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Why is ethics important in research with older people who are considered vulnerable?
The aim of ethical research is to ensure that participants are taking part willingly. This can be especially
challenging when working with more vulnerable groups – those who may be compromised in their ability
to provide truly informed and voluntary consent. In these cases, researchers need to make extra effort to
avoid putting participants in situations which compromise their safety or dignity.

Informed Consent

Seniors as a vulnerable group

Informed consent is designed to be sure that
participants really understand what they are signing
up for – they understand the research, its risks and
benefits, and are participating willingly.

Age alone does not make someone more ‘vulnerable’.
Researchers should consider these circumstances
when working with older adults:
• Functional status – including intellectual
capacity, literacy, educational level, etc
• Cognitive health – for example: confusion,
trouble following the conversation, repeated
misunderstandings of why the researcher is
present, or mistaking them for someone else
• Physical changes in hearing, vision or mobility

Rights of research participants:
• To know that their decision to participate (or
not) will not affect their services
• To have time to consider participation and ask
questions before making a decision
• To withdraw or opt out of the study at any time
(even after it has started)
• To be assured their consent is an on-going
process, not just a form to be signed

Note that all adults (including those with cognitive
impairments) are presumed to be competent to
consent unless legally judged to be incompetent.
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Learn more about the Hamilton Seniors Isolation Impact Plan:
Website:
http://socialisolation.ca

Email:
socialisolation@mcmaster.ca
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for Studies in Aging, McMaster University

Funded by the Government of Canada's New Horizons for Seniors Program.

