Principles and Procedures for the Conduct of Research
These Principles and Procedures make a clear statement of the researcher’s professional integrity by providing a set of protocols for the responsible and proper conduct of the research.  They serve as a reminder to both the researcher and the research participants that the responsibility of the researcher and the involvement of the research participants do not simply end at the close of the interview, observation period, etc.  The protocols are primarily intended to safeguard the rights and privacy of the research participants.  However, they also safeguard the interests of the researcher by making explicit what is involved in the research and therefore preventing any potential misunderstandings.  

These particular protocols have been designed to fit on a single sheet of paper so that they can be easily given to and understood and retained by the research participants.  They only address the researcher’s responsibilities to her research participants and not her responsibilities to other interested parties such as funders, colleagues, etc.  Moreover, these protocols are intended for use with non-vulnerable adults and it may be necessary to adapt them when working with other participants (e.g. by specifically involving responsible adults to act in loco parentis when working with children).  
The British Educational Research Association has produced a more wide-ranging set of ethical guidelines and these can be found at:

http://www.bera.ac.uk/publications/pdfs/ETHICA1.PDF

The preamble to these protocols outlines their purpose – that is, that they are a statement of the researcher’s professional commitment to safeguard the rights and respect the privacy of her research participants.  It also indicates a willingness to discuss the research, thereby indicating that both the research and its conduct is a joint endeavour between the researcher and those taking part in her research.  
The preamble includes information on making complaints, here by providing contact details of the researcher’s senior colleagues (in keeping with the general nature of the protocols, this person’s consent should be sought prior to their use).  Not all protocols provide such information and I find this astounding as, without providing the research participants with the means to make a complaint, they are effectively redundant.  Providing such information is, therefore, right and proper and it reinforces the researcher’s commitment to act in a professional manner.  For those concerned with issues of power, it also acts as a means of redressing any power imbalance between the researcher and those participating in her research.  
I typically provide a summary of the research project to accompany the protocols so that the participants have a much clearer understanding of what the research concerns.  I also ask the participants to sign two copies of the protocols which I then countersign and we each keep a copy.  For the participant, this formality further indicates my commitment to the protocols; and for me, it indicates the participant’s consent to take part in the research.  

There are ten clauses to these particular protocols.  However, it may be necessary or desirable to include further clauses depending upon the nature of the research.  These clauses are self-explanatory but a gloss is provided her for clauses 2-4 as they concern the ownership and use of data.

2. Information given in interviews will be treated as belonging to the interviewee; and it can only be used with the permission of the interviewee.

This clause requires the researcher to seek the permission and authority of the research participant to use information given during interviews.  The information generated during interviews is personal to the interviewee but as researchers we are seeking to make use of that information in ways that will involve sharing that information (either directly – clause 3, below – or indirectly through its interpretation) with a wider audience.  We therefore have a responsibility to ensure that the interviewee is made aware of the purpose of the interview and to seek their permission to make use of the information they give.  In effect, this involves a transfer of ownership of that information whereby the interviewee consents to the researcher making use of it.  Seeking the interviewee’s permission to use this information may involve the researcher providing her with a copy of the interview transcript so that she may consent to the researcher using it as part of the research database.  However, transcripts are often incoherent (at least in part) as the interviewees pause, stumble over their words, correct what they have said and so on.  My preference, therefore, is to provide the interviewee with an edited version of the transcript in which the transcribed interview is translated into a coherent and cogent script.  This has the practical advantage of clearing up any inaccuracies arising from, for example, the interviewee’s misunderstanding of a particular question.  In my own experience, few research participants take the trouble to actually give their approval and consent; but, as long as all reasonable steps have been taken to ensure that they have received a copy of the transcript or the edited script, it can reasonably be assumed that approval and consent has been given if it is not specifically refused.  This clause has both ethical and pragmatic dimensions: it recognises the origins of the data, provides a means of ensuring that the data used in the research is accurate (inasmuch as the interviewee agrees that it is a fair and accurate account of the interview she gave) and enables the responsible transfer of that data to the research database.

3. Participants in the research whose experiences are to be publicly reported will be invited to comment on the reports in order to improve the fairness, accuracy and relevance of their contributions.  Such comments will be taken into account to improve any public version of the data.  Participants have the right to insist that a final account which concerns their experiences includes whatever qualifications and objections they require.

Although clause 2 gives the researcher authority to use data generated during interviews, s/he still has a responsibility to ensure that it is properly reported.  Clause 3 therefore requires the researcher to give research participants the opportunity to comment upon and, where appropriate, correct data that: (a) they have provided (i.e. they have no authority to comment upon or seek to amend data provided by other participants); and (b) is to be publicly reported.  In practice, this typically amounts to no more than ensuring the fairness, accuracy and relevance of their contributions and any changes are unlikely to have any significant effect upon the interpretation of the data or its reporting – particularly if the participants have actually agreed to the use of data generated during their interviews (clause 2, above).  This does not mean that participants have the right to veto data they have agreed to (clause 2, above) or the researcher’s interpretations of that data (clause 4, below).  Indeed, it can be argued that it would be unjust to allow the participants such power over the research, especially where those participants may be in positions of authority and are merely trying to suppress unfavourable reporting of their activities or views.  In practice, it is likely that any disagreement between researcher and research participant over the use or interpretation of data can be mutually resolved (especially as any disagreements typically arise from inaccuracies, such as those that may occur in the transcription of interview data, rather than from the way in which data is used).  However, where such mutual agreement cannot be reached, and where the proper reporting of the research requires the inclusion of the account, the interviewee has the right to have her objections or qualifications included in the report.

4. Observations and interpretations made by the researchers will be treated as belonging to the researchers.  Those involved or implicated in such observations and interpretations will be invited to comment upon their fairness, accuracy and relevance prior to their publication.

Although these protocols make provision for research participants to withdraw from the research (clause 1), veto the information they provide during interviews (clause 2) and comment upon the use of data they have provided and allowed to be used in the research (clause 3) they have no authority to challenge the observations and interpretations made by the researcher.  However, research participants have the right to comment upon observations and interpretations pertinent to them (that is, that have been generated from the actions or interviews of the particular participants).  Again, this ensures the fairness and accuracy of the data subject to observation or interpretation.  There is, though, a significant difference between giving participants the right to veto interview data (clause 2) and comment upon it (clause 3) and the right to veto observations and interpretations of that data.  This is especially important when dealing with participants in positions of authority who may seek to veto unfavourable observations or interpretations.  
