School of Languages and Social Sciences

Policy on Research Ethics

The University Ethics Committee requires that all research involving human subjects should be subjected to ethical review. It allows for Schools to carry out the review themselves unless there is a high risk to the safety or welfare of research participants.
University guidelines can be found at: (http://www.aston.ac.uk/downloads/registry/regsandpolicies/EthicsGuidelines.doc ) 
What work needs ethical review?
All research which involves human participants needs to be subjected to ethical review.

The ESRC definition of human participants is adopted:

‘Human participants’ (or subjects) are defined as including living human beings, human beings who have recently died (cadavers, human remains and body parts), embryos and foetuses, human tissue and bodily fluids, and human data, and records (such as, but not restricted to medical, genetic, financial, personnel, criminal or administrative records and test results including scholastic achievements). 

ESRC (2006) Research Ethics Framework page 7 
The types of research or student coursework that will always need to be reviewed are 

· Interviews (both formal and informal conversations)

· Questionnaires

· Observations or recording of speech or behaviour
· Use of personal documents, such as diaries

The following are examples of research that will not need ethical review:

· Polling on current public policy issues, 

· Literary or artistic criticism. 

· Research using material already in the public domain such as biographies, newspapers, interviews broadcast on radio or television or online, and diaries or letters in the public domain.

· The analysis of anonymised records and/or datasets that exist in the public domain (unless it could potentially be or reveal sensitive data)  

Section C
Review procedures for undergraduate and Masters students.

Any piece of student coursework which involves primary data collection from human participants must be subject to ethical review. 

To submit a project for ethical review, undergraduate and Masters students should complete the Student Research Ethics Approval Form REC1 (see Section D). For group projects, only one form needs to be submitted, but all members of the group should sign the form. The form must be completed before any primary research takes place. Failure to do so could result in a zero mark at the Exam Board. 
The submitted form will be considered by the module convenor or project supervisor.
If the research risk is deemed to be more than the minimum risk then the form should be forwarded for consideration either by the LSS or University Ethics Committee. 
LSS Ethics Committee Terms of Reference

Purpose:

The purpose of the LSS Research Ethics Committee (a sub-Committee of the LSS Research Committee) is to ensure that research takes place within the School meets the standards of ethical research expected by the University.
Student Research Ethics 

Approval Form (REC1)
PLEASE NOTE: You MUST gain approval for any research BEFORE any research takes place. Failure to do so could result in a ZERO mark 
Name


____________________________________________
Student Number
____________________________________________
Module Name
____________________________________________

Module Number
____________________________________________

Please type your answers to the following questions:
1. What are the aim(s) of your research? 
2. What research methods to you intend to use?

3. Please give details of the type of informant, the method of access and sampling, and the location(s) of your fieldwork. (see guidance notes). 

4.  Please give full details of all ethical issues which arise from this research 
5. What steps are you taking to address these ethical issues? 

6. What issues for the personal safety of the researcher(s) arise from this research?

7. What steps will be taken to minimise the risks of personal safety to the researchers?

Statement by student investigator(s): 
I/We consider that the details given constitute a true summary of the project proposed 

I/We have read, understood and will act in line with the LSS Student Research Ethics and Fieldwork Safety Guidance lines .
	Name
	Signature
	Date

	 
	
	 

	
	
	

	
	
	

	
	
	

	
	
	


Statement by module convenor or project supervisor

I have read the above project proposal and believe that this project only involves minimum risk. I also believe that the student(s) understand the ethical and safety issues which arise from this project. 
  

	Name
	Signature 
	Date

	
	  
	


This form must be signed and both staff and students need to keep copies.

School of Languages and Social Sciences

Student Fieldwork Safety Policy

Undertaking research is an essential part of many programmes of study within LSS at both undergraduate and postgraduate levels. However, undertaking research may also increase risks to students, and as part of the University’s duty of care is important that student safety is considered throughout the research process. 

This Policy is primarily concerned with the safety of students undertaking fieldwork (such as interviewing, questionnaires or observation) for research projects but some parts are relevant to any research that involves working away from the University in unfamiliar surroundings.  

Types of Risk

The Social Research Association (http://www.the-sra.org.uk/staying_safe.htm) has identified five different dimensions of risk within social research:

1. risk of physical threat or abuse 

2. risk of psychological trauma, as a result of actual or threatened violence or the nature of what is disclosed during the interaction 

3. risk of being in a comprising situation, in which there might be accusations of improper behaviour 

4. increased exposure to risks of everyday life and social interaction, such as road accidents and infectious illness 

5. risk of causing psychological or physical harm to others (important area in research on issues such as domestic violence). 

By considering these safety issues from the initial design to the conduct of the research it is usually possible to reduce the risks.

Staff responsibilities

It is the responsibility of the supervisor (or if no individual project supervisor then the module convenor) to provide information to students undertaking research projects about the need to consider safety issues, and the safety guidance issued by the School. Safety issues can be covered through incorporating reading and discussion into the module on personal safety during fieldwork. (A list of suggested sources is at the end of this policy). Students should be encouraged to minimise risks, and the type of fieldwork should be appropriate to the level of study. 

Supervisors (or Module Convenors) also need to ensure that students understand the need to follow the safety guidance and have completed the appropriate documentation:

Undergraduate/Masters Students
Safety Issues section on their Ethical Approval Form 

If supervisors/module convenors have any concerns that a project carries excessive risk to a student then they should inform the student that fieldwork should be delayed. Supervisors/module convenors should then refer the matter to an appropriate colleague (such as Head of ASG, Head of School, or the University Safety Office). 

Student responsibilities

Students are responsible for taking appropriate measures to ensure their own safety
Students have a responsibility to familiarise themselves with the School Guidance on Fieldwork Safety. 

Students have a responsibility to undertake a risk assessment of their proposed fieldwork.

Student should delay fieldwork until their project has been approved. 

Useful resources

Craig G, Corden A and Thornton P (2000) ‘Safety in Social Research’ Social Research Update  http://www.soc.surrey.ac.uk/sru/SRU29.html 

Ellsberg M and Heise (2002) ‘Bearing witness: ethics in domestic violence research’ The Lancet  Volume 359, Issue 9317 Pages 1599-1604  (Considers physical and mental risks to both informants and researchers)

Kenyon E, Hawker S (1999) 'Once would be enough': some reflections on the issue of safety for lone researchers’ International Journal of Social Research Methodology Volume 2, Number 4313 – 327

Paterson, B.L., Gregory, D. and Thorne, S., (1999), 'A protocol for researcher safety', Qualitative Health Research, Vol. 9, No. 2, March :259-269. 

Social Research Association Code of Practice for the Safety of Social Researchers http://www.the-sra.org.uk/staying_safe.htm
Suzy Lamplugh Trust http://www.suzylamplugh.org.uk/ (Charity focused on Personal Safety with Guidance online)   

AUT (1996), Personal guidelines for staff conducting interviews off campus, Circular LA/5674, February, AUT, London

Safety in the Field

Introduction 

This guide is aimed at students who may be conducting research in the field on their own. It focuses on safety in interviewing or observation in private settings but is of relevance to working in unfamiliar environments in general. 

This handout is aimed at making you think about safety issues and to encourage you to reduce the risks. Like in everyday life, most of the risks are low, but you do need to think about it. 

What are the risks?

There are a number of different dimensions on risk including: 

· risk of physical threat or abuse 

· risk of mental harm (from threats or participant’s disclosures) 

· risk of being accused of improper behaviour 

Planning for safety in research design 

You can reduce the risks in the design of proposals. 

· Choice of methods 

· Choice of interview site  

· Recruitment methods  

Questions to ask yourself include:

Do you need to do individual interviews, can data be gathered better in any other way? 

Can you meet participants in a public place (their place of work, school, community venue, at the university)? 

Can you chat to them on the phone before the interview to suss them out?
Doing the fieldwork 

1) NEVER give out your home address 

Use dept address for postal replies

Consider using ID withheld to block your phone number 

Set up a email address for the project (eg housing research@hotmail.com)

Take a friend with you (maybe someone researching a similar topic) 

2) Try to avoid ‘cold calling’. 

Set up interviews in advance 

Find out who else will be at home

Tell the interviewee how long the interview will take and the sorts of questions you will be asking

3.) 
Plan for how you will get there? 

What is the public transport like? 

Is there somewhere well-lit to leave your car?

4.)
Get to know the area before the interview 

Are there trains stations, pubs or any other public places- you could run to if you felt threatened?

In multi-storey buildings, think about safety when choosing lifts or staircases.

5) Try to avoid appearing out of place. 

Dress inconspicuously and keep valuable items out of sight (best to leave them at home). 

Maybe carry a screech alarm to attract attention in an emergency.

6) Always make sure someone knows where you are

Arrange to check in with them, and tell them who to contact if you don’t  

Let the interviewee know that others know where you are. 

7.)
Check out the house

Assess the layout and the quickest way out (how does the front door open?).

Try to sit nearest the door

Stay in the communal rooms.

Ask for the dog to be put in another room

8.) Be polite a bit formal and try to maintain the right social distance

It’s their house, remember you are the visitor 

Tell them they do not have to answer any questions that they do not want to
Ask if you can record the interview

Try to read the body language as well as listening to the words

Remain alert and trust your instincts 

9.)
Sometimes topics can cause respondents to be upset: or get angry

Plan the interview so sensitive topics are later on to build up a rapport. 

Different people are willing to answer questions on different areas, but if in doubt, miss out questions or sections you think may be difficult

Take tissues and sources of local advice (eg Domestic violence helpline number).   

Don’t be afraid to stop the interview (you may want to offer to come back or you may not) 

You may need to talk to someone (this could be your project supervisor) about what was said. This can be important for your own wellbeing)  

But above all 

NEVER 

stay if you feel 

uncomfortable or threatened
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