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Limitations of Ethics Review

Tolich, M and M Fitzgerald (2006) “If Ethics Committees Were Designed For 
Ethnography” Journal of Empirical Research on Human Research Ethics vol 
1.2: 71-78.
1. What is the research about?
2. What are the ethical issues raised?
3. How will you address them?

4. What will you do when the research question and this approved ethical 
assurances change

Qualitative research is inductive, informant led, iterative, emergent



The Primacy of the Method

(Tashakkori & Teddlie, 1998).  

• in quantitative research the primacy is the research instrument, 

• in mixed methods the primacy the dictatorship of the research 
question 

In qualitative research it is the researcher



Punch (1994) highlights the isolation of a 
qualitative researcher

• [Ethical issues] often have to be resolved situationally, and even 
spontaneously, without the luxury of being able to turn first to consult a more 
experienced colleague. (p. 89)



Reference groups

• This could be a group made up of supervisors, colleagues and in the 
case of graduate students, fellow graduate students [15].  

• The role of the reference group is to provide dispassionate advice for 
the researcher, to think outside the box. 

• Creating a reference group is one solution to shoring up ethical 
assurances.  



Research Differences

• “Filling out this online questionnaire implies your informed consent”

• An ephemeral relationship

• Qualitative researchers have participant sign a consent form 

• An embedded



Understanding Qualitative Research

• Qualitative researchers ask their informant to reveal their identity by 
signing a consent form actively demonstrating their willingness to 
accept the ethical provisions offered by the researcher.  

• Anonymity is not a valid provision as at least one other person, the 
researcher, knows the identity of the person and what the person 
said.  

• This knowledge can never be unknown or anonymised and offering 
this ethical surety is ethically flawed and methodologically clumsy. 



Anonymity and Confidentiality

• The definition of anonymity is not an academic definition, but one 
found in everyday discourse and in a dictionary.  

• anonymous a. of unknown name; of unknown or undeclared source of 
authorship; impersonal; adv. Anonymity nameless 



Conflating Anonymity with Confidentiality

• Saunders et al. [16] claims ‘anonymity’ has commonly been used 
either interchangeably with, or conflated, with ‘confidentiality’. 
• They conflate the known and unknown stating “anonymity is one form of 

confidentiality-- that of keeping participants’ identities secret.”  

• The essence of this confusion is separating the identity of the person 
and information they shared.  The problem is that the person’s 
identity and any statement the person makes cannot be separated. 

• DE identified data---Change names, using pseudonyms, change 
locations but it cannot be anonymised



The Limits of Confidentiality

• Threat of a subpoena

• External Confidentiality and Internal Confidentiality

• If a researcher interviews family members, fellow workers, or a 
member of their small town the threat to confidentiality is sourced 
not by strangers but fellow residents/ occupants/ workers.  What is 
the problem?



Pseudonyms are a short-sighted solution

• The primary way that researchers seek to protect research 
participants from the accidental breaking of confidentiality is through 
the process of anonymization, which occurs through the use of 
pseudonyms [32].

Relational persons take great delight in breaking the code which causes 
harm.



Street Corner Society, William Whyte
• Whyte gave pseudonyms to the region (Cornerville) and its 

inhabitants (e.g., “Doc”), thus protecting them with external 
confidentiality. 

• Participants told Whyte about how insiders recognized themselves 
and other insiders in the text:
• Pecci (Doc) did everything he could to discourage local reading of the book for 

the possible embarrassment it might cause a number of individuals, including 
himself [30].

• Despite promises of external confidentiality, when Whyte’s 
participants read the book they saw themselves and those close to 
them.  



an anthropological study in a rural USA

• When the [anthropology] book was published, many townspeople 
were highly disturbed to see some of the most intimate details of 
their lives recorded in print. Even though the author had attempted 
to protect his informants by using pseudonyms, their true identities 
were easily recognizable to anyone familiar with the area. 

• Fifteen years later, another anthropologist who visited the town was 
surprised to discover that the local library's copy of the book had the 
real names of all the individuals pencilled in next to their pseudonyms.

• Even after all those years, some of the community members were still 
visibly upset about the ways in which they had been portrayed.



Carolyn Ellis Fisher folk in Chesapeake Bay

• The pseudonyms used to secure confidentiality had failed to work and 
key informants felt they could identify themselves and others in the 
text.  

• Ellis reports the residents felt the book had made them look stupid.  

• Ellis’ strategy of inventing pseudonyms was basic, starting with the 
same letters as the double names of the Fishneckers and having other 
similarities in sound.  This made it easy to keep names straight, but at 
the cost of making it convenient for Fishneckers to figure out the 
characters in my story.



Vidich and Bensman 1968

• They used pseudonyms for some of 3000 inhabitants of a town they called 
Springdale.  The town’s response to this invasion of privacy was an uprising. 

• The people of the village (Springdale) waited quite a while to get even.

• The featured float of the annual Fourth of July parade followed an 
authentic copy of the jacket of the book, Small Town in Mass Society

• Following the book cover came residents of (Springdale) riding masked in 
cars labelled with fictitious names given them in the book.  

• But the payoff was the final scene, a manure spreader filled with very rich 
barnyard fertiliser, over which was bending an effigy of “The Author”.



Scheper-Hughes

• Scheper-Hughes’ [17,18] experience in an Irish village was not 
dissimilar to Vidich or Ellis.  She was eventually run out of town. 

• When she returned to the site of her 1979 study of the mental health 
in an isolated Irish village she found villagers had deciphered her 
attempts to provide pseudonyms as ethical assurances. 

• She described her use of pseudonyms as ineffective:
• I would be inclined to avoid the ‘cute’ and ‘conventional’ use of pseudonyms. 

Nor would I attempt to scramble certain identifying features of the individuals 
portrayed on the naive assumption that these masks and disguises could not 
be rather easily de-coded by villagers themselves [17].



Narrative Research

• Multiple interviews with the same person.

• The research question evolves

• The narrative researcher Ruth Josselson [8] astutely labels the 
informed consent process “a bit oxymoronic, given that participants 
can, at the outset, have only the vaguest idea of what they might be 
consenting to”.  

• Tolich, M. (2017) Purpose built Ethical Considerations for Narrative Research: Broad consent 
or process consent but not informed consent. In I. Goodson (ed.) The Routledge International 
Handbook on Narrative and Life History, Routledge, London.  



Process Consent

• Process consent is an active form of consent and taking the 
participant’s right to withdraw beyond a passive construction.  Rather 
than leaving it up to the participant to withdraw at any time the 
researcher repeatedly invites the participant to volunteer to be part 
of each phase of the project.   

• With some candour Josselson [9] says process consent “strikes terror 
into researchers because it means just what it says.” This is a risk the 
researcher must bear.



Focus groups: Limits of confidentiality

• Tolich, Martin (2008) “Caveat Emptor (let the participant beware): 
Confidentiality and Informed Consent are Endemic Ethical Dilemmas in 
Focus Group Research” Journal of Bioethical Inquiry 6: 1; 99-108

• What ethical assurances can a researcher offer participants in a focus 
group?

• Informed consent?  Confidentiality?   Are these assurances are 
unenforceable. 

• The principle of caveat emptor (let the buyer beware) [25] may be a more 
useful tool for those involved in focus group research: that is, let the 
researcher, the participants and the ethics committee beware that the only 
ethical assurance that can be given to focus group participants is that there 
are few ethical assurances. 



Focus groups

• Focus group researchers cannot offer participants internal confidentiality because 
it is outside of their control: researchers can place few restrictions on focus group 
members. 

• Researchers hold no ethical sanction over a participant should they reveal 
outside the focus group what was disclosed by another focus group member…. 
Expect anything said in the focus group to be gossiped outside the focus group. 

• Group Talk--New topics

• Use Process Consent

• Public Meeting



Cited in Macfarlane, B., 2010. Researching with 
integrity: The ethics of academic enquiry. Routledge.

• I’m doing multi-site case study research, in a small number of institutions 
in a small country where the number of such institutions is relatively small.  
In spite of my best efforts to anonymize my sites, projects and respondents 
(using aliases, codes, and general role descriptors) any informed reader 
would have little difficulty identifying the sites, even the individual 
respondents.  …..  I’m assured by others that these people, given their 
professional roles are not naïve and have verified their transcript in full 
knowledge of my intention to cite or quote them….. As a consequence I 
have decided that each individual respondents will verify (and amend if 
necessary) their own transcript….. I’m reluctant to rock the boat by 
exploring into much detail, unless asked, what they actually understand by 
anonymity.  I’ve spelt it out in writing, and they seem to realise what they 
are signing up to.  Still keeps me awake at night though! 



• With some candour Josselson [9] says process consent “strikes terror 
into researchers because it means just what it says.” This is a risk the 
researcher must bear.



Participant Safety

• You are a researcher working on a study examining women’s experiences of 
heart disease. You are interviewing Sonia, a woman in her late 40s with 
diagnosed heart disease. Sonia lives on a remote farming property in a 
rural region [of Australia]. She is married and has one teenage daughter 
living at home. 

• The interview is progressing well. Over a cup of tea in Sonia’s kitchen, you 
inquire about the impact of heart disease on her life. Sonia stops and 
closes her eyes. After a few moments’ silence, you notice tears welling up 
in Sonia’s eyes. Sonia tells you that she is not coping—not because of her 
heart disease, but because she has just found out that her husband has 
been sexually abusing her daughter since she was a child.

• Guillemin, M., & Gillam, L. (2004). Ethics, reflexivity, and ‘ethically 
important moments’ in research. Qualitative Inquiry, 10(2), 261-280. 



Referrals

• Lifeline: 0800 543 354

• Suicide Crisis Helpline: 0508 828 865

• Samaritans: 0800 726 666

• Alcohol Drug Helpline: 0800 787 797

• General mental health inquiries: 0800 443 366

• The Depression Helpline: 0800 111 757



Researcher Safety

• Do you have a safety Plan



TREAD 
The Research Ethics Application Database
• https://tread.tghn.org/





MyBEM
My Big Ethical Moments
• I found myself in this situation

• This is how I resolved the situation

• Others can add their thoughts



In Sum—When Ethics Disintegrate You’re 
Responsible
• The primacy of the method is broader for qualitative research than 

data collection and analysis and occurs after ethics review.  

• They are solely responsible for the protection of participants who 
volunteer to take part in this study. 

• Yet in process consent the burden of responsibility for risk can be 
shared with the participant; they must be given the opportunity to 
withdraw at the last minute.   


