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derstood the distinction between qualitative and
quantitative research.

This public effort is a different kind of dis-
semination for us. But if we intended to change
the knowledge state about qualitative research in
Ethics Committees and to general public, this
communication should be made consciously and
deliberately.
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Ethical  guidelines
and qualitative research on health

Diretrizes éticas
e pesquisas qualitativas em saúde

Rosa Maria Stefanini de Macedo 4

This article aims to debate the excellent study car-
ried out by Guerriero and Dallari1, about “the
necessity of ethical guidelines adequate for qual-
itative research on Health” publicized in the pre-
vious pages of this magazine,

Above all, I must say I consider this study an
extremely worthy piece of work that meets the
difficulties experienced by researchers and also
by members of Ethics in Research on Human
Beings Committees. In this aspect, it is a pro-
found investigation searching for reasons that

justify the construction of ethical parameters for
research on human beings adequate to the diver-
sity of paradigms able to guide the research plan
and its execution.

This  because 196/962, resolution from the
Health National Council - Conselho Nacional de
Saúde - that sets ethical principles to guide re-
search in the health field in Brazil to amplify the
conception of research of the International Coun-
cil of Medical Science Organizations (ICMSO)3.

This conception3 defines research as a group
of activities aiming to develop or contribute to
generalizable knowledge.

Generalizable knowledge consists of theories,
principles or relations, or in the storage of data
collection which they are based on, that can be
asserted by recognized scientific methodology of
observation and inference1.

Based on this definition, however, the national
rule in the CNS Resolution 196/962 sees that the
procedures mentioned to produce generalizable
knowledge, counting on principles or relations or
in gathering up data in their foundations asserted
by recognized scientific methodology of observa-
tion and inference […], are applicable to proce-
dures of any nature; such as instrumental, envi-
ronmental, nutritional, educational, sociological,
economic, physical, psychic, or biological one not
mattering if they are pharmacologic, clinical or
surgical with preventive, diagnostic or therapeu-
tic purposes1.

Well, when we amplify the application scope
of those ethical rules, the Resolution in question
paradoxically plasters the research on human
beings to the fields of human, social and health
sciences. I say this because noticeably the world-
view and therefore the science’s which the an-
nouncement is based on, did not take into con-
sideration the plurality of  possible scientific par-
adigms, identifying itself with  the premises of
positivists paradigms focused on the universal-
ization of knowledge (generalizable) confirmed
by scientific methods of observation (mensu-
rable) and therefore, able of being standardized4.

That the 196/962 Resolution has the biomed-
ical area among its first concerns is understand-
able, but to stretch the same recommendations
given to the first area mentioned, under a posi-
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tivist or post positivist paradigm, to other areas
of knowledge, as if all of them followed the steps
of the same paradigm, is to go far beyond disre-
garding the richness, diversity, complexity of
knowledge improvement and also the existence
of scientific paradigms that observed other
worldviews.

In the United States the Belmont Report, im-
portant document from 19795, which rules and
protects human beings in biomedical and behav-
ioral research, acknowledges that the social re-
search can substantially differ from the previous
ones, therefore a specific commission is neces-
sary to define the policies for procedures that fit
them better.   It would be desirable that the Bra-
zilian rule did at least the same1.

Defending the need to recognize different pos-
sible paradigms under the conception of reality,
thus under the scientific activity, we can just re-
member, for instance, how the comprehension
of the Universe evolved, from an absolute truth
until Copernicus, Kepler Galileo to contempo-
rary Physics and Astronomy.

What can be instantaneously deduced is the
fragility of a certainty based on universal, abso-
lute, fixed truths apart from the observer. This
affirmation has been excessively demonstrated
by results of experiences in very different disci-
plines so to say Biophysics (Von Foerster, 1981),
Psychology (Von Glasersfeld, 1984) Neurophys-
iology and Biology (Maturana e Varela, 1987)
Communication ( Krippendorff, 1982), Physics
(Prigogine, 1980), Cybernetics (Wiener, 1948) 6.

Consistently, the studies carried out by these
scientists with an origin on a systemic view of the
universe went through clearly recognizable stages:

a) From the conception stage where systems
from a homeostatic mechanism keep their sta-
bility and self regulation of their structure.

b) to the conception where a  system out of
its balance finds alternatives of its own to self
regulate its structures through creative, learning
or evolutive resources, eliminating the stability
idea as something static and,

c) finally concluding by the unpredictability,
complexity, uncertainty and subjectivity that rules
the comprehension of irreducible systemic phe-
nomena to objective criteria of analyses and de-
scription.

Different ways to see reality necessarily imply
different paradigms and consequently distinctive
recommendations and ethical procedures not
only concerned about the autonomy of the par-
ticipants and their rights, but also with the possi-
bility of carrying out the research.

This is because theories, principles or rela-
tions that constitute knowledge must answer
basic questions about the “being” and about
knowledge (ontological and epistemological) and
how knowledge acquisition occurs (methodolog-
ical). Therefore, the method to know comes from
what is believed to be the object of knowledge
(onto) and from the procedure of acquiring it
(epistemic). In this way, the planning of any acts
which aim knowledge, as research does, has to
adequate itself to the conceptions of reality and
to the process of knowing this reality with meth-
ods compatible with such conceptions in order
to access them in a coherent and adequate form.

Thus the conception of reality as something
given; that is there, able to be known in an objec-
tive way through quantitative methods of obser-
vation and mensuration (positivism) is applica-
ble to the study of many phenomena, such as the
ones that intend to survey the present state of a
certain episode in a population and have the pur-
pose to outline adequate intervention policies.

Researching human behavior with almost
experimental approach, however, a change in the
positivist paradigms comes out – the post posi-
tivist – which introduces a slight modification
according to the ontological and epistemological
point of view.  It is admitted that the reality is
given, it is there, but it can only be known in
terms, partially, because its view depends on the
perception of the observer. This one continues
apart from the observed object, that is why there
are so many recommendations about the re-
searcher impartiality, the control of his or her
subjectivity and the control of the research vari-
ables in order not to “contaminate” the results
obtained in the procedure.

A question could be raised then when draw-
ing up a test, a questionnaire. In accordance with
the theory which seems to the researcher the most
reasonable one isn’t he subjectively choosing pre-
defined aspects of the phenomenon to be ob-
served? If this isn’t enough, when he ranks an-
swers in descriptions measured by frequency, isn’t
he judging the answers obtained from the partic-
ipants through subjective values?

These difficult epistemological issues have
been putting the science field, mainly the human
and social sciences at some impasses, and they
justify a feverishly intellectual activity among te-
nacious researchers dealing with a plural reality.
Some of them cited above.

This activity doesn’t represent any specific
school with unifying pretensions.

This pragmatic change of position, which the
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systemic-cybernetic perspective puts mainly on
the human sciences, gives evidence to a necessity
to reflect about the human subjectivity capable
of being approached under qualitative methods7.

Under the paradigmatic approach this view
responds to ontological, epistemological and
methodological questions, stating that reality is
only capable of being understood through the
comprehension of the individual who gives names
to it and therefore realizes and gives meaning to it.

In this way the paradigm’s ontological and
epistemological dimensions don’t differ. Knowl-
edge subject and object can’t be put apart, since
to know something is to construct reality aiming
to describe and give it meaning. Then, we have
that the act of knowing is endowed with value as
observers select, according to their perception of
reality aspects, describing and giving them names
which match their life experiences, context, soci-
ety, culture and the linguistic community they
live in. The paradigm that favors the theory of
experimentation is deconstructed and an alter-
native based on intersubjectivity is constructed.

In that, qualitative investigation finds its space
between explaining and comprehending, requir-
ing a sympathetic and equitable ethical attitude
which sets researchers and participants in posi-
tions of exchangeable and reversible power.

The polysemic nature of the discourse is high-
lighted as well as the importance of the dialogue
during the construction of meaning and the sub-
jective aspect of this construction that will be ne-
gotiated among participants. In such a way reality
is constructed by ordering and organizing our ex-
perience, making it conceptual because it is defined
by language and understood as signification7.

Given the importance of the context, the dia-
logue and the negotiation of meaning among
members (researcher and participant) the knowl-
edge acquired is transferable (not generalizable)
to other groups, other situations that share sim-
ilarities. However, because of the multiplicity of
possible contexts and the variability of people char-
acteristics, the results are seen as an incomplete
text, always capable of having finishing touches.

What about the concept of “value” and “truth”
then?

How is it possible to construct a framework
of valid scientific knowledge to a specific histori-
cal moment, to a society, to a community of pairs?

If the construction of reality depends on the
perception of each one, will there be as many
truths as the number of individuals? Do they
weigh the same?

What about the value of knowledge, the re-

spect for the other, and the scientist’s responsi-
bility?

In order to avoid misunderstandings, it is very
important to let clear that although knowledge is
coined intersubjectively in the relations, it is only
socially legitimized in an individual-cultural recur-
sive process where the individual is conceivable as
socially defined and society is seen as a system of
individuals “There are no individuals without so-
ciety and no society without individuals”8.

Then, the research on human behavior based
on the reality construction paradigm or on its
interpretation (hermeneutics, phenomenology,
ethnography, constructivism, and construction-
ism) can only be guided by values, as the research-
er is part of the researched issue, ethics is intrinsic
to research.

It means to say that the objectivist paradigm
can accept objective criteria of the good (which is
accepted in a conventional way without any
criticism). Inside constructive and interpretative
paradigms as there is no obligation to reproduce
the social reality in question, the mandatory
aspect of it is the researcher’s awareness about
the influence that occurs during the research and
in the co-construction of reality that belongs to
the participants. Therefore, knowledge produced
in this way implies into a responsibility that pre-
supposes integrity and a personal sense of val-
ues, in other words: ethics.

What institution do we want to develop? What
health care do we want to provide?

How to act to fulfill community needs?
Following Ravn’s6 proposition, and taking

into consideration the  recommendations given
by many authors involved with new paradigms
and subjectivity9, the freedom to search a large
number of possible alternatives in different per-
spectives gives rise to a need to accept the implicit
limits of ones’ own choices, what leads us straight
to the ethics domain.

In this way, the researchers’ attitudes are com-
promised with their choices and they are respon-
sible for them towards the scientific community
and towards the society in general in view of the
consequences of the results the research obtains.

The major criticism to constructivist and in-
terpretative paradigms based on qualitative re-
search, however, is the truth relativity, the uncer-
tainty, the unpredictability and the lack of control
of the objective research. This relativity, however,
doesn’t nullify the concept of truth or certainty, in
the same way that it doesn’t deny the existence of
a real world, concrete, where we live in. Such crit-
icism is the result of an absolutist misinterpreta-
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tion of the knowing process. With the purpose to
explain better this conception of reality construc-
tion through interpretation and conjoined elabo-
ration of signification giving meaning to the world,
Ravn6 suggests a pair of propositions: The Unity
and the Diversity as ethical principles. For instance,
he says, a city seen in a variety of perspectives
looks different in each one. However, those differ-
ent universes are nothing more than different per-
spectives of the same universe.

An ontology that says the world is a unit of
perspectives may seem unusual, given the pre-
vailing atomic ontology of modern science, says
Ravn6.  However, he says, in epistemological terms
this statement could be expressed in this way: we
notice the world under different perspectives al-
though the world we see is always the same.

So the city is a unity, the total system can be
seen from many different points (sub-systems)
all of them related to the major one, unique in
the perspective they are seen but different from
each other.

Transferring this example to reality construc-
tion we conclude that the world is essentially a
unit that cannot be perceived in its totality due to
the limitation of the perceiver, his or her charac-
teristics and their context, giving then birth to
different ways of seeing it.

In the research field, the phenomenon is the
same, the cut-outs we make in accordance with
our paradigms, our theories, lead us to different
ways of approaching them, obtaining different
results, where one doesn’t exclude the other, they
are simply different readings of several aspects of
the same event.

However, in order to avoid extremities: the
nihilist approach which denies any possibility of
knowing and the absolute-relativism approach
which attributes to any knowledge the same val-
ue without any distinction or any value strictly
speaking, the construction of reality should be
guided with some advantages by the already men-
tioned ethical principles: Unit and Diversity.

These principles should be seen as inclusive
ones and not as mutually exclusive ones. The ex-
perience of unit is the one where one can experi-
ence the world in such a way that each part of it
seems to evoke or to be in touch with a wider
totality or unit. Each act put the individuals in
contact with a greater proposal or meaning re-
vealed in each activity, in each role they play6.

Diversity is the experience that different parts
of the world can have different views (of the same
world). This experience applies to individual and
social life. A person with such attitude thinks that

the activities and objectives of other people sim-
ply express different aspects of life, such as our
own when we put ourselves in different points of
view6.

Unit and Diversity express distinctive mo-
ments but complementary ones according to the
epistemology of complexity10 opposing to the
simplifying linearity of the positivism, where the
disjunctive thought contributes to place individ-
uals in extreme paradoxical positions that make
intermediary hues, which are part of the observed
event, difficult to be contemplated. However both
experiences are useful, the problem is settled when
one happens to the total detriment of the other.

Depending on the intensity of the variation
between Unit and Diversity, different positions
are produced even some distortion can be pro-
duced. On the one hand, the maximum of Unit
with any Diversity leads to absolutism, we can
see it in the following statement: I have the truth;
I am right; the world is in this way and there is
only one way to truth”. On the other hand, no
Unit and the maximum of Diversity leads to total
relativism. “In this position the affirmations go
around of: everything is the same thing, it doesn’t
matter to think in a way or another, everything is
true, and all goes”. This posture nullifies moral
values standards of any origin or priority, as it
doesn’t consider the quality of different affirma-
tions and the responsibility of the one who de-
clares them.

In the search of the good and best practices,
the core of ideal ethics, the desirable position is
the one which contemplates Unit inside Diversity.

This is to say that the meaning of our lives,
our purposes (unit) agree with different actions
and positions we take in view of specific objec-
tives in each moment of our lives (diversity).

The basic principle of the position Unit – Di-
versity or Diversity – Unit in life as well as in the
research is “compromise”.

The balance between Unit-Diversity is essen-
tial when people / researchers revealed themselves
compromised with the truths they built, when
they are responsible for them according to the
life track they chose, giving meaning to their acts,
and at the same time accepting and respecting
the others / people / researchers who have chosen
different objectives and followed different paths,
although not less worthy than their own. In this
aspect, the community of pairs, the society has a
fundamental role: to legitimate the truths which
were built, through the dialogue, discussion,
agreements and assent.

This posture is desirable not to be taken only
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Methodological procedures
and ethical decisions

Procedimentos metódicos e decisões éticas

Franklin Leopoldo e Silva 5

The article being commented here questions the
adequacy for qualitative research of the ethical
guidelines established by resolution 196/96 due
the positivist paradigm that, according to the
authors, would be orienting the mentioned reso-
lution with regard to the profile of scientific re-
search. Furthermore, the presence of this para-
digm in a great number of other documents in
the field of research ethics would be responsible
for the inexistence of appropriate criteria for un-
derstanding health research when guided by pa-
rameters proper to human sciences.

The subject is immense, not only insofar as
the epistemological aspects involved are con-
cerned but also as refers to the scope of the do-
main of ethics. Before approaching some specific
points it seems opportune to call attention to a
question of general character.

by people throughout their lives but also by soci-
eties, organizations and institutions, needless to
say by the scientific community along with the
activities scientists and researchers perform.

Besides the arguments presented by Guerrie-
ro and Dallari1, to highlight the peculiarity of
qualitative research based on other paradigms
than the positivist one, I am confident that the
adoption of the ethical principle of Unit-Diversi-
ty offers us room to reflection about ethical rec-
ommendations following research models re-
specting paradigms diversity and justifies the nec-
essary changes of the 196/962 Resolution. I truly
believe that this principle can help us to have more
flexibility in research under the social-human and
health sciences scope in constructive and inter-
pretative paradigms.

That reflection, in our opinion, is much more
adequate to the true scientific spirit: to recognize
and respect differences, consequential of differ-
ent ways to see the world, but adequately built
upon the researchers’ compromise, their moral
judgment, their ethics, their acceptation of their
pairs in accordance with social and moral rules
of the culture they belong to, leading the ones in
charge of legislating to act accordingly.

I do hope that the considerations here pre-
sented will contribute to widen the debate about
moral principles in scientific research as I have
proposed in the beginning, transferring it to the
process of knowledge, to methods and proce-
dures able to access them in a more proper way
and consequently to raise the awareness that each
model of research and each situation to be re-
searched need specific ethical rules.

Certainly, this would make the scientific activ-
ity of the researchers and of the committees of
ethics in research, a lot easier, contributing to a
higher develop-ment of knowledge as inadequate
models of judg-ment bring dissonant aspects,
which can in turn provoke major difficulties to
some projects to be approved.
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