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Professional Codes of Ethics
Their Role and Implications
for International Research
Jacqueline L. Schneider
American University, Washington, DC

International criminological research is growing both in terms of prominence and
occurrence. Boundaries for conducting research are expanding well beyond our respective
national borders. Foreign nationals or visiting fellows—who venture outside their home
countries to compare or contrast existing crime trends, events, policies, or practices—
are faced with a myriad of challenges. One methodological challenge is to conduct
research within ethical constructs. However, the issue becomes “To which country’s
code of practice or ethical standards does the international researcher adhere?” The pur-
pose of this article is to explore the issue of doing ethical international research with
the aim of offering pragmatic suggestions on how to proceed with international studies
that can withstand ethical scrutiny.

Keywords: ethics; international research; informed consent; professional codes of ethics

There are many definitions for the word ethics. Perhaps the most succinct one
comes from Homan (1991), who states that ethics is the “science of morality”

(p. 1). Albanese (2006) offers his definition:

Morals are good conduct; they constitute permissible behavior. Morals are the rules that
prescribe proper action. Ethics is the study of morality, that is, the study and analysis
of what constitutes good conduct (i.e. morals). Laws provide only the baseline or
boundaries of civil behavior. Moral behavior requires more than the law requires. (p. 3)

The American Heritage Dictionary (1983) defines ethics several ways, including
“the study of the general nature of morals and of specific moral choices”; in addi-
tion, it offers a definition that relates to the notion of professional bodies: “the rules
or standards governing the conduct of the members of a profession” (p. 242). And
finally, in terms of sociology, ethics is defined as

the concern with what ought to be, whereas service (including social science) is con-
cerned with describing reality as it actually exists. This distinction has given rise to the
notion that social science should be “value” free or value neutral. In practice, however,
both means and goals of social science investigation are intrinsically bound up with
ethical considerations. (Dictionary of Sociology, 2005)
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Conducting research within an ethical framework when using human participants
became a paramount issue after the atrocities of World War II came to public atten-
tion. Experiments conducted on human beings, allegedly to advance science, during
the course of Nazi occupation inflamed the worldwide collective conscience. In
response to the course of war events, several guiding documents emerged. The first,
the Nuremberg Code 1947, came as a direct result of the war crimes tribunals, thereby
advancing 10 standards to which those conducting human experimentation must
adhere. These standards, aimed primarily at physicians and other medical researchers,
were developed to satisfy legal, moral, and ethical ideals (see Mitscherlich & Mielke,
1949). Additionally, the United Nations’s Universal Declaration of Human Rights,
another response to the Nazi practices, mandates “nations and governments to elim-
inate abuse and inhumane treatment of its citizens” (Pettifor, 2004, p. 265). Finally,
the World Medical Association (1964) developed a statement of ethical princi-
ples, the Declaration of Helsinki, which guides physicians and others who partici-
pate in medical research. According to the declaration, considerations pertaining
to the well-being of humans should supersede all other interests and concerns.
Professional societies that emerged in the decades that followed incorporated the
tenets of the various documents, albeit in varying degrees, in their respective pro-
fessional codes of conduct.

Without argument, the medical community has been the frontrunner with regard
to outlining ethical considerations and developing guidelines for their members to
follow. Indeed, Roberts and Indermaur (2003) believe that bioethics still overshadow
discussions of ethical considerations within the social sciences, perhaps denying the
reality that vast differences between the disciplines exist. Compared to the medical
sciences, the social sciences have not been as obvious and, at times diligent, in the
way they have developed their guiding principles or in the application of ethical stan-
dards when conducting research that involves humans. Because of the diverse subject
matter within social sciences, each discipline has had to address ethics within its own
context, with some professional associations and societies being more progressive or
proactive than others. For example, the American Sociological Association and the
American Anthropological Association devised and adopted ethical standards in
1971 (Taylor, 1994), albeit more than two decades after the Nuremberg Code was in
place. The American Psychological Association followed suit in 1977. However, the
American Society of Criminology (ASC), founded in 1941, still has not published a
definitive code,1 but the Academy of Criminal Justice Sciences (ACJS), founded
in 1963, enacted theirs in 2000. Elsewhere, the British Society of Criminology
(BSC) adopted an ethical code of conduct for their members in 1999 (BSC, 1999),
the Australian and New Zealand Society of Criminology (ANZSOC) in 2000
(ANZSOC, 2000).

Moreover, protecting social science research participants is a relatively recent phe-
nomenon. As previously mentioned, Nazi experimentation forced the medical profes-
sion to re-evaluate how human participants are treated. However, the social sciences
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operated in relative obscurity until the 1970s when a series of questionable, high-profile
studies came to light. Most sociologists and criminologists will be all too familiar
with them: Milgram’s (1971) study on obedience to authority; Hanley, Banks, and
Zimbardo’s (1973) study on the prison environment; and Humphreys’s (1975) study
on the tearoom trade. In defense of the researchers, at the time these studies were
undertaken, ethical considerations surrounding social science research participants
were not really tantamount (see Babbie, 2004, for specific comments on Humphreys’s
work). Given the research community’s reaction to these studies, discussions about
the appropriateness of the treatment of participants have moved to the forefront of
social scientists’ minds. Hoyle (2000) comments that “ethical considerations should
inform our thinking about choice of research topic as much as it should our choice
of methods” (p. 402). She continues by saying that social scientists tend to “gloss
over ethical dilemmas” but acknowledges that most of us rarely complete a project
without encountering ethically related situations that require some decision making
on behalf of the researcher. But the question remains: To whom do we, as interna-
tional criminologists, as globalists, turn for guidance when particularly problematic
ethical circumstances arise?

The overall purpose of this article is to explore the issue of doing ethical interna-
tional research with the aim of offering a suggestion as to where international
researchers can turn when dilemmas crop up, as they undoubtedly will. To achieve
this, a series of discussions is provided. First, the existence and role of institutional
review boards (IRBs) in various countries is presented along with an exploration of
the purpose of having codes of ethical practice. Second, ethics in an international
context is explored. Here issues of boundaries, allegiance, and jurisdiction are dis-
cussed by illustrating an ethical situation encountered while conducting research in
England. Finally, having highlighted the need to have available a professional body
to which international researchers who experience ethical dilemma can turn for guid-
ance when problems arise, suggestions are presented as a way forward.

Review Committees and Professional Codes

In the United States, IRBs provide a first port-of-call for researchers, who are
based in America, when framing their methodology and protections of participants.
Similarly, Israel’s (2004a) extensively complete review of the Australian experience
with the use of Human Research Ethics Committees (HREC) demonstrates their
importance but highlights the complex, and at times contested, use in criminological
research Down Under. Palys and Lowman (1999, 2000) describe the Canadian expe-
rience with Research Ethics Boards with regard to criminological research post-
Ogden,2 paying particular attention to the Tri-Council Policy Statement (Canadian
Institutes of Health Research, Natural Sciences and Engineering Research Council of
Canada, and Social Sciences and Humanities Council of Canada, 2005) regarding its
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limited confidentiality clause. In Canada, a common policy (see Canadian Institutes of
Health Research, Natural Sciences and Engineering Research Council of Canada, and
Social Sciences and Humanities Council of Canada, 2005) that spans three main disci-
plines (Medical Research Council, Natural Sciences and Engineering Research
Council, and the Social Science and Humanities Research Council) exists to synthesize
the review process for research involving human participants. Built on the belief that
these fundamental issues transcend disciplinary boundaries (see Canadian Institutes of
Health Research, Natural Sciences and Engineering Research Council of Canada, and
Social Sciences and Humanities Council of Canada, 2005), the statement is a compli-
cated and complex policy that seeks to offer guiding principles and standards to
researchers as well as to identify major issues pertaining to doing research with humans.

However, the use of review bodies is not universal. For example, at the time of
writing, in the United Kingdom, they are not commonplace nor are they compulsory.
In late 2003, the Economic and Social Research Council (ESRC, 2004) commis-
sioned a body of work3 that examined issues related to the use of research ethics
committees (REC) within the United Kingdom. Again, at the time of writing, the
results from this project are still under consideration but facing opposition. Although
it must be noted here that as a result of the ESRC’s body of work, changes regard-
ing the review of work involving human participants are promised.

The overarching purpose of the IRB, HREC, research ethics boards, and the pro-
posed REC is to ensure that risks faced during the course of social science research
are minimized (also see Babbie, 1995). In the United States, IRBs are governed by
federal law, which requires any agency wishing to receive federal research funding
to establish the review boards. Generally speaking, these boards assess research pro-
posals involving humans to see that participants’ rights and interests are protected
while also preventing harm. Research cannot begin until the IRB approves the pro-
posal.4 The main impetus for the creation of the IRB was medical research; however,
the IRB reviews social science research projects for the same evidence of protection.
The boards can request revisions, accept or refuse outright the proposal for research.
A minimum requirement is generally the use of informed consents. IRBs and their
counterparts elsewhere are part of working practices at universities, government
agencies, and other relevant organizations involving human research.

According to U.S. government guidelines on human participants, the informed con-
sent must have a statement that explains the purpose of the study, duration of the par-
ticipant’s participation, description of procedures, risks, benefits, confidentiality of
records, contact details of researchers, statements of voluntary participation, rights of
refusal, and any other relevant statements pertaining to specifics of the project. The
IRB can waive the requirement of an informed consent if the record linking the human
participant and research would endanger the individual if confidentiality were dis-
closed or if there is sufficiently minimal risk of harm by participating in the research.

In his discussion of the Australian experience, Dixon (1997) believes that crimino-
logical research, especially with criminals “is coming under increasing threat from
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institutional ethics committees that have raised legal and ethical objectives to proposed
projects” (p. 211). He continues by highlighting problems with the use of required,
written, informed consents when dealing with criminals. Of particular concern is the
research participant’s inability to truly understand the content of the document.
Oftentimes, the wording of the informed consent is written for the pleasure of the
reviewing boards and not to the intellectual capabilities of the research participant.
Additionally, the inability of researchers to protect legally the confidentiality of research
participants becomes a potential problem5 and opens the researcher to potential
criminal liability if cooperation is refused.

Palys and Lowman (1999) discuss the notion of limited confidentiality as endorsed
by their university in Canada:

Any information that is obtained during this study will be kept confidential to the full
extent permitted by law. . . . However, it is possible that, as a result of legal action, the
researcher may be required to divulge information obtained in the course of this
research to a court of other legal body. (p. 5)

The clause has been at the center of debate there with the authors taking a rather
stern stance by saying that the idea of limited confidentiality most probably violates
the tenets of the Tri-Council’s policy statement surrounding the free and informed
consent process. According to Palys and Lowman (1999), limited confidentiality
offers a “barren promise and creates its own deception” (p. 19), thus putting the
human research participant at risk of harm.

In 2000, Palys and Lowman (2000) continue the discourse on confidentiality by
offering two suggestions as to how a researcher can protect his or her research par-
ticipants and in turn themselves. Pointing out that professional codes highlight the
necessity of a researcher to protect the identity of study participants, Palys and
Lowman state, “None of these codes explains how that can or should be done” (p. 43).
They offer two suggestions. The first is to take methodological precautions at the
onset. Inherent in this is for the researcher to design his or her project with Wigmore
in mind. However, they stress the importance of eliminating waivers of privilege
(i.e., statement of limited confidentiality). The second is a legally based strategy,
which rests mainly on the principle of privacy.

In the United Kingdom, there is a push under way for RECs to become main-
stream practice, thereby making mandatory the use of review committees for not just
medical research but also for studies conducted within the social sciences, including,
of course, criminology. As part of the ESRC’s project that examined the need for,
practicalities of, and issue of implementing review committees, a series of public
debates took place throughout Britain. Some social scientists raised objections by
stating that ethical considerations ought to be left to the conscience of individual
researchers, thus eliminating the potential for Big Brother to interfere with the social
science research process there. In Britain, because of the ad hoc manner in which
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reviewing bodies currently are used, if at all, individual researchers are indeed left
to their own devices when deciding on research topics, methodologies, and mecha-
nisms for protecting their research participants. Obviously, this leaves open a chasm
for potential abuses and violations of human rights.

Similar to America and Canada, Australia appears to take a more prescriptive
approach when dealing with ethical considerations pertaining to social science
research. Social scientists are required to comply with standards based on a medical
model when conducting their work. Israel (2004a) reported specific ethical dimen-
sions that criminologists must address, along with the difficulties criminologists face
when trying to get research approved by boards that oftentimes lack the expertise
and experience to deal with special criminal populations. His research revealed that
in terms of criminology, “traditional avenues of research are being closed as a result
of HREC decisions based on an uncritical application of principles associated with
confidentiality, informed consent, harms and benefits, and relationships” (p. vii).

Although problems with review committees exist, they serve an admirable and altru-
istic purpose—protecting the rights and interests of research participants. According
to Homan (1991), committees also serve another important function: They allay any
potential fear that the public may have with regard to the social science research
process. Situated alongside these committees are professional codes of conduct that
are supposed to serve as a supporting mechanism on which researchers can rely
when questionable situations arise.

According to Pettifor (2004), there are two main purposes for professional codes
of ethics. First, they are to promote optimal behavior by providing aspirational prin-
ciples that encourage moral decisions. Second, the codes of practice help regulate
professional behavior by monitoring and, when necessary, taking disciplinary action
against those who violate prescriptive standards. Babbie (1995) points out that most
professional associations have formal codes that generally point to acceptable and
unacceptable behavior for members. When a society, for whatever reason, does not
have a written code, he recommends that researchers confer with the existing codes
of professional associations most closely aligned to their subject or discipline when
necessary.

Criminological Codes of Practice

For the purpose of this article and as a way to gain an understanding as to what
the various criminological societies were doing in terms of providing ethical guid-
ance, 16 societies worldwide were contacted. The aim was very simple: to ascertain
if the particular society had a code of ethical conduct available to its membership for
consultation. If one did exist, a copy was obtained for review. Of the 16 societies,
11 responded. Only 3—ACJS, ANZSOC, and BSC—had adopted codes. Of the 8
that had no code, 1 stated that a code was not necessary as national laws guided
conduct. Five organizations did not reply to the requests for information.
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Of the three available codes, the ACJS code openly describes theirs as being
enforceable rules for the membership, whereas the BSC states clearly that their code
is “not mandatory, but is intended to promote good practice” (BSC, 1999, p. 1) and
that it was there to provide members some guidance with regard to ethical practices.
Furthermore, the BSC code of ethics does not provide prescriptive solutions to ethi-
cal dilemmas the researcher may encounter. Similarly, the ANZSOC provides a
framework for appropriate decision making. Interestingly, the ACJS’s provision
allows for grievances against members to be brought before their ethics committee.

The BSC and ANZSOC codes were extremely similar in their design and content,
although this was expected in that the BSC openly states that the ANZSOC code was
used as a source of reference. Each code was relatively succinct in its purpose and
structure, with the ANZSOC being slightly more thorough. Both societies had a gen-
eral statement of purpose regarding the ethics code, as mentioned earlier, and a
section about general responsibilities or obligations, such as the advancement of
scientific thought and knowledge, honesty, and integrity. The preamble and the gen-
eral principles section of the ACJS code sets forth similar notions, with the added
discussion pertaining to sanctions and review.

The ACJS code is much more comprehensive by spelling out the members’ ethical
obligations as educators, researchers, writers, and reviewers; employers, employees,
or sponsors; and experts, practitioners, and students. The other two societies only dis-
cuss ethics in terms of obligations to colleagues, research participants, sponsors, and
other organizations. Similar to the ACJS, the ANZSOC does mention the necessity of
compliance to the code but falls short of prescribing sanctions for violations.

In terms of specifics with regard to research participants, all three societies stress
the importance of protecting the confidentiality and anonymity of research partici-
pants. Neither the BSC nor the ANZSOC codes contain information about condi-
tions under which disclosure of information obtained in the course of research would
be acceptable. ACJS (2000) contains a strongly worded section about the confiden-
tial nature of information. It reads,

Confidential information provided by research participants should be treated as such by
members of the Academy, even when this information enjoys no legal protection or
privilege and legal force is applied. The obligation to respect confidentiality also
applies to members of research organizations (interviewers, coders, clerical staff, etc.)
who have access to the information. It is the responsibility of administrators and chief
investigators to instruct staff members on this point and to make every effort to insure
that access to confidential information is restricted. (Sec II, subsection B 19)

The issue of informed consent is broached, albeit to varying degrees of explicitness.
For example, the ACJS (2000) clearly states the need for the use of informed consent
if the “risks of research are greater than the risks of everyday life” (Sec II, subsection
B 16). The BSC (1999) states that “researchers should base research, so far as possi-
ble, on the freely given informed consent of those studied” (Sec 4, point 3).
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However, it stops short of actually saying that the informed consent is a require-
ment of the research process. The ANZSOC code does not dictate the need for
the use of informed consent, but it does simply state that researchers must obtain
approval from research ethics reviewing committees. As Israel’s previously stated
work indicates, HRECs in Australia necessitate their use; therefore, it can be implied
through the society’s statement that informed consents are a critical part of their
research processes.

Many years ago, Homan (1991) reviewed ethical codes (Social Research Association,
Market Research Society, British Sociological Association, British Psychological
Association, and the British Educational Research Association) for commonalities.
He found the following to be the most universal aspects: access to participants;6

acquisition and informing of consent, privacy, or confidentiality; precautions to take
in the interest of the profession; obligation to colleagues and sponsors; and care in
reporting and publishing. Because of the diversity of the codes examined, some con-
cerns relevant to individual participants were mentioned (e.g., experimentation in
psychology). Sanctions, in terms of severity, varied with some codes having more
bite than others. Clearly, the three codes under scrutiny here contained the universal
characteristics identified by Homan.

Although it seems reasonable to outline the ethical expectations that societies
have for their membership, their importance and credibility still remain somewhat
elusive. Membership to these societies is completely voluntary; therefore, the scope
and meaning of their application is esoteric at best. An individual can conduct crim-
inological research in the absence of obtaining membership to any professional
criminological association. Membership to any one organization does not carry with
it any sense of making someone a better or more competent researcher.

However, only the ACJS has clearly identified punitive sanctions that can be
applied to their members; if a researcher engages in unethical conduct and is not a
member of the society, not much really can happen. Homan (1991) identifies this as
one of the main problems with professional association codes of conduct. Dingwall
(1980, as cited in Homan, 1991) called for sanctions to be built in to codes of con-
duct, but severity then becomes an issue—the penalty for violations must somehow
be stronger than simply stigma among a small group of peers. A second problem
associated with codes is the inherent trust that members must have for those writing
the codes themselves. If members do not trust or respect the opinions of those
authoring the regulations, acceptance of and adherence to them may well be
at risk. A third problem with codes pertains to the assumption of professional con-
sensus. The existence of a code implies that members agree with the content. It has
to be questioned if drafts of the ethical constraints were read or voted on by general
memberships or if they were merely written by a committee and subsequently adopted
by an innocuous board. Finally, codes can contain procedures or practice that may
well contradict the safeguards that the society aims to protect (e.g., confidentiality).
Under the realm of the ACJS (2000) guidelines, a member can be “named and
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shamed” for violations of its codes, which surely calls into question their practices
under the call for anonymity and confidentiality.

An important note must be added here. The analysis of these codes may not
reflect the most complete picture potentially available with regards to what tools a
society offers its members. For example, the BSC has an ethics subcommittee that
offers an advisory council for its members if and when they encounter ethical dilem-
mas or need advice when designing studies. A member of the subcommittee was
contacted with the aim to see how frequently this service is used. It was explained
that the nature of the committee was confidential so no official statistics are main-
tained. However, it appears as if the main users are graduate students, but established
academics do contact the committee as universities may not yet have review boards
in place. The numbers of those conferring with the subcommittee are in “single
figures” (confidential source, personal correspondence, October 7, 2005). The ACJS
committee was also contacted as it too has an ethics subcommittee. In its recent
history, there is no recollection of the committee being used on a consultative basis.7

The important message is that the advisory council is there for the asking. However,
it remains unclear as to whether members are aware of the service or if the service
is unnecessary when IRBs or their counterparts are in place.

The International Context

International collaboration and research is possible more today than perhaps at
any other point in history. Advances in technology, transportation, and relaxation
of borders, among other factors, have enabled those who want to travel to other
countries to conduct research to be able to do so. Additionally, recent events on the
world front, particularly the terror attacks in New York; Washington, D.C.; Madrid;
and London have demonstrated the need to examine crime transnationally rather
than in the confines of national borders.

However, discussing ethical considerations in isolation of culture, norms, and tra-
ditions is naïve. To go one step further, to consider conducting research in foreign
lands without taking into account cultural expectations and existing traditions is also
naïve and potentially damning to the profession as well as to individual reputations.
Consciously or not, as researchers, we tend to revert to our initial training with
regard to methodology. Oftentimes, this training is rooted in our own country’s value
system. Therefore, our instinct toward and application of our methods becomes eth-
nocentric. What we are not taught are the idiosyncratic ways of other countries and
cultures. It is a common mistake for researchers to take for granted that our method-
ology is the same as their methodology or that our way of doing things is the best
way. According to Pettifor (2004), the biggest challenge for globalists is to identify
ethical principles that bridge, accommodate, and respect the traditions of West, East,
and Aboriginal communities and cultures.8
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Cross-cultural consensus for the social sciences seems much less tangible or perhaps
even less possible, as there is no international body with the authority to monitor or to
regulate activity or behavior. Existing professional codes do not necessarily address
multicultural aspects nor would that be expected as these codes are primarily country
specific, thus effecting domestic membership. Although the ACJS (2000) code, in its
description of informed consent, does briefly state that members must “take cultur-
ally appropriate” (Sec II, subsection B 17) steps when securing informed consents,
no existing code, according to Pettifor (2004), addresses the issue of what to do
when cultural beliefs of clients conflict with the code’s tenets.

The codes also fail to provide guidance in terms of jurisdiction or allegiance. In
other words, when a researcher from one country works in another, to which country’s
code of conduct does behavior become relevant? Does it matter if the researcher does
not join the new country’s professional association? Of course not—membership is
optional. But as demonstrated here, tenets can differ from country to country, so the
researcher needs to determine to which country’s standards does he or she work?

Benatar and Singer (2000), writing about ethics in developing countries with
respect to medical research, believe that anyone involved in international research
should be “required to have some understanding of, and be sensitive to, the social, eco-
nomic, and political milieu that frames the context in which their research is taking
place” (p. 826). Unfortunately, they do not provide help in identifying mechanisms for
monitoring the adherence to these cultural differences that may well affect research.

Had I been more successful in finding other criminologically focused ethical
codes from around the world, no doubt the basics that Homan (1991) described
would have been evident. However, we would have expected to find differences. As
Edwards, Ashcroft, and Kirchin (2004) explain,

Some of the reported international differences between ethics committees are not alto-
gether surprising because different countries have different legal policies, regulatory
requirements and cultural practices. (p. 411)

Therefore, it stands to reason that these differences would be reflected in what is
considered acceptable practice and thereby included in the respective professional
association’s codes. For example, America places a great deal of importance on
punishment. This is evident in laws, sanctions, and the size of the prison population.
Hence, it is perhaps no great surprise to see such a detailed section relating to
punishment within the ACJS code of conduct.

The Dilemma

Before getting to the problem, I’ll share a bit of background that helps shape the
situation. I’m an American criminologist9 who, at the time of writing, was beginning
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my 7th year of conducting crime reduction research in the United Kingdom, having
moved there from the United States. However, I began my international work nearly
a decade ago when I collaborated with a British criminologist on a crime reduction
concept that incorporated qualitative interviews with offenders as part of the overall
strategy, which was to be researched first in England. As part of the work, I offered
to draft the informed consent to be used with interviews being conducted in England,
but my British colleague explained there was no need, as the use of them was not
required there. At that time, I was still based in America, where social science pro-
tocols necessitated the use of informed consents. I was surprised then, as I still am
these many years later, that the informed consent is not mandatory in Britain. I was
also surprised to learn that the project did not need to be scrutinized by an IRB. The
research proceeded, without the benefit of the informed consent, and helped shape
future research that eventually informed U.K. crime reduction policy. I moved to
England to pursue my interest in crime reduction shortly after that first collaboration.

My first research experience in the United Kingdom entailed conducting qualita-
tive interviews with known offenders in conjunction with work undertaken by a local
police division.10 However, things did not go as planned and no interviews were ever
conducted. My relationship with the force quickly deteriorated, in part from their
insistence that I turn over to them any interview tapes so the data could be used as
either evidence with the aim to prosecute specific individuals or as part of a larger
intelligence-gathering exercise. Explaining the importance of the tenets of the
informed consent, I refused outright to release any future tapes or transcripts. They
very subtly reminded me of the laws pertaining to perverting the course of justice
(i.e., obstruction of justice). I was shocked by their innuendos but stood fast in my
decision. From that point on, suffice it to say, the research could not continue as
planned and we gladly parted company. This experience was a messy one but one
that changed profoundly my approach to conducting action research.11

For the next study, I was seconded to work directly with a British police force that
received funding to implement a crime reduction strategy aimed at reducing stolen
goods (for details see Schneider, 2005a, 2005b). The project managers were well
versed in the particulars of my previous experience, and as a result, we engaged in
an open dialogue about our terms of engagement. Together, we wrote a memoran-
dum of understanding, a research protocol, that basically stated they would not ask
for information regarding any specific interview, that they would wait for general
patterns of activity to be revealed. The force was entering into a criminological
research world where information about offending patterns was used to develop
crime reduction strategies, not to produce evidence. I was entering the world where
officers gathered information to secure convictions. Fundamentally, we had different
purposes. The protocol was a way to ensure that I was protected against threats of
prosecution for obstructing justice if information or interview tapes or transcripts
were withheld. Additionally, it reassured police officers that I would release infor-
mation when or if people were in danger of future harm. Therefore, as part of
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our agreement, the following clause, which in essence limited confidentiality, was
included in the informed consent:

If you tell the interviewer that you plan to harm a specific individual, group of individ-
uals, or businesses in the future, the interviewer would have an obligation to protect the
lives of others by sharing the information with authorities.

The research ran a smooth course. The terms of the agreement were never invoked
as no problems were encountered, thus resulting in a good experience for both of us.

This brings us to the research project that produced the dilemma. In 2003, a
British colleague and I conducted a piece of research on behalf of a local U.K. crime
and disorder partnership whose area was experiencing an unexplained rise in gun
crime. Gun crime is not nearly as prevalent in the United Kingdom as in the United
States, and as such, the phenomenon exists in relative obscurity. Therefore, as part
of an overall problem-solving process and—in addition to various crime pattern
analyses—in-depth qualitative interviews with gun crime offenders were built into
our study. Again, the issue of the informed consent became relevant.

As previously mentioned, I’ve always operated under the watchful eye of the
IRB, which mandates that some variant of an informed consent be used as part of a
study involving human participants. Therefore, although not obligatory in Britain,
my colleague and I agreed that one of my old informed consents would be revised
for use in our gun crime study. Given that this particular informed consent had been
approved by several IRBs,12 we felt confident that, albeit revised from pertaining to
gang activity to the current subject matter of gun crime or criminality, it would prob-
ably withstand scrutiny.

The informed consent contained information about the overall purpose of the
study; what the interviewee would be asked in general terms; assurances of confi-
dentiality and anonymity; security measures pertaining to interview tapes, transcrip-
tions, and related files; the estimated number of people to be interviewed; how the
information would be used in terms of policy making and publications; our contact
details and affiliations; and the voluntary nature of the interviewees’ participation,
including a no-harm statement about refusing to engage in the interview. Additionally,
a section at the end of the document recapped the main points of the document and
had a place for signatures of interviewee and interviewer. The document was given
to the interview participant to review while the researcher read it aloud, in case of
literacy deficiencies. On completion, a copy of the document was supplied to the
interviewee on request. If the person refused to sign, that was noted along with
his or her agreement to continue. The informed consent to be used in the gun crime
project also contained the clause that limited confidentiality.

At the onset of the gun crime study, I did not ask the crime and disorder partner-
ship, which includes police, to enter into this same research protocol that was used
previously. On reflection, it is something on which I would most probably insist
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today. And on reflection, I would most probably remove the clause that limited
confidentiality. To continue, the police force provided names of convicted gun crime
offenders. From this list, a random sample was drawn for interviewing purposes.
Those who agreed to be interviewed were provided the informed consent containing
the disclosure clause. During one interview, the identity of the shooter in an open
murder investigation was revealed to me. The interviewee did not name the person,
simply that his sister was currently dating the perpetrator of the murder. Authorities,
if they had the information, could have identified the sister and then her boyfriend.
Hence, if his information was accurate, police could have had in their custody a very
wanted person.

Immediately realizing what had been said and its implications, I informed the inter-
viewee that I was obliged, under the terms of the informed consent, to report the infor-
mation to authorities. The interviewee shrugged his shoulders and continued with the
rest of the interview. I had concerns. My first was with the protection of my research
participant. I had ensured him confidentiality and anonymity in exchange for his help
and information. Yes, the informed consent had a disclosure clause to accommodate
exigent circumstances, but I still felt uncomfortable and uneasy. Perhaps he did not
truly understand the meaning of the informed consent and was too uncomfortable to
ask for clarification. However, another concern was that this information might prove
to be crucial to a murder investigation. Therefore, I had to balance the need to protect
my interview participant against the possibility of aiding a murder enquiry. This deci-
sion might be clear-cut to some, but it gave me pause for thought. I wanted to proceed
cautiously as several things were at risk of damage. My research participant could be
put at risk if his identity was revealed. He was incarcerated at the time of the interview,
so if police visited the prison with the intent to interrogate him about the murder, he
could be in danger of reprisal, either while incarcerated or when he eventually got
released. Also, the police could threaten him with additional charges, such as obstruc-
tion of justice, if he refused to cooperate. The community-at-large was in danger of fur-
ther acts of violence with an armed robber-turned-murderer still at large. Finally, I was
at risk. My professional reputation was at risk, as my crime reduction work necessi-
tates interaction with and cooperation from offenders. If word got out that I willingly
and easily gave up the identity of those who participate in my research, I am at risk that
no offender would ever talk to me again. Finally, I was reminded that I was also at
physical risk of retaliation by the offender or his associates or friends if it were revealed
that I was the source of the information that led police to my research participant.

Alternatively, if I did not release the information and police later discovered that
I had the missing piece of information, I would lose all credibility with the law
enforcement community—and word travels very quickly within and between forces
in England. I ran the risk of being ostracized by a segment of the justice system that
is also crucial to my work. Therefore, the situation required some degree of finesse.
Too, I could have been charged with perverting the course of justice under U.K. law,
which carries the potential of a life sentence.
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In the 2 hours it took to return from the prison, I ran scenario after scenario
through my mind as what to do, each taking into account the aforementioned risks.
The first option was to do nothing. The thought crossed my mind that the crime and
disorder partners that funded this research had never entered into a police or research
protocol. They had no idea that an informed consent was being used, nor were they
aware of its contents. I thought about just keeping the information to myself, eras-
ing it from the tape, omitting it from the transcripts and proceeding with the
research. The information had no direct relevance on the study, so I could also
neglect to tell my research partner. No harm to the interviewee; no harm to my col-
league; no harm to me as a researcher, but there still existed harm to the community
as the young man alleged to have committed the crime was still free to commit other
crimes. Scenario 1 weighed very heavily on my mind.

The second scenario involved my making an anonymous phone call to Crime
Stoppers, the anonymous tip-telephone line. I could simply leave the information
with the call center. However, my American accent might well single me out. Yes,
there were probably other Americans living in that city, but few others would have
such specific information about serious gun crime. Scenario 2 was weak. The third
scenario was to contact the police and reveal the information and hope that they han-
dled it with some tact. Scenario 3 weighed very heavily on my mind as well, as it
put the interviewee, the project, and me at risk.

Although I intuitively knew which scenario would prevail, I decided to take advice.
I made four phone calls that evening. The first was to the detective chief inspector with
whom I had previously worked and who helped write the original police or social
scientist research protocol. I trusted his objectivity as well as his discretion. The area
commander of the division within which we worked was traveling with him when
I phoned. We all discussed the best course of action for me to take. As police officers,
they naturally opted for Scenario 3. They did not believe I had any option but to report
fully the information obtained that morning. They also believed that I needed to turn
the tape recording of the interview over as evidence. Obviously, the identity of the
interviewee had to be released as part of the exchange of information. They reiterated
the seriousness of gun crime in the area, the obvious severity of the crime involved,
and the need to apprehend the alleged perpetrator as quickly as possible.

The second call I made was to my mentor in the United Kingdom. He is one of
the most prominent and well-respected criminologists in the country and elsewhere.
When I described the situation, he was of the mind that I had to disclose the infor-
mation to the police. In his mind, there was really no room for maneuver—the ethi-
cal considerations were clear: The risk to the community far outweighed the other
risks. My research partner on the project had been out of the country that day, but on
his return late that night, I made my third call. My colleague is also held in incredi-
bly high esteem and is also a leading criminologist in Britain and elsewhere. We had
a lengthy conversation about the ethical considerations of the various scenarios as
well as the implications for the project. Disclosure of the identity of the interviewee
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would preclude me from conducting further offender interviews in that facility and
possibly in surrounding prisons. If, and when, word circulated among offenders or
inmates about what could be perceived as my violation of the research agreement
(the informed consent), my credibility as a protector of their confidentiality and
anonymity was shot. My personal safety was also a factor. I lived in the city in which
the research was being conducted. If or when word circulated that I was a grass,13

I could be at risk of physical attack. As my colleague and mentor are associates, we
discussed his opinion, and after weighing all the scenarios, opinions, and options, we
agreed that I had to disclose the information to the police.

The fourth call I made was to an inspector who assisted me in the project, and
I proceeded to tell him what transpired that day. He contacted the lead detective on
the murder inquiry, who immediately contacted me. On the telephone, I relayed the
course of events. The conversation took approximately 5 minutes. I was told that
an officer would phone me the next day to arrange a time for me to go to the police
station to make a formal statement. By late afternoon the next day, no one phoned.
I called the lead detective, who informed me that he logged the information and then
decided there was no need for me to do anything further. No more than 10 minutes
was spent dispensing with the situation with police, whereas it took the better part
of 10 hours weighing the ethical considerations in terms of research, social, and pro-
fessional responsibility. It was over . . . or so I thought.

About 3 months later, I received a phone call from a detective sergeant who asked
if I remembered making the call to the lead detective several months prior. Ironically,
I was having lunch with the police project coordinator. We were both surprised by
the call given the amount of time that lapsed between the information being received,
revealed, and the follow-up call. The detective sergeant asked me to come in to give
a formal statement of the events, as “they were now looking in this direction.”
I agreed to meet him. That day proved to be one of the most challenging and diffi-
cult days I’ve ever had as a researcher. During our meeting, I was told that they
intended to interview the young man who disclosed the identity of the alleged
shooter. I was also told that the police intended to reveal to him how they obtained
his name—through the gun crime research, in particular, my interview. The detec-
tive also intended to confront him with the facts of the interview as a way for him to
be pushed into a corner and confirm the shooter’s identity, going as far as playing for
him his original taped interview with me, which I was to turn over immediately.

I was silenced by my disbelief. I could not possibly fathom the logic behind these
tactics. I tried to convince him that this approach carried with it enormous ethical prob-
lems for me as well as potentially putting me in physical danger. I lost count on the
number of phone calls made that night, but after several calls up the chain of command,
a decision was made that police would interview him, but without ever disclosing my
identity, my involvement in the sharing of information, or anything affiliated with the
gun crime research. I was very disconcerted by the course of events, leaving me
extremely suspicious and skeptical of the actions police would actually take.
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The Aftermath

The situation, which of course could have been a truly unfortunate anomaly
within the British criminological community, made me think long and hard about
what happened, how I could possibly avoid its happening again, the use of the police
and research protocol, and if I had truly acted ethically. Particularly, I was concerned
whether the disclosure clause in the amended document would pass IRB scrutiny;
I doubt seriously that it would. From that, I questioned my own ethical conduct by
using the clause and thereby disclosing the information.

According to British standards, there was no IRB to review my research design
or to mandate the use of the informed consent,14 whereas American standards are
such that the informed consent was necessary. Had I not used one, I could have
developed a case of selective amnesia (which would have opened an entirely differ-
ent ethical debate about truthful disclosure of data and findings). So, as an American
criminologist living and working in Britain, to whose standards do I work? The
Americans have a much more prescriptive approach than does Britain with regard to
doing social science research on humans. However, not to appear too ethnocentric,
should I have abandoned my normal practice to assimilate into British culture?
Framed within a social context, would it have been better and wiser for me to adopt
their standards and practices? As we’re all taught in introduction to sociology, dif-
ferent is not always better; it’s just different. Not knowing the exact answer, save that
I work to my own standard of ethical practice, which is enough by some researchers’
ideology, I decided to look at the various professional societies’ codes of conduct to
see if they could shed light on the situation.

Being that I’m a member of the ASC and European Society of Criminology,
I looked first for their documents for guidance. Finding 1: Neither organization has
a code of ethics nor does either society plan on developing one in the near future (con-
fidential sources, personal communication, May 19, 2005). Admittedly surprised by
the absence of the codes, I took Babbie’s (2004) advice and turned to three other crim-
inological societies as described previously. Finding 2: None of the codes that were
examined helped me answer my question, although all stressed the need to protect the
confidentiality and anonymity of research participants, none provided me with defini-
tive answers. The ACJS code yielded the most light, albeit still a little grey. According
to their tenets, the information should have been kept confidential and treated as if it
did enjoy legal protection even if no protection was clearly evident. Therefore, I should
not have disclosed the information. But according to BSC, I think I might have acted
appropriately given that they say that researchers must act in accordance to the law
and, because this was a legal investigation, perhaps I acted ethically. Klockars (as cited
in Israel, 2004b) perhaps gives the greatest guidance: “I would talk if I were forced to,
rather than go to jail . . . [but] I would not say more than I was forced to” (p. 731).

I doubt that I’ll ever really know for sure if I did or I did not act appropriately. It
is for my colleagues, my peers, to judge after having read this piece. The result of
this experience has perhaps raised more questions that it has answered in my mind.
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The main lingering question I still have is to whom are our actions accountable as
international researchers? Because it is doubtful that codes will ever be complete
enough to help guide us when problems arise when conducting international
research, perhaps we do need to turn to our peers but in a more formal setting.

Membership in professional organizations is not mandatory; therefore, the collat-
eral benefit of membership is not available to all. Committees within some profes-
sional organizations seem to be available, but they are obscure in their purpose and
function. However, as mentioned, not all organizations have codes or committees
pertaining to ethical conduct. As an absolute minimum, ethical oversight committees
ought to have a more prominent place within all societies to officially provide
advice, guidance, and counsel to those of us who encounter ethical dilemmas outside
our home shores. In particular, societies that have an international division might
be best suited to fill the gap. Perhaps it is up to the international divisions to take the
lead in, at a minimum, providing a statement of acceptable practice for international
research or collaboration. Unfortunately, I’m a member of two societies that do not
have specific ethics committees, but I wonder how well publicized the services are
in the societies that have that function. It might well be worth a second look at that
very issue—perhaps the memberships of those societies ought to be asked if they are
aware of those services and if they are, how often they have called on the subcom-
mittees for help and advice.

Regardless, presentation of a set of circumstances could be presented to a panel of
our peers and a collective decision made as to how to resolve the situation. This would
provide structure to a very nebulous situation, thus giving us a way forward with a
relatively clear conscience. Rather than calling on our mentors, our colleagues, or our
peers, who may not even have international experience, a panel of proven experts with
international knowledge could provide the necessary opinion that would enable us to
research with confidence on a worldwide setting. For those societies that do not have
codes of ethical practice, pressure most certainly ought to be applied to get a defini-
tive code written and corresponding subcommittees in place.

Another possible avenue is to devolve responsibility to the editors and reviewers
of our peer-reviewed journals. It is commonplace—rather, it is expected—that
authors provide readers with a description of their research methodology within their
journal submissions. Although authors do indeed describe their research methodol-
ogy, with varying degrees of thoroughness, very little attention is paid to discussion
of ethical considerations within the methods discussions. Perhaps editors and
reviewers ought to begin calling on authors to provide more complete descriptions
of their study’s ethics. Perhaps publication in peer-reviewed journals, where appro-
priate, ought to be dependent on authors’ demonstrating a competency in and sensi-
tivity to the protection of their human participants.

This article admittedly does not provide many answers. But what it does achieve
is this: It opens a dialogue among those of us who engage in research outside our
home boundaries. Those of us who enjoy our international focus have a responsibility
to examine the ethical parameters and ramifications of our work. We owe it to our
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colleagues, our research participants, and to our students to begin formalizing the
frameworks within which we aspire to work. By doing so, we can then proceed with
relative confidence that our work is principled and can withstand scrutiny of the
strongest kind.

Notes

1. Although several draft copies exist, none was made available for this article.
2. During the early 1990s, a graduate student at Simon Fraser University was called to testify about data

collected during the course of his fieldwork. Relying on the Wigmore standard, Ogden successfully
avoided testimony but entered into a lawsuit against the university regarding academic support and financial
reimbursement for legal expenses. For a more detailed discussion, see Palys and Lowman (1999, 2000).

3. There are a series of publications stemming from this project. Topics in the series include collab-
oration across social science disciplines, international research, ethics in developing countries, and imple-
mentation framework for the research ethics committees (REC). For details, see Webster, Boulton, Brown,
and Lewis (2004).

4. This is similar to the practices in Australia and Canada.
5. For example, in the United States, the federal government provides a degree of protection for

researchers funded by federal money. However, courtroom testimony at the state level can still be prob-
lematic for researchers if sensitive material is withheld from authorities.

6. It remains unclear as to what Homan was referring with “access to subjects.” However, no code
that was reviewed here discussed issues pertaining to access to subjects.

7. A request was sent to Australian and New Zealand Society of Criminology (ANZSOC) regarding
their ethics subcommittee’s service. However, at the time of writing, the response was not yet received.

8. The World Medical Association (1964) in its Declaration of Helsinki has developed some con-
sensus with regard to human participants, but there is no guiding document for the social sciences.

9. I’m an active member of the American Society of Criminology (ASC) and European Society of
Criminology but not British Society of Criminology (BSC).

10. For obvious reasons, this force cannot be named.
11. Interestingly, my first encounter would seem to violate my host country’s own criminological code

of ethics because of the deterioration of the relationship. However, under no circumstance would it have been
ethical to make confidentiality and anonymity assurances to research participants knowing that the infor-
mation was to be turned over to authorities. No research relationship could be worth that level of deceit.

12. The original informed consent was used in a U.S. gang project that received both state and federal
funding. In addition to these two review boards, a university institutional review board also reviewed and
approved it.

13. British slang for snitch.
14. One of the reviewers of this article revealed that he or she was instrumental in the formation of

the BSC code of ethics. In the comments, he or she mentioned that had I approached the BSC for advice
prior to the project’s starting. No doubt the use of an informed consent would have been recommended.
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