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1 Introduction

Discussions about ethics in all scientific fields are nowadays more common than
ever before. Until recently, mainly medical sciences, psychology, and the social
sciences were preoccupied with ethical matters. Encouraged also by institutional
requirements to explain our ethical choices, we now witness a time in which
calls for open science, accountability regarding our methodological choices and
data, from its collection to its management, require us to ponder on ethical issues
in all fields (see McKinley & Rose, 2019).

Argumentation studies, an area within the humanities in essence concerned
with analyzing and evaluating the way in which language is communicated
both publicly and in the private sphere, is also affected by these discussions.
Other language-oriented disciplines, such as linguistics and discourse studies,
pay increasing attention to ethical matters as evidenced by the growing number
of events and publications dedicated to this area. For example, a recent issue of
the journal Linguistics, edited by Terkourafi (2025) is fully dedicated to ethi-
cal issues. It explains very convincingly not only why ethical concerns in the
language sciences are more needed than ever before (Terkourafi, 2025), but it
also treats in great detail issues of digital data (Dalmaijer et al., 2025), ethical
theoretical research (Chandra et al., 2025), going as far as being concerned with
ethical training (Dobrin, 2025) and ethical budgets for research (Sarvasy, 2025).

The argumentation community has so far not been explicitly preoccupied with
providing an account, let alone a detailed explanation, of these aspects. As things
stand in this area, there is neither a clear-cut agreement as to which ethical con-
cerns we should be dealing with in our research, nor as to how we should take
into account certain ethical constraints. As will be shown in this chapter, this sit-
uation results not only in arbitrariness by the various researchers who make their
own personal choices, but it can easily put us at a disadvantage as compared to
other areas of study in which ethical concerns enjoy a certain, even if prone to
change, degree of standardization and explicit peer agreement.
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This chapter will not be able to deal with all the ethical issues that our field
of study encounters. Instead, it will bring into discussion a number of salient
concerns and problems that we need to consider from an ethical perspective.
The main purpose that can be achieved within the boundaries of this chapter is
to explain and thus raise awareness within the argumentation community about
the different approaches currently taken as concerns ethics, how we can place
these approaches within the larger discussion on ethics in the humanities, and
potentially suggest some recommendations embodying ethical principles that
could guide our field. In fact, it would be an undesirable ideal to establish a
rigid code to address all argumentation-specific ethical aspects given the fast
evolution of ethics in general. Instead, I will point at some ethical problems
that can be observed in the current publications (Section 2) and lay out which
aspects the scope of ethics in our field should cover (Section 3). In discussing
some concrete examples, this chapter also raises a number of ethical dilemmas
that can serve us as a scholarly community and potentially support new scholars
in the field.

2 Some ethical problems in argumentation studies

The field of argumentation theory has seen a remarkable focus in the last decades
towards the predominantly empirical study of the way in which people argue
(see for a detailed outline van Eemeren et al., 2014 and for one representative
case in point see van Eemeren et al., 2015). Scholars in this area commonly
examine monological and dialogical written and/or oral argumentative texts
and multimodal aspects thereof, as well as more rarely, data elicited through
interviews, focus groups, online surveys, and data scrapping. For this purpose,
scholars employ various qualitative research methods that enable them to draw
conclusions regarding the analysis, evaluation, and ultimately, the improvement
of argumentation in various contexts, such as politics, law, science, education,
policymaking, and health. The explosion of qualitative empirical research in
such contexts, nowadays by far dominant in the field as visible from the large
number of such publications, is the natural result of an expansion not so much
in the topics dealt with, as in the methods employed for research. In an era of
big data and more data available publicly than ever before (see alsoMcKinley,
2020), the field witnesses a complex and at the same time dynamic development
in terms of new research designs, new data collection techniques, and new tools
for data analysis and interpretation.

Such an evolution should naturally bring with it a preoccupation for the ethi-
cal aspects, since all the mentioned aspects bring with them challenges in this
respect. Yet in argumentation studies the notable evolution of the field has so
far not been matched by equally great concerns for the ethics of the reported
research, let alone reporting on them. A quick scan of the publications in special-
ized journals that employ qualitative research methods, combined also with my
own insights as a regular reviewer of manuscripts and research proposals, brings
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to light a picture that reveals at least four issues with regard to ethics that are
particularly striking within argumentation studies.

2.1 No mention of ethical issues

First, much research is based on data that is available on social media, either
through a simple online search (such as data from twitter/x and bluesky) or
accessible through a personal account (such as Instagram and Facebook). This
situation, conveniently labelled by the authors as involving ‘publicly available
data,” leads many scholars to leave aside any mention of ethical issues. This
observation highlights a situation that seems to be characteristic of studies of
discourse in general. Stommel and de Rijk (2021, p. 281), for example, based
on a relatively elaborate research on the ethical issues within discourse studies,
point out that 85 out of 132 investigated articles included no reference whatso-
ever to ethical issues.

The easy access to social media data, however, does not and should not auto-
matically imply that the data is usable for research, let alone be a reason to
ignore ethical concerns altogether. In the first place, data has not been produced
for research purposes (European Commission, 2021, p. 10). Moreover, by exam-
ining such personal aspects as people’s views and arguments as we do within
argumentation studies, issues of informed consent, anonymization of partici-
pants and sensitivity to dissemination of findings which may have unintended
consequences, to name just a few aspects, should all be properly accounted for
in the research. Social media data involves millions of short messages written by
individuals who could be directly or indirectly affected by research in a way that
we as researchers cannot easily appreciate (European Commission, 2021, p. 10).

Longer than a decade ago, Markham and Buchanan (2012, p. 7), reporting on
the research carried out by the Association of Internet Researchers, presented
considerable evidence that even ‘anonymized’ data sets, such as those resulting
from large social media data, may make individuals identifiable if they contain
enough personal information (such as age, gender, profession, etc.), thus poten-
tially producing harm. In our field, direct quoting of one’s words is standard
practice, and while it may seem harmless now, it may turn out to be harmful
over several years. While people operate in the public space, they still have
expectations of privacy, especially when they argue about sensitive topics, such
as their political views (Serafis et al., 2024), health issues (Bigi et al., 2019),
legal aspects (Giner, 2023), personal issues (Landowska et al., 2024), etc. While
people know that the substance of their communication is public, they do not
expect third parties to interpret and use that communication to draw conclu-
sions that may expose them to potential harm (see Markham & Buchanan, 2012,
p- 6). This applies also in those cases in which people’s names are known from
the media, as in Ladd and Goodwin (2022), who aim to demonstrate the power
of argument analysis for investigating radicalization appeals. For this purpose,
they offer a detailed case study analysis of a talk by Yemeni-American al-Qaeda
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leader Anwar al-Awlaki from which they quote and which they assess in terms
of argument soundness. It also applies in those cases in which the topics may not
seem controversial at first sight, but may turn out to be so at some point, such as
fashion, food or energy, to name just a few (Greco et al., 2023).

2.2 Only institutional requirements are invoked

Second, meeting institutional ethical requirements is mentioned as sufficient,
with no further explanation about the pertinent ethical aspects applicable to the
research in case. However, fulfilling ethical procedural and formal requirements,
either of the research institutes or of the journals and publishers, is only a neces-
sary requirement, but not always sufficient for satisfying all ethical concerns.
Think, for instance, of research involving the transcription of vulnerable par-
ticipant’s words even in those cases in which they or their representatives gave
their consent. Greco et al. (2018), as one case in point, reconstructed children’s
inferences in adult-child dialogical conversations in family interactions (audio
recordings) and during kindergarten activities (audio and video recordings). In
both contexts, institutional ethical requirements have been fulfilled and consent
has been obtained from parents for the researchers to be present, to interact with
the children and to report on that data. Yet, as the researchers’ objective was to
explain misunderstandings that might arise during adult-children interactions,
a dilemma arises here as to whether reporting on such sensitive information
may not raise additional ethical issues, such as creating a certain image of those
families.

Ethical institutional rules raise no more than legal and administrative issues
about such aspects as data collection, data transcription, data management and
sometimes though not always, data sharing, with data being used here to include
both the textual and/or verbal data, as well as data provided by participants (see
also De Costa Lee et al., 2019). But research in the field raises ethical con-
cerns that, just like any study concerned with language, “extend well beyond
regulatory matters, encompassing the professional, the social and the scientific”
(D’Arcy & Bender, 2023, p. 54). Moral issues may arise here as to whether we
can just report about vulnerable populations even if strictly following procedural
guidelines.

2.3 Guidelines from other fields are exclusively applied

Third, unlike other more specialized fields of research, many authors pub-
lishing on argumentation are not necessarily argumentation scholars, but
are many times originally trained in adjacent and/or complementary areas of
study, such as discourse studies, linguistics, ethnomethodology, rhetoric, com-
munication. Inevitably, these authors follow the more or less conventionalized
guidelines of the fields they come from. Obviously, many of these guidelines
are applicable directly given the closeness of these fields and especially as
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concerns those rules that apply to any research area, such as informed consent,
privacy, etc. Yet the scientific investigation of argumentation as it occurs in prac-
tice, just like linguistic studies in general, “cannot be understood in isolation of
its sociopolitical and sociocultural context” (D’Arcy & Bender, 2023, p. 50),
generally left aside especially in more technical areas such as computational
argumentation. This brings with it additional ethical responsibilities and choices
that require an appropriate explanation, as in those cases in which moral choices
need to be made.

24 Sensitive topics are not qualified as such

Finally and closely related to the above points, sensitive topics are hardly ever
mentioned and dealt with. The standpoints and arguments advanced by people
in, for example, Facebook interactions about personal problems (Cionea et al.,
2017), forum discussions on political issues (Lewinski, 2010), discussions
about cancer (Akkermans et al., 2018), political opinions in the media (e.g.,
Andone, 2013), twitter/x/bluesky interactions about activism (Greco, 2022),
adult-children interactions (Greco et al., 2023), to give just a few examples, are
oftentimes directly quoted, analyzed in terms of their strength, strategic value,
and rationality and reasonableness, with little or sometimes no concern for the
delicate subjects and exposure to potential harm when data is shared with new
audiences and interpreted from an argumentative perspective. Even when such
data cannot be traced back to one individual, taken together these interactions
could possibly lead to stigmatization of a certain group, indirect discrimination,
marginalization, and the like (see European Commission, 2021, p. 10). Scientific
publications analyzing and evaluating such discussions should at least provide an
explanation of how risks are considered in the research and possibly mitigated in
reporting on such research. This is all the more important within argumentation
studies in which typically language is analyzed in great detail, remarks are made
about its potential to convince, and conclusions are drawn about the soundness
of the advanced positions and arguments.

As a case in point, Serafis et al. (2024) study what they call ‘populist argumen-
tation’ in order to provide a framework for the analysis of inferences implicitly
emerging from multimodal political artifacts. Their focus is on the contribution
of visual discourse to the process of inference-making in interrelation with ver-
bal discourse. For this purpose, they selected three Facebook posts (two images
and a video) after ‘having followed the right-wing parties’ and their members’
and leaders’ online interactions’ over a period of two months in 2022. They made
a purposive selection of certain cases, but they “regard the cases [they] discuss
as exploratory and illustrative of the parties’ positions that took shape on their
social media at the time” (Serafis et al., 2024, p. 242). In all cases, the posts are
published in the article, the images, including the people in them, are all visible.
Moreover, there is a reference in a footnote that in the meantime those posts have
been removed from the private portals. Undoubtedly, as naturally occurring data,
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such interactions are particularly valuable for argumentation scholars to under-
stand political language use as it occurs in practice and potentially ultimately to
improve such practices (see also Dalmaijer et al., 2025, p. 411). But the use of
private data is perhaps the more so a reason to address ethical issues, especially
if we consider the high risk due to the easy traceability to individuals (see also
Page et al., 2022). Aspects regarding informed consent, harm to individuals, per-
sonal information and even legal aspects regarding privacy, arise in such cases
requiring ethical choices being made and properly implemented (see for choices
regarding such aspects arising in medical discussions via a medical app Dalmai-
jer etal., 2025).

3 The scope of ethics in argumentation studies

The four ethical issues identified in the previous section raise an important ques-
tion: which ethical aspects should be dealt with by publications and research in
the area of argumentation studies? To answer this question regarding the scope
of ethics in our field, it might be useful to emphasize some fundamental ethical
aspects applying to research in the humanities more in general.

In its most basic understanding, ethics reflects “the fundamental rights of
human dignity, autonomy, protection, safety, maximization of benefits and mini-
mization of harms, or, in the most recent accepted phrasing, respect for persons,
justice, and beneficence” (Markham & Buchanan, 2012, p. 4). This general defi-
nition captures aspects of ethics aimed mainly at protecting people, including
those cases in which the words and actions of people are studied, as is typical
of argumentation studies. After all, protecting individuals is the cornerstone of
ethical conduct and decision-making in the research process. Bearing in mind
that ethics is “a contextualized process of decision-making at all critical junc-
tures of [...] research” (Spilioti & Tagg, 2017, p. 166), it refers to good conduct
and the grounds for making judgments about what good conduct is. Thus, ethics
involves interrelated aspects of research design, participants, and interpretation
of data.

In essence, the ethical aspects pertain first and foremost to the methodological
norms followed to answer the research question and to deal with the data and the
data itself, such as factuality, accuracy, transparency, and accountability. These
norms dictate that scientific methods must be used in a responsible and ethical
manner. As things currently stand in our field, methodological aspects are not an
easy endeavor, if only because qualitative research cannot be described in terms
of a fixed methodology (Denzin & Lincoln, 2018). Yet, as an illustration, there
are big differences between dialectical and rhetorical approaches, each one of
which is characterized by its own very specific conventions that need to be made
transparent. What is more, such approaches can also be combined. Yet, rather
than leaving it to the reader to ‘reconstruct’ the methods, we should be more
explicit about what an ‘argumentative analysis/evaluation’ actually amounts
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to, which perspective is taken, which tradition is followed and which tools are
being applied to the study of argumentative texts. This is all the more important
if we take into account the exploratory, descriptive and interpretative goals of
qualitative research in argumentation studies, which hardly speak for themselves
and can be interpreted very differently. Generally, our main objectives in the
field are to discover various aspects during the process of research (e.g., which
arguments should doctors justify in the context of terminally ill patients?), to
describe these aspects (e.g., what are the main characteristics of doctor-patient
interactions from an argumentative perspective?) and assess them (e.g., are spe-
cific argument types employed in doctor-patient interactions fallacious?). This is
quite different from quantitative research which isolates and defines categories
in advance, such as argument types/fallacies/standpoints, and attempts to deter-
mine precisely the relationships among them. While less clear-cut, qualitative
research in argumentation studies does operate based on a number of scientific
principles, which can be applied correctly and thus generate reliable research
results. There is quite a lot of agreement as to what constitutes good qualitative
research in the field and its core principles regarding reliability of methods, data
and results, rigorous data analysis, correct interpretation, and useful conclusions.

Data in argumentation studies consists of a constructed or already existent
corpus (including texts and/or images), may be derived from interviews and
focus groups, or it may be constituted by particular case studies. Each such data
type has its own challenges and requires different ethical explanations. While
in all cases the way in which data has been collected is to be explained, other
aspects need to be considered, as well. Unlike in sociolinguistics or pragmatics,
for example (see Locher & Bolander, 2019), in argumentation studies we gener-
ally extract data from a corpus rather than examine in detail the whole corpus.
This is not problematic in itself, but becomes problematic to the extent to which
researchers ignore to explain this, ultimately affecting data reliability and valid-
ity. This is all the more so as generalizations are oftentimes drawn suggesting
that the conclusions are applicable to the whole corpus, when in fact the corpus
only serves as a source from which data is extracted, rather than as the object of
study itself.

Likewise, interview and focus group data involve issues of external validity,
which may be threatened due to the inevitable interaction between the researcher
and the participants (see Rolland et al., 2019; Atkins et al., 2025). Rarely do
argumentation studies explain how such validity has been ensured or at least
mitigating factors minimized, let alone how participants were selected, whether
they gave their informed consent or whether voluntary participation was the
case. And while participants will be aware of their participation in a research
study by agreeing to be interviewed based on a clear account of how their data
will be used (so-called informed consent), they are likely not to understand
really how the data they generate will be used and interpreted by the argumenta-
tion analyst. This is not necessarily harmful (see the discussion on deception in
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discourse analysis in Hammersley, 2014; Taylor & Smith, 2014), but it needs
to be explained what kind of questions participants were asked and how they
were introduced to the research. Only in this way can we properly assess the
reliability and robustness of the reported research results. Moreover, providing
informed consent is one ethical aspect that should be mentioned, but explaining
how and under which circumstances participants can withdraw their consent is
also pertinent (see Hurd, 1996). This is especially relevant in our area of studies
in which people share personal standpoints and arguments about various mat-
ters regarding their perception of how for example, medical practitioners com-
municate with parents of sick children, judges communicate their decisions and
parents communicate with children at home.

Case studies in argumentation studies also bring with them their own ethical
challenges. More than any other data, we employ them when our research ques-
tions seek to explain some circumstances (how and why something works the
way it does) and when an extensive description of an argumentative phenom-
enon is in focus (e.g., how analogies are employed to justify a new policy). We
employ case studies for analytic generalization purposes (Yin, 2014) by using a
previously developed theory as a template with which to compare the empirical
results of the case study. The ethics of case study research (Yin, 2014) requires
that for internal validity purposes we need to address rival explanations, for
construct validity purposes we need to establish a chain of evidence, for external
validity purposes we need to use a theory, and for reliability purposes we need
to make procedures clear. What is most noticeable in the field is a tendency to
interpret our cases as representative or typical, when in fact many times they
might be unique. We tend to start from a certain argumentative phenomenon
(e.g., arguments from authority, hate speech, dissociation) and only afterwards
find case studies in which they are employed, just far too quickly to draw the
conclusion that they always occur in that context and that the persuasiveness or
lack thereof in a certain text (e.g., a political speech) is due to that argumentative
phenomenon. Actually, there is nothing wrong and it would be even ethically
correct to indicate that a case study enables documenting a new or emerging
phenomenon or trying to investigate something for the first time. Instead, a con-
firmation bias seems to be at issue and tends to make us confirm our (originally
intuitive) conception that the phenomenon occurs with some regularity and we
only look for evidence that re-confirms our views and makes us overlook discon-
firming evidence (see Kunda, 1999).

4 Conclusion

Argumentation scholars commonly face challenging ethical problems. Although
such problems concern every step of the research process and have become more
entrenched in institutional rules than ever before, ethical choices are becoming
more and more intricate and fuzzy at the same time. Research in our field is
nowadays particularly dynamic and progressing towards new research methodo-
logical standards and new tools data collection and analysis. Ethically sensitive
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decisions are not always easy to make and some questions require balancing
between moral decisions and conflicting ethical principles, as well as constant
communication with peers. Ethical choices are not always or maybe not at all a
matter of black and white. On the contrary, this chapter hopefully provides a set
of helpful observations and guidelines emphasizing the vital importance of con-
text and case-by-case considerations when engaging in ethical decision-making
(see Gorup, 2019). Working towards shared ethical standards involves first and
foremost awareness of the constraints faced and the practices adopted by argu-
mentation scholars of various convictions and disciplinary traditions.

This chapter highlighted some of the most obvious concerns we currently face
and aims to encourage argumentation scholars to engage in continuous reflection
on ethical aspects. The ethical rules and norms, whether moral or institutional-
ized, are constantly changing and new ones are emerging. Ethics is a process
rather than something that can or should be ticked off at some early stage during
one’s research. Living up to trustworthy ethical standards has important implica-
tions for our research data and participants, our research community and society,
and also for how argumentation studies are perceived and judged within the
humanities.
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