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Introduction 
 
It is not uncommon, in planning research or in carrying it out, for the question to arise: Is this 
ethical? Similar questions may be prompted when reading accounts of other people’s research. 
Here are a few examples of ethical issues that can arise:  

• In designing a project concerned with investigating racist practices within schools, the 
researcher believes that only by disguising the focus of enquiry will access be granted. 
Would she be justified in doing this? 

• In the course of a piece of practitioner research concerned with improving the operation 
of a prison education unit, its manager decides to allocate prisoners randomly to two 
tutors, whom he trains to teach in contrasting pedagogical styles. Is this legitimate? 

• Studying provision for students with disabilities in further education, a researcher is 
faced by a young adult with severe learning difficulties who demands to be included in 
the research project, along with fellow members of the class, even though her parents 
have already refused on her behalf. What should be the researcher’s response? 

• In writing up a study of three nurseries, the researcher realises that his analysis is likely 
to be interpreted by parents and the local media as suggesting that one of these 
nurseries does not meet current inspection standards. Should he proceed to publish the 
findings? 

• During the course of investigating induction processes in a military training 
establishment, a researcher witnesses what she feels was severe bullying of a new 
recruit by two of the staff. She documents what occurred, interviews the people 
involved, and discusses the incident at length in the research report published two years 
later. But should she have intervened at the time to try to stop it; or, if this was not 
possible, should she have abandoned the research and immediately reported or 
publicised what had happened? 

Several distinct ethical principles can be involved in dilemmas of this kind, and it is important to 
identify them clearly. 

Ethical Principles 

Commonly recognised principles include: 

1. Minimising Harm. Is a research strategy likely to cause harm, how serious is this, and is 
there any way in which it could be justified or excused? Note that harm here could include 
not just consequences for the people being studied (financial, reputational, etc) but for 



 
 

 

others too, and even for any researchers investigating the same setting or people in the 
future. 

2. Respecting Autonomy. Does the research process show respect for people in the sense of 
allowing them to make decisions for themselves, notably about whether or not to 
participate? This principle is often seen as ruling out any kind of deception, though 
deception is also sometimes rejected on the grounds that it causes harm. 

3. Protecting Privacy. A central feature of research is to make matters public, to provide 
descriptions and explanations that are publicly available. But what should and should not be 
made public? What does it mean to keep data confidential, and is this always possible or 
desirable? Can and should settings and informants be anonymised in research reports? 

4. Offering Reciprocity. Researchers depend upon being allowed access to data, and this may 
involve people cooperating in various ways; for example, giving up time in order to be 
interviewed or to fill in a questionnaire. The research process can also disrupt people’s lives 
in various ways and to varying degrees. Given this, what, if anything, can participants 
reasonably expect in return from researchers; and what should researchers offer them? 
Should experimental subjects or informants in qualitative research be paid? 

5. Treating People Equitably. It may be argued that the various individuals and groups that a 
researcher comes into contact with in the course of research should be treated equally, in 
the sense that no-one is unjustly favoured or discriminated against. 

These principles do not exhaust all of the ethical concerns relevant to social research, but they are 
probably the main ones. 

There is now quite a large literature on ethics in educational research, and a much larger one 
relating to social scientific work generally. See Appendix 1 for a Selective Bibliography on Ethics in 
Educational and Social Research. 
 
There is also, of course, a huge philosophical literature on ethics generally. Some of this analyses 
key ethical concepts, including those mentioned above; some is concerned with exploring different 
general ways of thinking about ethics, such as deontological, consequentialist, ethics of care, and 
other approaches; and some is devoted to so-called ‘applied ethics’, in other words to using 
philosophical ideas to explore troubling public issues of various kinds that have an ethical 
dimension. See Appendix 2 for a guide to the Philosophical Literature on Ethics. 
 
We believe that in some discussions about research ethics there is a tendency to oversimplify the 
issues involved, and to underestimate the scope for reasonable disagreement about them. In what 
follows, we will outline several sources of complexity. 
 



 
 

 

Conflict Among the Principles 
 
A first point is that the five principles we outlined above sometimes conflict, and this means that 
they may have to be ‘weighed’ against one another. For example, in order to minimise potential 
harm to those we judge to be vulnerable, we may infringe their personal autonomy by insisting that 
others, those who know them well and can guard their interests, must give permission on their 
behalf if they are to participate in a research project. Alternatively, if we insist that they have the 
sole right to make the decision about their participation, so as to respect their autonomy, we may 
be unwittingly subjecting them to risk of harm that could otherwise be avoided. The potential 
conflicts among this set of principles carries the implication that sometimes an action will be ethical 
in one respect and unethical in another. These conflicts also raise the question of whether some 
ethical principles are so important that they should never be compromised in this way. But, if so, 
which ones, and why? One source of disagreement here, though not the only one, is cultural 
variation. Cultures differ in the priority they give to particular ethical principles and issues; for 
example in the weight they assign to individual autonomy as against loyalty to the group or respect 
for authority. At the same time, there can also be considerable variation in weight given to 
particular ethical principles within any particular culture. 
 
Varying Interpretations of the Principles 
 
Each of the five principles can be subject to somewhat different interpretations that are open to 
dispute. There are questions, for example, about what counts as harm. In the context of medical 
research this might include damaging people’s health, and there would probably be general 
agreement that the risk of this should be avoided if at all possible. However, the issue is not 
straightforward, either in this context or that of social research. Let us imagine a situation in which 
someone loses her or his job partly as a result of publication of the findings of a study of their work 
context. This is clearly a serious matter. But does this outcome constitute harm caused by 
research? It would probably be viewed like this by the person who was sacked, at least in the 
short term. But might others view it as of benefit, for example because the reason for dismissal 
was that this person had been shown to be abusing her position? Would that protect the research 
from the accusation of causing harm? We might also ask how direct a role the research played in 
bringing about dismissal. Was it the key factor, or did it only hasten what would probably have 
happened anyway? Does this, should this, make any difference to our judgment about whether the 
researcher acted ethically? 
 
Let us consider a rather different example: people may be distressed because of the way they are 
portrayed in a research report. Does this constitute harm? And, if it does, is it a sort or level of 
harm that researchers should seek to avoid at all costs? The second of these questions indicates 
that harm is a matter of degree. And we can also talk of degrees to which someone’s autonomy or 
privacy have been infringed, as well as degrees of exploitation or inequity. Needless to say, there 



 
 

 

is scope for reasonable disagreement in judgments about what are greater or lesser infringements 
of the five ethical principles. For example, are material consequences for someone’s livelihood 
more serious than reputational harm or psychological distress?  
 
Multiple Dealings 
 
The five principles we outlined do not usually relate just to our dealings with one person at a time, 
or even one homogeneous group of people at a time. Often several people, and types of people, 
are implicated in the decisions that researchers make, and one or more of the principles may be 
relevant to each of them. This is true not only in relation to a researcher’s interactions with various 
categories and groups of people in the field, but also includes others too: fellow members of a 
research team, colleagues and managers in the institution or organisation where the researcher 
works, funding bodies of various kinds, gatekeepers, and various further kinds of ‘stakeholder’. 
These multiple relations may generate ethical dilemmas, in terms of one or more ethical principle. 
 
Furthermore, ethics is not just about how one deals with those specific people with whom one has 
direct contact. Research can affect people more generally. For example, a study could damage 
the public reputation of a large organisation, a particular occupation, community group, or national 
society, and thereby the interests of those involved in it. These broader relations may also have to 
be taken into account. 
 
Finally, it is worth raising the question of whether a researcher has ethical responsibilities as 
regards her or his own moral character, emotional security, personal safety, etc. These relate, of 
course, not just to researchers as individuals but also to the various other roles which they play 
(including as kin, friends, etc) outside of research.  
 
The Research Goal 
 
We have outlined some of the complexities that may be involved in making judgments about the 
ethics of particular research strategies, as regards the implications for other people, and for the 
researcher as a person. However, it is very important to recognise that values do not enter the 
research process only in relation to our obligations and responsibilities to others, or even as 
regards the researcher as a person. In fact, some value or values must underpin the research 
enterprise itself, and also the selection of particular issues for investigation. This implies a rather 
wider interpretation of the scope of research ethics than is usual: judgments about what is and is 
not ethical practice must depend upon what is taken to be the goal of educational research, who is 
its audience, and how it is intended to relate to policy or practice.  
 
In our view, the first responsibility of the researcher is to pursue worthwhile enquiry as effectively 
as possible. But what this means can vary sharply, given the considerable diversity in approach 



 
 

 

within educational research today, and especially given differences over what its goal should be. 
For example, it makes a difference whether the purpose of research is to contribute to knowledge 
about important educational topics, or whether it is to bring about some kind of educational 
improvement or to promote social justice. Furthermore, the values that underpin the research goal 
may themselves have ethical implications for how people should be treated. One example is that 
researchers who adopt a ‘critical’ perspective that is concerned with bringing about emancipation 
of some kind may feel that ethical considerations should be applied quite differently in their 
dealings with those they regard as oppressed as against those whom they see as responsible for, 
or at least as strongly implicated in, that oppression. Similarly, if research is to contribute directly 
to educational improvement, then the decisions that the researcher makes in the field will be 
shaped by pedagogical or managerial considerations not just those that relate to the pursuit of 
knowledge per se; and there may be conflict between these two sets of goals. This is particularly 
true where researchers are operating under the auspices of some other role as well as that of 
researcher, as for example in the case of practitioner research. This other role is likely to affect 
their judgments about what would and would not be ethical. Indeed, some priority may have to be 
given to one role over the other. 
 
In our view, the prime ethical responsibility of the researcher is to pursue worthwhile knowledge; 
no other goal should be substituted for this, nor should it be compromised by other concerns 
unless this is ethically required as regards dealings with other people. Moreover, there may need 
to be resistance against attempts to impose excessive ethical or practical requirements that make 
it impossible to carry out research effectively, for example as a result of institutional forms of 
ethical regulation. 
 
Situated Judgments 
 
What weight researchers give to each of the five ethical principles outlined earlier and how they 
interpret them, in relation to the various people implicated, is also likely to vary according to the 
particular circumstances in which they are making judgments. Furthermore, how various problems 
arise, and one’s orientation towards them, may well change over the course of the research 
process. For example, in some kinds of research it is likely that researchers will come to know 
some of the people they are working with quite well. This will inevitably, and perhaps to an extent 
should, affect how they deal with them, at least to a degree and in particular respects.  
 
It is also important to remember that it is not just the researcher who will engage in judgments 
about the priority and interpretation of various ethical principles, but also those he or she deals 
with in the field, and elsewhere. Moreover, these people will usually be situated differently from the 
researcher, and it is not uncommon for this to lead to their reaching rather different conclusions. 
This generates various questions: What weight should be given to the ethical judgments of others, 
and whose responsibility is it to judge what is and is not ethical research practice? Our view is that 



 
 

 

the prime responsibility should always lie with the researchers themselves, but they would be 
foolish to ignore others’ judgments about these matters. 
 
An important aspect of the situated nature of judgment is that the concerns that inform 
researchers’ actions will never be solely ethical ones. Also involved are what we might call 
prudential matters: about what it would be most sensible to do given our goals and given what we 
want to avoid or minimise. And the constraints here will include the actual or likely reactions of 
other people. 
 
Above all, the situated nature of practical decision-making within research makes clear that sound 
judgments about what it is best to do cannot be made simply by following instructions or applying 
rules. In this respect, and others, research is a form of praxis; in other words, it is an activity in 
which there must be continual attention to methodological, ethical, and prudential principles, what 
they might mean in the particular circumstances faced, and how best to act in those circumstances 
as a researcher. 
 
As we have said, in our view the researcher, or research team, must take responsibility for these 
decisions; and this implies that they must be free to make them. This inevitably implies that 
occasionally researchers may make what others judge to be wrong decisions, and perhaps even 
decisions that they themselves come later to regret. The likelihood of ethical misconduct can be 
reduced by wider and more careful discussion of the practicalities of research, including the ethical 
issues that arise in the course of doing it. However, there is no way of eliminating all error, for 
example by applying some code, set of rules, or all-purpose tool. Indeed, attempting this can have 
quite the reverse effect. This is partly because, for the reasons we have outlined, what is right and 
wrong in some particular situation is a matter that requires consideration of diverse and potentially 
conflicting considerations. 
 
There have nevertheless been attempts to lay down procedures for dealing with ethical issues, of 
which the most influential has been the consent form. And this is at the core of recent 
developments in ethical regulation of social and educational research. 
 
Informed Consent: Fully Informed and Free?  
 
A common strategy used by researchers is to gain informed consent via a consent form which lays 
out what will be involved in the research, and the rights and responsibilities each side has. While 
informed consent is an important principle that addresses, in particular, the issue of respecting 
people’s autonomy, it is not a simple concept, nor does it offer any blanket solution to ethical 
problems. Much the same is true of other, less common, strategies; such as assigning rights over 
interview data to informants, or including them as full participants in the research process. 
 



 
 

 

 
Some people regard informed consent as an essential requirement in all social and educational 
research, while most others believe that it is desirable but not essential. As a number of 
commentators have pointed out, however, there are difficult issues involved in this notion, relating 
to each of its two components. [For a review of the literature see (accessed 24.4.12): 
http://eprints.ncrm.ac.uk/85/1/MethodsReviewPaperNCRM-001.pdf] 
 
Fully informed? 
 
There are several problems with the idea that participants in research can be fully informed. Some 
of these hinge on interpretation of the word ‘fully’. This cannot mean that all information about the 
research is provided, since this is potentially endless. Moreover, there will be much that could be 
asked about the research to which the researcher him or herself does not know the answers, 
particularly in the early stages. So, does ‘fully informed’ mean that gatekeepers, informants, and 
other research participants should be given all of the information about the research that the 
researcher has? We need to recognise that this information can take a variety of forms. Some of it 
will be about the purpose of the research, some about how the researcher plans to pursue the 
investigation, some will be about possible findings that could result from the research, some will 
concern possible consequences of carrying out the enquiry or of publishing the findings. Should all 
of this be supplied to the people being researched or only some of it? Should they be provided 
only with the information that is relevant to their decision about whether or not to participate? But, 
if so, can the researcher legitimately judge what is and is not relevant? And what about the danger 
that giving participants some of this information will affect their behaviour and thereby possibly 
render the findings of the research invalid or non-generalisable?  
 
Switching to a different sort of concern, is there any justification for not telling people about 
possible consequences of the research because this may alarm them unduly about what are very 
unlikely consequences? Is the researcher in any better position to judge what consequences are 
and are not likely than the participants? What if the people approached are simply not sufficiently 
interested in the research, or do not have the time available, to allow themselves to be fully 
informed in any of these senses? Should the researcher insist on their receiving all the information 
or allow them to opt in or out of the research without being fully informed? Would insisting on fully 
informing them infringe their autonomy? 
 
Other problems revolve around the word ‘informed’. What does it mean to say that someone is 
informed about something? Does it mean simply that they have been told about it? Or does it 
mean that they understand what they have been told? And how are we to interpret the word 
‘understand’ here? Does this mean that they understand the research in the same way as the 
researcher? In fact, this is very unlikely ever to be possible, not least because they are different 
people with different background knowledge, concerns and preoccupations, who are involved in 

http://eprints.ncrm.ac.uk/85/1/MethodsReviewPaperNCRM-001.pdf


 
 

 

different activities. Most of us could perhaps agree that the ideal would be to provide people with 
sufficient understanding (not just information) to make a reasonable judgment for themselves 
about whether or not they want to participate in the research. But what would count as having 
done this is not entirely clear, at least in abstract terms. Furthermore, as already noted, because of 
the very fact that participants have other concerns, many of them may not be very interested in 
spending time gaining an understanding of what would be involved in participating in the research. 
And it may be that it is not worth their spending time on this because the decision is not a 
consequential one: it will not make much difference to their lives one way or the other. 
 
Free consent? 
 
There are also problems surrounding the notion of free consent. Here, again, we need to take both 
of the words involved seriously. ‘Consent’ might be taken to mean: has signed a consent form, and 
assuming that the person has been ‘fully informed’ it is hard to deny that this amounts to consent 
in legal terms. But consent could also be given orally, and perhaps even implicitly. It may not be 
possible in all circumstances to get all participants to sign a consent form, for example because 
this would involve major disruption of the setting being investigated. So, as elsewhere, there may 
be a tension here between ethical concerns and doing the research effectively; or even between 
different sorts of ethical concern. 
 
The idea of ‘free consent’ refers to the extent to which a person might be, or could feel, under 
pressure to consent or for that matter to refuse consent. We cannot assume that, when people are 
faced with the issue of consenting or not consenting to being researched, they exist in a social 
vacuum as sovereign individuals. Rather, they live through playing various roles that involve them 
in relationships with other people, including many that involve influence and power. They make 
their decision, at least partly, in light of those relationships. And they may feel that their hand is 
forced to agree or disagree by someone who is in an institutional position above them, or by their 
peer group, or by consideration for people for whom they feel a responsibility. Whether or not 
these are illegitimate constraints on them is a matter of evaluative judgment, and may be one 
about which there can be disagreement. Moreover, who is to decide? 
 
It is also worth noting that the researcher, and even the people themselves, may not be aware of 
the forces that are shaping their decisions. We might also wonder whether there are 
circumstances in which someone might too freely consent or too freely refuse consent. What we 
mean by this is that they may have made the decision without taking sufficient account of what are 
legitimate considerations that they ought to have addressed. Should people’s apparently freely 
taken decisions about whether to participate in a research project be accepted at face value, or 
should they be questioned about how well they are informed, how carefully they have thought 
about it, and how free they feel to consent or refuse? Or would such questioning be disrespectful, 
infringe their autonomy by putting them under pressure, or simply cause unnecessary problems for 



 
 

 

the research? 
 
It is increasingly common for the requirement of informed consent to be operationalised in terms of 
a formal contract between researcher and researched via a consent form. [See: Singer, E. (1980) 
‘More on the Limits of Consent Forms’, IRB: Ethics and Human Research, 2, 3, p7; Bradshaw, M. 
‘Contracts with research participants’, Building Research Capacity, Issue 4, pp4-6, available at 
(accessed 24.4.12): http://www.tlrp.org/rcbn/capacity/Journal/issue4.pdf; and Coomber, R. (2002) 
'Signing your life away? Why Research Ethics Committees (REC) shouldn't always require written 
confirmation that participants in research have been informed of the aims of a study and their 
rights – the case of criminal populations', Sociological Research Online 7, 1. Available at 
(accessed 24.4.12): http://www.socresonline.org.uk/7/1/coomber.html]. There certainly may be 
advantages in having a permanent record of what was agreed, though we should note that this 
may work in the interests of the researcher as much as in that of the researched. It is also 
important to remember that any contract can be interpreted in different ways, however carefully 
worded, and that its interpretation and use always requires shared understanding and trust; and 
this may change over the course of the research. A written contract cannot be a substitute for 
these, only an aid to them. Any attempt to make it work as a substitute will not only result in a very 
lengthy, detailed, and legalistic document, but will also be futile. Furthermore, consent forms can 
have unethical consequences, where they are treated as replacing judgments about what would 
and would not be ethical. 
 
Finally, it is important to recognise that there are significant cultural differences in view about who 
can and should give consent for who to be involved in what. In many Western societies, it is 
usually assumed, in principle, that adults ought to be treated as free agents in terms of their 
decisions, though the situation is more uncertain as regards children, and also as regards both 
children and adults who have disabilities that could affect their capacity to be informed or to 
consent in a manner that takes account of their own interests. However, in some non-Western 
cultures this sort of autonomy is not given the same weight. Here, the head of a kin group or a 
community leader may be regarded as having the proper authority to agree to whether members 
of the family or community should participate. Such cultural differences are important, and can 
pose difficulties: should the researcher respect the established culture or insist that individuals are 
fully informed and freely consent? Would that be possible? At the same time, we should note that 
there is no single, sharp contrast here between traditional and modern liberal communities. In the 
latter context, those in management positions within large organisations will sometimes act to 
prevent any member of their organisation participating in a research project, or they may 
effectively order all members to participate. Difficult questions can arise over how a researcher 
should respond to either of these situations.  
 
What is clear, though, is that informed consent cannot be treated as a sacred principle that must 
always be fully respected. What it means, and what is possible and desirable, will vary according 
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to circumstance. Complex and uncertain judgments are always at least potentially involved. 
 
Ethical Regulation 
 
In recent times, there has been increasing regulation of social and educational research. Initially, 
this took the form of ethical codes established by professional associations, with universities and 
other research organisations sometimes requiring their members to adhere to these codes. More 
recently, ethics committees have been established in universities, and in other organisations, or 
the remit of existing committees has been extended to include social and educational research. 
Moreover, there has been a tendency for the operation of these committees to be modelled on the 
regulation of medical research, though there have also been recent attempts to make their 
approach more appropriate. This increased regulation is controversial, not least because of the 
complexities surrounding the ethical judgments involved in research. There are also questions to 
be raised about the legitimacy of ethics committees in principle, and about the effects of their 
operation: do they encourage more and better dialogue about ethical matters; or do they, in effect, 
falsely reduce ethical consideration to a matter of compliance with a code or to the use of a tool 
like a consent form? There is now a considerable literature on ethical regulation, see Appendix 4. 
 
How Serious are Ethical Issues in Educational Research? 
 
Our discussion may well have given the impression that the activity of doing educational research 
is saturated with agonising ethical dilemmas. It is certainly true that any research project involves 
many potential ethical issues. However, these are by no means always very serious matters about 
which researchers need to worry or deliberate. Our view is that there is often a tendency to over-
dramatise the seriousness of the ethical problems involved in social and educational research. For 
example, much of the time this research has relatively little significance for the people being 
studied, compared with all the other things going on in their lives. Indeed, it seems to us that, in 
ethical terms, social and educational research is not much different from many ordinary activities 
that we all engage in every day. There too there is always scope for identifying ethical issues that 
might need consideration. Much of the time these will have to be put on one side in order to get 
anything done, but some of them will be of such importance that they need to be addressed. 
Careful discrimination is required. 
 
It certainly seems to us that the sorts of ethical issues that arise in doing social and ethical 
research do not usually have the same level of seriousness as those involved in, say, carrying out 
randomised trials on the effectiveness of medical treatments. Here, the consequences for those 
being researched are likely to be potentially much more severe, though the benefits may also be 
greater. Indeed, we do not believe that even randomised controlled trials of educational 
interventions involve the same level of serious problems as those in medicine; though, as in the 
case of educational action research, there will always be issues to do with the nature and 



 
 

 

consequences of the intervention concerned. Generally speaking, research which does not involve 
any major intervention in the lives of the people being studied is less likely to generate serious 
ethical issues. While there will be some occasions when major problems do arise, in our judgment 
these are not very common. Needless to say, our views on this matter are far from universally 
shared by educational researchers or by other stakeholders. However, this fact simply 
underscores what has been one of our main points here: that there is considerable room for 
reasonable disagreement about research ethics.  
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APPENDIX 1 SELECTIVE BIBLIOGRAPHY ON ETHICS IN EDUCATIONAL AND SOCIAL 
RESEARCH 
 

Some of the sources listed here are intended to be fairly comprehensive, others are focused on 
particular aspects of the research process, the use of specific data collection methods, the 
investigation of particular kinds of research context, or the issues that can occur in working with 
some sorts of people (for example, those who are judged especially vulnerable, or those who have 
considerable economic or political power). This literature also displays a range of rather different 
views about how ethical issues should be approached.  
 
Many, though not all, methodological texts include a section on ethics (see, for example Bryman, 
A. (2012) Social Research Methods, Oxford, Oxford University Press, see also earlier editions, 
and Hammersley, M. and Atkinson, P. (2005) Ethnography: Principles in Practice, Third edition, 
London, Routledge.). However, there are also books, collections and articles specifically devoted 
to research ethics, varying somewhat according to whether they cover both qualitative and 
quantitative work, what issues they address, and from what perspective. They include the 
following: 
 
Barnes, J. A. (1979) Who Should Know What? Harmondsworth: Penguin. 
 
Beals, R. L. (2005) Politics of Social Research, Second edition, Chicago: Transaction 
Books/Aldine.  
 
Beauchamp, T., Faden, R., Wallace, R., and Walters, L. (eds.) (1982) Ethical Issues in Social 
Science Research, Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press. 
 
Caplan, P. (ed.) (2003) The Ethics of Anthropology: Debates and Dilemmas, London, Routledge. 
 
Christians, C. (2011) ‘Ethics and politics in qualitative research’, in Denzin, N. and Lincoln, Y. 
(eds.) The Sage Handbook of Qualitative Research, Thousand Oaks CA, Sage. 
 
Denzin, N. K. and Giardina, M. D. (2007) Ethical Futures of Qualitative Research: Decolonizing the 
politics of knowledge, Walnut Creek, CA: Left Coast Press.  
 
Diener, E. and Crandall, R. (1978) Ethics in Social and Behavioral Research, Chicago: University 
of Chicago Press.  
 
Gregory, I. (2003) Ethics and Research, London: Continuum.  
 



 
 

 

Hammersley, M. and Traianou, A. (2012) Ethics in Qualitative Research: Controversies and 
Contexts, London, Sage. 
 
van den Hoonard, W. C. (ed.) (2002) Walking the Tightrope: ethical issues for qualitative 
researchers, Toronto: University of Toronto Press.  
 
Homan, R. (1991) The Ethics of Social Research, London: Longman. 
 
Iphofen, R. (2009) Ethical Decision Making in Research, London, Palgrave Macmillan. 
 
Israel, M. and Hay, I. (2006) Research Ethics for Social Scientists, London: Sage 
 
Kimmel, A. J. (2007) Ethical Issues in Behavioral Research: Basic and Applied Perspectives, 
Malden MA: Blackwell.  
 
King, N. M. P, Henderson, G. E. and Stein, J. (eds.) (1999) Beyond Regulations: ethics in human 
subjects research, Chapel Hill NC: University of North Carolina Press. 
 
Macfarlane, B. (2009) Researching with Integrity: the ethics of academic enquiry, London, 
Routledge. 
 
McNamee, M. and Bridges, D. (eds.) (2002) The Ethics of Educational Research, Oxford: 
Blackwell. 
 
Mauthner, M., Birch, M., Jessop, J., and Miller, T. (eds.) (2002) Ethics in Qualitative Research, 
London: Sage. [Second edition 2012] 
 
Mertens, D. and Ginsberg, P. (eds.) (2009) Handbook of Social Research Ethics, Thousand Oaks 
CA, Sage. 
 
Murphy, E. and Dingwall, R. (2001) ‘The ethics of ethnography’, in Atkinson, P., Coffey, A., 
Delamont, S., Lofland, J., and Lofland, L. (eds.) Handbook of Ethnography, London, Sage. 
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APPENDIX 2 THE PHILOSOPHICAL LITERATURE ON ETHICS 
 
There is a huge philosophical literature on ethics, and considerable disagreement within it about 
the nature of ethical issues, as well as about the implications of ethical principles for action. 
Among the topics which this literature covers are the following: Are there moral truths? Should we 
approach ethical problems in terms of principles or particular judgments? Should we determine 
what are good and bad actions in terms of the intentions behind them or their consequences? 
What, if any, are the grounds for moral obligation? 
 
For an excellent set of papers deploying philosophical arguments in relation to educational 
research, see McNamee, M. and Bridges, D. (eds.) (2002) The Ethics of Educational Research, 
Oxford, Blackwell. See also Bridges, D., Gingell, J., Suissa, J., Watts, M. and Winch, C. (2007) 
Ethics and educational research: philosophical perspectives. London: TLRP. Online at 
http://www.tlrp.org/capacity/rm/wt/bridges 
 
There are many introductions to the philosophical literature, though few cover the full range of 
kinds of philosophical work. Here are some examples, with varying styles and stances: 
 
Benn, P. (2000) Ethics, London: Routledge. 
 
Blackburn, S. (2001) Being Good: a short introduction to ethics, Oxford: Oxford University Press. 
 
Ewing, A. C. (1953) Ethics, New York: Free Press. 
 
Frankena, W. K. (1963) Ethics, Englewood Cliffs NJ, Prentice-Hall. 
 
Grayling, A. C. (2003) What is Good? The search for the best way to live, London: Weidenfeld and 
Nicolson. 
 
Griffin, J. (1996) Value Judgement: Improving our ethical beliefs, Oxford: Oxford University Press. 
 
Hudson, W. D. (1983) Modern Moral Philosophy, Basingstoke: Macmillan. 
 
Kerner, G. C. (1990) Three Philosophical Moralists: Mill, Kant, and Sartre, Oxford, Oxford 
University Press. 
 
Larmore, C. (2008) The Autonomy of Morality, Cambridge, Cambridge University Press. 
 
Mackie, J. L. (1977) Ethics: inventing right and wrong, Harmondsworth: Penguin. 
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Murdoch, I. (1985) The Sovereignty of the Good, London, Ark. 
 
Raphael, D. D. (1981) Moral Philosophy, Oxford: Oxford University Press. 
 
Warnock, G. J. (1967) Contemporary Moral Philosophy, London, Macmillan. 
 
Warnock, M. (1978) Ethics Since 1900, Third edition, Oxford, Oxford University Press. 
 
Williams, B. (1985) Ethics and the Limits of Philosophy, London: Fontana. 
 
A useful dictionary on philosophical ethics is Jacobs, J. A. (2005) Ethics A-Z, Edinburgh: 
Edinburgh University Press. 
 
There are also many collections that bring together diverse approaches to a range of ethical 
topics. For two particularly wide-ranging ones, in somewhat different ways, see Singer, P. (ed.) 
(1991) A Companion to Ethics, Oxford: Blackwell and Singer, P. (ed.) (1994) Ethics, Oxford: 
Oxford University Press. 
 
For a useful, detailed, introduction to three currently influential philosophical approaches within 
Anglo-American philosophy, see Baron, M. W., Pettit, P., and Slote, M. (1997) Three Methods of 
Ethics, Oxford: Blackwell.  
 
For a collection which covers issues in Continental philosophy, see Kearney, R. and Dooley, M. 
(eds.) (1999) Questioning Ethics: contemporary debates in philosophy, London: Routledge.  
 
For a history of philosophical ideas about ethics, see MacIntyre, A. (1967) A Short History of 
Ethics, London: Routledge and Kegan Paul; see also Becker, L. C. and Becker, C. B. (eds.) (1992) 
A History of Western Ethics, New York: Garland.  
 
For a more recent and quite a demanding discussion of some of the eighteenth and early 
nineteenth century sources of philosophical ideas about ethics, see Rawls, J. (2000) Lectures on 
the History of Moral Philosophy, Cambridge MS: Harvard University Press. 
 
One philosophical approach to ethics that was particularly influential in early thinking about ethical 
regulation of research was that of David Ross in the 1920s. On this, see his book The Right and 
the Good (2002), Oxford: Oxford University Press.  
 
For a discussion of the influence of Ross’s work on ethical regulation of research, see Small, R. 
(2001) ‘Codes are not enough: what philosophy can contribute to the ethics of educational 
research’, Journal of Philosophy of Education, 35, 3, pp387-406. [Reprinted in McNamee, M. and 



 
 

 

Bridges, D. (eds.) (2002) The Ethics of Educational Research, Oxford, Blackwell.] 
 
For illuminating philosophical reflections on moral reasoning that came out of working on the 
National Commission for the Protection of Human Subjects of Biomedical and Behavioral 
Research, which produced the Belmont Report, see Jonsen, A. R. and Toulmin, S. (1988) The 
Abuse of Casuistry: a history of moral reasoning, Berkeley: University of California Press. These 
authors argue that what is primary in moral reasoning is the consideration of particular cases, 
rather than the establishment of abstract principles. Others have taken a similar line, see for 
example Dancy, J. (2004) Ethics Without Principles, Oxford: Oxford University Press. For counter 
arguments, see McKeever, S. and Ridge, M. (2006) Principled Ethics, Oxford: Oxford University 
Press.  
 
Feminist Ethics 
 
Feminist philosophy has challenged much modern ethical theory on the basis that it takes 
masculine experience as the norm, and thereby devalues women’s interests and points of view. 
Some feminists have developed an approach that takes women’s experiences as the starting point 
for ethical deliberation, often given the label ‘the ethics of care’. This has been particularly 
influenced by the work of the psychologist Carol Gilligan: see Gilligan, C. (1982) In a Different 
Voice, Cambridge, MA, Harvard University Press.  
 
A leading proponent of an ethics of care is Nel Noddings. See Noddings, N. (2003) Caring: A 
feminine approach to ethics and moral education, Berkeley, CA, University of California Press. 
Sara Ruddick proposed ‘maternal thinking’ as a virtue which should be applicable to government 
and international relations in order to promote global peace and prosperity (see Ruddick, S. (1989) 
Maternal Thinking: Towards a Politics of Peace, New York: Beacon Press). A similar argument is 
supported by Virginia Held in her work: Held, V. (1993) Feminist Morality: Transforming culture, 
society, and politics, Chicago: Chicago University Press. See also Held, V. (2006) The Ethics of 
Care, New York, Oxford University Press; Kittay, E. F. (1999) Love's Labor: Essays on Women, 
Equality, and Dependency, New York: Routledge; and  Kittay, E. F. and Feder, E.K. (2003) The 
Subject of Care: Feminist Perspectives on Dependency, Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield  
 
For an excellent review of feminist ethics including care ethics and its criticisms see 
http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/feminism-ethics/ (accessed on 05.03.2012) 
 
Other radical approaches 
 
There are other lines of philosophical thinking about ethics that put into question core aspects of 
the character of modern ethical thought.  
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One source here is the writings of Nietzsche, see Leiter, B. and Sinhababu, N. (eds.) (2007) 
Nietzsche and Morality, Oxford, Oxford University Press. 
 
Some draw on ideas from Levinas and post-structuralists like Derrida and Lyotard, see for 
example Caputo, J. (1993) Against Ethics: Contribution to a poetics of obligation with constant 
reference to deconstruction, Bloomington, IN, Indiana University Press and Caputo, J. (2000) ‘The 
end of ethics’, in LaFollette, H. (ed.) The Blackwell Guide to Ethical Theory, Oxford, Blackwell. 
 
Foucault’s last three books dealt with ethics, see O’Leary, T. (2002) Foucault and the Art of Ethics, 
London, Continuum, and Davidson, A. (1994) ‘Ethics as ascetics: Foucault, the history of ethics, 
and ancient thought’, in Gutting, G. (ed.) The Cambridge Companion to Foucault, Cambridge, 
Cambridge University Press.



 
 

 

APPENDIX 3 LITERATURE ON ETHICAL REGULATION 
 
Once upon a time, not that long ago, there was little or no regulation of social and educational 
research. The initial moves toward regulation took the form of the production of ethics codes by 
professional or disciplinary associations. In large part, this was prompted by the move to 
regulation in the field of medical research after the Second World War. This was largely stimulated 
by the discovery that research had been carried out on prisoners in concentration camps, and by 
the production of the Nuremburg Code in response to this.  Some other examples are repeatedly 
cited as indicating the need for ethical regulation of research, including the Tuskegee Syphilis 
Study.  
 
Within social science, reference is also sometimes made to Project Camelot, in which research 
was implicated in US foreign policy in Latin America, Stanley Milgram’s experiments on 
obedience, and Laud Humphreys’ study of ‘impersonal sex in public places’. 
 
Key documents relating to the ethics of medical research in the US, but which also have relevance 
to social and educational research, are contained in Sugarman, J., Mastroianni, A. C., and Kahn, 
J. P. (1998) (eds.) Ethics of Research with Human Subjects: selected policies and resources, 
Frederick, Maryland: University Publishing Group, 1998. Included here are relevant sections of the 
Nuremburg Code, the World Medical Association Declaration of Helsinki, and the Belmont Report. 
 
As regards the Tuskegee Syphilis Study, there is some dispute about the facts and ethics of this 
case, on which see: 
 
Shweder, R. A. (2004) ‘Tuskegee re-examined’, Spiked, available at http://www.spiked-
online.com/Articles/0000000CA34A.htm  
 
See also Reverby, S. (ed.) (2000) Tuskegee’s Truths: Rethinking the Tuskegee Syphilis Study, 
Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press. 
 
On Project Camelot, see: http://www.cia-on-campus.org/social/camelot.html 
This is an extract from: The Rise and Fall of Project Camelot: Studies in the Relationship Between 
Social Science and Practical Politics, Irving Louis Horowitz, ed. Cambridge MA: The M.I.T. Press, 
1967. 
 
On Milgram’s work, see: 
 
Milgram, S. (1974) Obedience to Authority, New York: Harper & Row. 
 
Miller, A. (1986) The Obedience Experiments: A case study of controversy in social science, New 
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York, Praeger. 
 
On Humphreys’ Tearoom Trade, see http://www.angelfire.com/or3/tss/tearoom.html  
 
For a fuller discussion, see: Humphreys, L. (1975) Tearoom trade: Impersonal sex in public 
places, Second edition, New York: Aldine. This edition provides a postscript and retrospect on the 
ethical issues. 
 
For a history of the development of codes and regulation within US social science, see 
Hammersley, M. and Traianou, A. (2012) Ethics in Qualitative Research, London, Sage, 
Introduction; and Homan, R. (1991) The Ethics of Social Research, London, Longman, ch.2. See 
also T. Beauchamp et al Ethical Issues in Social Science Research, Baltimore, Johns Hopkins 
University Press, 1982, Part 5; and King, N. M. P, Henderson, G. E. and Stein, J. (1999) (eds.) 
Beyond Regulations: ethics in human subjects research, Chapel Hill NC: University of North 
Carolina Press. The introduction of codes was not without opposition. Here, for example, are brief 
reactions to the introduction of ethics codes in sociology and anthropology: 
 
Becker, H. S. (1964) ‘Against the code of ethics’, American Sociological Review, 29, 3, pp 409-10. 
 
Freidson, E. (1964) ‘Against the code of ethics’, American Sociological Review, 29, 3, pp 410. 
 
See also Wax, M.L. and Cassell, J. (1981) ‘From regulation to reflection: ethics in social research’, 
American Sociologist, 16, 4, pp224-9. 
 
For a more recent discussion, see: Small, R. (2001) ‘Codes are not enough: what philosophy can 
contribute to the ethics of educational research’, Journal of Philosophy of Education, 35, 3, pp 
387-406. (Reprinted in M. McNamee and D. Bridges (2002) The Ethics and Educational Research, 
Journal of Philosophy of Education, Oxford: Blackwell). 
 
Current social science research ethics codes include the following: 
 
British Sociological Association (BSA) (2002) Statement of Ethical Practice 
http://www.britsoc.org.uk/about/ethic.htm 
 
Social Research Association (SRA) (2003) Ethical Guidelines http://www.the-sra.org.uk/ethics.htm 
 
American Sociological Association (ASA) (1997) Code of Ethics http://www.asanet.org/ethics.htm 

American Anthropological Association (AAA) (1998) Code of Ethics 
http://aaanet.org/committees/ethics/ethicscode.pdf 
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British Psychological Society (BPS) (2010) Code of Human Research Ethics 
http://www.bps.org.uk/about/rules5.cfm 
 
British Educational Research Association (BERA) (2011) Ethical Guidelines for Educational 
Research http://www.bera.ac.uk/system/files/BERA%20Ethical%20Guidelines%202011.pdf  
 
For a fairly recent account of the role of ethics committees today in the UK, see Tinker, A. and 
Coomber, V. (2004) University Research Ethics Committees: their role, remit and conduct, 
London, Nuffield Foundation/Kings College. 
 
There is a whole journal in the US devoted to issues surrounding institutional review boards and 
research ethics: IRB: Ethics and Human Research 
 
The introduction of the ESRC Research Ethics Framework/Framework for Research Ethics 
marked a significant shift in the level of ethical regulation of educational and social research in the 
UK. See: 
 
Economic and Social Research Council (2010) Framework for Research Ethics, Swindon, ESRC. 
Available at: 
www.esrcsocietytoday.ac.uk/esrcinfocentre/opportunities/research_ethics_framework/ (accessed 
19.8.10). 
 
See also: 
 
UNITED KINGDOM RESEARCH INTEGRITY OFFICE 
http://www.ukrio.org/sites/ukrio2/the_programme_of_work/live_document___code_of_practice_for
_research.cfm 
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Boden, R., Epstein, D., and Latimer, J. (2009) ‘Accounting for ethos or programmes for conduct? 
The brave new world of research ethics committees’, Sociological Review, 57, 4, pp727-49. 
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Dingwall, R. (2006b) ‘Confronting the anti-democrats: the unethical nature of ethical regulation of 
social science: Summary of Plenary Address to Annual BSA Medical Sociology Group 
Conference, Heriot-Watt University, Edinburgh, September 2006.’, Medical Sociology Online, 1: 51 
– 8. 
 
Dingwall, R. (2007) ‘Turn off the oxygen...’ Law and Society Review 41, 4, pp787-95.  
 
Dingwall, R. (2008) The Ethical Case Against Ethical Regulation in Humanities and Social Science 
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