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Welsh School of Architecture
School Research Ethics Committee

Ethical Approval of Research: Procedures and Guidance
INFORMATION ON SUBMITTING APPLICATIONS TO THE SCHOOL RESEARCH ETHICS COMMITTEE

Introduction

Before you can start any research project involving human participants, human material or human data in the Welsh School of Architecture (WSA), you have to obtain formal approval from the School Research Ethics Committee (SREC). This is a group of people within WSA who meet at regular intervals to discuss research submissions and decide whether, on ethical grounds, the research can proceed as proposed, or advice on how it may be modified to do so.
The SREC’s terms of reference in this respect are simple: (a) to receive research proposals involving human participants, human material or human data from students and staff of WSA; (b) to consider any ethical issues that might arise from carrying out this research; (c) to decide whether the research should proceed as planned; or (d) to advice how it may be modified to do so. 

The SREC can make three main kinds of decision on the proposal: (1) the project is approved as it stands, (2) the project is accepted subject to specified alterations, or (3) the project is rejected. You will receive written notice as soon as possible after a decision has been made, and (where appropriate) explain why we have made the decision and advice on how the proposal may be modified to obtain approval.
No contact with research participants may be made before you have received approval from the Committee. Please also note that if your project is approved subject to specified alterations, you may not contact research participants until these changes have been made. In certain cases the SREC may require that the changes are approved by the Chair of the SREC. 
The Committee consists of a Chair, a maximum of 4 and a minimum of 2 academic members, and 1 student member. The SREC meets monthly, but proposal need to be submitted at least 1 week before the next meeting date. In exceptional circumstances the Committee will try to assess proposals faster, but this may not always be possible. Meeting dates are published in the School Meetings Calendar.
Please note that research projects in the Welsh School of Architecture that do not involve human participants, human material or human data do not need formal approval from the School Research Ethics Committee. However, such proposals may raise ethical issues of a different nature, and the researchers are urged to give these due considerations. All research in the School should adhere to the Universal Ethical Code for Scientists.

Making an application to the School Research Ethics Committee FOR A Staff or a PhD/MPHIL PROJECT
1. Discuss with the lead investigator(s) and/or your supervisor(s) any issues you have about the conduct of your research as it relates to the impact it might have on human participants. For the purposes of this document these are called 'ethical issues'.

2. Complete the ETHICS APPROVAL FORM FOR STAFF AND PHD/MPHIL PROJECTS provided on the School website for submission.
3. Append all required documents. This usually comprises a clear description of the research project containing all relevant information, a copy of the final research materials (e.g., questionnaire or interview protocol), an information sheet for participants, and (where appropriate) a consent form and/or a debriefing form.

4. Declare whether the research has (a) negligible, (b) some, or (c) significant ethical implications, sign and date the form, and ask the lead investigator or supervisor to counter sign. 
a. If none of the grey areas on the ethics approval have been ticked, you can submit a completed and signed form to the SREC Secretary at any time. You will get feedback within 7-10 days whether the research has been approved by the SREC Chair or whether it will have to be considered by the Committee.
b. If any of the grey areas on the ethics approval have been ticked you need make a full application for ethical approval.
5. For the full application (see 4b), you need to submit two completed and signed copies of your application to the secretary of the School Research Ethics Committee or one set electronically. [LewisK2@cardiff.ac.uk]
Note: Full applications should be received at least 7 days prior to a meeting of the School Research Ethics Committee. Dates are published in the School Meetings Calendar.
Making an application to the School Research Ethics Committee FOR an Undergraduate, M.Arch, or Masters student PROJECT
1. The student needs to discuss with his/her supervisor(s) any issues about the conduct of the research as it relates to the impact it might have on human participants. For the purposes of this document these are called 'ethical issues'.

2. The student needs to complete the ETHICS APPROVAL FORM FOR STUDENT PROJECTS provided on the School website for submission.
3. The supervisor assesses whether the research has (a) negligible, (b) some, or (c) significant ethical implications, and signs and dates the form.

1. Where the supervisor considers the research to have only negligible ethical implications, the student can proceed with the research immediately. The completed and signed form can be submitted to the SREC Secretary at any time. The student needs to retain a completed and signed copy to submit with the final dissertation or research report (Note: the research can only be considered to have negligible ethical implications if none of the grey boxes on the ethics approval form have been ticked; and the chair of the SREC may still advice that a full application has to be made).
2. Where the supervisor considers the research to have some ethical implications, he/she should clearly describe in Box A how the ethical issues are addressed. The completed and signed form can be submitted to the SREC Secretary at any time. The student has to await feedback whether the research has been approved by the SREC Chair or whether it will have to be considered by the Committee (see 3c). The student will receive feedback within 7-10 days.
3. Where the supervisor considers the research to have significant ethical implications, a full application for ethical approval needs to be made. The student needs to append all required documents. This usually comprises a clear description of the research project, a copy of the final research materials (e.g., questionnaire or interview protocol), an information sheet for participants, and (where appropriate) a consent form and/or a debriefing form.
4. For the full application (see 3c), the student needs to submit two completed and signed copies of your application to the secretary of the School Research Ethics Committee or one set electronically. [LewisK2@cardiff.ac.uk]
Note: Applications should be received at least 7 days prior to a meeting of the School Research Ethics Committee. Dates are published in the School Meetings Calendar.
How the Committee Decides

We are guided but not bound by any guidelines of relevant professional organisations (including but not restricted to the Royal Institute of British Architects, the British Psychological Society, the British Sociological Association, and the Royal Geographical Society). In addition, we are guided by general principles of ethical research with human participants, the Universal Ethical Code for Scientists, and by any guidance promulgated by funders of a specific research project. Links to the relevant guidelines are available on the RACD web-site (https://www.cardiff.ac.uk/racdv/ethics/index.html).
The Committee may:

· Authorise the research to proceed without requiring any amendment. Any such authorisation is granted on the basis of the project proceeding stated on the research submission. Any material changes must be notified to the Committee (see below) and renewed approval obtained before proceeding. Minor changes may be approved by Chair’s action;

· Require clarification or modification of parts of the research submission. The Chair will generally be granted the authority to approve amendments without requiring to call a further meeting of the full Committee;

· Defer consideration of a proposal to a subsequent meeting if substantial modifications are required or where significant additional information is required;

· Reject the research proposal in whole or in part;

· Refer university students or staff to the Head of School or the University Research Ethics Committee if issues of concern arise from the conduct of the research.

The Committee does not normally interview the researcher or request their attendance when the proposal is considered. However, it may invite the researcher to attend if it is believed that this would assist the Committee. Researchers may also request the opportunity to address the Committee. Members of the Committee will not take part in any decision on applications in which they are researchers or supervisors, and may be asked to withdraw from the SREC meeting.
As part of their assistance to researchers, the Committee will ordinarily give reasons for rejecting (or revoking approval of) a proposal and advice on how the proposal may be modified to obtain approval.

The Committee may call for reports on the conduct of the research during projects and on completion to help the Committee in formulating its guidance, so that the Committee can be assured that projects continue to conform to approved ethical standards. This will not in any way reduce the responsibility of the researcher to ensure such conformity. 
The Committee will maintain a record of all proposed research projects, and may require a formal report on completion of the project in order to review the outcome of the research.
The SREC meets monthly, and the meeting dates are published in the School Calendar of Meetings.
Appeals

If a researcher is dissatisfied with the decision made by the School Research Ethics Committee he/she should in the first instance discuss this with the School Ethics Officer. If discussion is unable to resolve the issue satisfactorily, an appeal against the decision of the School Research Ethics Committee may be made to the University Research Ethics Committee via the School Research Ethics Committee and the Head of School.

However, it should be noted that the University Research Ethics Committee will not normally interfere with a School Research Ethics Committee decision to require revisions to the project, such as to amend an information sheet or consent form. The University Research Ethics Committee is concerned only with the general principles of natural justice, reasonableness and fairness of the decision made by the School Research Ethics Committee.

ISSUES TO CONSIDER WHEN APPLYING FOR ETHICAL APPROVAL

Working with People

We want to know that the safety, wellbeing, and dignity of research participants is assured, that the applicant is aware of any possible ethical issues in carrying out the research and that steps have been taken to ensure that best practice is followed. We also draw your attention to the section below entitled ‘recruiting participants’. It is very important that people are aware that you respect their confidentiality and that, where possible, rigorous steps will be taken to preserve anonymity.

Working with Children

You must ensure that there is a real need to involve children in the research and be able to justify this to the Committee. Anyone under 16 years of age is classed as a child. You must check and comply with any legal requirements, such as vetting procedures for working with children, before you proceed with such work. The responsibility for checking and complying with such legal requirements is yours. However, the Committee may ask for evidence of compliance.

Please note that research involving children always requires written consent from parents, guardians or those in loco parentis (i.e., individuals legally permitted to provide consent other than a parent or guardian, e.g., a teacher). If the research involves a school, consent must usually be obtained from the principal of the school as well as a parent or guardian. 

Where consent is given by parents, guardians or those in loco parentis, it is still important to try and obtain consent from the child after you have provided age-appropriate information about the study. Older children would normally be expected to give their consent in the same way as adults. Where children are younger and are capable of understanding, the researcher should explain to the child that what they are doing is entirely voluntary and that they can refuse to take part if they wish. Appropriate briefing and/or debriefing should therefore always be part of the investigation.

Researchers should also be aware of any possible implications or consequences that their research could have on participants' school or family life.
Researchers should also be aware of the possible need for indemnity insurance with respect to any investigation involving schools, schoolchildren, and/or their parents. 
Working with Vulnerable Adults

You must ensure that there is a real need to involve potentially vulnerable adults, for example those with severe learning disabilities, and be able to justify this to the Committee. You must have familiarised yourself with the relevant legal position, where it is intended to conduct research with adults who may not be able to give a legally valid consent to take part in research. 

Where the proposed research participant is in a dependent relationship to the researcher (for example, where the research participant is a student) the researcher must make it clear that a decision to take part or not to take part in the project will in no way affect the individual's relationship with the researcher, and the researcher must ensure that this is the case.

Where the proposed research participant is in custody the researcher must make it clear that a decision to take in the project or not will in no way affect the individual's situation, and the researcher must ensure that this is the case.

Working with People Engaged in Illegal Activities

Before starting a project that will involve research with persons engaged in potentially illegal activities you need to consider under what circumstances you might be legally required to divulge information about your research participants. You need specifically to consider when to anonymise your research data. You also need to consider under what circumstances you might become implicated in the illegal activities and how you will ensure that this does not happen.
Recruiting Participants

The doctrine of valid consent operates here. Participants should enter into the research freely and willingly and know and understand what they are agreeing to when they take part. They should be told that they have the right to withdraw from the research at any time. Wherever possible, anonymity and confidentiality should be maintained (see the section entitled ‘Providing Information to Participants’).
The validity of consent depends on many factors associated with the specific research situation. Where possible written consent should be obtained from research participants. However, in certain cases it may be unnecessary, inappropriate or unfeasible to seek written consent. For example, in cases where questionnaires are administered that do not include probing questions and where a front sheet clearly describes what is going to be asked, it can be assumes that the act of accepting the questionnaire implies consent by the respondent. There may be other situations too where provision of an information sheet would be sufficient. For example, in cases where the research presents no more than minimal risk of harm to participants, involves no procedures for which written consent is normally required outside of the research context, or where oral consent may better protect the interests of the participants.
Where written consent is not sought, the researcher must still ensure that the research participants are given sufficient time to read the information about the research, and hold a record demonstrating oral consent. Please note that the validity of consent mainly depends on the adequacy of the explanation to the participant before a decision is made to participate in the research, and not merely on the acquisition of a signature. 
Appropriate written consent should always be obtained when working with vulnerable groups (see the sections entitles ‘working with children’ and ‘working with vulnerable adults’).
Research Using the Internet and Electronic Recruiting

Electronic recruiting (e.g., via email or the Internet) is acceptable within the following limitations:

· Any mailing to an identifiable group of people (e.g. to all of the students in a School or a class) should be brief and succinctly explain the nature of the research and the criteria for participation;
· None of recipients should be identifiable by their name, email address or any other information. In practice this means that invitations should only be send via a mailing list or that all recipients are ‘bind copied’ (BC) when sending out the invitation;
· It should be clearly indicated at the beginning of the invitation that it is a request for help from an academic researcher;
· If the reader of the e-mail is interested in participating then he or she should be asked to contact the researcher directly (not a group reply), or referred to a web page where the research information is located;
· The number of electronic invitations to the same person(s) must be kept to a minimum. In practice this means that no multiple invitations or reminders should be send to the same person(s);
· The Cardiff University Information Services Postmaster must be asked for permission to send e-mails to University group addresses. 

Providing Information to Participants

By far the greatest number of amendments that School Research Ethics Committees ask to be made concern the information that will be given to participants. You must take time over this aspect to ensure that you explain clearly what you are asking participants to do and what the possible implications of the research are, so that participants can make a proper decision for themselves whether they wish to take part.
You must clearly explain the following matters in terms that an ordinary person, rather than a specialist in your field, can understand:

· That you are inviting them to take part in a research project;
· Who you are – a student/your role in the University ;
· The nature, risks (if any), benefits (if any), duration and purpose of the research project. This must include clear information about what the participant will be asked to do, where the research will be carried out, any risks to the participant’s health and safety and the steps that will be taken to minimise those risks;
· That participation in the project is entirely voluntary;
· By whom the project is funded;
· What the information gathered is intended to be used for, including whether it is intended to publish the results;
· The arrangements concerning confidentiality of, and access to, information about the research participant;
· How the research participant can obtain further information about the project (such as by the provision of work contact numbers/email for the researcher; home contact numbers should never be given nor should university office numbers be given where the researcher is a student);
· Whom the research participant can contact if they are concerned about any aspect of how the research was conducted. This would normally be the Chair of the School Research Ethics Committee.
You should give the research participant a copy of the information sheet to keep.
If the study design necessitates some deliberate deception (e.g., in an experiment), then after the experiment is finished participants should be told the purpose of the experiment and why information was withheld or why they were misled. 
Consent 

The doctrine of valid consent operates here. Participants should enter into the research freely and willingly and know and understand what they are agreeing to when they take part. They should be told that they have the right to withdraw from the research at any time. Wherever possible, anonymity and confidentiality should be maintained (see the section entitled ‘Providing Information to Participants’).

The validity of consent depends on many factors associated with the specific research situation and methodology chosen. Where possible, written consent should be obtained from research participants. However, in certain cases it may be unnecessary or inappropriate to seek written consent. For example, where you are handing out questionnaires that do not ask probing questions and it is clear from the front sheet what is going to be asked then we can assume that the act of accepting the questionnaire implies consent by the respondent. There may be other situations too where provision of an information sheet would be sufficient. For example, where the research presents no more than minimal risk of harm to participants, involves no procedures for which written consent is normally required outside of the research context, or where oral consent may better protect the interests of the participants. Where written consent is not sought, the researcher must still ensure that the research participants are given sufficient time to read the information about the research, and hold a record demonstrating oral consent.
Appropriate written consent should always be obtained when working with vulnerable groups (see the sections entitles ‘Working with Children’ and ‘Working with Vulnerable Adults’).
When conducting in-depth interviews it is good practice to obtain prior written consent.
Proforma consent forms are available on the School website for confidential data and anonymous data. Ideally, information about the study should be provided on a separate sheet from the consent form. The Committee will wish to receive a copy of both. You should ensure that, before written consent is given, the proposed participant has been given the opportunity of reading the information sheet and asking questions about the research. For this reason, sufficient time must be provided between the request to take part and the signing of the document, unless there are specific reasons why this cannot be done. Participants’ signatures do not normally need to be witnessed.

Confidentiality
You must familiarise yourself and comply with current legal requirements for storage of and access to data about research participants. You must consider the method of keeping personal data about research participants and ways to anonymise information about them, where appropriate. More information about confidentiality and data protection guidance can be obtained from the Cardiff University’s Corporate Compliance Unit [http://www.cf.ac.uk/cocom/accinf/dataprotection/datap/index.html].
Payment/Incentives for participating in research 

If people taking part in your research are to be offered any payment or incentive to do so over and above appropriate expenses, you must explain this in your application.
Informing Research Participants of the Results of Research

You are encouraged to consider the issue of informing research participants of the results of the research or where they may be able to get access to this information, although research participants may not be able to be given their individual results. Taking part in non-clinical research is a voluntary matter requiring good-will on the part of the community and it is appropriate for research participants to be able to receive feedback on research they have been involved in where this is possible.
Appendix A
Constitution and Operation of the Welsh School of Architecture Research Ethics Committee and the Role of the School Ethics Officer

SCHOOL ETHICS OFFICER
Terms of reference

At the University’s request the Head of School has designated a School Ethics Officer responsible for the management of ethical issues in research in the School. 

The School Ethics Officer (and also the Chair of the School Research Ethics Committee) is:

Dr Wouter Poortinga
Welsh School of Architecture
Tel: +44 (0)29 208 74755
Fax: +44 (0)29 208 74623
Email: poortingaw@cardiff.ac.uk 

The responsibilities of the School Ethics Officer are as follows:

1. Ensuring that there are effective mechanisms to bring any policy, guidelines or procedures developed with or through the University Research Ethics Committee and the School Research Ethics Committee (SREC) to the attention of staff and students for whom the School is responsible. These mechanisms are intended to clarify that it is a University requirement that these policies, guidelines and procedures are followed;

2. Keeping School ethical issues and procedures under review;

3. Managing and monitoring the procedures in practice;

4. Advising School staff with regard to research ethics issues (students should primarily be advised by their supervisor);
5. Responding initially to any complaints that research is carried out that is either (a) not approved by the SREC, or (b) not conducted in conformity with the proposal approved by the SREC;

6. Ensuring that appropriate records of applications, practices and decisions are made and kept;

7. Reporting to the Head of School as appropriate;

8. Reporting to the School through the Research Committee at a routine basis;

9. Being eligible for membership of the School Research Committee which entails attending meetings and dealing with the work of that Committee;
10. Reporting on an annual basis on behalf of the School to the University Research Ethics Committee;
11. Conducting a three yearly review of School ethical procedures and reporting the outcome to the University Research Ethics Committee;

12. Being eligible for membership of the University Research Ethics Committee which entails attending meetings of the University Research Ethics Committee and dealing with the work of that Committee.

SCHOOL RESEARCH ETHICS COMMITTEE
The School Research Ethics Committee has been established to advise on ethical issues in research in the School and to assess for approval research proposals involving human research participants, material or data.
The School Research Ethics Committee receives reports from staff and students conducting research involving human participants, human material or human data. 
The School Research Ethics Committee reports routinely to the School Research Committee, and as appropriate to the Head of School and the University Research Ethics Committee.
Remit of the School Research Ethics Committee
The School Research Ethics Committee aims:

1. To develop, promote and oversee the implementation of ethics procedures and guidelines in the Welsh School of Architecture;

2. To advise staff and students about ethics procedures and guidelines in the Welsh School of Architecture;

3. To monitor the standard of ethical considerations in research proposals (from both the School’s staff and its students);

4. To assess ethical implications of research proposals involving human participants, human material or human data (from both the School’s staff and its students);

5. To either give written approval for such proposals in the form of minutes or provide written information as to why approval has not been given;

6. To consider revised proposals;

7. To consider appeals concerning decisions made by the SREC, and where appropriate refer them to the Head of School and/or University Research Ethics Committee;

8. To make recommendations where ethical issues have not been fully considered;

9. To discuss with the researcher any complaints referred to the Committee claiming that research is carried out that is either (a) not approved by the SREC, or (b) not conducted in conformity with the proposal approved by the SREC, and decide whether the matter should be referred to the Head of School or the Pro Vice-Chancellor for Research;

10. To refer to the University Research Ethics Committee cases which cannot be satisfactorily resolved or about which there is uncertainty;

11. To operate procedures no less rigorous than those recommended or required by relevant professional bodies or other organisations in the subject domain (e.g. sponsoring bodies);
12. To develop guidelines for the handling of student projects;
13. To keep School ethical issues and procedures under review;
14. To inform the University Research Ethics Committee of any changes in the ethical codes of professional bodies in relevant discipline areas, in order that the University’s procedures remain valid.
Membership and administrative support

The SREC will consist of no less than three academic members, the School Ethics Officer and two representatives from the School academic staff, each with expertise in research ethics and/or methodology. In addition the SREC will have one student member. All members are appointed by the Head of School. 

The School Ethics Officer will act as Chair of the Committee.

The Head of School will also appoint a Secretary for the SREC from among the administrative staff. He/she will be responsible for the administrative support needed by the SREC. The current secretary is Katrina Lewis (LewisK2@cardiff.ac.uk).
Quoracy

Meetings shall be deemed quorate if three members are present, including the Chair or his/her nominee in the Chair’s absence.

Decision procedure

Decisions of the SREC are made by majority vote with the Chair having the casting vote.

Other operating procedures

The SREC will provide written information about its procedures and terms of reference for all relevant members of the School, and will carry out its work in accordance with its publicised procedures.

The procedures for considering the ethical issues are as follows:

1. Research proposals involving human participants, human material or human data will be submitted to the SREC through the Secretary of the Committee. 

2. In order to be considered by the SREC the proposal has to be received no later than 7 days prior to a meeting of the SREC.

3. The SREC will specify the format in which proposals should be submitted. (See Ethical Approval Forms).

4. The SREC can establish specific procedures for student projects.

5. In the case of proposals involving an externally-funded contract or sponsorship, the applicant will be required to bring to the attention of the SREC any restrictions on academic freedom and publication rights in any agreement.

6. The SREC will consider the application in accordance with the procedures set out in this document and its appendices. The Committee will inform the applicant of the decision and any amendments that need to be made or reasons for not approving the research.

7. If the research application has not been approved by the SREC the applicant may make an appeal concerning this decision through the SREC to the University Research Ethics Committee.

8. The University Research Ethics Committee hearing the application, either as the initial review body or on appeal, will follow the procedures set out in the document ‘Constitution and Operation of the University Research Ethics Committee’. 
Meetings

The SREC will meet monthly, and the meeting dates will be published in the School calendar of meetings.

If a proposal is initially deemed to be unproblematic by the Chair, the SREC may consider the proposal on the papers without a meeting, unless one of the other members of the SREC or the researcher requests a meeting.

Proposals can be submitted to the SREC prior to an application for funding if the funding body in questions requires a statement/decision from the SREC, or if the research has to start immediately after funding has been obtained (e.g. evaluation contracts from the WAG).

In all other cases proposals should usually be submitted when it is certain that the research will go ahead, if SREC approval is obtained.

Full records of the decisions of the SREC will be minuted. The records will be kept by the Secretary and be reported to the School Research Committee.

Any applicants for project approval (or their supervisors) will not take part in any decision on the application, and may be asked to withdraw from the SREC meeting. If more than one member has to withdraw from the consideration of a specific proposal the Chair or in his/her absence the Head of the School can nominate ad hoc members to consider the specific proposal. 









� [http://www.berr.gov.uk/dius/science/science-and-society/public_engagement/code/index.html].


� The research can only be considered to have negligible ethical implications if none of the grey boxes on the ethics approval form have been ticked.
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