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Qualitative Research and Ethical Approval

One day workshop, 14th March 2007, Queens’s University Belfast

Checklist for approaching research ethics committees with qualitative projects
	1. 
	Have you explained how you will try to ensure that consent is informed? Have you addressed the question of written consent? This would be expected for most research projects, although you could certainly argue the case against if appropriate. If written consent is not appropriate, then it’s best to justify why not. In some projects, verbal consent can be recorded.

	2. 
	Children may be too young for consent to be properly ‘informed’, but you still need ‘assent’, that is, ask them if they mind you observing them etc. Committees will normally expect parents’ permission for a child’s participation if s/he is under16.

	3. 
	For some types of projects, you may need to explain that the consent process will continue after the initial consent is obtained. It is difficult for many participants, especially children, to consent to the dissemination of their data before they have begun to take part in the research process.

	4. 
	If you use information sheets and consent forms then these should usually be separate, so that information about the project can be kept by participants. Information sheets should be suitable for readership in terms of literacy, font size etc.

	5. 
	Can you ensure that people will be given time to decide about participation? If not, justify why not.

	6. 
	Does the study need to be explained by an advocate?

	7. 
	Do you need to set up support afterwards, if the topic is distressing? E.g. debriefing after interview, contact details of support organisations and helplines.

	8. 
	You may need to spell out any limits to confidentiality for research participants. Think about how to handle disclosure of abuse or illegal activities.

	9. 
	Data need to be stored securely, in accordance with Data Protection Act

	10. 
	You need to address the anonymising of data. Where this is important, then explain that places as well as people will be anonymised. Might you need to alter some details to protect identities? If anonymity is impossible, then address how you will explain this clearly to participants.

	11. 
	Some organisations may let you read case files without the permission of patients/clients, but this is controversial, so may need to be justified. Can you ensure that all data are anonymised before you leave the building where the file is kept?

	12. 
	Where relevant, you might need to explain that the decision to participate or not will NOT affect their relationship with any services they might be receiving.

	13. 
	It might help you to quote guidance on the need for flexibility and recognition of uncertainty in the qualitative research process (e.g. from the ESRC framework)

	14. 
	Where research is highly participatory (e.g. participants involved in data gathering, analysis and dissemination), you will need to explain how anonymity and confidentiality of individuals’ data will be handled.

	15. 
	Where data are visual, e.g. photographs and video footage, you will need to explain how anonymity will be handled in dissemination of results.

	16. 
	Remember to state that all researchers will have CRB checks if children or vulnerable adults are involved in the research.

	17. 
	Include your information and consent sheets, and your interview questions, wherever possible.
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