
The Contextual Ethics Perspective 

Ethical norms in science are culturally shaped; what is ethical in one country may conflict 

with another’s standards (e.g., data privacy laws, consent norms). 

This perspective challenges the idea of a single, universal set of ethical principles for research. 

Instead, it posits that ethical judgments are deeply influenced by the specific cultural, social, and 

legal context in which research takes place. What is considered ethical in one culture may be 

viewed differently in another, necessitating a more nuanced and flexible approach to research 

ethics. 

A key area where these differences become apparent is in the process of obtaining informed 

consent. In many Western cultures, individual autonomy is paramount, and informed consent is 

a cornerstone of ethical research. However, in some other cultures, community and family play a 

more significant role in decision-making. In such contexts, a purely individualistic approach to 

consent may not be culturally appropriate or meaningful. 

Furthermore, the very definition of what constitutes "research" and the roles of researchers and 

participants can vary across cultures. Power imbalances between researchers from high-income 

countries and participants in low-income settings can also create ethical challenges that require 

careful consideration. 

Proponents of the contextual ethics perspective argue that ignoring these cultural variations can 

lead to misunderstandings, mistrust, and research that is not truly beneficial to the communities 

being studied. They advocate for researchers to develop cultural competence and to engage in 

a process of negotiation and dialogue to establish ethically sound research practices that are 

respectful of local norms and values. This approach does not necessarily reject universal 

principles but argues that their application must be adapted to the specific context. 

This view implies that global scientific collaborations require more than just adherence to a 

standardized set of rules. They demand a deep understanding of and respect for cultural 

differences, and a willingness to adapt research methods and ethical protocols accordingly. 

 

How would you suggest the researchers adapt their protocol to respect the local cultural 

norms in this scenario? What are the dangers of imposing a single 'Western' ethical 

standard here? 


