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ABSTRACT: WHERE DID THE ETHICS REVIEW PROCESS g0
wrong for qualitative research, and how can we make it
right, or at least better? This paper begins with an
excerpt from an ethnography of attempting to attend
an ethics review-related workshop, which exemplifies
that the ethics-review process is based on epistemolog-
ical assumptions aligned with positivistic research, and
does not fit the qualitative research process. We suggest
that a new format for ethics review, based on assump-
tions associated with qualitative research and ethnog-
raphy, might be a better fit. In this model the researcher
becomes the expert and the committee the learner or
ethnographer. In this process the ethics review process
is guided by four core open-ended questions that facil-
itate a fuller and richer exchange of information. The
second part of this paper presents strategies that may
lessen the risks associated with the unknown or emer-
gent aspects of qualitative research. These strategies
include a dual consent process and the co-opting of
journal editors or thesis review boards to review ethical
considerations prior to publication or sign off, and a
renewed focus of ethics training.
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HE AUTHORS ARE BOTH EXPERIENCED ethnog-
raphers with many studies and visits to ethics
committees under their belts. During each
of these visits the authors presented their
studies underwritten by their qualitative epistemologi-
cal assumptions, whereas positivistic assumptions or
the medical model were reflected in the ethics committees’
questions (see also American Association of University
Professors, 2001; Interagency Advisory Panel on Research

Ethics Social Sciences and Humanities Research Ethics
Special Working Committee (SSHWC), 2004; van den
Hoonaard, 2002). That is, ethics committee members
reviewing qualitative research assume the research
project should emulate quantitative research. Common
sources of antagonism are voiced in ethics committee
questions seeking information on such matters as sam-
pling size, how the results generalize to the population,
and general bias. They also request justification of what
they consider jargon, for example naturalistic enquiry,
ethnography, or taking an everyday life perspective.

In our own research projects, as well as Fitzgerald’s
extensive study of ethics committees in five countries
{Australia, Canada, New Zealand, United Kingdom,
and United States) (e.g., Fitzgerald & Yule, 2003), we
have vet to find an ethics committee that reflects qual-
itative epistemological assumptions. This is inclusive of
Tolich’s experience of serving nine years on various
ethics committees. He currently chairs New Zealand’s
National (Multi-region) Health Ethics Committee.
On the contrary, informal and formal observations of
the ethics review process generally support comments
like those of Bosk and DeVries (2004, p. 10}, who suggest
that there is a “trained incompetence when it comes
to the inductive methods of qualitative research” and
ethnography.

There is no single genesis for this paper, as the two
authors have learned to accept that their epistemological
assumptions fit ethics committee expectations like a
round peg in a square hole. We use Fitzgerald's experi-
ence of attempting to attend an ethics-related workshop
to discuss ethics committees as a starting point to
demonstrate how ethnography does not fit the normal
sensibilities of “everyday” research. The following is
excerpted from an ethnography of a request for an
ethnographer to attend a workshop related to ethics
committee issues as an ethnographer (Fitzgerald, c2005).

Fitzgerald accepted the “by invitation only” letter
stating that she would use the occasion to collect data
related to her research on the research ethics-review
process. One of the workshop’s themes was informed
consent and, accordingly, the organizers circulated
Fitzgerald's intention to use the workshop to further
her research goals. To our knowledge, at no time did
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the organizers collect the other workshop participants’
goals and circulate them. Nor did the organizers ask for
a confidentiality agreement from the participants,
Ironically, it is unknown how many other workshop
participants planned to use the information they
gained from the workshop, if at all. Did any of them
have permission to use another person’s insight in
future ethics committee deliberations, public lectures
or informal conversations?

Membership in a “by invitation” workshop denotes
that persons taking part must have considerable expe-
rience with the focal topic and, as such, they can be
taken to represent both a random sample, and the col-
lective views, of experts in the field. To expect an
ethnographer to attend the meeting and to not to
engage in relevant discussions, ask questions, and take
notes is to not understand ethnography. This is one of
the key points of this paper. Ethics committee members
generally do not comprehend ethnography as ethnog-
raphy, but do so through the skewed lens of positivistic
epistemology. In fact, ethnography is boundless, and
asking questions, engaging in everyday discussions,
and taking field notes is an ethnographer’s way of
understanding the world. It can be expected that many
other “by invitation” participants also ask questions,
engage in discussions, and make notes of interesting
comments offered by other members of the gathering.
The only difference between Fitzgerald and these oth-
ers was that she thought it ethical to seek their approval
in advance. The outcome produced for Fitzgerald “an
ethnographic moment,” highlighting the disjuncture
between ethnography and routine ethics review. For an
ethnographer, data can be found anywhere and can
include personal experiences, observations, and conver-
sations that are part of everyday life, something many
ethics committee members do not seem to understand.

The unbounded nature of ethnographic data collec-
tion may be problematic for members of ethics com-
mittees, but this is only half the story. What happens
after the ethics committee gives final approval? This,
too, is based on the assumption that research is linear
and that the planned project will unfold as prescribed.
In ethnography such linearity is rare. For example, this
paper developed out what was initially a dinnertime
conversation we two ethnographers had during the 7th
World Bioethics Conference. Neither has a memory of
either signing an informed consent document. The dis-
cussion began with their asking the question: “Where
did ethics review go wrong for qualitative research?”
This turned into a discussion of what would ethics
review look like if it were based on qualitative episte-
mological assumptions.

Tolich and Fitzgerald began their discussion with the
assumption that the current ethics review system did
not adequately address the needs and concerns of qual-
itative researchers, either during the review, during the
actual conduct of the research or its aftermath leading
to publication. Too often qualitative researchers report
their experiences of the positivistic ethics review system
as antagonistic and quantitative. For example, the typical
form of communication between the researcher and
the ethics committee underscores this disjuncture: the
fill-in-the-boxes-oriented questionnaire does not cor-
respond to qualitative researchers’ opened-ended data-
gathering approach. We recognize that some ethics
committees employ procedures more in keeping with
what we are about to recommend, but are concerned
that the way in which the review standards are written
and the way in which most committees operate pre-
clude such an appropriately nuanced review procedure.
In addition, as with any questionnaire goes the
assumption that the world is knowable in advance, and
the research and its outcomes are predictable. This
position reflects Neuman’s (1997) distinction between
positivist and qualitative epistemological assumptions
(see also Denzin & Lincoln, 1994). Positivism assumes
that “the nature of reality manifests as stable pre-existing
patterns or order that can be discovered.” Qualitative
assumptions see the nature of reality differently: as
“fluid definitions of a situation created by human inter-
action.” The notion of a stable, knowable world lends
itself to an ethics review process that can approve a
known or predictable set of circumstances. Qualitative
researchers may take part in this ethics review, yet the
fluidity of their social world and the spontaneity of
their informants mean that a great deal of what is to be
researched is, at the time of the ethics review, unknown
(Fitzgerald, 2005).

The standard ethics review process is more akin to a
risk management exercise at the behest of the host
institution or funding body than a review that ade-
quately addresses the ethics needs of qualitative
researchers (Fitzgerald, 2004; The Center for Advanced
Study Project Steering Committee, 2005). As risk man-
agement for qualitative research, ethics review lacks
depth and foresight, as ethics review can only approve
the known. Yet if the research problem is emergent (a
key qualitative research assumption), only the known
risks can be acknowledged in ethics review. The
unknown, what happens after the ethics review, is itself
a risk to manage.

The authors ask: How would qualitative researchers
set up an ethics committee if they were given the
chance? What assumptions would they draw on from



their own research practice? How would they diffuse
the power imbalance between the researcher and the
committee? The authors have chosen five overlapping
epistemological assumptions, recognizable by qualita-
tive researchers (e.g., Adler & Adler 1987; Denzin &
Lincoln, 1994; Spradley 1979), upon which to base their
proposed ethics review process. They are as follows:

. the researcher as learner

. research as empowerment

. the use of opened-ended grand-tour questions
. the research problem as emergent

. the investigator as the research instrument

G W N e

If the ethics committee were to adopt an ethno-
graphic approach, a starting place would be what
Spradley (1979) describes as a learner role, whereby
“ethnography alone seeks to document the existence of
alternative realities and to describe these realities in
their own terms” (1979, p. 11)? For example, rather
than (or in addition to) the ethics committee gathering
information based on a questionnaire type of ethics
application requiring a written narrative about the
nature of the research, it would assume the learner role
and ask the researcher to come to the meeting in per-
son (or via conference phone call or other innovative
information technology) and describe the nature of the
research. It is likely that the qualitatively informed
ethics review committee would gather information as
they gather most of their information: via observation
of the applicant and open-ended questions. This facili-
tates a better exchange of information, enabling the
ethics committees to assess the researcher’s prepared-
ness to enter the field. The ethics committee as learner,
asking open-ended questions, would generate a further
key qualitative assumption: empowering the marginal-
ized person, in this case the qualitative researcher.

What happens when new ethical issues emerge when
the researcher is in the field? The key assumption in
ethnography is that the research problem is emergent.
The current approach to ethics review is based on the
positivist assumption that the research project is pre-
dictable. Yet for qualitative researchers the emergent
aspect of the research makes the current form of ethics
review a charade.

The fifth assumption—that the investigator is the
research instrument—refers to the researcher going
into the field describing and analyzing what has been
seen. Although this is widely accepted as an essential
aspect of ethnography, it can also be used pejoratively,
to question the researcher’s objectivity. In the sense we
use it, it refers to the solitary researcher (or research team)
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being the keeper of ethics. For this to succeed, a prepara-
tory step requires qualitative research educators to focus
their teaching both on getting through an ethics com-
mittee, and on thinking on one’s feet about solving the
ethical problems that emerge during the research.

What are Qualitative Epistemological
Assumptions?

van den Hoonard (2002, p. 177), like others, has previ-
ously considered how qualitative researchers could
advance their genuine concerns in the face of positivis-
tic ethics committees. His two strategies are to encour-
age qualitative researchers to join ethics committees
and to form separate qualitative ethics committees. In
each case van den Hoonard articulates six key differ-
ences in epistemological assumptions that explain why
qualitative research does not fit into the dominant par-
adigm that pervades ethics committee thinking. These
six points of difference are useful for examining the
disjuncture between qualitative and quantitative
researchers, in order to explain why qualitative research
does not fit standard ethics review. The six points are
as follows:

. Recognizing the complexity of social settings

. Not knowing in advance the extent of data to explore

. Avoiding as much as possible advance knowledge of
the literature

4. Reversing the order of writing up the data and
analysis

. Emphasizing accuracy

6. Seeking out deviant or negative cases

WO
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Qualitative researchers begin with an assumption that
their research never presumes to know in advance its
outcomes, and often avoid, as much as possible, advance
knowledge of the literature. Yet during ethics review
researchers are required to describe their project as if
they had this knowledge, completing the ethics applica-
tion as if the outcome were more predictable. Qualitative
researchers disguise their inductive model within a
deductive frame. A deductive frame has a clearly stated
hypotheses leading to a linear data collection and analy-
sis that is both transparent and straightforward. Any
qualitative researcher aware of these six assumptions
who seeks ethical approval takes part in a sham. The
applicant tells the ethics review committee what they
want to hear, as if they know from the outset the nature
of the problem, the likely outcomes of the research, and
its ethical considerations. This can be read as a neces-
sary, but deceitful, practice.
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Qualitative researchers do research differently. The
research problem is generated within the iterative and
reverse linearity of research. Writing is exploratory, not
an end in itself but a form of analysis and develops a
clearer statement of the problem. Not surprisingly, it
often appears to a positivist informed ethics committee
member that the science of qualitative research is back-
wards, biased and not rational (Fitzgerald, 1994, 2005).

If these are the epistemological research assumptions
used by qualitative researchers, it is no wonder that
ethics review committees have difficulty grasping qual-
itative research goals, as they see the research as half-
baked and, at best, a form of journalism. From the authors’
experiences, positivism is an easy fit for most ethics
committee members. Questions such as the following
constantly arise: what is a saturated solution or phe-
nomenology or a snowball sample? For qualitative
researchers, ethics review is an uncomfortable proce-
dure. In the following we consider what might ease
this discomfort.

The model we propose would turn ethics review on
its head. The researcher would be considered the inform-
ant, the person providing the information, and the
ethics committee would be considered the learner
(ethnographer), positioned in the more passive position.
The learners (ethics committee members) would use
qualitative questions: open-ended questions, a clean
slate. These questions might be:

1. What is the research project about?

2. What ethical issues does the researcher believe are
raised by this project?

3. How does the researcher plan to address these ethi-
cal problems?

Question One (What is the research project about?)
is what Spradley (1979) would call a “grand tour” ques-
tion, designed to elicit a verbal description of some-
thing of significance in the informant’s world, in this
case the person’s research. They allow the informant,
the applicant, an opportunity to set the direction of the
discussion. This question is standard. Ethics applica-
tions usually begin by allowing the researcher to state
in lay language what the research is about. The sum-
mary states the problem and a brief account of the
methodology, along with a statement of the potential
key benefits of the research.

Question Two tests the researcher’s knowledge of
ethics, the methodology involved and their interrela-
tionship, gauging her or his ability to recognize the
ethical problems likely to arise in the research project
outlined in Question One. Here the researcher will

address the basic ethical principles of autonomy, benef-
icence, non-malfeasance and justice, as well as any
issues associated with the proposed research that they
wish to bring to the ethics committee’s attention. In
this model they are the experts, and the committee
members are the learners or the ethnographers. Thus
they can use other modes of questioning, like asking
explorative questions or questions of clarification
(Spradley, 1979), as a means for expanding their under-
standing of the research and its potential ethical issues.

Question Three requires the researcher to assume the
expert role and to address her or his own problems
using imaginative solutions that show insight into the
research context, the nature of the participants, and the
nature of the method or methods proposed. How will
the potential harm or problems identified in Question
Two’s response be managed or minimized? Can the
researcher think critically and creatively? Does he or
she understand the basic principles of research ethics
and apply them?

Ethics committee members would then have suffi-
cient knowledge of the research problem outlined in
Question One to rate how the researcher conceived of
the ethical problems likely to arise, and how they might
be resolved. The committee should be able to deter-
mine if the researcher can envision ethics and ethical
issues both generally and in relation to this particular
kind of research.

However there is a fourth open-ended question to
put to the applicant based on the assumption that the
research problem is emergent and many of a qualitative
researcher’s ethical issues are unknown at the point of
final ethics approval. The fourth question an ethics
committee may ask might be: “What contingencies are
in place if the research project changes its focus after
the research has been approved and has begun?” This
builds on the qualitative assumption that a qualitative
rescarch project is not linear, but iterative and evolving.
Question four assumes that qualitative research is likely
to change in design as the research problem develops
and asks how the researcher plans to modify or adapt
the research as it untolds.

Together these four questions transform the ethics
review process, making the process more transparent
and meaningful for qualitative researchers. The process
also makes the researcher more accountable for his or
her research’s ethical considerations both in the present
and the future. The four questions examine the
researcher’s knowledge of ethics and her or his ability
to predict possible changes and how they may be dealt
with in the field. Under this regime, power relations
between researcher and ethics committee are shared.



When ethics committees are willing to dialog with
researchers, the situation can be transformed in ways
that make ethnographic research fully understandable
to the committee and enable appropriate problem solv-
ing to occur.

Normally the ethics committee’s approval process
stops at that point, although researchers are monitored
via annual reports and via their responses to any com-
plaint or query lodged with the ethics committee. The
authors of this paper suggest that there are other sim-
ple strategies to both monitor and support qualitative
researchers as they research the emergent, spontaneous
unknown world of qualitative research. It is to these
strategies that we now turn.

Post-Ethics Review Strategies

Not every eventuality can be predicted in advance, but
researchers should be able to entertain common
changes. New supervisors or research staff may skew
the project. Ethics approval sought prior to securing
funding may result in a narrower study if the allocated
funding is less than expected. Key informants may not
be as willing to take part in the research when recruit-
ment time comes around. A study comprised of five
workplaces may narrow to one workplace when the
first site visited turns up unexpected issues worthy of
their own study. Informant-led research may challenge
initial assumptions, steering the researcher in different
and novel directions. For example, Tolich’s study of
workers’ resistance to a new technology revealed that in
fact the workers loved the technology, leading him to
focus on the interesting topics of gendered task segre-
gation and emotion at work (Tolich, 1993).

The assumption that the research problem is emergent
is central to qualitative research. Any ethics model for
qualitative researchers must be sufficiently flexible to
design strategies to monitor researchers in the field and
to support them as they tackle both the unknowns and
the subsequent ethical issues that arise. What effect does
this reality have for a core principle like informed con-
sent? How should a researcher account for a research
outcome that differs significantly from the original
research proposal and the original consent process?

A second or dual informed consent model is not
unusual in indigenous research. New Zealand Maori
and First Nation tribes of Canada routinely use this
dual informed consent process. Before commencing,
researchers seek collective consent for permission to
conduct the research. They are also required to return
prior to publication to once again seek permission, this
time, to publish. Why isn’t this process universal for
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qualitative researchers? If the research problem is
emergent, thus altering the original consent, why not
require those researchers who witness a change in their
research to seek to renegotiate their relationship with
informants? One limitation on this further negotiation
is logistical: going back to each informant may be time
consuming and impractical. An alternative negotiation
process would be to form an informant advisory group
with which to dialogue changes in the research problem.
However, some topics may be too sensitive to involve a
re-consent process (e.g., illegal activities, domestic
abuse, or other situations where re-contact would place
the participant at risk for harm). Caution needs to be
practiced here before creating a universal dictate, with
each case considered independently as part of the review
process, something the new, proposed review process
would encourage.

When research problems change, so do the ethical
issues in that project. One common problem occurs
when a multi-site project turns into a one-site case
study. In the original ethics application the ethics com-
mittee would have found ethical assurances in the con-
fidentiality offered by a multi-site design. However,
confidentiality assurances change when research shifts
from a multi-site approach to one site, often unrecog-
nized by the researcher. The researcher may continue
to offer the same confidentiality assurances promising
not disclose the site’s identity. Tolich (2004) labels this
promise “external confidentiality.” But what of the
identities of the people in the one site: can they be pro-
tected from each other? Here the problem is internal
confidentiality. If a published report quotes a company’s
CEO or receptionist, they may not be recognized by
anyone external to the site. Yet the staff in the site will
most likely recognize each other.

Qualitative research methodologies have a unique style
of reporting data (Clifford & Marcus, 1986; Van Maanen,
1988; Atkinson, 1990; Hammersley & Atkinson, 1991).
The author is required to produce sufficiently detailed
evidence for the readers to not only follow the reasoning,
but to be able to use the information to make similar or
differing opinions. Qualitative methodology requires the
author to stand in the shoes of the informant (Atkinson,
1990), and the reader must be given the same courtesy. In
a similar way, when a research project changes its focus
from that which was originally approved, ethical path-
ways could be (and generally should be) written into the
work for the reader to follow.

Qualitative journal editors, academic examiners, or
members of qualitative research committees could be
enlisted to monitor the research after the ethics review,
a role they have often played in the past, but one that












