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RESEARCH METHODS
Ethics and Research Examples

The following is an example of an ethical situation in social research.  Please identify the issue.  How do you feel about it?  Are the procedures described ultimately acceptable or unacceptable?  Can you come to a consensus as to what is (or what would have been) appropriate in this situation?  What would you have done?
[bookmark: _GoBack]
Scenario 1:  You are a researcher working on a large-scale study of police-citizen encounters.  You are assigned to 2 officers and their patrol car over a 12 hour shift.  The study requires you to observe and document every police-citizen encounter.  During one encounter near the end of the work shift, a suspect who is being pulled over for a traffic stop (burnt out tail light) flees and a several mile chase ensues.  You and the officers observe items being thrown from the car window.  The suspect’s car finally comes to a rest after hitting a tree and the suspect is apprehended.  

In looking for the items discarded out the window, you and the officers return to the start of the chase.  The officers cannot find any items nearby.  You observe a large baggy of white powder packets on the opposite side of the street from where the officers are.  Frustrated, the officers are about to leave when you mention “maybe we should look on the other side of the street” and point in the direction of the large baggy.  The officers’ field test the powder you directed them to as being cocaine.  The officers congratulate you for your help and proceed to charge the suspect with fleeing and eluding and drug possession.  At the end of the shift, the officers take you out to breakfast as a thank you for your assistance.
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Scenario 2: You are an analyst working for a large urban police department. Your chief has recently signed off on your department to take part in a multi-site research study examining the best strategies for victim resistance during assaults and robberies. The department’s participation gains them roughly $100,000 in grant funding that can be used for almost any purpose. Your job is to administer an in-depth, semi-structured interview to the victims of assaults within a few days of the incident. The interview asks background questions, questions about the victims’ beliefs and philosophies, and detailed questions about the assault incident. The data collection is meant to be similar and systematic across all of the research sites, and if the department does not successfully complete the study, it is unlikely it will receive a similar research grant in the future.

You are currently towards the end of first day of interviews. So far you have conducted four interviews with assault victims. In three of those four interviews, the victim had an emotional breakdown during the questions regarding the assault incident. One of those three appeared to have a panic attack during the interview. You have several more interviews to conduct in the day, and data collection is planned to continue for approximately one month, totaling 75 interviews. One research colleague suggests skipping the questions on the assault incident and another suggests that the research is very important to the department, necessitating that you continue to ask the questions.
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Scenario 3: You are an undergraduate student researcher working on an independent study with your beloved professor. He has sent you to a nearby prison to conduct interviews with correctional officers. The research is concerned with correctional officer culture, asking questions such as how the officers perceive their work on a day-to-day basis, what those officers find motivating about their work, and what they believe would help them do their jobs better on a day-to-day basis. The data collection has a two month timeline.

Interview participation is completely voluntary. You set up shop in a vacant office and the corrections officers can stop by if/when they feel like participating. You have been coming to the prison five days a week for three weeks and so far zero correctional officers have participated. Your only contact is the officers’ supervisor, who controls shift assignments for each of the officers. She asks you how data collection is going, and when you tell her your progress she shakes her head and says, “Don’t worry about it. It’ll be taken care of.” The next day the supervisor calls each of the correctional officers into her office for a brief meeting. Afterwards the correctional officers quickly come to your location for an interview. By the end of the two months you have now completed interviews with every corrections officer in the prison.
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Scenario 4:  You are conducting research on extremist groups in North America.  You are interested in learning how these groups recruit members and motivate them to commit violence.  Through your interviews you begin to develop a network of information about those who may be involved in the recruiting process and those who are actively involved with terrorist organizations.  

You have developed a solid working relationship and rapport with your informants.  You start to reach out to interview individuals suspected of being involved in the recruiting process of a local group called the “True Citizens for Liberty and Purity” and gain their trust.  Upon networking with recruiters you begin to hear information about a plan to attack bus stations with chemical agents. Through many meetings with the recruiters you deduce that the plan that you heard about many weeks ago is operational and may be carried out at some point in the coming year.
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Scenario 5:  You are interested in the delinquent behavior of juveniles.  Having a difficult time gaining access to official data on juvenile delinquency (law enforcement, court, or correctional data), you develop a research study that relies upon information you extrapolate from Facebook.  You develop a database of Facebook information for approximately 300 juveniles.  This information includes all of the information each juvenile has posted about themselves.  You also review all of the pictures that these 300 juveniles posted to Facebook.  You develop measures of drug use and sexual activity based upon these pictures.  From these sources of information, you develop observations about juvenile delinquency and begin to formalize a manuscript that will be submitted to a journal on juvenile delinquency. This manuscript will include several pictures from Facebook that you believe are illustrative of general themes.
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Scenario 6:  You are interested in the inner-workings of gangs in a major US city.  You become connected with a local gang through a mutual friend.  Your goal is to be a participant observer of the gang – you would ideally like to be involved with every gang activity and every gang conversation so you can gain a complete observation of what occurs in the gang to develop an understanding of the gang.  

To do so, you have to gain the gang’s trust.  On one of your very first encounters with the gang, they feel you out to insure that you are not associated with law enforcement or any other regulatory agency.  They ask you to accompany them to a nearby housing project where one of the gang members lives (Jason).  Jason has supposedly ratted on one of the other gang members to federal law enforcement.  Following the “snitches get stitches” mentality, the gang asks you to injure Jason by attacking him so as to send him a message about going against the gang.
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Scenario 7: You are a research analyst for a private social science research company. Your company recently received a contract with the State Attorney General’s Office to examine the extent of police abuses of authority during suspect interrogation. Once the research is complete the goal is to be able to give the Attorney General’s Office a fairly precise rate of police abuse of authority during the course of interrogations. Data collection revolves around the length of the interrogation (how long it took), the withholding food and water, and the use of physical force. The data is collected by speaking with information officers at police departments in the state, who must self-report the incidents of abuse. 

This research contract is the largest your private company has ever received, and your supervisor makes it clear that if you do a good job, it’s possible that the Attorney General’s Office will be interested in pursuing future research contracts. The Attorney General is also in the middle of an election and police brutality is a major campaign issue. After you hear of several abuses of authority during data collection, your supervisor casually suggests that you call those police departments back and give them a chance to clarify their data, perhaps suggesting that a 12 hour interrogation (which is against state guidelines) was actually an 8 hour interrogation (which is within state guidelines), or that a suspect who did not receive any water might have been offered a cup of water. After giving several departments a chance to clarify their data, a report is submitted to the Attorney General detailing the rate of police abuse of authority during interrogations.
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Scenario 8: You are a researcher conducting research with parolees, interviewing them about their experiences transitioning from the prison back into the community, and all of the barriers and successes associated with that. In order to conduct the research, you had to establish strong rapport with several parole officers so that you had access to their parolees for interviews. The interviews cover areas like housing, employment, preparing for release, experiences with social support and family, and the parolee’s criminal background. 

Before participating in the interview, the parolee signs a confidentiality agreement, where you agree that the information in the interview will not be discussed with anyone outside of your university research team. Before one of the interviews, a parole officer jokes that the parolee you are about to interview is a bit of a recluse and probably will not talk to you at all. During the interview the parolee is obviously shy, but opens up eventually. At one point he alludes to committing several assaults for which he had never been caught. The crimes occurred four months ago, while he was on parole. After the interview is over you tell his parole officer about the assaults. 
