjé (2012) ‘do no harm to
research participants’ means that participation must
not put at risk the psychological health of
participants, or put them at risk of stigmatisation or
any form of punishment by the family or community.
Researchers should move from simply being
concerned about not doing harm to the participants,
to being socially responsible by bringing
improvements to the lives of participants. Lindsjo
(2012) further indicates that participating in research
can make the voices of marginalised or vulnerable
people heard in a larger context. A further benefit of
participating in research is the fact that research
findings may influence or contribute to policy
development. Researchers can raise the self-esteem
of their participants, making vulnerable participants
feel valuable by informing them and showing them
that their information is valuable. Furthermore,
qualitative ~ phenomenological  interviews  can
sometimes have a therapeutic value as they provide
participants with opportunities to give voice to their
own stories and acknowledge the validity of their
own experiences as ways of making sense of past
experiences when they to talk about experiences that
are traumatic and sometimes stigmatising. Bernard
(2013) refers to encouraging vulnerable participants
to understand that they have something valuable to
say about their experiences as ‘coming to voice’ and
‘naming your reality’. Bernard (2013) further
indicates that building rapport with vulnerable
participants may lead to an increase in their self-
confidence, personal development and social skills.
Research on vulnerable populations shows that some
of the participants regard participation in research as
a positive experience which enables them to tell their
stories. Furthermore, participants feel that, by taking
part in the research, their stories may benefit other
people (Sherlock & Thynne 2010). However, it is
important to acknowledge that some vulnerable
participants may experience distress when talking
about their painful past experiences and, as such, it
important to try to balance the risk of participation
with the potential benefits to participants and the
wider community (Bwakura-Dangarembizi et al 2012;
Sherlock & Thynne 2010).

Principle of justice

The principle of justice implies fairness and equity,
which relates to the participants’ right to fair
treatment and their right to privacy (Polit & Beck
2012). In this study on social support for pregnant
learners in South Africa, the researcher ensured that
pregnant school-going teenagers, as vulnerable
persons, were not targeted to participate in the study
for the convenience of the researcher, but to
contribute to a public health benefit. The researcher
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targeted both rural and urban secondary schools to
ensure that all pregnant school-going teenagers
meeting the criteria for inclusion were given a chance
to participate and to benefit from participation.
Campbell-Crofts et al. (2013) indicate that respecting
the principle of social justice involves concern for
fairness and equity towards the participants, including
people who may be remotely affected by the
research during the recruitment phase, regarding the
risks and benefits of the research.

Scientific integrity of the researcher

de Vos et al. (201 1) state that researchers have an
obligation to the discipline of science in the way they
conduct research and report their findings. The
researcher in this study submitted the research
proposal to, and obtained ethical clearance from, a
university higher degrees research and ethics
committee (HDREC) and permission from the
Department of Basic Education was obtained before
starting with data collection. It is a requirement in
South Africa that research proposals for PhD studies
be approved by the research ethics committee of the
university under which the studies are registered. As
Campbell-Crofts et al. (2013), Sherlock & Thynne
(2010) and Bwakura-Dangarembizi et al. (2012) point
out, the role of university higher degrees and ethics
committees is to review research proposals, where
they evaluate the integrity of the research design and
the protection of the health and rights of participants.
To further maintain scientific integrity, the researcher
followed guidelines for conducting qualitative and
theory generating research (Chinn & Kramer 201 [;
Liamputtong 2013). A semi-structured
phenomenological interview was used to collect data
and an audio recorder was used, with permission
from the participants, to record the interviews. Data
was analysed using Tesch’s open coding process as
described in Matlala et al. (2014) and Matlala et al.
(2015). Trustworthiness of the study was achieved by
ensuring credibility, dependability, transferability and
confirmability, as described in Matlala et al. (2014).
Besides, the researcher is a professional nurse and
observed the ethical principles prescribed by the
nursing profession in South Africa (South African
Nursing Council 2013). According to Polit & Beck
(2012), in a qualitative research approach,
researchers are data collecting instruments and also
create the analysis process and, as such, they have to
establish confidence in the findings by indicating their
relevant experience and qualifications. The
researcher is qualified in nursing, psychology and
education and has some experience in conducting
and supervising research. Campbell-Crofts et al.
(2013) point out that nursing as a profession is
required to protect health, therefore nurses who
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conduct research should critically analyse their
research methods so that their research is carried
out in an ethical manner that upholds and promotes
scientific  rigour while protecting vulnerable
populations.  Researchers  with integrity  will
temporarily suspended interviews if any participant
becomes uncomfortable, fatigued or distressed and
may even allow the participant to withdraw
permanently from the study, as Campbell-Crofts et
al. (2013) suggest. Researchers should publicise
research findings, both positive and negative, to allow
for examination of the research by experts in the
field.

Conclusion

Pregnant school-going teenagers should be allowed
to participate in research by sharing their experiences
but, due to their age, the fact that they are pregnant
and the fact that they are under the authority of a
school, they are vulnerable to being coerced to
participate against their will. Researchers should
therefore apply the ethical principles of informed
consent, justice, beneficence, confidentiality and
scientific integrity to protect the participants.
Conducting research ethically will yield findings which
will assist the country with solutions to address the
challenge of supporting pregnant teenagers who
choose to continue attending school. Ethics review
committees, parents and schools should work
together to enable researchers to access pregnant
school-going teenagers, while at the same time
protecting these teenagers against participation under
coercion.
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