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1.0 Introduction 
Some human research can involve a researcher utilising a telephone for the purposes of 
recruitment or data collection (e.g. an interview with a participant might be audio-taped 
for later analysis/transcription). 

The use of a telephone in this way is an appropriate and often sensible solution to the practicalities of 
conducting human research. However, the use of a telephone in human research can also raise significant 
legal and ethical issues. 

This booklet of the Griffith University Research Ethics Manual is intended to provide an introduction to 
these issues, some advice on potential remedies, and some commentary on approaches previously accepted 
by the Griffith University Human Research Ethics Committee (Griffith University HREC). 

Back to contents 

2.0 National guidelines 
The National Statement on Ethical Conduct in Human Research (2007 updated 2018) is the 
Australian reference for human research ethics matters. Although the National Statement 
does not provide specific ethical advice with regards to the design, conduct and reporting 
of research involving phones Section 1 of the National Statement outlines the core 
principles that apply to all human research – including phone-based studies. 

The modern Australian experience with unsolicited phone calls and outsourced call centres mean that 
there are privacy and ‘annoyance’ sensibilities for researchers who are planning and conducting telephone-
based research. 

Back to contents 

3.0 Recording conversations: legal considerations 
When a project involves data collection via the telephone, the researcher(s) may wish to 
make a recording of both the data collected and/or the consent expressed by the 
participants (see 6.0 of this Booklet). Whilst this is often ethically appropriate, there are 
legal considerations that must be addressed. 

https://www.griffith.edu.au/research/research-services/research-ethics-integrity/human/gurem
https://nhmrc.gov.au/about-us/publications/national-statement-ethical-conduct-human-research-2007-updated-2018
https://nhmrc.gov.au/about-us/publications/national-statement-ethical-conduct-human-research-2007-updated-2018
https://nhmrc.gov.au/about-us/publications/national-statement-ethical-conduct-human-research-2007-updated-2018
https://www.nhmrc.gov.au/about-us/publications/national-statement-ethical-conduct-human-research-2007-updated-2018#toc__95
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In order to comply with the Telecommunications (Interception and Access) Act 1979 (Cth) the researcher 
must ensure that they: 

(a) Inform the person who they will be interviewing that the telephone conversation will be 
recorded; and  

(b) Obtain the consent of that person for the recording of the conversation and importantly 
the consent must include consent to the various ways that the recorded conversation 
may be used by the researcher/the University (for example transcribed and then used 
for academic research, teaching and publications); and 

(c) Retain a record of the consent given by the person making the communication that the 
telephone conversation will be recorded.  

It should be noted that, while the Invasion of Privacy Act 1971 (Qld) makes recording a telephone 
conversation legal (if it was recorded by a party to the call) it would then be illegal to play that recording 
to a third party (such as a member of the research team who was not a party to the call) unless the kind 
of consent described above had been obtained. 

The record of consent could be written or an audiotaped recording of that consent (as long as the record 
of the consent is kept). The seeking of consent for the recording of the telephone conversation must be a 
discrete element of the consent process, and must specifically discuss the use of the recording. These steps 
are necessary because the Telecommunications (Interception and Access) Act prohibits the interception 
of a communication passing over a telecommunication system by the listening to, or recording of, that 
communication in its passage over a telecommunication system without the knowledge of the person 
making the communication. 

Refer to Booklet 36 of this Manual for more about the ethical issues associated with audio-visual 
recordings, Booklet 22 for further assistance with the formulation of consent mechanisms and Booklet 23 
for more about statutory privacy requirements. 

Researchers should note that other standards and requirements may apply in other States/Territories or 
overseas. Refer to Booklet 39 of this Manual for a discussion on the need to consider legal issues for 
research conducted in other jurisdictions. 

Back to contents 

4.0 Use of phone lists/directories: privacy issues 
The recruitment of persons via the telephone can often involve the use of telephone 
lists/directories. Directories may be publically available (such as the Australian White and 
Yellow pages or work numbers on a public web site). 

Refer to Booklet 23 of this Manual for more about the legal and ethical privacy issues. 

4.1 Regulatory privacy considerations 
Some telephone lists/directories may be subject to legal privacy controls – specifically when the telephone 
list is personal/private that are not on the public record rather than work/public numbers. 

Commonwealth Privacy Act 1988 and Queensland Information Privacy Act (2009) limits the degree to 
which personal information obtained for one purpose can be lawfully used for another, and the 
communication of such information to other parties without the consent of the individuals. In practice a 
researcher may not be able to use a personal/private telephone list provided by another agency/body, or a 
personal/private telephone list that they have access to for another purpose, without the consent of the 
individuals named in the list. 

http://www.oaic.gov.au/privacy/privacy-topics/photos-and-surveillance/are-there-rules-about-recording-or-monitoring-my-telephone-conversations
https://intranet.secure.griffith.edu.au/secure/research-ethics-booklets/booklet36_av.pdf
https://intranet.secure.griffith.edu.au/secure/research-ethics-booklets/booklet22_consent.pdf
https://www.griffith.edu.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0025/354751/booklet23_privacy.pdf
https://intranet.secure.griffith.edu.au/secure/research-ethics-booklets/booklet39_jurisdictions.pdf
https://www.griffith.edu.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0025/354751/booklet23_privacy.pdf
https://www.oaic.gov.au/privacy/the-privacy-act/
http://www.austlii.edu.au/au/legis/qld/consol_act/ipa2009231/
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At the time of writing the legal status of ‘greypages’ and mass reverse directories is not clear (e.g. listing all 
phone numbers on a street). Consequently, any researcher planning to use such a directory should contact 
the Research Ethics Office (see Contacts) for advice.  

Commercially available phone lists exist where all of the persons on that list have agreed to be contacted 
(e.g. with regard to participating in research). As long as the provider confirms that all of the listed persons 
have consented and they adhere to the relevant privacy, there is no regulatory privacy issue with the 
research use of that list. 

4.2 Ethical privacy considerations 
Even if the use of a phone listing/directory is legal (see 4.1) researchers should reflect upon whether its 
use would be ethical (e.g. is it in keeping with ethical principle of respect for persons). 

EXAMPLE: An individual could legally give a researcher a list of phone numbers of her close 
family, but her family might justifiably regard a phone call from the researcher as an invasion of 
their privacy 

This is one of the reasons why, for snowballing recruitment, it is recommended that researchers either: 
ask the first person to pass on their contact details to the potential participants; or ask the first person to 
seek the permission of the potential participants to pass on their contact details. 

See 5.0 for more about recruitment over the phone, Booklet 1 of the Griffith University-REM for more 
about the ethical principles in human research, and Booklet 26 for more about respect for persons. 

Back to contents 

5.0 Recruitment over the phone 
In the main, telephone-based recruitment strategies are subject to the same ethical 
considerations as other recruitment strategies (e.g. whether the potential participant pool 
should be screened to exclude persons who are considered to be especially at risk – see 
Commentary Inset 1). However, when designing and conducting a telephone-based 
recruitment strategy, a researcher must remain conscious that the immediacy and 
intrusiveness of such approach can cause a potential participant distress – especially if they 
are otherwise vulnerable.  

Such matters can be further compounded if the subject matter of the research is sensitive or there are risks 
with greater than a low risk of harm. For this reason, where the potential participant pool will include 
significant numbers of vulnerable persons, or the subject matter is especially sensitive, researchers are 
encouraged not to make their initial contact via telephone (e.g. perhaps instead using a written initial 
contact with potential participants and only then following with a phone call). Such an approach, where 
possible and practicable, will not only reduce the anxiety of the potential participant, but is also likely to 
increase the chances that the potential participant is prepared to provide the information being sought. 

At all times a researcher must be careful to ensure that the potential participant understands that the 
telephone call is about a Griffith University research project. 

Commentary and guidance on the ethical issues associated with the design and conduct of recruitment 
strategies can be found in Booklet 21 of this Manual. 

  

https://intranet.secure.griffith.edu.au/secure/research-ethics-booklets/booklet01_introduction.pdf
https://intranet.secure.griffith.edu.au/secure/research-ethics-booklets/booklet26_respect.pdf
https://intranet.secure.griffith.edu.au/secure/research-ethics-booklets/booklet21_recruitment.pdf
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5.1 Screening potential participants 
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In circumstances where potential 
participants in a project need to be 
screened researchers should consider: 

1. can/should this screening be 
conducted on the phone; 

2. if 1 is yes, will this be done at the 
same time as the initial contact 
email (in practice the 
recruitment, screening and data 
collection might occur at the 
same time); 

3. what will they be told about the 
screening; and 

4. if someone is excluded from 
participating what will they be 
told about the reasons and will 
they be referred to/encouraged 
to seek support? 

Refer to 12.0 in Booklet 21 of the 
Griffith University-REM for more about 
screening and the exclusion of 
participants. 

5.2 Negative participant 
reactions to being called 
Given the number of unsolicited calls 
some households receive, a call from a 
researcher may prompt a negative 
reaction. In such cases Griffith 
University researchers are urged to be 
courteous and end the call, even when 
faced with an unreasonable 
reaction/language. If a potential 
participant wants to complain about 
being called, they should be encouraged 
to call the Manager Research Ethics and 
Integrity on 3735 4375 or send an email 
to research-ethics@griffith.edu.au.  

Back to contents 

 

6.0 Consent 
considerations 

Commentary Inset 1 – Screening via a phone call 

Many research projects will require that the potential pool of 
interested participants be screened in some way. 

Usually such screening will be to: 

1. Ensure the participants in a project are appropriate for the 
research topics (e.g. if a research project related to how town 
planners approach environmental and social impact studies, it will 
be important to ensure the participants are current town planners 
and have been involved in such studies); 

2. Exclude known confounding variables (e.g. if a project is 
exploring the effectiveness of a public health campaign, it might be 
important to exclude persons who are allied health workers); 

3. Exclude from the participant pool persons who may be more 
likely to experience harms or otherwise more vulnerable to the 
risks associated with a project (e.g. if a research project will 
involve showing participants a video of a fictional act of workplace 
bullying the research team might want to discuss with potential 
participants that they will be watching a video about workplace 
conflict, so the potential participant can self-screen if they know 
they will find the subject matter distressing. 

In some cases, it might be necessary to use more formal screening 
tools (such as a medical history survey, a cognitive/capacity 
assessment, or mental health assessment). 

The person conducting the phone call should explain why there is 
some form of screening. Researchers should have a plan in advance 
of what will be said if a potential participant is screened. This is likely 
to be especially important if potential participants perceived 
participating as advantageous/offering benefits that are desirable. 

If the type of screening is not appropriate for a telephone call (so will 
need to be conducted face-to-face) the researcher(s) should consider 
whether the design should be altered to something other than a 
telephone-based activity. Alternatively, arrangements would need to 
be made for the face-to-face screening to occur. 

Preferably the consent materials/verbal consent script will anticipate 
the screening and explain that interested individuals might be 
excluded from participating. In some situations, the screening might 
even be foreshadowed in the recruitment notice (e.g. the notice about 
the project might indicate that the participant pool will be screened to 
identify the interested individuals for whom participation is not 
appropriate). 

As discussed in Booklet 21 of the Griffith University-REM potential 
participant pools should not be screened to exclude participants on 
the basis of demographic factors such as gender, age, disability, 
language capacity, etc. unless this is because of valid research 
reasons (e.g. it would be appropriate to screen individuals on the 
basis of language competence if participants are going to view a 
rapid succession of words and where reaction time is an important 
variable). 

Screening must be discussed in the research design, explained in the 
application for research ethics review, explained to participants (see 
above) and possibly discussed when reporting the results of the work 
(e.g. in the limitations section of the article). Failing to appropriately 
discuss the screening might unnecessarily delay the commencement 
of a project. 

 

https://intranet.secure.griffith.edu.au/secure/research-ethics-booklets/booklet21_recruitment.pdf
https://intranet.secure.griffith.edu.au/secure/research-ethics-booklets/booklet21_recruitment.pdf
mailto:research-ethics@griffith.edu.au
https://intranet.secure.griffith.edu.au/secure/research-ethics-booklets/booklet21_recruitment.pdf
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Generally speaking, telephone-based research is subject to the same ethical standards, with 
regards to consent, as any other form of human research. In many cases, telephone-based 
research will utilise a verbal consent mechanism – where information and assurances are 
delivered verbally and the potential participant expresses their decision verbally (which 
then might be audio-taped see 3.0 of this Booklet, or could be recorded in a dated file note). 
Such an approach is especially appropriate where the data collection is anonymous. Booklet 
22 of this Manual contains a template for a verbal consent mechanism. 

A verbal consent mechanism is not the only approach to obtaining consent for telephone-based research, 
or indeed necessarily always the most ethically appropriate. When engaging in complex research or 
encountering significant ethical issues, researchers should consider supplementing the verbal consent 
process with an information sheet. Such a sheet might be offered to participants for later reference or sent 
to participants for them to read before the telephone call occurs. Even where such issues do not apply, 
when the data collection is not anonymous, researchers are encouraged to offer to email/post an 
information sheet to participants in case they would like to be able to refer to the provided information 
and assurances later. When the research involves legal issues (such as legal privacy considerations) or 
significant risk, it may not be possible to rely upon a verbal consent process. In such cases a written consent 
process may be the only permissible approach. 

Commentary and guidance on the ethical issues associated with obtaining consent can be found in Booklet 
22 of this Manual. 

Back to contents 

  

https://intranet.secure.griffith.edu.au/secure/research-ethics-booklets/booklet22_consent.pdf
https://intranet.secure.griffith.edu.au/secure/research-ethics-booklets/booklet22_consent.pdf
https://intranet.secure.griffith.edu.au/secure/research-ethics-booklets/booklet22_consent.pdf
https://intranet.secure.griffith.edu.au/secure/research-ethics-booklets/booklet22_consent.pdf
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Contacts  
There are a number of resources available to assist researchers formulate an appropriate response to a 
question or challenge about the design and/or conduct of a project. This includes the Griffith University 
Research Ethics Manual and the Human Research Ethics Information Sheet Series. These documents 

are available from the URL below. 

Research students – The first point of contact for research students for advice on any research 
ethics matter is always your supervisors. 

REAs – All academic elements of the University have been asked to appoint at least one member 
of academic staff as a Research Ethics Advisor. REAs are a local contact for advice, information 
and suggestions. The contact details of all the current REAs can be found on the URL below. 

Office for Research – Staff in the Office for Research (see below) are available to advise with the 
process of lodging an application or other administrative matters, procedural or policy questions. 
However, you will be asked what advice you have sought or received already (e.g. consultation 
with the REA for your area). 

Manager, Research Ethics and Integrity 
Tel: (07) 373 54375 
research-ethics@griffith.edu.au 

Policy Officer, Research Ethics and Integrity 
Tel: (07) 373 58043 

Research Ethics Systems and Support Officer 
Tel: (07) 373 5 2069 

On the ethics web site you will find: 

https://www.griffith.edu.au/research/research-services/research-ethics-integrity/human 
 

• The other booklets of the Griffith University Research Ethics Manual 

• The Griffith University Human Research Ethics Information Sheet Series 

• Either downloadable copies of, or links to, the various application forms 

• Contact information for the Research Ethics Advisers (REA) and other contacts 

• Educational and other resource material 

• Useful external links 

 

Griffith University is commercialising the GUREM through licenses to other universities and research 
institutions.  Consequently, Griffith University staff are asked not to send copies of any booklet to persons external 
to Griffith.  For further information please contact the Office for Research (see above). 

mailto:research-ethics@griffith.edu.au
https://www.griffith.edu.au/research/research-services/research-ethics-integrity/human
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