
Framework for Identifying Low, Medium and High 

Ethical Risk for UG and PG Students

Undergraduate and Taught Post Graduate (UG/PG) research approved at a programme level should be 

low risk. In exceptional circumstances, medium risk research can be approved after consultation with the 

National Design Academy Course Director. The National Design Academy will not approve students to 

undertake high risk research.
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Research Involving Potentially Vulnerable Groups

Interaction with Human Participants

Research Using Administrative Data or Secure Data

Involvement of Animals

Research Involving Groups Where Permission of a Gatekeeper is Normally Required for Initial 

Access to Members

Research Activity

Research Involving Deception, Covert Research of Which is Conducted Without Participants’ 

Full and Informed Consent at the Time the Study is Carried out

Research Data

Research Involving Members of the Public in a Research Capacity in Research Data 

Collection (e.g. community-based participatory research)

Suggested Research Methods for Low Risk UG/PG Studies

Research Involving Access to Records of Personal or Sensitive Confidential Information

Understanding Ethics Procedures
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Framework for Identifying Low, Medium and High Ethical Risk for UG and PG Students

Research Undertaken Outside of the UK Where There may be Issues of Local Practice and 

Political Sensitivities

Research Involving Respondents Through the Internet, in Particular Where Visual Images are 

used, and Where Sensitive Issues are Discussed

Other Research Involving Visual/Vocal Methods Particularly Where Participants or Other 

Individuals may be Identifiable in the Visual Images Used or Generated.

Research Involving Procedures Beyond Those Normally Experienced in Everyday Life

Research Involving Potentially Vulnerable Groups

Research Involving Those who Lack Capacity

Research Involving Sensitive Topics

Research Which may Induce Psychological Stress, Anxiety or Humiliation, or Cause more 

than Minimal Pain

Research Involving Intrusive Interventions or Data Collection Methods

Research Where the Safety of the Researcher may be in Question

Research Which may Involve Data Sharing of Confidential Information Beyond the Initial 

Consent Given

Research that has the Potential to Cause Environmental Damage or Harm

Research with Pregnant or Breastfeeding Mothers

Research Involving Deceased Persons, Body Parts or Other Human Tissues Including Bodil	

Fluids �e.g. blood, saliva�
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Low risk studies for UG/PG should NOT involve sensitive topics such as sexual behaviour, illegal 

behaviour, experience of violence, abuse or exploitation, mental health, gender or ethnic status, or 

illness.

Low risk studies for UG/PG should NOT involve: 

u Potentially vulnerable groups of people such as children, young people under 18 years old, 

pregnant women, breastfeeding mothers or people with a learning disability or cognitive 

impairmenw

u Participants who lack capacity physically, cognitively, and mentallj

u Studies where permission of a gatekeeper is required (e.g. gatekeepers such as adult 

professionals working with children or the elderly){

u Deceased persons, body parts or other human tissues including bodily fluids

Research Study Topic

Interaction with Human Participants

UG/PG studies involving living adults who are 18 years and over without physical, cognitive 

or mental disability/issues, without pregnancy or breastfeeding, who can give a consent 

to the researcher by themselves are classed as low risk.

Low Risk Guidance
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Low risk studies for UG/PG should NOT involve:

M Inducing any psychological stress, anxiety or humiliation[

M Causing more than minimal pain[

M Intrusive interventions such as administration of substances, vigorous physical exercise, or 

hypnosis[

M Causing any health and safety issues for the researcher by, for example, international traveB

M Causing any environmental damage or harA

M Deception[

M Research happening outside of the UK[

M Community-based participatory research (commonly led and undertaken by members of 

community groups/organisations themselves working alongside or in partnership with 

professional researchers)

Research Activity

Low risk UG/PG studies should involve straightforward, controlled procedures happening 

in the UK that are normally experienced in everyday life without causing any damage/

harm to the researcher, participants and/or environment

Low risk studies for UG/PG should NOT involve:

M The involvement of animals for the purpose of teaching, testing, exhibition or performanc�

M The involvement of animals for biomedical or behavioural researc�

M Causing pain, suffering or distress to animalt

M Breaking animal welfare legislation

Involvement of Animals

Low risk UG/PG research must apply the principles of protecting and upholding high 

standards of animal welfare at all times and therefore should avoid or replace any 

involvement of animals.
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Could involve

C Anonymous online questionnaire (no demographic questions on personal information from 

which respondents can be identified)M

C Non-participant observation (taking photos of the place, products, etc. without people0

C Interviews/focus groups/workshops with the fellow students within the programme without 

involving external participants (taking notes only without audio/video recording0

C User testing with the fellow students within the programme without involving external 

participants (taking photos of the place/product/etc. and interaction between place/product 

and people without showing people’s faces or identifiable body parts)

Suggested Research Methods for Low Risk UG/PG Studies

Low risk studies for UG/PG should NOT involve: 

C Capturing visual or vocal data from which participants can be identifiedM

C Utilising personal data, personal quotes, or personal visual images found on the internet (e.g. 

Facebook, Instagram)M

C Access to records of personal or sensitive confidential information such as genetic or other 

biological informationM

C Any data sharing of confidential information beyond the initial consent givenM

C Administrative/secure data from which participants can be identified

Research Data

Low risk UG/PG studies should involve anonymised or pseudonymised data (non-sensitive 

and non-confidential information) on the research topic that do not identify both 

participants and non-participants that are used for the study only, without further data 

sharing (data deletion by the end of the project)
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Further Guidance: 

Including genetic or other biological information, concerning identifiable individuals. Such projects 

may require external approvals and advice should be sought from the National Design Academy 

Course Director before proceeding.

Research Involving Access to Records of Personal or Sensitive Confidential Information

Scope / Does your project require external ethical review? 

Human Participation / Will the research involve discussion or collection of information on 

potentially sensitive, embarrassing or distressing topics?

Question

Further Guidance:

In some cases, partnership with a research organisation in the area involved may prove helpful. It 

is also necessary to check the requirements for ethics review in the countries included in the 

research.

Research Undertaken Outside of the UK Where There may be Issues of Local Practice and 

Political Sensitivities

Scope / Does your project require external ethical review?

Scope / Where will the project be undertaken? 

Human Participation / Please describe how and where the participants will first be 

approached and by whom.

Question
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