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In Shepperd and Dalderop (2025)'s viewpoint Why should I care? Research ethics in the field
of adult L2 Literacy, the authors make three important assertions regarding research ethics
with so called vulnerable participants. This response considers the tensions explored by
the authors, in light of my experience conducting a Participatory Action Research (PAR)
project with refugee women in the Netherlands.

Shepperd and Dalderop (2025) draw on their experiences of conducting research
with so-called ‘vulnerable research populations’ to argue that standard institutional
macro research ethics procedures are not always appropriate for working with specific
populations; ethics procedures do not prepare researchers for micro-ethical decision
making and can create barriers for inclusive research practices; and that ethics proce-
dures and practices should embrace an ethics of care framework. Based on my experience
of designing a research study on digital literacies with adult refugee women living in the
Netherlands, I fully support all three arguments.

In this response, I consider the tensions the authors articulate between macro-level
ethical frameworks and situated micro ethical decisions that arise with regards to my own
experiences designing a Participatory Action Research (PAR) project with refugee women
in the Netherlands. Shepperd and Dalderop (2025, p. 13) suggest participatory approaches
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offer a promising route towards embedding care ethics when working with migrant
language learners as they focus on how participants and their wider communities may
benefit from research participation. While I share this view and embrace PAR as a tool to
advance the ethics of care ethos, I encountered many of the same frictions outlined by
Shepperd and Dalderop (2025). While action-oriented and transdisciplinary approaches
are gaining popularity — seen as having the potential to mitigate the power asymme-
tries prevalent in much of the research on ‘vulnerable groups’ — current institutional
ethics procedures often lack the tools to fully support these projects. Finally, building on
Shepperd and Dalderop’s (2025) call for an embrace of care in ethical procedures, I argue
some of these tensions can be remedied by incorporating participatory action logics into
institutional ethical procedures.

1 ‘Vulnerable’ research populations

The authors speak to their respective research populations and make their argument
in the context of LESLLA. My research focuses on digital literacy rather than language
acquisition, but there are several important similarities between our research popula-
tions. Refugee women too experience lower levels of literacy (Liebig & Tronstad, 2018);
are underrepresented in research samples due to gender-based barriers (Hennebry &
Petrozziello, 2019), and similarly; there is a tendency to rely on highly educated par-
ticipant samples. Due to these characteristics, among others, refugee women are often
characterised as ‘vulnerable’ by macro ethics procedures. Therefore I, like Shepperd and
Dalderop (2025), embrace a move away from this characterisation of inherently vulnera-
ble, and move towards understanding vulnerability as a relational interaction between
participants’ characteristics and the nature of the study. Like the authors, I see the ethics
of care as a tool to manage this relation and employ co-creation and participatory action
as important methodologies to incorporate this into my research practice.

2 Participatory Action Research (PAR) and care

Care ethics moves away from universal moral rules toward a relational and situated
understanding of ethics that prioritises interdependence, responsibility, and the cultiva-
tion of care within networks (Held, 2005; Barnes, 2015). It recognises actors as embedded
in webs of care relations, where ethical obligations arise within these relations rather
than from abstract principles. This emphasis on reciprocity and relational responsibility
resonates strongly with PAR, which foregrounds collaboration among researchers, com-
munity members, and activists to co-produce knowledge for action (Groot et al., 2019;
Cornish et al., 2024). By centering lived experience and focusing on knowledge produc-
tion as a process, PAR embeds care practices into research design and implementation,
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ensuring that the needs and agency of research populations are integral to the process. In
this way, care ethics provides a foundation for PAR’s commitment to reciprocity, mutual
responsibility, and emancipatory scholarship.

Despite the promising shift towards participatory and co-creative methodologies,
macro-level ethical procedures present challenges for the implementation of these
projects. In line with Shepperd and Dalderop’s (2025) observation on the tensions
between institutional guidance and realities of fieldwork — and the way these can pro-
duce relations of vulnerability for research participants — I discuss three examples from
my own research below.

3 Layers of vulnerability and care
3.1 Informed consent

Like Shepperd and Dalderop (2025), issues of informed consent presented challenges in
my PAR project. Standard Ethical Procedures suggest giving participants with an infor-
mation sheet prior to data collection, and, after reading (or, indeed, listening, as audio
recordings are now more common practice with low literate populations) asking them
to sign a consent form to confirm that they have been informed about the project and
they consent to participating. However, this raises important epistemological debates in
research approaches by suggesting that data collection starts in one fixed moment, rather
than knowledge emerging gradually and relationally. Likewise, consent should be under-
stood as a process throughout the research cycle, rather than a static moment in time.

3.2 Voluntary participation

In an attempt to establish what your relationship with the research participant is, and
thus, to establish if the participant is able to consent voluntarily without feeling that
they have an obligation to participate, the research must have clearly established roles;
for example, are they, in this interaction, a researcher, a workshop leader, or a volunteer
at a third sector organisation. For participatory action research to be successful, the
researcher must simultaneously embrace all of these roles, and therefore cannot only
occupy one role in order to establish voluntary participation. Having multiple roles at
once adds to the messiness of PAR.

3.3 Minimising harm and maximising benefit
The Standard Procedure to obtain ethics approval means that each stage of the study
and its content must be established beforehand. This is in direct tension with the prin-

ciples of PAR, which encourage and require insights from community members — here
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understood as participants — to be integrated into the research design, making it co-
created. This ensures that the communities’ needs are met by the research, and therefore
the maximising of its benefits to the community is directly limited by macro ethics
procedures.

4 Conclusions

The examples discussed above illustrate how PAR, despite its alighment with an ethics-of-
care framework, can be constrained in its implementation by standardised institutional
ethics procedures. These cases underscore the tensions explored by Shepperd and
Dalderop (2025). By extending Shepperd and Dalderop’s (2025) call for a focus on flexi-
bility and care in institutional ethics procedures, I argue that bridging this gap requires
embedding participatory tools within micro-level ethical processes. Rather than relying
solely on static, application-based frameworks of consent, ethics review could incorpo-
rate ongoing dialogue between researchers and ethics committee members, including
iterative check-ins throughout the research process. Such practices would better accom-
modate participatory care-centred methodologies by enabling researchers to articulate
and justify their approach in a way that reflects the evolving, relational nature of their
work.
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