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Ethics, risk and well-being

Ben Fincham

Welcome to the second edition of Quali-
tative Researcher, including articles by Jo
Moran-Ellis and colleagues, Martyn
Hammersley and Jane Wellens and col-
leagues. In their article Moran-Ellis et al.
start to unravel the mysteries of the
process of integration in mixing qualita-
tive data sets. Martyn Hammersley asks
whether ethics committees can deliver
what they promise. Jane Wellens and
colleagues tell us of their new, and im-
portant, Online Research Methods train-
ing package. The quality and relevance of
these contributions highlights the grow-
ing reputation of Qualitative Researcher as a
forum for high calibre debate and dis-
cussion amongst social science research-
ers in the UK. All three of these articles
address issues of current concern for the
social sciences, and relate closely to ac-
tivities currently underway in Qualiti.
For example, in his article Martyn Ham-
mersley draws our attention to the prob-
lem of governance and autonomy in
research. Whilst many of us bemoan the
apparent strait-jacketing of research,
there are situations where research has
been conducted in conditions that could
be considered unacceptably risky. Whilst
many of us ask whether the model of
ethical governance can be usefully ap-
plied to qualitative social science re-
search, the flip side is to consider
whether the price of autonomy in re-
search is an increase in the risk to well-
being of researchers. In the light of such
questions Qualiti is conducting a unique
inquiry into the risk to well-being of
researchers involved in qualitative re-

search. Through stories and narratives
gathered from researchers, research su-
pervisors, members of ethics committees
and anyone else involved in qualitative
research we aim to provide a compre-
hensive overview of current practice and
opinion regarding researcher well-being
in the social sciences. Risks to the well-
being of fieldworkers can take many
forms, probably the most common be-
ing the emotional impact of spending
time with — and perhaps empathising
with — research participants under some-
times desperate circumstances. There are
occasions when researchers may encoun-
ter situations that threaten their physical
health. Researchers might find them-
selves harassed or victimised because of
gender or ethnic status. There are also
issues surrounding the impact of some
qualitative research on relations with
partners and family. The kinds of experi-
ences that have compromised researcher
well-being call into question current re-
search management practices, but also
provoke a debate about whether the data
gathered in situations that are not ‘safe’
or ‘good for you’ are worth the risk.

We would like to invite submissions
based on the experiences of anyone else
involved in any aspect of the conduct
and management of qualitative research.
Submissions may embrace practical,
regulatory and/or ethical issues and risks
may include threats to mental/emotional
health as well as exposure to physical
hazards. This evidence will be gathered
via a moderated web-based forum. On



this forum contributors will be asked to
submit evidence under one of four topic
themes. This evidence will then be
placed on the website in an appropriate
topic stream. Aside from gathering evi-
dence, the Commissioned Inquiry will

also generate online discussions around
issues arising from the contributions. It
is anticipated that the Inquiry’s final out-
come will be determined by the nature
and content of contributions. Further
details of how to participate can be

found on page 10 or at http://
www.cardiff.ac.uk/socsi/qualiti/
commissioned_ing_2.html

Ben Fincham is a research associ-
ate with Qualiti at Cardiff University

Analytic integration and multiple qualitative data sets
Jo Moran-Ellis, Victoria D. Alexander, Ann Cronin, Jane Fielding, Hilary Thomas

In recent times increasing attention has
been paid to the practicalities and prag-
matics of undertaking research (see for
example Corden and Sainsbury 2006;
Coffey et al 2005; Emmel et al 2005;
Wiles et al, 2004). Our own study — the
PPIMs project1 — began with an interest
in making visible the intellectual and
practical work that necessarily accompa-
nies using multiple methods and meth-
odological approaches to study a sub-
stantive area. Through a reflexive focus
on practices and processes we examined
how the goal of integrating multiple
methods impacts on each stage of the
process of research in a project which
explored people’s experiences of every-
day vulnerabilities and the ways in which
they strategically managed these. We
used three different research methods
(qualitative interviews, secondary analysis
of quantitative data sets, and visual data)
with a range of participants.

Early on in the project we became aware
of the need to reflect critically on the
concept of integration itself. Questioning
just how integration was achieved in
other studies, and how we could achieve
it in the context of our research design,
led us to problematise the descriptors
frequently used to characterise the rela-
tionships between different methods/
data sets within multiple methods re-
search designs. Even a cursory survey of
abstracts and textbooks showed that the
different ways of deploying multiple
methods in a single research project may
be interchangeably described as combin-
ing, mixing, or integrating. However

whilst the descriptors appeared to be
synonyms, the research designs they
were describing were far from methodol-
ogically synonymous. There was consid-
erable variation in how the methods
used were positioned in relation to each
other and to the research question. In
some designs one method would be used
to improve or develop another; in others
one method would be in a supporting
role, adding ‘flesh to the bones’ of the
findings of another method. Less com-
monly, the research design accorded
equal weight to the findings of all the
methods used for answering the research
question.

We also noted that the terms integration
and triangulation were frequently elided.
Reflecting critically on the difference
between process and outcome we came
to the conclusion that integration de-
scribed a relationship between methods
brought about by decisions to operation-
alise and implement the research whilst
triangulation described an epistemologi-
cal claim (Moran-Ellis et al, 2006). On
this basis, then, at the very least we felt
that integration should be understood as
separate to triangulation. Further critical
reflection, including paying attention to
the fact that we ourselves had used the
term integration in our original formula-
tion of the PPIMs project quite loosely,
suggested that there might be value in
exploring whether integration describes a
specific relationship between methods
which is not captured by the terms
‘combining’ and ‘mixing’. This reflection
was underpinned by considerations of

how the term is used both in other disci-
plinary fields and semantically in every-
day discourses.

In other contexts, such as those con-
cerning electronics circuitry or transport
facilities, the concept of integration is
used to identify a particular relationship
between objects which are different in
nature to each other but that interact in
such a way as to constitute an overall
system. The interaction between the
objects occurs at interfaces which over-
come their material differences enabling
conjunction whilst preserving their indi-
vidual contributions to the system as a
whole. This can be seen most clearly in
the example of an integrated transport
system (Moran-Ellis et al 2006) com-
prised of different types of transport
suited to local conditions and with inter-
faces of time, space and place that allow
passengers to move smoothly as they
travel from one form of transport to
another in order to complete a journey.
At the same time each mode of transport
retains its own material characteristics,
none takes precedence and the interfaces
require practical coordination and ac-
complishment by the transport provid-
ers.

Drawing on this as a metaphor for mul-
tiple methods research integrating meth-
ods would then be characterised by each
method used retaining its own character;
the findings of each contributing equally
to answering the research question in
their own paradigmatic terms; and the
methods interfacing with each other



through juxtaposition. Following on
from this, certain components are then
required in a research design which aims
to integrate methods or data sets. This
differentiates integration of multiple
methods from other designs where
methods/data might be positioned in a
different relationship to each other and
to the research question.

If integration is used to denote a specific
relationship between methods as we
have set out above, it becomes evident
that it may be achieved at a number of
points in the research process from re-
search instrument design through to
interpretation of findings or it may be
deferred until a specific stage such as
analysis. In practice, the latter is com-
mon. Integration may be inevitably de-
ferred to the point of analysis in certain
research designs. These may include
those where data are generated in se-
quential waves (for whatever reasons) or
where an overarching research question
is framed via a sub-set of linked but dis-
tinctive research questions relevant to
the different research methods being
used. In addition, where the data gener-
ated differ in ‘type’, for example textual
and visual, or where the research instru-
ments necessarily differ in content, inte-
gration prior to analysis may be undesir-
able if it would undermine the epistemo-
logical contribution of the different
methods. This may be particularly the
case for research which uses multiple
qualitative research methods which need
to retain their inherent epistemological
sensitivity to participants’ views and ex-
periences of the phenomenon being
studied.

This then leads to the question of how
integration might be achieved at the ana-
Iytic stage. To reiterate, where multiple
data analysis is integrated each method
should contribute data and findings from
its own epistemological frame, and indi-
vidual method integrity should be pre-
served. In addition, alignment to the
overall research question needs to be
ensured for the integrated analysis to be

relevant. We propose that this can be
achieved by using an approach to analy-
sis which we have called ‘following the
thread'.

‘Following the thread’ consists of four
key steps. Firstly each data set is initially
analysed using the analytic method ap-
propriate to that data and emergent find-
ings and further analytic questions are
identified. Secondly, where a particular
finding seems ‘promising’ this is picked
up as a thread to be followed through
into the other data sets. The identifica-
tion of a ‘promising’ emergent finding
may be sparked by the relationship be-
tween it and the over-arching research
question, or by the resonance of it with
one or more of the other data sets.
Whatever the source, a lead on the analy-
sis is established, grounded in an induc-
tive approach, which can then be devel-
oped through an iterative interrogation
of all the data sets. In our own work the
theme of ‘homes and houses’ emerged as
a notable point of articulation for talk
about everyday vulnerabilities and how
these might be managed within the inter-
views with homeless participants. Pick-
ing up this thread we asked: ‘Does this
concept figure as an articulation point for other
sub-groups of participants and in the other sets
of data — visual and (in our case) statistical? If
s0, is it similar or different? If not, why not? .
These questions were used to develop
the analysis and the interrogations of the
data sets.

Thirdly, categories, codes and emergent
findings which are identified through the
cross-data set iterations are juxtaposed
to create a data repertoire. This reper-
toire is then further analysed to refine
and extend the analysis of the relation-
ship between everyday vulnerabilities
and homes and houses. Finally, the find-
ings from the thread can then be synthe-
sised with other threads that have been
similarly picked up and followed to build
up empirical and theoretical understand-
ings without predetermining whether the
phenomenon being researched is multi-
faceted, complex or singular, and with-

out prejudicing the contribution each
research method can make epistemologi-
cally to the overarching research ques-
tion.

From our experience of a multiple meth-
ods research design which involved dif-
ferent qualitative methods (as well as
quantitative data) we found that a num-
ber of pragmatic and conceptual advan-
tages accrue from using the ‘following
the thread’ approach to achieve analytic
integration. Conceptually these were:
preservation of epistemological insights
available from each of the research
methods employed; exploration of how
the concept/phenomenon being investi-
gated ‘changes’ (or not) in different
methodological contexts; and illumina-
tion of the degree to which the phe-
nomenon is homogeneous or heteroge-
neous in different domains. The prag-
matic advantages stemmed from oppor-
tunities for a refocusing of the broader
research question within each data set as
was appropriate to an inductive ap-
proach; and a means of managing a large
volume of qualitative data which were
diverse in nature and type. We would
not wish to claim this as a completely
novel approach, it may indeed character-
ise what often happens in multiple quali-
tative methods research at an intuitive
level. Rather our aim is to develop clarity
of thinking about the practicalities and
processes involved in multiple methods
research in order to explore how the
potential created by using multiple meth-
ods can both be systematised and maxi-
mised. From our own experience of
implementing a multiple methods re-
search design we identified the challenge
of analytic integration as being one
which merited particular attention in this
respect.

1 ESRC award H333250054: Investigating
Practice and Process in Integrating Methodolo-
gies: A Demonstrator Project.
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Are ethics committees ethical?

Martyn Hammersley

Research ethics committees (also some-
times known as institutional review
boards) have existed in many British
universities for some time. However,
generally speaking, their role in relation
to social science research has not been
very great, by contrast with the situation
in the United States.1 This is beginning
to change, and the ESRC has just pro-
duced its own research ethics frame-
work, which reinforces the role of ethics
committees, to which academics and
institutions applying for funds will be
required to conform (ESRC 2005). This
framework lays out a set of ‘principles’,
which are actually formulated as injunc-
tions (for example, ‘research participants
must participate in a voluntary way, free
from any coercion’ and ‘harm to re-
search participants must be avoided’),
and a set of procedures outlining the
operation of ethical regulation within
institutions. It is made clear that failure
to comply with these procedures will
rule out ESRC funding. Curiously, this is
against the background of a claim that

‘almost without exception, social science
research in the UK has been carried out
to high ethical standards’ (ESRC 2005:1).

In this paper | want to suggest that there
are some serious questions to be asked
about the role of research ethics com-
mittees, both in terms of what they are
able to do and of what they have the
authority or right to do. In summary, the
problems are as follows: the literature on
research ethics indicates that there are
significant disagreements among social
scientists about key ethical issues; re-
searchers’ decisions about how to pursue
their inquiries involve weighing ethical
and other considerations against one
another, and this requires detailed
knowledge of the contexts concerned,;
even aside from the question of whether
ethics committees have the expertise
they claim, there is the issue of what
right their members have, or a university
has, to tell individual researchers and
research teams how best to do their
work; finally, there are the problematic

Available at:  http://www.ccsr.ac.uk/
methods/projects/posters/wiles.shtml

This article is based on our workshop
paper presented at the Qualiti Seminar
‘Combining Social Research Methods,
Data and Analyses’, University of Surrey,
22nd February 2006

Jo Moran-Ellis, Victoria D. Alexander, Ann
Cronin, and Jane Fielding are in the De-
partment of Sociology, University of Surrey.
Hilary Thomas is in the Centre for Re-
search into Primary and Community Care,
at the University of Hertfordshire. The team
members share an interest in research
methods, bringing together work across a
range of qualitative and quantitative ap-
proaches and diverse substantive exper-
tise.

consequences of the bureaucratic frame-
work now being imposed, which are
likely to be especially serious for qualita-
tive work.

Few, if any, researchers would deny that
there is an important ethical dimension
to their work. At the same time, the very
extensive published literature on re-
search ethics shows that there have long
been serious disagreements about ethical
issues: about what it is and is not legiti-
mate for researchers to do in particular
sorts of circumstance, and perhaps even
about which ethical considerations
should normally take primacy (see Shils
1959). For example, there are those who
believe that interview data belongs to
interviewees, so that their permission
must be sought for any specific subse-
quent use of it (Walker 1978). At the
other extreme, there are researchers who
regard deception as unavoidable if re-
search is to be done on powerful groups
or on politically sensitive topics; perhaps
even believing that many influential indi-



viduals and groups in society should be
open to public scrutiny via research irre-
spective of their willingness to partici-
pate (Lehman and Young 1974; Douglas
1976). More recently, there have been
debates about an ethics of care or a
feminist, communitarian ethics versus
liberal conceptions (Mauthner et al 2002;
Christians 2005).

The ESRC framework document claims
to ‘reflect [...] current good prac-
tice’ (ESRC 2005:1). Yet, how can the
guidelines achieve this when there exist
such sharp disagreements? This indicates
a first problem concerning the authority
of ethics committees: on what grounds
are they to resolve discrepant views?
This is a serious problem because dis-
agreements among social scientists re-
flect the character of ethical judgment: in
general, this is not a field where there is
usually a single agreed answer, and it is
probably a field in which there is rarely a
single right answer. Philosophers writing
about ethics have not only presented
arguments that would lead to very differ-
ent conclusions in particular cases, but
some have also recognised the conflict
that operates among the various princi-
ples to which most people are commit-
ted.2

Despite disclaimers, the tendency within
the ESRC framework document, as in
the orientation of most ethics commit-
tees, is to rely on a medical and psycho-
logical model in which informed consent
is crucial. This is done against the back-
ground of great concern about some
instances of medical research which, it is
believed, failed to meet this require-
ment.3 These are judged not only to have
been wrong but also to have damaged
the public reputation of research. There
is a felt need, then, to avoid any repeti-
tion of such incidents. Yet, the level of
harm involved in most social research,
from most points of view, is compara-
tively low. Despite this, like some of the
ethical codes that preceded it, the ESRC
framework treats fully informed consent
as a requirement except in ‘very specific

and exceptional research con-
texts’ (ESRC 2005:1). Of course, most
social scientists would recognise the de-
sirability of informing people about their
research and of voluntary participation
in it. However, outside of the laboratory,
informed consent becomes a much less
straightforward matter and one over
which the researcher has quite limited
control. Furthermore, securing informed
consent can have serious consequences
for the level of reactivity that is likely to
operate, and even for whether the re-
search will be feasible. It is also often
difficult to make reliable judgments
about the consequences of providing
particular sorts of information, or of
seeking consent for particular kinds of
data collection, at the start of the re-
search process.

These problems are particularly severe in
the case of qualitative research, and the
medical or psychological model is espe-
cially inappropriate here. Such research
has often been compared to investigative
journalism, and given this one might
wonder whether the sorts of ethical and
legal frameworks associated with that
occupation might not be a better model.
This is because conflicts of interest
among different groups within society,
as well as conflicts of ethical principle,
are frequently involved. While there are
vulnerable groups that need protection
from research, there are also powerful
interests who may well seek to use ethi-
cal regulation to prevent themselves
being researched or to control the infor-
mation released. Of course, there is con-
siderable disagreement about what is and
is not ethically acceptable in journalism,
and legal restrictions are not universally
accepted or observed. But, at the very
least, this parallel broadens the perspec-
tive on ethical arguments about social
science. In particular, this might help to
prevent restrictions being placed upon
qualitative research that make some
strategies virtually impossible, these in-
cluding not just covert methods but po-
tentially any kind of participant observa-
tion in contexts where there is a large or

varying population, since here it would
be very difficult and disruptive to ensure
informed consent.4

The second problem concerns the nature
of the practical decisions made by re-
searchers, both in planning their work
and over its course. It has often been
recognised in discussions of ethics that
good practical judgments will not usually
amount to a straightforward application
of rules. One reason for this is that, as
already noted, multiple ethical considera-
tions may be involved that pull in oppo-
site directions. This may be a matter of
different ethical principles clashing, or it
may concern how the same principle
applies to different groups: for example,
to take an example mentioned in the
ESRC framework document (p24), how
does one weigh parents’ rights to give
permission for their child to be involved
in a research project against the rights of
the child to decide whether or not to
participate? Here, respecting the rights
of parents can be at odds with respect
for the autonomy of children.5 Equally
important is that ethics cannot be sepa-
rated from other considerations in the
practice of research, including methodo-
logical matters. If one accepts that the
researcher has an obligation, though not
an overriding obligation, to pursue re-
search in the most effective manner pos-
sible, then this commitment will often
come into conflict with ethical consid-
erations. Sometimes, the latter will
rightly be taken to block what would
have been the most effective method,
but in other cases there will need to be
some weighing up of considerations on
both sides in order to decide what
should be done.6 Any commitment to
adhere to ‘high ethical standards’ (ESRC
2005:1) is at odds with the need for such
balancing of various other considera-
tions against ethical ones.

A third point is that ethical guidelines
must always be interpreted in context.
Even where we agree that a certain uni-
versal ethical principle applies, we are
still likely to make differential judgments



about what it implies in a particular case,
this varies according to whom is in-
volved, what would amount to full infor-
mation and/or what could reasonably be
taken as consent, the likelihood and de-
gree of harm that could result, and so
on. In other words, we must take ac-
count of context in our judgments, in
the course of balancing various ethical
considerations against one another, and
against other issues. Yet how are ethics
committees to gain the sort of contextual
knowledge about each research project
required here? The very character of
ethics committees may be a problem
too. Their remit is to try to ensure that
researchers do not engage in unethical
behaviour: they do not have any respon-
sibility for ensuring that the obligation to
produce sound knowledge is pursued
effectively, in the way that a researcher
does. And if they extend their remit to
cover this, then the problems | have
outlined above are compounded, since
methodology is no more a consensual
and abstract matter than is research eth-
ics.

The points | have made here all chal-
lenge the idea that research ethics com-
mittees can have the expertise that is
being claimed for them, both by univer-
sities and now by the ESRC. And the
unavailability of this expertise under-
mines the authority of those committees.
What | am suggesting, then, is that by
their very nature ethics committees may
be constitutionally incapable of consis-
tently reaching sound judgments about
what is and is not ethically acceptable for
a researcher to do in a particular project.
The ESRC framework document ac-
knowledges some of the problems, but it
simply glosses over their implications.
What is involved here is, to a large ex-
tent, a matter of pretence: ethics com-
mittees are to operate as if making re-
search decisions were a matter of apply-
ing a coherent set of ethical rules that do
not conflict with any other considera-
tions, or that override them, and that
good decisions can be made without
having much contextual knowledge. To

some degree those who must deal with
these committees will also have to par-
ticipate in such pretence, but it is not
clear that this is a good thing to do; it is
not even likely to ensure that the con-
duct of research is more ethically appro-
priate than it otherwise would be.

Next, | want to look at the issue of
whether ethics committees have any
right to tell researchers what they can or
cannot do, within the realm of what is
legal. A first point here is that, to the
extent that they do this, they are taking
some of the responsibility away from
individual researchers. Responsibility
operates in a zero-sum fashion. If a re-
searcher is not free to pursue his or her
work in a particular way, because an
ethics committee has ruled against this,
then at least some of the responsibility
for the consequences that flow from this
decision lie with the ethics committee
not with the researcher. There is, of
course, room for dispute about exactly
what did and did not follow from any
restriction, but the general point holds.
Moreover, it works in the other direction
as well: if an ethics committee declares
that a particular strategy is ethically ac-
ceptable then any unacceptable conse-
quences that follow from it are their
responsibility as much as the re-
searcher’s. It is also worth pointing out
that there may be a tendency for such
reductions in responsibility to leave indi-
vidual researchers or research teams in a
position where they feel less obligation
to act in ways that they regard as ethical,
since after all they no longer have con-
trol over their own research, the ethics
committee has taken responsibility for
the ethicality of their research design.
Indeed, on occasion, they may not be
able to act in ways that they regard as
ethically appropriate because of con-
straints laid down by the committee. Of
course, as with the many other kinds of
regulatory governance now operating
within public sector institutions, the
regulators will probably wish both to
constrain professional practice and at the
same time to hold practitioners fully

accountable for any consequences. The
ethical incoherence of this approach
needs to be underlined.

This leads me to another point: what
freedom should researchers have to pur-
sue their research? Could the operation
of ethics committees amount to an in-
fringement of their autonomy?? The
answer to the second of these questions
must be ‘yes’, but the key issue is just
where the line is to be drawn between
legitimate and illegitimate interference.
Of course, it will be argued that ethics
committees are made up of researchers’
peers, so that what is in operation here is
the kind of collective control that is
characteristic of, and legitimate within,
professions. However, this does not alter
the fact that there can be illegitimate
interference. Moreover, there are impor-
tant questions to be asked about how the
members of ethics committees are ap-
pointed: in what sense will they be repre-
sentative of the research community that
is relevant to any specific study? Gener-
ally speaking, this will not be the case;
indeed, there may be no-one from the
relevant field on the committee. Also, we
should remember that ethics committees
are formally responsible to university
managements, who will have additional
interests and concerns. Indeed, ESRC
insists that they should be part of the
usual governance procedures of universi-
ties, and that their performance should
be monitored. This is different from the
ideal of professional self-regulation.
Moreover, the motivation behind setting
up ethics committees is not just a con-
cern with protecting the public from
unethical researcher behaviour but also
with protecting organisations, not just
universities but also funders, from legal
action by anyone who believes that they
have been mistreated. This raises all
manner of interesting issues about how
far an organisation has a right to protect
itself at the expense of its members or
clients.

It is worth noting the unusual character
of research ethics committees, as con-



ceived by ESRC, against the background
of the operation of legal and other regu-
latory institutions. First, to a large extent,
they combine the functions of legisla-
ture, judiciary, and police force, func-
tions that are normally properly kept
separate. Furthermore, whereas policing
and judicial functions normally operate
retrospectively, in response to the com-
mitment of an offence, in this case re-
searchers are required to clear their fu-
ture behaviour with the authorities be-
fore engaging in it; and then presumably
to practise self-surveillance and to report
back any possible infringements. This is
an unusually tight form of regulation,
one that may be appropriate where the
practices involved could cause very seri-
ous harm, for example to the health of
patients. It does not seem appropriate
where the risk of great harm
(comparatively speaking) is extremely
small.

Finally, there is the issue of the likely
consequences of research ethics commit-
tees on social science research. Obvious
ones are the time taken away from actu-
ally doing research in circumstances
where this is increasingly hard to find,
and the fact that, for reasons already
explained, the decisions made by ethics
committees may not be good ones, and
may even undermine the ethical respon-
sibility of researchers. There are more
specific problems that apply especially to
qualitative research. The ESRC frame-
work document states that ‘where a
study design is emergent, the [University
research ethics committee] should agree
procedures for continuing ethical review
(for example through a Project Advisory
Group) with the researchers as a condi-
tion of approval’ (ESRC 2005: 15). In
other words, ethical approval must be
sought continually throughout the re-
search process. This could amount to
doing research by committee, and can-
not but greatly compound the already
considerable difficulties involved in
qualitative inquiry.

So, do research ethics committees have
any legitimacy in relation to social sci-
ence research? | think they have some
legitimate functions. First, they could
give non-binding advice to researchers
who consult them about practical prob-
lems that have ethical dimensions. Sec-
ondly, they could serve as forums in
which ethical principles and cases could
be discussed, in a way that would help
individual researchers and research
teams to engage in more reflective prac-
tice. However, | do not believe that they
should, or indeed can, have the regula-
tive function that they currently claim,
and that is now being endorsed by the
ESRC.

1 Of course, British social scientists
working in the field of health also have
to contend with NHS ethics committees.
For a discussion of recent developments
in the US, albeit from a rather different
perspective to that adopted here, see
Lincoln 2005.

2 For philosophical approaches to ethics
which highlight the problem, see Mackie
1977 and Larmore 1989.

3 One of the standard examples used is
the Tuskegee experiment, in which some
African American men with syphilis
were not treated in order to study the
course of the disease. See Shweder
(2004) for the argument that the usual
account of this experiment may be based
on some serious misconceptions of what
was involved.

4 The ESRC Framework insists on full
informed consent, allowing relaxation of
this, including covert research, only in
exceptional circumstances where an ap-
proach compliant with its principles is
not possible. In effect, this will mean
that what is and is not judged legitimate
will depend upon the judgments made
by ethics committee members about
what would and would not be ‘possible’;
and | will argue later that they are not
well-placed to make sound judgments
about this.

5 The authors of the ESRC framework
document suggest that ‘every effort
should be made to deal with consent
through dialogue with both children and
their parents (or legal equivalent)’ (p24).
This may be viable and desirable where
only a small number of children are in-
volved in a study, though not unprob-
lematic even here; it could be prohibi-
tively expensive in terms of researcher
time and resources where more than one
or two such cases are involved.

6 Incidentally, if one defines the goal of
research as involving more than the pro-
duction of knowledge, for example as
emancipatory in some sense, or as im-
proving the quality of education, or as
serving social justice, or bringing about
democracy, then the conflicts are multi-
plied.

7 The principle of autonomy is at the
heart of the requirement of informed
consent, but must surely apply to re-
searchers as well as to the people they
study.
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A new virtual training environment to support researchers using

online methods

Jane Wellens, Clare Madge, Henrietta O'Connor, Rob Shaw, Tristram Hooley

Online research methods (ORMs) are
computer mediated methodological ap-
proaches to data collection which are
facilitated in a 'virtual' environment. In
simpler terms, ORMs are usually tradi-
tional methods of data collection
adapted to use online. Therefore, re-
search methods ranging from question-
naire surveys to participant observation
have been adapted for online use
through tools such as email, websites
and various software packages. ORMs
provide great methodological potential
and versatility for research in all fields of
social science. It has been suggested that
the use of these methods mitigates the
distance of space, enables research to be
easily internationalised without the usual
associated travel costs and can be valu-
able for researchers contacting groups or
individuals who may otherwise be diffi-
cult to reach, such as the less physically
mobile. The growth and impact of the
Internet in recent years has meant that
the use of online research methods has
proven to be an increasingly alluring
option for social scientists. As such
online research methods are becoming
more established as a legitimate means
of data collection removing some of the

‘considerable anxiety about just how far
existing tried and tested research meth-
ods are appropriate for technologically
mediated interactions’ (Hine 2005: 1).
However, there has been some variety
across different disciplines in the extent
to which online methods have taken
hold, and in the level of awareness of the
theoretical, practical, and technical issues
involved. As Mann and Stewart (2000: 5)
noted 'until now ... researchers have had
to proceed with few practical or theoreti-
cal guidelines'.

This is definitely the message that Uni-
versity of Leicester researchers Clare
Madge (Department of Geography) and
Henrietta O' Connor (Centre for Labour
Market Studies) received whenever they
reported  the results of  their
‘Cyberparents’ project (http://
www.geog.le.ac.uk/baby/), which em-
ployed online questionnaires and syn-
chronous online interviews to examine
how, why and in what ways new parents
use the Internet as an information
source about parenting and as a form of
social support. Demand for training, and
in particular hands-on training was ex-
pressed to Clare and Henrietta at presen-

tations and in response to publication of
their research (Madge & O’Connor,
2002, 2005; O’Connor & Madge, 2001,
2004). They were also commissioned to
contribute to books on online methods
and the 'Cyberparents' research was in-
corporated as a teaching resource at a
number of academic institutions. All of
this further emphasised to them the in-
terdisciplinary interest in, and relevance
of ORMs to the social science commu-
nity.

Based on their experience and this de-
mand they collaborated with University
of Leicester colleagues Jane Wellens
(Educational Developer), Tristram Hoo-
ley (Postgraduate Training Co-ordinator)
and Rob Shaw (Educational Technolo-
gist) to develop a practical training pack-
age focusing specifically on the poten-
tials and problems of ORMs. The pro-
ject was part of Phase 2 of the ESRCs
Research Methods Programme. The
team felt given the nature of subject
matter, an online learning resource was
the ideal means of delivering training in
ORMs, offering users choice over how
and when to access the package, along
with the flexibility to explore different



content areas according to need, and
prior knowledge and experience.

The package they developed ‘Exploring
ORMs in a Virtual Training Environ-
ment’ aims to make training in these
methods widely available across disci-
plines, and to highlight the potentials
and problems that they bring. It pro-
vides:

- a high-quality online portal to provide
training in online research methods;

- a self-supporting online resource to
enhance understanding of both the theo-
retical and practical aspects of online
research methods including online ques-
tionnaires, and virtual synchronous and
asynchronous interviews;

- access to a wide range of successful
good practice case studies;

- discussion of the ethical issues of
online research;

- important resource links; and
comprehensive technical guidance.

Throughout, the package emphasises the
team’s belief that there is a need for
online researchers to tread with caution
and practice their ‘craft’ with reflexivity.
They strongly believe that online re-
search is not going to replace onsite re-
search but rather it is another option in
the researchers’ methodological ‘toolkit'.
Therefore the use of ORMs must be
carefully considered and their long-term
success will ultimately depend on the
quality and credibility of the information
that they generate.

The training package is structured into
four main sections. The introduction
provides a general background to ORMs
and introduces the site. Four modules
provide the main training element of the
package and address Online Questionnaires,
Online Interviews, Ethics and Technical As-
pects. Within each of these modules a
series of interdisciplinary case studies,
taken from research projects which have
used online methods, are used to illus-
trate the methods 'in action'. The Re-
sources section acts as a portal to key

information and links in the area of
ORMs. The Project Background section
offers a range of general information
about the project and also captures the
social production of the website through
the reflections of the project team
throughout the development process,
one aim being to share the lessons learnt
with similar projects.

The package is targeted at a wide audi-
ence including researchers and post-
graduates in the HE sector, and re-
searchers working for other organisa-
tions, such as those involved with public
policy and market research. It has there-
fore been designed with the different
requirements of these users in mind.
For example, it is possible to either 'dip
in and out' of the package or to work
through the modules systematically.
Each module includes a built in series of
learning activities through which users
can test their knowledge and under-
standing, but these do not have to be
completed in order to move forward.
For academic users, one useful feature is
the ‘personal references list' facility
which allows users to collect a ‘'shopping
basket' of references as they navigate the
package. These can subsequently be
printed or downloaded as text or End-
Note-ready XML.

From the outset, a programme of rigor-
ous evaluation was established to ensure
ongoing feedback could be obtained and
used to inform the design and develop-
ment process. Demonstrating best prac-
tice, the evaluation programme aimed to
ensure the training package would meet
the needs of different user communities
as effectively as possible through the use
of heuristic evaluation, usability studies,
trialling and user studies and content
evaluation by recognised subject experts
in the field of ORMs.

Some of the external evaluators’ com-
ments on the final package include:

“This will be an invaluable resource. It is clear,
it is comprehensive, and it makes sensible

gvaluations of prevailing opinion and practice’ -
Christine Hine, University of Surrey

“This is self study online training of the very best
kind: practical and hands-on; theoretically
sound; technically exacting; supportive and
inspirational. I wish this facility had been avail-
able when | started my own online research
career’ - Chris Mann, Oxford Internet
Institute

‘Lots of nice aspects, well laid out and easy to
navigate. I would recommend it to students and
colleagues as an initial portal into learning more
about online research methods, and as a resource
for access to further more specialist, detailed
sources’ - Claire Hewson, University of
Bolton

“This is an excellent web resource. Overall, the
site is well thought out and covers most of the
key issues which one would expect to see with
regard to any method. Thus, it provides a com-
prehensive learning tool for researchers and | am
sure will be widely used in the future’ - Parvati
Raghuram, Open University

‘I think the Technical Guide is absolutely excel-
lent. It is clear, well written and easy to navi-
gate. The content is comprehensive, clear and
well researched. | have already found it very
useful myself and would have no hesitation in
recommending it to anyone who is thinking of
developing an online survey’ - Christine Grat-
ton, University of Nottingham

The ‘Exploring ORMs in a Virtual
Training Environment’ package is avail-
able at www.geog.le.ac.uk/orm. Al-
though the website is designed for self-
study use online, a range of face-to-face
and online training and dissemination
activities are planned to ensure that the
training package will enhance current
training programmes for the research
community and contribute to the body
of research in online methods and online
learning.

Forthcoming events are detailed on the
project website and include an M61/
M69 event at the University of Leicester
on March 14thand a training event jointly



organised with the NCRM at the Univer-
sity of Cambridge on May 4th. An official
launch event will take place on Thursday
April 27th at the Royal Statistical Society
in London. The programme includes an
introduction to the package as well as
discussions of its social production and
evaluation, how the package can be used
for teaching and training, and ethical
dilemmas and the future for online re-
search. Anyone interested in attending
the launch can find further details and
register at the ESRC Research Methods
Programme  web  site http://
www.ccsr.ac.uk/methods/events/
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Commissioned Inquiry — Call for Evidence

Qualiti

Submissions/evidence are invited as
part of an inquiry into risks to the well-
being of researchers in qualitative re-
search. Those persons submitting evi-
dence may wish to draw our attention to
lessons to be learned from experience.
We are interested in submissions based
on the experiences of researchers, re-
search supervisors, members of ethics
committees and anyone else involved in
any aspect of the conduct and manage-
ment of qualitative research. Submis-
sions may embrace practical, regulatory
and/or ethical issues and risks may in-
clude threats to mental/emotional

Erratum

In one of the references in Martyn Ham-
mersley’s article ‘Close encounters of the
political kind’ (Issue 1, December 2005)
the names of three authors were left out.
We apologize for this mistake and are

health as well as exposure to physical
hazards. The Inquiry is being conducted
as part of the activities being undertaken
by Qualiti, the Cardiff Node of the UK
Economic and Social Research Council’s
National Research Methods Centre. The
inquiry aims to collate and analyse ac-
counts of qualitative research where
issues of risk may have been present and
publish recommendations based on the
evidence gathered.

Moderated Forum
Evidence for the inquiry will be gathered
via a moderated web-based forum. On

printing the correct reference below:

Spencer, L., Ritchie, J., Lewis, J. and
Dillon, L. (2003) Quality in Qualitative
Evaluation: a framework for assessing research

Risk to well-being of researchers in qualitative research

this forum contributors will be asked
to submit evidence under one of four
topic themes. This evidence will then
be placed on the website in an ap-
propriate topic stream. It is antici-
pated that aside from gathering evi-
dence this will also generate online
discussion around issues arising from
evidence. Please visit our website
http://www.cardiff.ac.uk/socsi/
qualiti/commissioned_ing_2.html
for further details and follow the link
to the submissions page.

gvidence, report produced by the National
Centre for Social Research for the Cabi-
net Office, London, UK Government
Chief Social Researchers' Office.



ESRC Research Methods Festival

Venue: St Catherine's College, Oxford

Date: 17 - 20 July 2006

Overall aims of the Festival

The Festival aims to engage social scien-
tists across a wide range of disciplines
and sectors and at different points in
their research careers. We are aiming to
stimulate interest, raise issues, highlight
opportunities and showcase new devel-
opments.

Programme

The Festival runs from 3.30pm on Mon-
day 17 July to 5.30pm on Thursday 20
July. Most sessions are organised as half-
days, but some are only 45 minutes and
some are all day. Most sessions need to
be booked and will close when numbers
reach capacity.

Costs

Registration is £20 per day and includes
lunch, coffee and tea (£10 for full-time
students). Dinner is £20 for a 3-course
meal; rooms cost £42 for standard and
£59 for en suite.

Booking
Booking is completed online. First go to
the programme and book the sessions of

interest and then chose your accommo-
dation and meals. You can book for as
little as half a day or for the entire Festi-
val.

PhD students are invited to offer a
poster and can apply for free accommo-
dation.

Booking for the festival is now open. To
book sessions, accommodation and
meals please visit:

http://www.ccsr.ac.uk/methods/festival

Social activities

Lots of networking opportunities; free
wine receptions on Monday, Tuesday
and Wednesday accompanied by music
from the Jazz Menagerie; guided tours of
Oxford.

Programme themes

Themes running through the festival
include: Resources for research; What
is?; Substantive themes; Ethnography;
Ethical issues; Mixed methods; Qualita-
tive methods; Research for policy; Sur-
vey methods; Developments in statis-

tics; Support for PhD students and re-
searchers; e-Social Science. Individual
sessions will take a variety of forms and
cater to different levels of expertise,
ranging from short taster sessions to all
day workshops and master classes.

Who is the festival for?

Everyone! Particularly:  Geographers;
Local authority researchers; Policy re-
searchers; Economists; Anthropologists/
ethnographers; Psychologists; Sociolo-
gists;  Statisticians/survey researchers;
Business sector; Methods teachers; PhD
students.

Organisation

The festival is organised by Angela Dale,
ESRC Research Methods Programme
(RMP) Director; Ruth Durrell, RMP
Administrator; Sam Smith, IT; Gill
Meadows and Katey Matthews, provid-
ing administrative assistance. Collabora-
tors include the ESRC National Centre
for Research Methods and a number of
ESRC Research and Resource Centres
and Programmes.

Making the evidence count: the role of qualitative research in

developing policy

Venue: National Centre for Social Research, London

Date: 6thJune, 2006

The conference is being held to cele-
brate the 21st anniversary of NatCen's
Qualitative Research Unit. Its focus is
on considering the way qualitative re-
search is currently used in the forma-
tion and development of policy, and we
hope it will be an opportunity for col-

leagues from the research and policy
worlds to come together and celebrate
some of the achievements of qualitative
research, share ideas and think about
future strategies. The day will include
keynote speakers from within and out-
side government, panel discussions and a

series of themed workshops on the role
of qualitative research in developing
policy. If you would like more informa-
tion on the day, including details of how
to book a place, please contact

Ros Tennant (020 7549 9557) or

Matt Barnard (020 7549 9550).



News and Forthcoming Events

Quialiti Spring Seminar Series:
Seminar 3: Qualitative research in new
ethical times

Cardiff University

Thursday 4t May

Seminar will consider qualitative research in
relation to ethical dimensions of contempo-
rary research governance and in the context
of methodological innovation

Seminar 4: Theorising qualitative
methods: paradigms and methods
Department of Sociology, Edinburgh Univer-
sity

Thursday 15t June 2006

Seminar explores some of the ways in which
theoretical frameworks and epistemological
understandings are and can be used to inform
qualitative research practice.

Further details of these seminars can be
found at: http://www.cardiff.ac.uk/socsi/
qualiti/events.html

NCRM Training Events:

An introduction to online research
methods

Homerton College, Cambridge

4th May 2006

Workshop will introduce participants to a
selection of online research methods with a
focus on online questionnaires and virtual
interviews. The morning will cover general,
theoretical and methodological issues, while
the afternoon will offer hands-on opportuni-
ties and address ethical concerns.

Mixed method evaluation: From
synthesis to policy

Cabinet Office, London

5th May 2006

This workshop will explore issues of theory,
method and synthesis in mixed method
evaluation through interrogating practical
examples. It will also consider the implica-
tions of mixed method approaches in under-
standing policy formation and implementa-
tion.

Systematic research synthesis — user led
synthesis

Institute of Education, SSRU, London

11t May 2006

Workshop will be of interest to those wishing
to develop an understanding of : the philoso-
phy and purpose of broad user participation
in the preparation of systematic reviews;
methods user participation; and the state of
practice of participation in research synthesis.

Systematic research synthesis: synthesis
of user views research

Institute of Education, SSRU, London

25th May 2006

Workshop will address: the value of synthe-
ses of research into people’s views; how
methods for synthesising views research
compare with methods for other kinds of
study; key challenges in the systematic syn-
thesis of views studies. Participants are en-
couraged to build activity around examples of
systematic reviews from their own areas of
interest.

Further information about these events is
available at: http://www.ncrm.ac.uk/

index.php

Congress of Qualitative Inquiry
University of lllinois, Urbana-Champaign, US
4th — 6th May 2006

Second international Congress of Qualitative
Inquiry will explore experiences with and
criticisms of Institutional Review Boards
under the theme of “Ethics, politics and
human subject research”. It will also investi-
gate new ways of decolonizing traditional
methodologies.

Further details at: http://www.qi2006.0rg/
mandate.html

Mixed Methods Conference and Work-
shops 2006

Fitzwilliam College, Cambridge

8th -11th July 2006 (Workshops 8th-9th July,
Conference 10th -11th July)

Event will address three key themes: philoso-
phical and methodological issues in mixed
methods design; real world applications of
mixed methods research; mixing art and
science in imaginative ways.

Details are on: http://www.health-
homerton.ac.uk/research/events/
MM2006home.html

ESA Qualitative Methods Research
Network

3rd Mid-Term Conference: Advances in
qualitative research practice

Cardiff University, Cardiff

4th -6th September 2006

Conference will gather an international, and
specifically European, forum for the discus-
sion of substantive methodological issues.
Papers are invited throwing light on the
practice, administration and application of

qualitative research in different social
spheres.
More information at: http://

www.cardiff.ac.uk/socsi/qualiti/ESA/
index.html

Qualitative Researcher
ISSN 1748-7315

Qualitative Researcher provides an inter-
disciplinary forum for social scientists to
share their research and discuss ques-
tions arising from the application, innova-
tion and dissemination of qualitative re-
search. Qualitative Researcher invites
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