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Research and ethics (non-clinical) at Bath Spa University

1.
Background

1.1 This paper deals only with ethical considerations relating to non-clinical research.

1.2 Consideration of research ethics must take into account the legal framework. Relevant legislation includes The Data Protection Act 1984 (and subsequent), The Children’s Act 1989 (and subsequent) and various ‘privacy’ laws. As the legal obligations relating to research ethics are not covered by any single Act, research organisations have generally responded to their obligations via policy documents, codes of practice or similar.

1.3 Many higher education institutes have developed a research ethics policy and mechanisms for formally agreeing the arrangements with respect to the gathering and storage of data in projects where ethical considerations justify it. This is usually separate from the formal agreement of the project as a viable project. Good practice, through Codes of Practice, has also been developed by a number of professional bodies, for example by the British Sociological Association and the British Psychological Society. Research active members of those organisations are obliged to adhere to these Codes of Practice in addition to any organisational codes.

1.4 This document proposes a way in which BSU deals with ethical issues related to non-clinical research. It seeks to ensure that research ethics are considered in all research projects undertaken, and to formally scrutinise and agree procedures relating to individual defined projects where it is appropriate to do so. It therefore outlines the issues that need consideration and proposes Principles (which must be adhered to by all who undertake research -defined fully in Appendix 1), and Procedures and Practice (to be followed when specific approval is required – see below). 

2.
Definition of research subject to ethical considerations and definition of researchers included

2.1 For the purposes of this document research means all research that involves human participants as subjects undertaken as a part of formal University activity. The phrase ‘human participants’ refers to persons used in all types of research. Qualitative based research projects may include personal interviews, questionnaires, interviews, focus groups, observation of groups etc. Quantitative and experimental research may include questionnaires, surveys, trials etc.

2.2 Research included is that undertaken by:

· postgraduate students undertaking research as part (or all) of a postgraduate qualification whether taught (PGCert/PGDip/Masters) or by research (MPhil/PhD)

· Directors of Studies and supervisors of students mentioned in 2.2.1 (above)

· all staff doing personal research, collaborative research with outside organisations, contract research and consultancy

· all staff undertaking research with students or with other members of staff

3.
Issues and Principles

3.1
All research involving human participants must consider the following issues from the inception of the research project. Researchers should be in a position to justify the decisions undertaken as a result of those considerations should it be required:

· the value of the research

· informed consent

· openness and honesty

· right to withdraw without penalty

· confidentiality and anonymity

· protection from harm

· briefing and debriefing

· reimbursements, payments and rewards

· suitability/experience of researcher

· ethics standards of external bodies and institutions

· reporting on ethical issues throughout

· research for clients/consultants

· intended dissemination

3.2 Some of the above issues require very careful consideration. All are discussed in detail in Appendix 1 where the Principles governing such considerations are laid out.

3.3 Ethically responsible conduct is part of the University’s principles of good research practice (available as a separate document). It states that deliberate, reckless or negligent research misconduct may lead to disciplinary action via the University’s disciplinary procedure. It is important to note that honest errors do not constitute misconduct.

4.
Research for which approval is necessary

4.1
If the research project involves either:

· Deceptive research (defined below)

or

· Covert research where data are recorded in a manner in which anonymity of participants cannot be assured, or where when the research involves collection of sensitive personal material (including matters relating to behaviour), or where the participants are part of a vulnerable group (defined below)

approval must be sought through the procedures detailed below.

4.2 Deceptive research is that which is undertaken when the investigator deliberately conceals or significantly misrepresents his or herself, the true nature of the research, or any other significant aspect of the research (see Appendix 2).

4.3 Vulnerable group includes any person(s) who may be precluded from giving informed consent. Note that this does not necessarily include all groups whose consent is given by parents or by those in loco parentis. It should additionally be noted that even in those circumstances the ‘real’ consent of those individuals under study should also be sought wherever possible (see Appendix 1, informed consent). 

4.4 
Approval for research involving human participants not covered within the categories detailed in Section 4.1 should be sought thorough the school mechanisms agreed by AQSC on 6th October 2006. All projects must adhere to the Principles.

4.4.1 If there is any doubt as to whether a particular research project needs approval, advice should be sought from the relevant academic manager.

5.
Procedures and Practice for approving research

5.1
Those projects requiring approval under 4 above will be required to seek such approval through the University’s Research and Scholarship Committee. Advice on submitting projects requiring approval should be sought from the Chair of that Committee at an early stage in the formulation of the research proposal. Under no circumstances should such research be started prior to approval being given.

Appendix 1 - Principles

The value of the research

The value of the research, in terms of its original contribution to knowledge, should be made apparent to all involved wherever possible. Obviously in the case of deceptive or some covert research this does not apply to participants, but needs to be justified through the procedures outlined above.

Informed consent

Informed consent by individuals, guardians or individuals acting in loco parentis can be complicated (particularly when children are involved). Except in cases where free and informed consent is thought not be warranted (ethically acceptable deceptive and some forms of covert research). The default position is that free and informed consent should normally be gained in writing from the participant(s) and/or their properly authorised representative(s). In exceptional cases there may be reasons why the participant(s) or representative(s) wish not to sign consent themselves. In such cases the researcher should record consent. Even where an authorised representative gives consent, the ‘real’ consent of the participant should also be obtained (see also right to withdraw).

The word informed is important. In order to be informed prior to consenting the participant should have an understanding of project aims, objectives, any potential benefits or harm that may arise and likely outcome of the research (eg. policy documents, publications).

Consent given does not oblige the participant to carry on through the entire research as originally requested in any formal or legalistic sense. It should, however, be made clear to participants what commitment they are consenting to, and also that by consenting they are in effect consenting to carry through the agreement.

The secondary analysis of data through access from their ‘gatekeepers’ does not negate the researchers involved from considering issues relating to consent except where the gatekeeper can act in law as the consenter (eg. is a parent or guardian).

Openness and honesty

As a default research should be carried out in an honest and open manner, with participants fully and honestly informed about the research rationale, method(s) and outcomes (see informed consent above). Some types of research (deceptive and some forms of covert research) may be exceptions and must be agreed (see above).

Right to withdraw without penalty

It should be made apparent to all potential participants, as part of the informed consent process, that they are free to withdraw without penalty from the research project, even if they have received inducements or payments. They may also request that consent be withdrawn retrospectively and that any accrued data regarding them be destroyed.

Those whose consent has been given through a surrogate can themselves request to withdraw from the research, a request that must be honoured.

Confidentiality and anonymity

Privacy is normal practice in research and law. Confidentiality and anonymity becomes a real issue when data is recorded on computer (eg. named responses to questionnaires) or when named organisations are reported upon where individual roles cannot be hidden (eg. in action research projects). Data should be coded and stored in a manner that does not allow direct recognition of individuals within the stored data set(s) by anyone other than the researcher or research team. Data should not normally be shared with others without the consent of the subject or their surrogate. Plans to publish research should therefore be made clear at the outset. If it is suspected (due to the nature or context of the research work) that anonymity cannot be guaranteed even if data are coded etc. then this limitation should be made aware to the participants.

Those who court publicity or are active in the public-eye (speakers at public events, celebrities etc) are not considered subject to privacy/anonymity rights as outlined above.

Protection from harm

Researchers have a responsibility to ensure that the physical, social and psychological well-being of research participants is not affected in an adverse manner by the research. The relationship should one of mutual respect and based, wherever possible, on trust. Undue risk is considered to be that above and beyond risks run in the normal everyday life of the participant. Particular care is needed when the participants are from vulnerable and/or powerless groups. The responsibility for protection from harm does not necessarily end with the research project; it may extend to the life of the data set. Particular care needs to be taken when discussing the results of research projects with those in loco parentis or other consenting positions, since such discussion may prejudice attitudes toward the participants.

Briefing and debriefing

As well as being informed about the research, participants should be adequately briefed as to how the research is to be carried out from inception to dissemination (see informed consent above). Wherever possible participants should also receive information relating to the outcomes of the research. Sometimes, for example in some forms of laboratory controlled psychology research, debriefing may involve remedial action to negate post-participatory effects, for example where negative moods have been induced.

Reimbursements, payments and rewards

Any arrangements should be clearly articulated to participants, in writing wherever possible. If staged or progressive payments are involved these should be clearly articulated from the beginning. Withdrawal of the participant between stages does not negate the obligation to reimburse the participant for completed stages. Reimbursements, payments and rewards may not be used to induce participants to take undue risk.

Suitability/experience of researcher

Investigators should have the relevant academic/professional competence to carry out the research project. In particular they (meaning either an individual in terms of an individually-led project, or the ‘team’ in the case of joint research) should have experience of dealing with the ethical dimensions of the research.

Ethics standards of external bodies and institutions

Where external bodies and institutions (either those funding the research, or professional bodies to which the researcher belongs) have their own ethical codes these must be followed. If there is any conflict with BSU principles and procedures these should be identified as soon as possible and the relevant academic managers notified.

Reporting on ethical issues throughout

If there are interim reports, whether verbal or written, ethical issues should be acknowledged and discussed throughout. 

Research for clients/consultants

Where it is necessary, ethical positions should be clarified with external clients and organisations prior to the research beginning. Agreement should preferably be in writing. It is particularly important to establish data ownership rights and rights to publish (on both sides), since this establishes future ‘gatekeepers’. Care should be taken not to compromise the BSU ethics guidelines and/or professional codes. 

Intended dissemination

Should be relayed to the participant as part of the consent process. Wherever possible summaries of research findings (preferably in non-technical language) should be relayed to participants.

APPENDIX 2 – definitions 

Deceptive research
Research in which the investigator deliberately misrepresents his/her self, the true nature of the research and/or any other significant characteristic. Deceptive research may be a necessity, though as part of the procedures established above the investigator(s) must justify why deception is required.

Covert research
Research gathering information about participants (in whatever form) without the participant’s knowledge or consent. Note that this is not always problematic, the gaining of ‘naturalistic’ data of ‘normal’ behaviour may not be unethical, unless it infringes on some of the principles outlined above. Covertly observing people at public meetings or events is also normally not considered unethical. Key issues of anonymity and/or recoding of sensitive data must still be considered.

Gatekeeper
An individual or organisation that controls access to data, or has legal rights with respect to the giving of permission to obtain data. The consent of a gatekeeper does not, in itself, constitute informed consent on behalf of the participants unless the gatekeeper also acts in law as the consenting authority for the participant.
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Further information can be found 

The British Psychological Society ethical code can be found at:

http://www.bps.org.uk/documents/Code.pdf
The British Sociological Code can be found at:


" 

http://www.britsoc.co.uk/equality



The Economic and Social research Council ethical policies can be found at:
http://www.esrc.ac.uk/ESRCInfoCentre/opportunities/research%5Fethics%5Fframework/ 
All of these discuss ethics in their wider context as well as being discipline specific
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