Planning Ethically
Responsible Research

Joan. E. Sieber

Applied researchers examine issues that directly affect people’s lives—issues
such as education, health, work, finances, and access to government benefits.
Ethical applied researchers recognize the interests of all parties concerned in
an issue, and plan research so that those interests are respected. Needless to
say, there is a practical as well as a moral point to this. Unless all parties con-
cerned are recognized, it is likely that the research questions will be inappro-
priately specified, and that the findings may have limited usefulness. There-
fore, unethical applied researchers are likely to harm themselves and their
research as well as those they study.

This chapter focuses on research planning and ethical problem solving, not
on details of federal or state law governing human research, or on preparing
research protocols for institutional review boards (IRBs). Readers may wish to
contact the Office for Protection from Research Risk for the current federal
regulations ’,éam human research. Details on approaches to compliance
with various aspects of federal law, and how to write a research protocol in
compliance with IRB and federal requirements, are presented in Planning Ethi-
cally Responsible Research (Sieber, 1992) in the Applied Social Research
Methods Series published by Sage Publications. Each reader’s own IRB can
provide information on its specific requirements.

M An Introduction to Planning

The purpose of this section is to illustrate that ethical planning is integral
to the research topic and to the process of research design and planning. The



ethics of social research i ut creating a in-wi -
Alonship in which participants are pleased to respond candidly, valid results are
Planning Qbtained, and the community considers the conclusions constructive. This re-
Applied  quires more than goodwill or adherence to laws governing research. It requires
___mRese“rCh investigation into the perspectives and cultures of the participants and their
community early in the process of research design, so that their needs and

interests can be understood and appropriately served.

In contrast, a researcher who does not investigate the perspective of the
participants and plan accordingly may leave the research setting in pandemo-
nium. The ensuing turmoil may harm all of the individuals and institutions
involved, as illustrated by the following example, adapted from an actual study.

*A researcher sought to gather information that would help local schools
meet the needs of children of Hispanic migrant farmworkers. He called on
families at their homes to ask them, in his halting Spanish, to sign a consent
statement and to respond to his interview questions. Most of the families
seemed not to be at home, and none acknowledged having children. Many
farmworkers are undocumented aliens, and they assumed that the researcher
was connected with the U.S. Immigration and Naturalization Service (INS).
News of his arrival spread quickly, and families responded accordingly—by
fleeing the scene.

A better scientist would have understood that community-based research
cannot be planned or conducted unilaterally. He or she would have enlisted the |
help of community leaders in formulating the research procedures. Steps would
have been taken to understand and allay respondents’ real and imagined fears;
perhaps the researcher would have obtained a certificate of confidentiality from
the Office for Protection from Research Risk to prevent subpoena of the data
by the INS or other authorities. Members of the community would have been .
employed and trained to conduct the interviews. Effective communication and
informed consent would have occurred informally, through a correctly informed
community grapevine. The researcher would have developed the formal con-
sent statement with the help of community leaders and would have communi-
cated its contents to the largely illiterate community at an enjoyable meeting,
perhaps a picnic provided by the researcher. The researcher would have learned
what respondents would like to receive in return for their participation, and
likely would have arranged a mutually rewarding relationship so that he or she
would have been welcome to create an ongoing research and development pro-
gram for the community. Such enlightened, ethical research practices make for
successful science, yet many researchers have been trained to focus narrowly
on their research agendas and to ignore the perceptions and expectations of
their participants and of society at large. W\h_en one is narrowly focused on
completing a research project, it is easy to overI60K some of the interests and

Mf-ﬁmmmm{y’at Targe. Insensitive researchers be-
cOmE part Of the SUMuIuS aITay; participants respond accordingly.

Ethical research practice entails skillful planning and management of com-
munication, reduction of risk, and creation of benefits, as these issues pertain




to the stakeholders in the research. gakeholders include any persons who have
_interests in the research. Espemally in field research, it is important that re-

“searchers try to identify all stakeholders early in the planning process. These — Plaming

ht include th d their famili di 1 ol
might include the participants and their families, guardians, employers, insti-  Regponsivle
tutions, and community; the researchers and their institutions and funders; and, Research
depending on the nature and scope of the research, social advocates and the (129
mass media.

Stakeholders are not just those whom the researcher wishes to consult.
They are also those who expect the researcher to consult them. For example, a
researcher investigating the effects on learning of extensive parental involve-
ment in the classroom readily perceives that parents, teachers, and school ad-
ministrators are stakeholders who should be involved. But what of the teachers’
union? What of the clique of parents who are known to be suspicious of any
new approaches to education? If the interests of potential stakeholders are not
considered at the outset, the chances for successful completion of the research
‘may be diminished. Identifying all significant stakeholders and their interests
in the research may require the researcher to conduct considerable ethno-
graphic inquiry, networking, and consultation, and to do so with cultural

. sensitivity. '

[0 Institutional Review Boards

The ‘early integration of ethical concerns with methodological and proce-
dural planning is likely to satisfy the requirements of an institutional review
board, thus writing the IRB protocol is largely a matter of reporting what has
already been arranged. If the IRB is ill informed and proposes inappropriate
procedures (such as the requirement of signed consent when this would jeop-
ardize participants, as discussed below), the researcher can capably defend the
appropriate procedures. The steps required to complete and defend the protocol
are described elsewhere (see Sieber, 1992). Before leaving the topic of proto-
cols, however, it is important to note the protections they offer to the researcher.

The protocol has legal status as a “control document.” It is the paper trail
showing that the research is acceptable to a legally constituted board of review-
ers. Should anyone raise questions about the project, the approved protocol
shows that the project is of sufficient value to justify any risks involved. Hence
the protocol must reflect what is actually done in the research. Once the IRB
has approved a protocol for a particular project, the investigator must follow
that procedure, have any desired changes approved by the IRB, or risk disaster—
such as the following:

Dr. Knowall interviewed schoolchildren about their understanding of right and
wrong. A parent who gave permission for his child to participate in the research
later felt that the project sought to change his child’s religious beliefs. He called
the newspaper, the ACLU, the mayor, the school board, the governor, and others
to complain that Dr. Knowall’s research violated the separation of church and




state. The university, required to respond, proffered the approved protocol, which
should have been powerful evidence in any legal proceeding that the project was
socially and legally acceptable—except for one thing: The researcher had slipped

i 2“””[‘:”5 in a few questions about religion after receiving IRB approval. The researcher
1e f . . . . . . .
Reﬁzm found himself in serious trouble, and without enthusiastic backing from his

’—m institution.

We turn now to three major aspects of ethical problem solvin m n-

cluding debriefing and deception),{ privacy/confidentialityy andrisk/benefit

B Voluntary Informed Consent

The consent statement should explain the research to be undertaken and
should fulfill legal requirements (see Sieber, 1992, chaps. 2-4). It should be
simple and friendly in tone, and should translate a scientific proposal into sim-
ple, everyday language, omitting details that are unimportant to the subjects,
but including details that are important to them. The researcher needs to learn
what is important to the subjects and how to express that in ways they under-
stand. The consent statement should be free of jargon and legalese.

-Voluntary informed consent is not simply a consent form. It goes beyond

the statement that is prepared and administered in the so-called consent proce-

™ dure. I%Wcommunication process between research par-
ticipants and the investigator, as well as a specific agreement about the condi-
tions of the research participafion. OTfen, questions and concerns occur to the
participants only after the research is well under way. Sometimes it is only then
that meaningful communication and informed consent can occur. If the re-
searcher is not open to continuing two-way communication, participants may

become rcoeperative and drop out of the study.
w eans without threat or undue inducement. When consent state-

are-presented as a plea for help or when people are rushed into decisions,
they may agree to participate even though they would rather not. They are then
likely to show up late, fail to appear, or fail to give the research their full
attention. To avoid this, the researcher should urge each subject to make the
decision that best serves his or her own interests. Also, the researcher should
not tie participation to other things, such as obtaining benefits of some kind
(e.g., health services), especially if participants are indigent or otherwise vul-

ould~wantto know before giving consent. Mostly, people want to know what
%ﬁmmﬁmﬁmocedure is unusual or complicated, a
videéotape of the procedlie thay be more informative than a verbal description.

Although the competence to understand and make decisions about research
participation is conceptually distinct from voluntariness, these qualities be-







