CASE STUDY ONE

Managing risk in the hostel industry

Overview

A University research team will be investigating the problems faced by the hostel industry in meeting Queensland’s new fire and health & safety regulations.  The research will involve interviewing the managers of hostels and conducting an audit of compliance.

Objectives

The research team hopes to explore the presence and nature of, hostel industry compliance difficulties, and provide some commentary on the reasons for these difficulties.

Research procedures

The research team will conduct a semi-structured interview with the managers of hostels to explore the problems they face with compliance with Queensland’s new fire and health & safety regulations for hostels.  They will then conduct an inspection of the facility to audit their current compliance.

Scientific Merit

The applicants point out the very real community and professional interest in these issues, and the fact that the researchers are experienced and will be utilising established research techniques.

Benefits

The scientific community will benefit from a better understanding of compliance in this context, and more generally with the implementation of such regulation.  A de-identified report will be provided to the Queensland Government (with data aggregated by region), which will enhance their understanding of the practicalities of the implementation of the new regulations.  Operators will be provided with a report on their own compliance to enable them to reflect upon what action might be required.

Risks

The research team indicates that there is no risk, because individual hostels will not be identifiable in any publication.

Participants

The potential participants will be the managers of hostels across Queensland.

Recruitment

A recruitment letter will be sent to all potential participants, inviting them to contact the research team if they are interested in participating in the research.

Consent

In accordance with University guidelines, participants will be provided with an information package and asked to complete a consent form.

Confidentiality

Data will be stored in a de-identified form.  Reporting on the results of the research will be in aggregate form.  The report provided to the Department will only identify participant hostels by region.

Reporting

Participants will be provided with a summary of the findings of the research.  They will also be provided with a report on the findings of the audit / inspection of their hostel.  An aggregated report will be provided to the Department.  The results will be used for conference presentations and other academic publications.

PRESENTER’S NOTES

This research raises difficult ethical questions relating to the question of duty of disclosure, as well as some confidentiality issues.

Owner approval – Even though most managers of hostels are likely to also be the owners, this will not universally be the case.  This means that the research team will need a strategy to confirm whether or not they also require owner approval.

Identification – It appears that the data will need to be maintained, at least for a time, in an identified or re-identifiable (coded) form, to enable the reporting back to the hostel.  They should be clarified for the HREC and in the informed consent materials, and the point at which de-identification will occur made clear.

Duty of disclosure – Regardless of whether or not the research team would be under a legal duty to disclose to the authorities any serious breach of the regulations (eg because of a belief that the infractions represent a real and imminent threat to life) it is prudent for the research team to reflect upon their moral responsibilities.  The HREC is unlikely to be directive in this regard, but will expect to see that the research team has reflected upon this issue.

Scientific merit: Audits – the HREC will need clarification of how the audits will be conducted (eg will this be following a standard process) and / or the expertise of the research team to conduct such an audit.

Scientific merit: Contribution – even though the HREC is likely to accept the argument about the value of the research, they will want to know that the researcher has conducted an appropriate literature review (eg do they know that this work has not been done before, are they confident that the research will make a contribution, and has similar research in other contexts been conducted?).

Confidentiality: Government report – the HREC will need clarification of whether the reporting by region would enable respondents to be directly identified (eg because in some regions there is only one hostel) or by inference (the number of hostels in the regions and the nature of the reported information would enable identification by inference).  This will also need to be discussed in the informed consent materials.

Other issues – Some other issues include:

1. a copy of some indicative questions for the interview, or topic areas, that give a sense for the most ethically intrusive / sensitive line of questioning;

2. clarification of when the data will be de-identified;

3. an assurance that the data will be stored for the requisite 5 years, in a University-approved location;

4. a copy of the recruitment letter; and

5. a copy of the informed consent package.

