What Are Qualitative Research Ethics?
Discussion of research ethics in social research has become dominated by a concern with the increasing regulation of social research which has occurred over the last decade or so.  Various authors in qualitative social science (as well as in other methodological traditions) have contested the appropriateness of ethical regulation in social research, arguing that it poses minimal risks to participants.  Ethical review by research ethics committees (RECs) is viewed by these authors as unnecessary and more importantly, as detrimental to the future of social science research in that it is perceived as having the potential to render some types of social science research as impossible to undertake.  Researchers using ethnographic, visual and online methods have all identified the threat to their practice posed by ethical regulation.  Yet, despite extensive critiques of ethical regulation, systems of ethical review have become embedded in universities and research organisations in the public, commercial and third sectors.  
An alternative view, less widely expressed, is that no research is ever risk-free and that systems of ethical review encourage researchers to think through the ethical issues that they may encounter in their research and thereby improve levels of ‘ethical literacy’ in the research community.  However, ethical literacy means more than learning how to achieve a favourable opinion from an ethics committee, it means encouraging the development of an attitude to research where ethical issues are foregrounded and one where attention to ethical issues is given throughout the process of conducting research.  This means that consideration of ethical issues should be central to, and guide decision-making in, all aspects of a research project from its conception to its dissemination.  In short, conducting ethical research should not be reduced to the process of ‘getting ethics approval’. 
I have recently had a book published in NCRM’s ‘What is’ series  (http://www.bloomsburyacademic.com/viewbookseries/2048-6812) focusing on ethics in qualitative social research.  In it I note that, despite concerns about unethical practice in social research, it appears that the ‘horror stories’ are both well-known and relatively rare.  Milgram’s obedience to authority experiment, Zimbardo’s Stanford prison experiment and Laud Humphrey’s covert ethnography of homosexuality are unusual exceptions.  In the main, there appear to be few cases of serious ethical breaches but this does not mean that researchers do not experience ethical challenges or that consideration of ethical issues should not be at the forefront of researcher’s minds in conducting social research.     
In the book, which is an introductory text, I argue that ethical frameworks can help researchers to identify and think through the ethical issues that emerge in their research.  Ethical frameworks do not provide definitive answers to ethical dilemmas, but rather a means of thinking about them and assessing what an appropriate and defensible course of action might be.  In the book I outline a number of ethical frameworks: consequentialist; principlist; ethics of care; and virtue ethics.  Each of these provides different ways for thinking about the ethical issues that emerge in research but each foregrounds the key ethical dilemmas that researchers experience, those of consent, confidentiality, risk and respect.  
[bookmark: _GoBack]One of the concerns commonly expressed by researchers is that traditional thinking about ethics in research is not applicable to some of the more recent developments in research methods, such as visual methods, creative methods and digital and e-research.  The book explores this issue.  Conventional concepts of consent, anonymity and confidentiality are challenged by researchers using these methods.  Researchers using visual and creative methods, for example, have argued that anonymity (and perhaps confidentiality also) may not always be possible or indeed desired by research participants.  In digital and e-research issues of consent raise important challenges.  To what extent should publicly available digital data be subject to traditional notions of informed consent and how do these concepts apply to different types of digital data (blogs, tweets, forum discussions and social networking data)?  On the one hand there is the notion that the internet (and digital research more broadly) is a ‘huge social science laboratory’ (Eynon et al, 2008) and on the other is the notion that concepts of consent and privacy should still apply or at least be a central feature of the consideration that researchers give to how they access and use digital data.  New and emergent forms of data and methods may mean that we need to think about ethical issues in new ways but they don’t negate foregrounding ethical thinking in our practice or the use of ethical frameworks to help us in our endeavours. 
