Chapter 3 Research Ethics and Insider-Researchers
Key points
By the nature of work based learning the researcher is an insider, often working on organizational or wider professional issues. Learners are agents of their organization or professional area and also of their university, which is behind their work based academic award, and additionally act for themselves alone. This chapter will set out the first part of a practitioner framework for research ethics for use by the work based learning student researcher. Perspectives are adopted which relate to the nature of the research itself, the methodologies you are likely to use, the way the research is conducted, the analyses of the research, the range of stakeholders in this kind of research and the outcomes of the research. All of these issues need close scrutiny from an ethical perspective that often depends upon the values of differing work settings. Many of these would be familiar to all kinds of researchers, not just insider-researchers. However, the issues are often slightly different, with particular caveats or sometimes with an alternative point of view. From the outset, the way in which you conduct your research needs to be in the light of ethics from an insider perspective. 
 
Insider-researchers such as yourself are usually experienced workers involved in research that may use colleagues as subjects in the research. Insider-researchers learn how to enquire using research techniques; you may draw upon literature, artefacts from the wider body of knowledge outside your context, your own experiential knowledge and your colleagues’ knowledge. The subjects of the research and the organization in which the research takes place are therefore likely to have a vested interest in the process and outcomes of the research. 

As a practitioner who is likely to be, at least to some extent, an insider in relation to the research, reflecting carefully on ethical issues that are particularly relevant to you is an important aspect of developing work based research projects undertaken as part of a university award. As an insider-researcher you have to consider the ethical implications of your project from the point of view of the professional area in which you work. You must also ensure that you abide by the university’s code of practice on research ethics, and you should be comfortable with your research from your own perspective, given that you may be asking colleagues for data and therefore using them as subjects of your research. The relationship the learner has with both organization and university is not new to higher education in the area of sponsored research, but it highlights role ambiguities for the researcher (and others) since it is likely that they have to work alongside colleagues  they are researching in order to achieve a predetermined goal in a manner that satisfies academic criteria.
Most students who undertake research projects are advised to read about ethics in research by consulting research books and publications. In the case of researching within your own work context it is important to understand the particular issues of being an insider-researcher and the pertinent ethical issues associated with your particular project and its unique context. In order to address the ethical issues that should always be considered in a practitioner-generated work based project, particular guidance and information should be sought through an extensive literature search and enquiry of research texts in both academic and professional spheres.

Your practitioner-led research presents unique challenges for engaging in ethical issues, because you are an insider in relation to your engagement with your research project/s. 
The purpose of a work based project
When considering the overall moral and ethical implications of your projects, it is advisable to take account of a range of issues. Ethical issues or issues of value concerning the nature and aim of a work based practitioner-led project are of particular significance. The project aim is likely to be research and development in an aspect of work that enhances working practice. The nature of the piece of research being proposed and whether or not it is morally and ethically appropriate (Robson, 1993: 30) will have to be considered by all the stakeholders in order to gain approval from a university and workplace perspective.
The aim is likely to be beneficial to a particular organization or community of practice. Not all ‘work’ can be considered ethically sound and it becomes the responsibility of the university to monitor the value of a work based project. For example, whilst it is clear that illegal and immoral work would not be acceptable, there are work areas that can engage researchers in high level thinking, but which the university may not consider worthwhile; for example, work on astrology or feng shui.
You should give sound reasons for your aims and objectives, discussed in a justification and rationale for your project. It is suggested that an appropriate standpoint for work based projects would be to take account of the following three factors that combine social, economic and environmental benefits:

· To explore all the social implications of the project. For example, to whom is it beneficial and is there is any detriment to people (individuals, communities of practice, members of organizations) or other living creatures?
· To explore all the economic implications of the project. For example, is the research feasible, and will the research in some way bring about financial gain? If so, whose interests it will serve?
· To explore the sustainability of the research. For example, is it likely to cause any detriment to the environment?
Finally, the research might be justified in relation to all these three factors working in harmony with each other:
The role of the professional in a sustainable society is an increasingly dominating issue. Government, business and academia are generating interest and activity in sustainable development. Professional institutions and employers expect their members to be competent to undertake development projects that have solved any issues around sustainable development.

(Harman, 2005)

You need to rationalize the benefits and appropriateness of your project for your own development, for your organization or community of practice and for the university. Many researchers undertake research methods modules or courses, and for these you will need to take a more in-depth view of these areas.
The methodological approach to the work based project
The point of view or ideology behind the project aim is a matter for your critical evaluation. Your chosen approach and methods also underpin your point of view or ideology and are often based upon a particular set of values that you may have taken for granted.  
Not only are you working within your own point of view or ideology, but also within particular discourses, often associated with particular professions, work situations and cultures: see Chapter 7. 

The rationalization for your research approach and methods requires you to justify why you intend to take that particular course of action. This justification entails asserting why the particular approach and methods are the best to use to discover what you need to know to get the best results for your research and development project. It also entails giving an account of your efforts to ensure that the methods of the research are appropriate and reasonable from the point of view of all the participants. As a worker as well as a researcher, you also do this within certain constraints, for instance of time, context and position, and these constraints will also be factors in your justification. The ethical considerations are necessarily priority concerns when undertaking this justification. Here again the three key parties who are concerned with your research and development project (yourself, organization or professional area and the university) are likely to be the parties who are considered and consulted. 

The investigative methods of particular organizations and work situations may tend towards a particular style or mode. For example, artists may tend towards ethnography and historical methods, while people in financial management might tend towards quantitative approaches. You may have to consider the appropriate approach and methods that fit in with both organizational/professional requirements and issues of ethics.
Organizational/professional context

There are significant ethical implications for your organization, professional groups or communities of practice. You may find yourself in various different contexts within particular professions and/or communities. It is your responsibility to recognize and understand the ethical codes of practice and principles that exist within the context in which your project is being researched (Messick et al., 2001). For example, if you are working for a health service there are restrictions concerning the use of patients’ records and ethical committees that consider the conduct of research within the areas of your jurisdiction. If you are working with minors (in the UK, children under 16) there are protocols regarding parental consent when interviewing and so on. You will need to consult specialist literature on ethics within your own field; this is part of your individual search of the literature.

Within your professionally-oriented programme, you are well advised to seek feedback on ethical issues from your academic project advisor, but also, where appropriate, your employers/managers, and to consider regulations and protocols within your professional areas and the values, statements and codes of conduct in your organization or community of practice. You are undertaking a project within a particular situation where there are already policies and practices that you are probably familiar with or, at least, you will know how to familiarize yourself. Universities usually require research proposals to be approved by the university and bench-marked with ethical standards of organizational and professional codes of good practice where relevant, such as in the fields of social work, psychology, medicine and so on. This includes taking appropriate action such as gaining approval from ethics committees, where required. If your professional body or organization requires proposed research activity to go before an ethics committee, it is your responsibility to ensure that your research proposal has been endorsed by such a committee and provide evidence. For example, ethical guidelines for conducting educational research can be obtained from the British Educational Research Association (www.bera.ac.uk) and, for conducting health-related research, the National Research Ethics Service which is part of the National Patient Safety Agency (www.nres.npsa.nhs.uk/).

However, you may be in a new and emerging professional area such as professional coaching, or in areas that are developing professional work at higher levels such as veterinary surgery and conservation. 
Personal perception
There are ethical implications relating to your own ideological position in doing work based research projects. The project will take a great deal of your time and enhance your expertise in a particular area. The purpose of the project is likely to be a subject on which you feel it is worthwhile to focus your energies and you will rationalize this in terms of your own ideals, development and hopes for the future. Between this personal perspective and the considerations of the context of the work and the university lies a connection to the community and society in which you work and live. There is usually a process of reconciliation with these larger structures and/or conflict between your personal position and the ideological structures around you. 

There may be organizational values to be considered from a personal and professional perspective and you may or may not feel a responsibility for your project work’s fulfilling the expectations of those who are stakeholders in your project’s outcome (Murray, 1997). There is a sense in which your main responsibility is to yourself; to carry out research that you feel is right for you, for your organization and/or professional area, and also to adopt an appropriate approach to collecting data from colleagues that feels right for you and does not impose on others. 
University context
Universities require all researchers to observe ethical codes, policies and practices. An example of a statement by one university is that ‘All … students of the University are responsible for ensuring that their actions are carried out in the terms of the general policy and codes of practice’. Students are usually required to sign a statement that acknowledges the importance of understanding and implementing all relevant ethical considerations. The statement is usually considered by a committee or panel that can refer problematic ethical issues to other ethics committees, if appropriate.
Ethical research codes and the responsibility of the researcher to have a framework in place are required for work based projects to consider ethical issues as they present at the initial proposal stage and throughout the conduct of the research. That is, ethical research practice is an ongoing process and does not stop when an external body gives the proposed research a favourable opinion. This ‘ethical dependency’ on others external to the project is to some extent counteracted by emphasizing the researcher’s ethic of care (see Chapter 4). 

There are also general principles and legal requirements to consider when undertaking research at work, such as the Data Protection Act and laws on copyright and equal opportunities. 
Literature relating to research ethics and insider researchers

Within work based practitioner-led research there is a growing body of literature that addresses research undertaken by practitioner-researchers. Robson (1993) describes the advantages and disadvantages of this role and Jarvis (1998) and Gray (2004) briefly examine its possibilities and limitations. Gray (2004) then goes on to relate in more detail how insider-researchers who are insiders and use the methodological approach of action research can easily become concerned with ethical issues. For example, when insiders make observations of what is going on, people may not necessarily be aware that they are being researched.  
This is even more so in work based, practitioner-led research where academic responsibility must take into account multiple communities of practice, each of which has its own epistemological and power agenda. Feminist participatory action research has often advocated reflexivity as a means by which power, position and perceived status can be interrogated and understood (Kemmis and McTaggart, 2000). Reflexivity has more recently been advocated as a way to be both reflective about one’s own practice (Boud et al., 2006) – a common learning technique in the field of professional practice – and to understand one’s own position and the position of others in the research.
From a feminist standpoint perspective, Harding (1987) found that women’s situated experience was able to express knowledge that had hitherto been marginalized or ignored. Later, Harraway (1991) gave deep consideration to standpoint theory and found that knowledge claims can be treated differently according to the socio-economic positioning and location of the subjects of research and the researchers. Raised by feminist thinkers, these are salient issues for practitioner-researchers especially in regard to their position at work. Sprague and Kobrynowicz (2004) note that to understand fully knowledge grounded in experience, account needs to be taken of understandings that are generated by people in their daily lives. Standpoint theory also notes that there should be recognition of the authority that comes from the experience of having studied, reflected and paid attention to the reflection of others. Insider-researchers fall into this category and Sprague and Kobrynowicz (2004: 92) further note that such a positioning means that they have to take responsibility for the authority of their experience. 
In effect, the differing approaches to standpoint theory that have emerged over the last twenty years are a good source of literature for insider-researchers such as yourself, to help to inform you about your positioning as a researcher and as a practitioner within your research project (Hartsock, 1997; Hill Collins 2000; Sprague and Kobrynowicz 2004).
Ethical issues that relate directly to the methodology of insider research can also be found in the work of applied ethnography. For example, ethnographers might ask whether you should be involved in work that you yourself do not believe conforms to professional or personal standards of morality (Chambers, 2000: 864). The insider-researcher may have to ask similar questions of self in this regard. New qualitative approaches to methodology offer a range of approaches that insider-researchers could consider (Guba and Lincoln, 1994, Denzin and Lincoln, 2000). For example, the approach of ‘bricolage’ (Kincheloe and Berry, 2004) presents an opportunity to move away from traditional social science approaches and use rigour in research in a more adaptive and appropriate way.

Specific insider-researcher issues
There is the possibility that colleagues may feel obliged to co-operate with your research. This applies to your own organization, but may also apply to other organizations or communities in the professional area where you may be gathering data. Within your own organization or community of practice you will normally have approached a line manager or other appropriate person regarding the research and development project/s that you are hoping to undertake. You will need to consider the power dynamics involved in requesting colleagues or subordinates to be involved in your research and this is discussed in Chapter 4. Negotiating access is discussed in Chapter 5 and is an important part of the ethical issues you need to consider. As an insider-researcher, you will have to live with any mistakes and so should proceed carefully in negotiating with colleagues, following research protocols designed for insider-researchers rather than researchers coming new to a particular situation. There can be a kind of deception involved in being an ‘insider but outsider’ to the community being researched: 

to the extent that researchers are insiders, you are drawing on the normal ground rules of reciprocity and trust that pertain for social interactions in the community. To the extent that being a researcher means using these ground rules for research purposes, there is a risk of exploitation and betrayal.

(Griffiths, 1998)
For example, in the case of your ‘real world’ and probably, to some extent ‘real time’ project, some of your colleagues may be involved in the project anyway as part of your normal work, but you may ask them to spend extra time providing data. You may ask them to give interviews and/or complete questionnaires or you may ask them to take a more active part in your project. You need to be clear about what is expected of the participants in terms of both the project itself and the research element of the project. 
You will need to be able to explain exactly what you mean by anonymity and confidentiality. In the case of insider research, it may be almost impossible to ensure real anonymity about the organization if it is known that the research is insider-led. There are several ramifications to this scenario and below are a few examples:

1.
Any possible criticism that the researcher makes in evaluation of the research will be instantly perceived by the organization and could cause tension between the researcher/worker and the organization. 
2. 
If the organization is known, then it is difficult to ensure anonymity of the subjects of the research, who can also be known.
3. 
Issues of confidentiality are also cast differently when confidentiality is offered not only to a subject of research, but also a colleague. It is a more longstanding, confidential promise.
4. 
Insiders have more access to secondary data such as minutes of meetings, reports and so on and, even if you do not receive the permission you establish you need to use these data, you still have knowledge that will inevitably affect your analysis and evaluation of the project as a whole.  
This kind of insider detailed knowledge is one of the reasons that insider projects can be so fully informed and, arguably, better placed to propose effective change strategies. In terms of ethical issues it is also why insider-research can highlight conflicts of interest between workers and between worker and organization. From the university’s perspective, researchers are ‘covered’ if you ask for the organization's signature and make it clear to the signatory what data you wish to use. From the researcher’s and the organization’s perspective, the issues may be more complex and should be the subject of much reflection and consultation by the researcher.
Insiders have responsibilities regarding the rights of participants, who are also your colleagues and with whom you have a long-term relationship. From the university’s perspective, you need to let all interested parties know what you are doing from the start and ensure that you are comfortable with procedures. You should always be in full command of your own involvement in the project and state that the purpose of the project is that it is part of your degree. Participants should be informed of the objectives of the study and what is to be done with the information that they provide. This is standard ethical practice when conducting research. However, for the insider-researcher, the added familiarity of the researcher to the researched adds a relationship dynamic that is not easily dealt with by protocols. For example, avoidance of being deceptive may become problematic because you have greater access to information, so you may take information from colleagues for your project then allow them to believe that you need the information for another reason. Each small act and its possible impact on others may therefore need careful consideration as each part of the research project develops.
Clearly articulate an informed perspective
Issues associated with being an insider-researcher involve the close familiarity with the context of your research and the micro-politics of your particular organization or community of practice. The ethical issues that you anticipate arising in your project reflect your own thinking, which in turn will have been influenced by your situatedness within particular contexts. Like any other researcher, you determine which behaviours are observed, which are ignored and how the information is interpreted but, as an insider, you have detailed knowledge of the particular context. In research communities this knowledge is sometimes represented as being ‘subjective’, which is deemed undesirable, since the goal of good research is seen in some research circles as objectivity. This has in turn been shown by some authors to be an epistemological impossibility. It is therefore important to articulate your own perspectives or premises clearly, that is to state your personal model of understanding of a situation. This process of articulating your own position will allow others to reflect on alternative constructions. Your insights as an insider are valuable because of your depth of knowledge, but you should also demonstrate that you understand alternative perspectives. Subjectivity, in this sense, is unavoidable because your particular interests in what and how the project is researched and developed will influence what is studied and emphasized, and the way it is evaluated. This is the case, of course, for all research, not just for the insider-researcher, but it is a particularly important consideration if you are 'in' the research. 

As an insider-researcher you may not be able, and may not wish, to distance yourself from the research, so there may be a subjectivity which you share with colleagues and other participants who are involved in the project – although it is also true that people in the same situations can construct reality in differing ways. You do have the final (and powerful) authority of interpreting and writing up your findings using your own constructions. You might try to minimize this power imbalance by calling on others to verify or contest your accounts.
Ownership of your research
In addition, it is necessary to reflect on whose interests will dominate the project work. You own the intellectual property rights of your own academic work, but you should consider who decides the nature of your project, the research and development process and output. If the project has been commissioned by your workplace or is necessarily part of your work role, the property rights are likely to be those of the organization. You may need to clarify the matter of ownership of your project with your organization and consider what constraints or opportunities your position as an insider-researcher in your workplace imposes upon or offers them, and who will benefit from the project’s development. You will need to decide how you manage your position as a researcher/developer and your position as a worker in relation to colleagues. You should neither assume that colleagues will or should necessarily co-operate with your research, nor feel obliged to trust them. You have insider knowledge of the relevant people who can take part in the project and how best to approach them and should avoid putting people in a difficult position because you are a friend or colleague. 
Interviewing colleagues
You need to consider the implications of working with colleagues and other participants who are your senior or junior, with all the difficulties that such situations may cause. You will want to undertake research about which you feel comfortable. For example, as an insider-researcher you may have concerns about interviewing your own colleagues and should reflect on issues that may arise from doing so. 

Colleagues often welcome the opportunity to discuss issues around their work and expound upon them. This is especially the case where the interviewer is someone familiar with their work problems and may in some cases be able to solve some, or at least discuss them with a common background of knowledge of the situation. It is possible that you may see the participant you are interviewing as a colleague who needs help or support of some kind. In this way interviews with colleagues (participants) can act as a kind of 'therapy', whilst colleagues may also take the opportunity to air a grievance. You have to decide how you would deal with a situation if a participant tried to use an interview in this way.
Conforming to local laws and norms
In some cases, where there are international issues or if the research project takes place outside the country where your university is based, you may also need to consider laws and protocols with which the university is not familiar, for example, laws of copyright. You are required to comply with local laws and practices as well as protocols of research practice in the university’s own country, which may also affect the organization/community you are studying.
Discussion questions 
1. Identify professional codes and research codes specific to your role as insider-researcher.
2. Identify relevant ethics/review committees and find out how they operate within their organization.
3. What ethical encounters do you anticipate in the conduct of your work based research and what framework would you develop to address them? 
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