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Abstract


Over the last two decades major changes in the organisation of state education have taken place, with the emphasis changing from policies based on equality of provision to those organised around the principle of  consumer choice. Inevitably, much research in education has been focused on these changes and the consequences of ‘market-driven’ policies on both students themselves and the educational institutions they attend. A central concern for both advocates and critics of the recent policy direction has been the role of information in the choices made by students, and research has shown that lack of information can hinder the equitable operation of the choice mechanisms. Through experiences on a research project examining careers education and guidance this paper aims to highlight an ethical ‘grey area’ (Burgess, 1989) for qualitative research in this area, which has re-emerged as particularly significant in the contemporary research context. It also gives an example of how this issue affected decisions made regarding research strategy and conduct in the field.
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Introduction


Recent government publications into student and parental choice in education have highlighted the role of accurate and up-to-date information in the choice process. While this has been officially presented as a fairly unproblematic matter, recent academic research in the area has found that the distribution of information amongst students and their families, for a number of economic and social reasons, has been far from equitable (Gewirtz et al., 1995). As the current government shows no signs of wishing to reverse the policies of marketisation initiated by its predecessor, it would seem safe to assume that academic investigation into the effects of these policies will continue for the foreseeable future. Such research will inevitably involve further examination of the role, nature and distribution of the information which forms the basis upon which educational choices are made. As will be outlined below, this brings to the fore a number of ethical considerations for educational researchers working in this area which, I believe, have not been fully explored in the context of this policy shift and consequent research in the area.


The issues, which are by no means new, will be discussed in relation to my own fieldwork experiences on a particular research project and will be related to both the work done in other areas of social science as well as to the current educational research agenda. As will become apparent, these ethical concerns are most pertinent to those conducting research of a qualitative nature, but may be of interest to both researchers in the area of marketisation of public services and social scientists with a particular interest in the ethics of the research process.





The Research Project


Although by its very nature a continually contested area, writers in the area of ethical research seem to have reached a consensus on two particular issues: that it is important both to share experience of fieldwork with the wider research community and to keep the issues surrounding the ethics of social scientific research the subject of a live and continually evolving debate. Bell and Newby (1977:9-10) argue that accounts of research experiences are as, if not more, valuable for learning than most methods textbooks, whilst Helen Roberts (1981:1) contends that “problems raised in personal accounts of research are themselves of sociological importance”. Burgess (1984:207) adds that





it is only by constant self-evaluation and reflection on our research experiences that we are most likely to understand moral dilemmas and the compromises that we are required to make in the conduct of our field research.





Hammersley and Atkinson (1995:285), more recently note that





it is important that the ethical issues surrounding research are discussed publicly, since this will feed into the deliberations of individual researchers and research teams.





It is with this in mind that I write this paper, hoping it may provide a basis for further discussion and that my experience might provide ‘food for thought’ for those working in similar areas of education and social policy research.





The study I am using to illustrate some of the problems I have encountered is an ESRC funded research project conducted as the basis of a doctoral thesis. The main aim of the research is to illuminate students’ perceptions of future educational and labour market routes. These ‘imagined futures’ will then be assessed in relation to other sources which influence student choices, such as parental or peer group norms and values. Although careers staff from both educational institutions (EIs) and careers companies were interviewed, the bulk of the research focused on 59 interviews2 with Year Eleven students in six different EIs. The interviews were of a ‘reflexive’ (Hammersley and Atkinson, 1995:152) kind and varied in length from 20 minutes to over an hour. It was these interviews that raised ethical issues which eventually had to be addressed by decisions that I will defend below. However, the fact that interviews were also conducted with staff in the six EIs, who were also ‘gatekeepers’ to access, was also a factor in the final decision that I reached.





Interviews, Interviewing and Ethics


Interviewing is one form of social interaction. However, the exact nature of the social interaction that an interview constitutes has been the subject of debate. Obviously, the ‘interview’ can take many different forms and this will dictate, to a large extent, what kind of interaction can or cannot take place within its parameters. Nevertheless, given a particular ‘interview situation’ both interviewer and interviewee can, in various ways and to varying degrees, shape the eventual form the interview takes and the nature of the relationship between thr interviewer and interviewee. The traditional textbook paradigm of ‘interviewer detachment’, in which the interviewer both actively seeks to control and depersonalise the interview situation, has been problematised by feminist researchers such as Ann Oakley (1981:41):





In most cases, the goal of finding out about people through interviewing is best achieved when the relationship of interviewer and interviewee is not hierarchical and when the interviewer is prepared to invest his or her own personal identity in the relationship.





Helen Roberts (1981:30) summarises Oakley’s position in relation to reciprocity as follows:





Traditional criteria for interviewing, suggest Oakley, can be summarised as, first, the admonition that the interviewing situation is a one-way process in which the interviewer elicits and receives, but does not give information. Oakley illustrates the absurdity of this situation through a discussion of the questions her respondents ‘asked back’.





Oakley (1981:49) justifies her decision regarding active responses to interviewees’ questions both as a political and ethical decision and also in terms of methodological utility:





I had found, in my previous interviewing experiences, that an attitude of refusing to answer questions or offer any kind of personal feedback was not helpful in terms of the traditional goal of promoting ‘rapport’.





She contrasts her approach with the traditional reliance on ‘strategies of avoidance’ suggested by many textbooks as useful devices which can be employed to parry questions raised by interviewees (Oakley, 1981:35).


Whilst agreeing with Oakley in terms of both her ethical concerns regarding interviewing and also the value of her approach in terms of conducting ‘good’ qualitative research, I feel it is necessary to make some qualifications to her approach. The nature of the research she uses to exemplify her viewpoint, both in terms of methodology and subject matter, are ideally suited to fully realise her methodological and ethical aims and as such raise relatively few problems for her (although I will discuss some criticisms of her paper in more detail later). Indeed, she does acknowledge that “common sense would suggest that an ethic of detachment on the interviewer’s part is much easier to maintain where there is only one meeting with the interviewee”. This proposition can fairly easily be extended with the further qualification that the shorter the time allocated for the interview, the less chance there is to build enough rapport to establish the type of relationship with the interviewee Oakley that advocates. Indeed, in many situations such an ‘ethic of detachment’ is an almost inevitable consequence of the constraints of time. Oakely’s interviews with pregnant mothers averaged a total of 9.4 hours with each interviewee over the course of several meetings (Oakley, 1981:43). This amount of time of in-depth interviewing certainly provides an opportunity to ‘get acquainted’ with an interviewee to the point of ‘personalising’ the interview situation. This situation (unfortunately) is not common in contemporary research outside of ethnographic case studies. The majority of interview situations do not fall into this category and are located somewhere on a continuum between the contact time Oakley was granted and the face-to-face administration of questionnaires. Ignoring the latter, and focusing on qualitative research, the interviewer can find him- or herself faced with temporal limitations which severely restrict the amount of rapport which can be established. This fundamentally alters the nature of the interview as a social situation and therefore, I would argue, the expected behaviour of both the interviewer and interviewee.





The Interview as Social Interaction


I would wholeheartedly agree with Sissela Bok (1982:179) who states that “scientific enquiry … has to be judged by standards common to other undertakings”. Bok argues that researchers should not be exempt from “ordinary restrictions on action” (1982:179) and should utilise the same rules in research situations as they would in everyday life. In applying this argument to the research interview I would conclude that Oakley, considering the nature of her methodology, behaved appropriately. In over 9 hours of contact time, it would be artificial (and perhaps impossible) to attempt to avoid any personal investment and reciprocity in the interview situation. However, as noted above, most interview situations involve considerably less contact time between interviewer and interviewee. Oakley’s accounts of “the transition to friendship” (1981:44-6) would seem to be an outcome which could reasonably be expected given the nature of her research. However, with shorter interview contact time the relationship between interviewer and interviewee could be reasonably expected to move from that of ‘friends’ to ‘acquaintances’ and perhaps even to ‘strangers’. Following Bok’s principle, above, of applying the same rules of behaviour to research as one would for everyday social interaction, the behaviour that would be possible, or even appropriate, in the interview situation would change according to the role dictated by the time available. Different social norms apply when talking to a ‘stranger, an ‘acquaintance’ and a ‘friend’ and these will inevitably affect the behaviour that is expected in different interview situations. Attempting personal disclosure and adopting a counselling role in a 20 minute interview would not only be inappropriate and disconcerting to the interviewee, but would in fact be impossible to achieve with any degree of success in such short time. It would also negate any possibility of collecting any useful data and render the interview an unfulfilling experience for both interviewer and interviewee. This is, of course, an extreme example, but I use it here to illustrate the constraints of time that are not always within the control of the researcher whatever his or her preferred research strategy or methodological approach.


This was the situation I found myself in whilst planning my own research. Whilst initially planning to conduct individual interviews with students lasting around an hour, I was faced with the difficulties of fitting this into my own limited research schedule and also that of students and teachers. I was advised by my colleagues that not only might some schools be unlikely to release their students from lessons for so long, but also that I may find it difficult to keep the students attention on relevant topics for that length of time. In view of this advice I initially requested a half-hour interview with each student, with the hope that this might be a ‘negotiable’ figure once I had gained preliminary access. In terms of the issues Oakley raises, the decisions I made regarding reciprocity and intimacy would have to be altered accordingly.





Although it would have been easy to concentrate my thoughts on ethical matters to issues surrounding the students’ well-being (as they were the primary focus of the study), there were also other parties which had to be considered. Although access was primarily requested through the headteacher or principal, most initial acceptances were passed on to a member of teaching staff with responsibility for careers education. These members of staff were often extremely helpful and gave up a considerable amount of their (already limited) free time to help organise the interviews with students and provide me with anything else I needed. They were also interviewed, with some giving up nearly 2 hours for this purpose. Most seemed actively interested in my research and showed what appeared to be genuine concern regarding the students’ futures. Although the focus of my research (and concerns) lay with the students, I appreciated that most of these staff were working in adverse circumstances in an already marginalised area of the curriculum (Harris, 1992). Whilst still in the process of negotiating access and arranging interviews I realised that I had ethical obligations to theses staff as much as I did to the students would I interviewed. Any stance I would take regarding reciprocity in the interviews would have to consider repercussions for the staff, without whose help the research would not have been possible. Although Becker (1967:245) warns that “we can never avoid taking sides”, I hoped that this may be attempted with the premise that, at least on initial  impressions, the careers staff and students were on the same side and should be treated as such.





The final qualification I want to add to Oakley’s proposals regards the politics of the research process. These operate at many levels, apply differently in different areas of research and are omnipresent in not only the research process itself, but, as Punch’s account (1985) demonstrates, also in the publication of research findings.


Every researcher has commitments which he or she must fulfil as part of a ‘research bargain’. Whilst Oakley only articulates these commitments in terms of her responsibilities to those being interviewed, they extend much further. In my study I can trace elements of the research bargain from the students, through careers staff, headteachers, my own university department and finally to my financial sponsors. All these parties have stipulated conditions which I must fulfil in order to continue my research and each group’s requirements can have direct or indirect implications for the research strategy. Before expanding on these I wish to add one more party involved whom I have responsibility to for my research, that person being myself. I have invested a great deal personally in this research project and the successful completion or non-completion of the project represents the ‘bottom-line’ to me in many respects which will have great impact on my future life-course. The ethical considerations of the researcher to him- herself must not be ignored as part of the reflexive research project. Whilst Oakley (1981:40) argues that “what is good for interviewers is not necessarily good for interviewees”, I would maintain that the reverse is also true.





�
The Politics of the Research Process


Commitments that researchers have to funding agencies and academic departments do not need to be spelled out here. They are a familiar aspect of most researchers daily lives. Punch (1985) gives a detailed account of some of the problems which can arise. I want to concentrate here on the commitments I felt here to the staff and EIs which granted me access, and to some of the politics inherent in my particular research area which lead to my decision regarding reciprocity in interviews with students.


When initially negotiating access with the EIs I was aware of my status as an outsider and anticipated (rightly, it appears with hindsight) that, however I explained my research proposal, my project might be regarded as an ‘evaluative’ study, with formal CEG provision as the focus. As Becker (1967:244) warns, “superordinate groups … will be sensitive to the implications of our work.” Helen Simons (1988: 144) expresses similar concerns:





Even research that is not specifically linked to action is likely to be scrutinised for its relevance to and implications for policy. Our subjects know that, and are sensitive to any possibility of advantage or disadvantage that may ensue as a consequence of their collaboration.





Anticipating this, I tried to emphasise the students as the central focus of my study and, to in an attempt to encourage the participation of EIs, I offered feedback in term of a report to the school. This offer brought with it a new ethical issue concerning what exactly to include in the school report. I provisionally tackled this problem by deciding that the bulk of the report would consist of a report on important trends found amongst all sixty students in the sample. A small summary focused on the EI concerned would concentrate on ‘themes and issues’ and no student would be mentioned individually or even as a pseudonymised exemplar. This decision way primarily informed by a desire to protect participating students as, since there were only ten from each institution in my sample, individuals could easily be identified otherwise.


Although this report comprised part of the research bargain, there were other factors which I believed had been agreed either implicitly or explicitly. I had negotiated with EIs and staff to interview students regarding CEG and its impact on their ‘imagined futures’ in education and the labour market. At no time was it agreed that I would be providing any information to the students or acting out any kind of counselling role. If I had suggested this possibility to staff and we had negotiated an agreement in relation to it, any interventions in the interview could have been guided by such an understanding. However, I did not approach this topic with the staff involved and feel that, had I done so, they might not only have had reservations about granting me access, but many have also felt personally affronted, believing that I was in some way usurping their professional position. Although there has been research showing that careers teachers lack access to relevant resources and training (Harris, 1992), it is doubtful that any intervention on my part (as an officially unqualified outsider) would have been welcomed by these same staff. As Alison Kelly (1985:103) points out, even in action research studies she was involved in, the “right to take action was dependent on negotiation”.





The Political Nature of Knowledge


Another factor which lead to my eventual decision was the nature of the information I was concerned with. Whilst Oakley’s (1982) concern was providing women with information and advice that they had felt unable to ask their doctor, which was either of a practical nature or concerned Oakley’s own experiences, information in a CEG context differs in important and problematic ways. Firstly, being unqualified in the area myself, to attempt to give information and advice to students which I was not absolutely sure about could be regarded as unethical in itself (and rather ironic given that my research was initiated amongst concerns about the quality of information and advice available to students). Secondly however, there is a distinctly political nature to the advice and information regarding choice and career routes. This was an issue central to the formulation of the initial research proposal and is directly linked to some of the assumptions upon which much of  present education policy is based. To intervene in the provision of information and advice, itself a political process, could be justified if the researcher was well qualified and informed in this area, but certainly, to my mind, would not constitute appropriate behaviour for an interested academic. It is interesting that Oakley did not problematise the political nature of the information and advice which she gave in her interviews. Whilst dedicating the first part of her paper to a critique of the ideological basis of the traditional, ‘masculine’ methodological paradigm of positivism, she does not discuss issues surrounding the ideological basis of medical knowledge. Although she may have seen some of the information or advice she gave as apolitical (outside of her concern for the women she studied and women as a group), this could be opened up to dispute. She attempts to separate the types of questions she was asked by interviewees into four distinct categories (1982:42-3) and in doing so fails to acknowledge that there may be no clear division between ‘advice’, ‘information’ and ‘personal experiences’. The irony of breaking down the questions in this way (which does little in terms of substantiating or clarifying her arguments) is that she presents her data and analysis in a form characteristic of the positivist approach she is so critical of. This alone could be seen as using tools of analysis that best fit the data. But in this particular example she is also guilty of creating categories which over-simplify the actuality of the situation she is studying, a critisism frequently aimed at research employing similar ‘positivist’ methods of analysis.


The third point, intimately connected to the previous two, is that although intervention may be justified in terms of an individual’s well-being, their could be serious ramifications if my intervention was detected (as it almost certainly would be) by the staff who had granted me access. There could even be consequences for the individual student which could be harmful to the extent of negating any benefits the initial advice or intervention. Bok (1978:178) cautions that:





in much research, their is neither … clear abuse nor such obvious innocuousness. The risks, their magnitude and probability, may be unknown or disputed. The benefits hoped for are just as conjected. [emphasis added]





Edward Shils (1982:134) also alerts us that “the real and immediate benefits which [research] can bring are … small and problematic”. Although both these writers are referring to balance of costs and benefits of research in the longer term, I feel that their warning can also be applied effectively to the proposed benefits of intervention whilst still in the field. In the context of this discussion it is directed at conduct within the interview itself. Kelly (1985:104), discussing her experience of intervention in action research finds that “our intentions, and high ethical principles of benefiting children, may not be realised in practice”. Hammersely and Atkinson (1995:279) express a similar view:





Sometimes actions that are motivated by ethical ideals can cause severe problems, not just for researcher but for the people they are studying as well.








Limits to reciprocity


The final decision I made before I entered the field was to limit any advice or information given in interviews with students to referrals to known experts or authorities (such as careers teachers, careers advisors or the careers library) and encouragement to do more research into the area they were concerned about3. This decision was made in the light of the limited time available for each interview, my lack of expertise and qualifications in CEG, ethical commitments to the careers staff who assisted me in my research and fears of upsetting the political status quo of the institutions I was working in. If the constraints on my research had been different, I may have considered a greater degree of involvement with the students, but would always be very cautious in doing so. Only after a careful consideration of the kind of issues discussed above would I attempt any such intervention during interview situations.


This is not to say, however, that I think that the students found the interviews completely sterile experiences. I feel that the interviews provided some students the opportunity to ‘talk through’ their future plans with someone who had no connections with the institution they attended. My role as a “therapeutic listener” (Oakley, 1982:51) may have given students a chance to articulate their plans at reasonable length and perhaps reflect on the appropriateness of their choices. Janet Finch (1993:168) writes





instances which demonstrate a feeling which was very common among the women I interviewed … - that they (often unexpectedly) had found this kind of interview a welcome experience, in contrast with the lack of opportunities to talk about themselves in this way in other circumstances.





Although Finch focuses on women in her paper, who may particularly welcome interviews due to their marginal and subordinate position in social and economic life, I would argue that, to a lesser degree, the students in my study may have found their interviews beneficial in a similar way. It is important to qualify this in one important respect, however. The same restraints which may prohibit or limit ‘intimacy and reciprocity’ will also devalue the interview as a forum for interviewees to talk through their concerns. The value of such an experience will also differ for each interviewee. Hammersley and Atkinson (1995:283) concur that:





while there are potential benefits from research for participants, for instance, the chance to talk at length to someone about one’s problems, how valuable these are found may vary.





Nevertheless, as young people they are, to differing extents, marginal members of society (Coles, 1997), depending on their individual circumstances they may have had less chance than they would wish to discuss their forthcoming transition from compulsory education. As Mary Douglas (1966:96) reminds us, “danger lies in transitional states” and the students I interviewed, I hope, may have in Finch’s (1993:169) words, “welcomed the opportunity to try to make sense of some of the contradictions in their lives in the presence of a sympathetic listener”.





Notes:


1I came across this expression in Hammersley and Atkinson’s (1995:269) discussion of ethics in ethnographic research.


2Sixty interviews with students were intially arranged but in the last visit to the last EI in the sample one student did not attend and, due to exam leave, no further students were available for interview.


3In the tradition of confessional accounts of fieldwork I must own up to occasions during interviews where I broke the very rules that I formulated beforehand. However, I feel that these pre-fieldwork decisions must be used as a guide because, as Punch (1985:26) notes, “the conduct of the researcher … [is] vunerable to unique deveopments in the field and to dramatic predicaments that can often be solved only situationally”.
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