Lecture 4: Notes

The Ethics of Educational and Social Research

Overview
This lecture attempts to acquaint you with some of the ethical difficulties you are likely to experience in the conduct of research. It is not possible to identify all potential ethical questions; however, it is hoped that learning these principles will enable you to approach your own research projects with a greater and fuller understanding of the ethical dilemmas and moral issues lurking in the interstices of the research process. We will also consider the importance of ensuring that your research is conducted in an ethical manner, causes no harm and retains the confidentiality of those who participate. 
Review Points:
1. Ensuring that your research is ethically appropriate is a significant aspect of the conduct of sound research, and one which institutions are paying increasing attention to. 
2. Legal obligations- include the design of studies not in breach of the law. Researchers must also consider their obligation to report illegal activities

3. Moral obligations- relate to societal norms that protect research participants. These include conscientious decision making, equity and honesty through full disclosure.

4. Ethical obligations- refers to professional ‘codes of practice’ designed to protect the researched from an unethical process, and in turn protect the researcher from legal liabilities. Key issues include informed consent, causing no harm and a right to privacy

5. Official ethics approval - will ensure integrity, promote responsibility towards participants, and protect both the researcher and the granting institution from legal ramifications.

6. Informed consent: obtaining the consent and cooperation of subjects who are to assist in investigations and of signiﬁcant others in the institutions or organizations providing  the research facilities.
· Competence: It implies that responsible, mature individuals will make correct decisions if they are given the relevant information. It is incumbent on researchers to ensure they do not engage individuals incapable of making such decisions because of immaturity or some form of psychological impairment.
·  Voluntarism: It entails applying the principle of informed consent and thus ensuring that participants freely choose to take part (or not) in the research and guarantees that exposure to risks is undertaken knowingly and voluntarily.
· Full information: This implies that consent is fully informed, though in practice it is often impossible for researchers to inform subjects on everything, e.g. on the statistical treatment of data.
· Comprehension: This refers to the fact that participants fully understand the nature of the research project, even when procedures are complicated and entail risks. 
7.  Gaining access to and acceptance in the research setting: Investigators cannot expect access to a nursery, school, college or university as a matter of right. They have to demonstrate that they are worthy, as researchers and human beings, of being accorded the facilities needed to carry out their investigations. 

8.  The nature of ethics in social research:  Whatever the speciﬁc nature of their work, social researchers must take into account the effects of the research on participants, and act in such a way as to preserve their dignity as human beings: responsibility to participants. Such is ethical behaviour. Indeed, ethics has been deﬁned as ‘a matter of principled sensitivity to the rights of others, and that ‘while truth is good, respect for human dignity is better’.   

9. Sources of tension in the ethical debat: The ﬁrst tension is that which exists between two sets of related values held by society: a belief in the value of free scientiﬁc inquiry in pursuit of truth and knowledge, and a belief in the dignity of individuals and their right to those considerations that follow from it. It is this polarity that we referred to earlier as the costs/beneﬁts ratio and by which ‘greater consideration must be given to the risks to physical, psychological, humane, proprietary and cultural values than to the potential contribution of research to knowledge.

10.  Non-maleﬁcence, beneﬁcence and human dignity: Non-maleﬁcence (do not harm) is enshrined in the Hippocratic oath, in which the principle of primum non nocere (ﬁrst of all, do no harm) is held as a guiding precept. So also with research.

11.   Absolutist and relativist ethics: The second source of tension in this context is that generated by the competing absolutist and relativist positions. The absolutist view holds that clear, set principles should guide the researchers in their work and that these should determine what ought and what ought not to be done. Those who hold relativist position would argue that there can be no absolute guidelines and that ethical considerations will arise from the very nature of the particular research being pusued at the time:situation determines behavior. 
12.  Problems and  dilemmas  confronting the researcher, including matters of: 
Privacy: privacy is more than simple confidentiality. The right to privacy means that a person has the right not to take part in the research, not to answer questions, not to be interviewed, not to have their home intruded into, not to answer telephone calls or emails, and to engage in private behaviour in their own private place without fear of being observed. 
Anonymity: this is often linked to the issue of confidentiality. Where you have assured individuals or organizations that they will not be identifiable in your report or thesis, careful consideration may need to be given to how you disguise them. 
Conﬁdentiality: it can be extremely tempting, in cases where confidentiality has been agreed or demanded, to use material collected in this way. You may think it unimportant, or will never be detected, but its use could threaten your sources and undermine your whole research project. 

·  Betrayal: The term ‘betrayal’ is usually applied to those occasions where data disclosed in conﬁdence are revealed publicly in such a way as to cause embarrassment, anxiety or perhaps suffering to the subject or participant disclosing the information. It is a breach of trust, in contrast to conﬁdentiality, and is often a consequence of selﬁsh motives of either a personal or professional nature.
Deception: Deception may lie in not telling people that they are being re-searched (in some people’s eyes this is tantamount to spying), not telling the truth, telling lies, or com- promising the truth. It may also lie in using people in a degrading or dehumanizing way (e.g. as a rat in an experiment)
