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OUTLINE
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 In 2018, the Netherlands Code of Conduct for Research Integrity 
was adopted.

 This instrument calls for the ethical handling of data on human 
subjects i.e., research should deal with data from human 
individuals in an honest, transparent, scrupulous, independent 
and responsible manner.

 The Netherlands Code of Conduct for Research Integrity guides 
the work of the SBE Ethical Review Board.
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BACKGROUND: 

https://www.vsnu.nl/files/documents/Netherlands%20Code%20of%20Conduct%20for%20Research%20Integrity%202018.pdf
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 The Ethical Review Board (ERB) consists of a Chairman, 5 board 
members and a secretary. The chairman and board members are 
all professors of business or economics at SBE.

 The ERB:
> ensures that research at SBE that uses data on human subjects is in line with 

institutional, national and international ethics regulations and legal 
requirements.

> reviews research proposals and issues statements declaring that the 
proposals are in line with the guidelines for research involving human 
subjects.

> promotes ethical research practices at SBE.
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SBE ETHICAL REVIEW BOARD (ERB)

https://vu.nl/en/about-vu/more-about/research-office
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SBE ETHICAL REVIEW BOARD (ERB)
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 The new SBE Research Ethics Regulations for Researchers were
updated in June, 2020 to make the submission of ethics reviews 
mandatory for all researchers. 

 From the 2021/2022 academic year, submission of ethics reviews 
are mandatory for all master students at SBE. 

 These slides provide a guide on how the SBE Research Ethics 
Regulations for Researchers will be applied to master students.
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SBE RESEARCH ETHICS REGULATIONS

https://assets.vu.nl/d8b6f1f5-816c-005b-1dc1-e363dd7ce9a5/7c98919a-63c0-49f6-9203-5eb1de663387/SBE%20Research%20Ethics%20Guidelines%202021.pdf
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 Master Students should consider the following issues prior to the 
submission of an ethics application
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ETHICS ISSUES (1)

Issue Advice
Use of personal data i.e. data that is collected
from identified or identifiable natural, living 
persons such as names, email and home 
addresses and location data. Different pieces of 
indirect information, which collected together 
can lead to the identification of a particular 
person, also constitute personal data e.g. a 
participant number that is or can be linked to a 
name or e-mail address

Anonymization or pseudonymisation of the data should be 
accomplished as early as possible during the research project.
Personal data should be stored on a secure location such as on 
a password protected device with encryption.

Use of special personal data (e.g. religious and 
philosophical beliefs, trade union membership, 
biometric data, genetic data, data on sexual 
orientation or sex life, racial or ethnic origin, 
health data and political stands) and personal 
sensitive data (e.g. grades and finances)

Unless special and sensitive personal data are necessary for the 
research, students should revise study designs. If necessary for 
research, students and their supervisors should contact ERB. 
Anonymization or pseudonymization and secure storage of data 
should be guaranteed
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ETHICS ISSUES(2)

Issue Advice
Use of deception or withholding of information 
about the research project

Transparency and sharing of complete and correct information 
with subjects is essential. If withholding information is necessary 
for research, students and their supervisors should contact ERB. 

Involuntary participation in research All participation should be voluntary. Revise study if this is not 
the case.

Lack of consent to participate in the study Consent should always be given for participation in a study, see 
defintion. Revise study if informed consent is not possible.

Risks, harm or negative consequences due to 
participation in the research

No risks should be imposed on subjects from participation. 
Revise study if this is the case. Examples of risks or harm to 
subjects include: physical harm, loss of privacy, unforeseen side 
effects, emotional distress or embarrassment, monetary costs 
and physical discomfort (Barrow, Brannan & Khandar, 2020).

Subjects exposure to distressing stimuli (e.g. 
through pictures, videos, audio or text).

Subjects should not be exposed to stimuli that can be 
distressing, age-inappropriate or offensive. Revise study if this is 
the case.

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/books/NBK459281
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 Whenever possible, students are advised to deal with ethics 
issues by revising their study designs and data. For example, 
questions on ethnicity or religion can be omitted if not necessary 
for the thesis research. 
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ETHICS ISSUES(3)

Issue Advice
Age and mental capability of subjects Subjects should be adults and mentally capable. Students and 

supervisors should contact ERB if it is necessary to work with
minors or vulnerable groups. Children under 18 are considered
as minors, exceptions are made for students aged 17 who may
also as adults.

Vulnerable subjects are those who are in a position of 
dependence (whether psychological, social, economic, political, 
or otherwise), easily stigmatised, discriminated against, 
prosecuted, or met with violence. Examples of vulnerable 
populations include refugees, homeless people, terminally ill 
people, people engaged in substance abuse, ethnic minorities 
that are discriminated against
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 From the 2021/2022 academic year, master students will be 
required to have their master thesis proposals reviewed for 
research ethics.

 This will be done using an online self-check tool that has been 
developed for SBE students.

 Supervisors will receive email reports of the ethics check after 
they have been completed by students. 
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ETHICS FOR MASTER STUDENTS

https://vueconomics.eu.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_8jPz2B0PlbcRn4W
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 Upon completion of the online self-check, the ERB will issue 
statements that report that the master students’ research 
proposals:

> comply with the principles for research involving human subjects.
> do not involve data on human subjects and thus an ethics review is not

required.
> involve data that has already been reviewed for research ethics by the 

SBE ERB or a different ethics review board in the Netherlands or Europe.

 Students whose research proposals do not comply with the 
principles for research involving human subjects will have to 
revise their research design (or in exceptional cases apply for a full 
ethics review with their supervisors).
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ETHICS FOR MASTER STUDENTS

https://vueconomics.eu.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_8jPz2B0PlbcRn4W
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ETHICS FOR MASTER STUDENTS

Online
self-check

Statement that the 
research does not deal 

with data on human 
subjects

Statement that the 
research complies with the 
principles for research with 

human subjects

Statement that a full ethics 
review is required

Exceptionally, full ethics 
reviews can be submitted 

with supervisor

Revise research design 
and resubmit online

self-check

Statement that an ethics 
review was already 

conducted for the data 
used by the research 

project

Review by ERB

Ethics issues 
identified
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NB: The specific timeline might vary across thesis programs.
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THESIS TIMELINE 

Introduction of the 
procedures and 
administration of the 
master thesis

Students submit 
their thesis 
applications after 
discussing topics 
and interests with 
supervisors 

Students formulate 
problem statement, 
research questions

Students submit 
research proposals 
(via email or canvas) 
and receive 
feedback from 
supervisors

Students receive 
feedback and 
formulate research 
design and 
methodology 
taking into account 
the ethical 
guidelines

Students apply for 
online ethics self-
check and revise 

study design where 
appropriate

Overview of 
allocation to topics is 
posted and students 
meet supervisors to 
discuss topic and 

procedure

Draft version 
submitted for 
feedback

Students discuss 
their analysis with 
supervisors

Students discuss 
their data 
collection plans 
and commence 
data collection. If 
substantial 
changes to the 
research design 
arise, students 
should check 
whether the new 
changes in the 
research design 
make a difference 
for the ethics 
check.

Final version 
submitted after 
working on 
feedback.Students work on 

the thesis conclusion 
and final comments
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ETHICS SELF-CHECK

Students should ensure that their 
supervisors name and email are 

correctly entered since 
supervisors will automatically 

receive an email with a report of 
the application
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ETHICS SELF-CHECK

The form can only be submitted if 
answered truthfully. Students can still 

make minor changes to their 
research after the self-check. e.g. 

changing research methodology or 
the way particular variables or 

questions are analyzed.

However, students will be required 
to submit a new application, for

fundamental changes to the research 
design such as changes in the data 

used or main research questions that 
could impact the compliance of their 
research with the ethics guidelines. 
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ONLINE ETHICS SELF-CHECK

The self-check should be completed 
before the data collection phase of the 

thesis.

The starting date should be the date 
when the master student began to work 

on the research proposal.

Responses to all open ended questions 
should be kept as brief as possible
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ETHICS SELF-CHECK

A human subject or participant is a 
person that partakes in, or is subject to, 
research in which data on or from this 

person are being collected. This includes 
for instance people that might be 

representing themselves or the interests 
of others or an organisation in an 

experiment, interview, survey, online data 
source and observational study. 

Data can be collected at the individual, 
group, community or organisation level.

Aggregated data on human subjects 
such as population figures are not 

considered as data on human subjects.

If no data on human subjects is used, the 
online self-check will end after this 

question and a statement that an ethics 
review is not required will be issued. 

Supervisors will be notified of this 
outcome via email. 
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ETHICS SELF-CHECK

Medical studies are not reviewed by the 
ERB and should be submitted to the 

Medical Ethical Review Board.

Please note that the ethics implications for 
new and existing data are different. 

Explanations for new and existing data are 
presented in the next slides. 

https://www.vumc.nl/research/overzicht/medisch-ethische-toetsingscommissie.htm
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ETHICS SELF-CHECK (NEW DATA)

For children younger than 12 years, 
written informed consent is required 
from their legal representatives or 

parents.

Children that are 12 years and older, 
are required to sign the letter of consent 
together with their legal representatives.

A template for a letter of consent can 
be obtained from the SBE ERB 

(sbe.rerb@vu.nl).
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ETHICS SELF-CHECK (NEW DATA)

All subjects should be mentally 
competent and capable of judgement if 

they participate in the study.

Students whose proposals include 
subjects incapable of judgement such 

as subjects whose judgement is 
impaired due to mental disabilities or 
substance abuse should revise their 

study design. If this is not possible they 
should work with their supervisors on a 

full ethics application.

In case of a mentally incompetent 
participant, informed consent is 

obtained from the legal representative
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ETHICS SELF-CHECK (NEW DATA)

If vulnerable subjects are key to the 
master thesis research, master 
students and supervisors will be 

required to submit a full ethics review 
explaining the necessity of the 

research.

Vulnerable subjects are those who are 
in a position of dependence (whether 

psychological, social, economic, 
political, or otherwise), easily 

stigmatised, discriminated against, 
prosecuted, or met with violence.

Examples of vulnerable populations 
include refugees, homeless people, 

terminally ill people, people engaged in 
substance abuse, ethnic minorities that 

are discriminated against.
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ONLINE ETHICS SELF-CHECK (NEW DATA)

Voluntary and active informed consent 
(i.e. the subject performs an action to 

confirm their participation and evidence 
of this action had been well 

documented) is required for all studies.

If the research project occurs in a 
group or organization, consent should 
be obtained from the head of the group 
or organization. In addition, personal 

consent is recommended if information 
is obtained directly from individuals 

within the organization or group. 

Research in public spaces is permitted 
if individual privacy is not violated.

When uncertain about how to obtain 
informed consent, please refer to tips 

given on the last slides and contact the 
SBE ERB (rerb.sbe@vu.nl) with 

questions.

mailto:rerb.sbe@vu.nl
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ETHICS SELF-CHECK (NEW DATA)

Research should always be conducted 
in a transparent manner where the 

research aims, goals and methodology 
are clearly explained to subjects.

Sometimes, information might be 
withheld from subjects because 

subjects’ knowledge of the research 
questions may bias the research 

outcome. In these cases, subjects 
should be provided information after 

their participation but not later than the 
end of data collection. Subjects should 

also be offered the right to withdraw 
their data.

Deception in any form (e.g. not 
providing true information or providing 

false information about the 
researchers’ identities, objectives or 
research questions) should not be 

employed.

Masters students and their supervisors 
should contact the ERB in case they 

need to withhold information or plan to 
use deception techniques
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ETHICS SELF-CHECK (NEW DATA)

Subjects should not be exposed to 
stimuli that can be distressing such as 

pictures and text.

Participation in the study should not 
pose any risk, harm or negative 
consequences on the subjects.

In case this is necessary for the 
research and the research design 

cannot be adjusted, the master students 
and their supervisor need to contact the 

ERB.
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ETHICS SELF-CHECK (NEW DATA)

Compensation or incentives aimed at 
increasing participation can be given to 

subjects.

However, compensation or incentives 
should not be set so high that they 

override the voluntary participation in 
the study. The amount offered should 

also not result in inflation beyond 
normal levels.

The nature of these incentives and 
their potential risks, obligations should 
be clearly communicated with subjects.
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ETHICS SELF-CHECK (NEW DATA)

It is forbidden by law to collect social 
security numbers for research purposes.

Strict rules apply for the collection of 
special categories of personal data due 

to the European General Data 
Protection Regulation (GDPR), if such 
data is necessary for the master thesis, 
master students and their supervisors 
are requested to submit a full ethics 

review.

Special categories of personal data 
include religious and philosophical 
beliefs, trade union membership, 

biometric data, genetic data, data on 
sexual orientation or sex life, racial or 
ethnic origin, health data and political 

stands. 
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ETHICS SELF-CHECK (NEW DATA)

Strict rules apply for the collection of 
sensitive personal data due to the 
European General Data Protection 
Regulation (GDPR), if such data is 

necessary for the master thesis, master 
students and their supervisors are 

requested to submit a full ethics review.

Examples of sensitive personal data 
include financial data and student 

grades.
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ETHICS SELF-CHECK (NEW DATA)

Unless consent has been in a non-
anonymous way, it should not be 

possible to identify subjects from the 
data. Anonymization or 

pseudonymization should be 
accomplished immediately after data 

collection. 

Secure storage should also be used for 
personal data. Questions on 

anonymization and data storage should 
be addressed to rdm.sbe@vu.nl
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ETHICS SELF-CHECK (EXISTING DATA)

If the data used in the study has already 
undergone an ethics review by the SBE 

ERB, the survey will end after this 
question and a report stating that an 

ethics review has already been 
conducted will be issued. Supervisors 

will be notified via email.

In case of uncertainty, students are 
requested to verify whether a review has 
been undertaken with their supervisors.
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ETHICS SELF-CHECK (EXISTING DATA)

If the data used in the study has already 
undergone an ethics review in the 
Netherlands or another European 

country, an additional review might not 
be necessary.

Students are requested to conduct 
ethics reviews for studies whose data 

was not reviewed by an ethics board in 
the Netherlands or in Europe since 

requirements might differ from those in 
the Netherlands Code of Conduct for 

Research Integrity.

The SBE ERB can be contacted in case 
of uncertainty (rerb.sbe@vu.nl).
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ETHICS SELF-CHECK (EXISTING DATA)

If the data used in the study has already 
undergone an ethics review in the 

Netherlands or in Europe, the survey will 
end after this question and a report 

stating that an ethics review has already 
been conducted will be issued. 

Supervisors will be notified via email.

The SBE ERB can be contacted in case 
of uncertainty (rerb.sbe@vu.nl).



32

ETHICS SELF-CHECK (EXISTING DATA)

It is forbidden by law to collect social 
security numbers.

Strict rules apply for the collection of 
special categories of personal data due 

to the European General Data 
Protection Regulation (GDPR), if such 
data is necessary for the master thesis, 
master students and their supervisors 
are requested to submit a full ethics 

review.

Special categories of personal data 
include religious and philosophical 
beliefs, trade union membership, 

biometric data, genetic data, data on 
sexual orientation or sex life, racial or 
ethnic origin, health data and political 

stands. 
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ETHICS SELF-CHECK (EXISTING DATA)

Strict rules apply for the collection of 
sensitive personal data due to the 
European General Data Protection 
Regulation (GDPR), if such data is 

necessary for the master thesis, master 
students and their supervisors are 

requested to submit a full ethics review.

Examples of sensitive personal data 
include financial data and student 

grades.
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ETHICS SELF-CHECK (EXISTING DATA)

The processing of data should not 
pose any risk, harm or negative 
consequences on the subjects.

Unless consent has been given, it 
should not be possible to identify 

subjects from the data. Anonymization 
or pseudonymization should be 

accomplished immediately after data 
collection. 

Secure storage should also be used for 
personal data. Questions on 

anonymization and data storage should 
be addressed to rdm.sbe@vu.nl
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 The GDPR requires that all participants to provide consent before 
their personal data will be processed. 

 Researchers should be able to demonstrate that consent was 
obtained before the study by saving the consent forms.

 Consent from minors and legally incompetent participants should 
be obtained from parents and legal representatives

 Consent from participants should be 
> freely given (voluntary)
> informed
> specific
> unambiguous
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GDPR AND CONSENT FOR RESEARCH
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 Voluntary or freely given consent means that the subject does not 
feel cornered or pressured to share their data. Subjects need to 
be presented with the option not to share their data e.g. 

By signing this consent form (checking this box if online) you give Stichting VU your 
consent for processing your personal data (describe data) for the research project 
titled (insert title)

Participation in this research is voluntary but is not possible without your consent for 
processing your personal data. If you do not wish to give us your consent for 
processing your personal data, you cannot participate in this research.
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GDPR: FREELY GIVEN CONSENT
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 Specific consent means that the processing activities you plan 
with the data have been clearly explained to the subject and that 
the subject has been granted the opportunity to consent to these 
activities e.g

I understand that taking part in the study involves […]   Yes No

Here, you should describe how data will be collected and processed, for example: an audio-recorded interview, a 
video-recorded focus group, a survey questionnaire completed by the enumerator or respondent, etc
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GDPR: SPECIFIC CONSENT
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 Informed consent means the data subject knows your identity, 
what data processing activities you intend to conduct, the 
purpose of the data processing, and that they can withdraw their 
consent at any time. 

 Withdrawing consent should be just as easy as the procedure 
needed to obtain consent.

 The request for consent should also be written in a very clear and 
plain language that is easy to understand.
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GDPR: INFORMED CONSENT
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INFORMED CONSENT EXAMPLE
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 Unambiguous or active consent means an action must be 
undertaken to give consent so that it is clear that the subject has 
given consent. Silence, pre-ticked boxes or inactivity are not 
considered consent.

 Consent forms should be signed with a name or signature, if this 
is not possible due to illiteracy, anonymity purposes or because 
the study is administered online, a box can be marked or ticked.

 Verbal consent can be given for audio and video recordings.
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GDPR: UNAMBIGOUS CONSENT
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Questions about this document can be directed to 
rerb.sbe@vu.nl.
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