CASE STUDY THREE

Evaluation of the ‘Leaving it in the past’ program

Overview

This research is to be conducted by a part-time Masters student, who is also an employee of the Department of Corrective Services.  She is interested in the inmate perceptions and effectiveness of, a rehabilitation program for drug users.  The student is not directly involved in the program, but she is involved in the central administration of rehabilitation programs.

Objectives

The research will test the effectiveness of the existing rehabilitation program and inform the design of future programs.

Research procedures

Current inmates of a particular facility, with an identified drug problem, will be interviewed before, during and after the rehabilitation program.  Participants will be asked to discuss their attitudes towards drug taking, and their perceptions of the program.

Scientific Merit

The applicant has indicated that no previous work has been conducted to assess this program.  The measures to be used have been formulated for the particular project so there is no literature to be reviewed.

Benefits

The research will measure the effectiveness of the program, so will inform its improvement and the development of other rehabilitation programs operated by the Department.  This is presented as a direct benefit to the participants, a benefit to the ‘participant community’ and a contribution to the body of knowledge in the area.

Risks

The applicant outlines the risk to the research team in their conduct of the interviews, and outlines the various prison procedures to manage the risk.  The applicant indicates that any comments offered by the participant will not influence their ability to access other prison programs.  The applicant also indicates that it is Departmental policy that any disclosure of current drug taking activity be immediately notified.

Participants

The potential participant pool are prisoners who have been identified by the facility as having a drug problem and have been enrolled in an education program.  This will include prisoners serving sentences of various lengths and for various crimes.  For the research to be valid, at least 80% of the potential participants are required.

Recruitment

Information about the research will be distributed with the referral to the education program, as well as the proposed date for the inmate’s first interview (as the first interview must be conducted prior to the commencement of the research).   

Consent

Participants are asked to complete an informed consent package and hand it to the researcher at the first interview.

Confidentiality

Data will be collected in an identified form, but will be coded.  Data will be stored securely.  Reporting on the results of the research will be in aggregate form, and will not name individual participants.  Neither individual participants, nor the facility, will be identified in any publication.

Reporting

A report on the research will be provided to the facility and the Department.  At least one academic publication based upon the research is planned.  There will be no feedback to participants.

PRESENTER’S NOTES

Research conducted by part-time students in their own workplace can often raise ethical issues such as the potential for coercion and additional risks.  Such issues can be especially acute where the potential participant pool are in a captive relationship (such as prisoners) and where the information is collected in an identified form and involving sensitive issues.  Such research can still be ethical, but it raises ethical issues that must be addressed by the design of the research.

Scientific merit – A HREC is likely to question the degree to which the research is contributing to the body of knowledge.  An ethics committee would probably suggest that the researcher needs to look at what assessment of other drug education programs in a prison context have been conducted and the scientific basis for the interview schedule / process.  Given the ethical issues, this information is likely to be important to substantiate that there are potential benefits from the research.

Benefits – It seems something of a reach to claim that the research will benefit participants.  The case for the other benefits needs to be better established (see above).

Risks – The applicant appears to have ignored the risks to the participants.  This could include issues such as peer reaction to their participation, the reaction of facility officers to participation or non-participation, the disclosure of information that might expose the inmate to further legal or punitive action.  At the very least, potential participants need to be given some clear warnings about the types of information that needs to be disclosed.  It seems that the research could be conducted without such information, and participants should be given clear warnings that such information should not be divulged.  The reaction of other prisoners and facility officers is far harder to manage.  The practicalities of most prisons is such that participation or non-participation would be almost impossible to keep confidential.  Instead, the research team will need to work hard to ensure that there is a clear understanding that the research is about attitudes, not behaviours.  A further issue is the degree to which the researcher being presented with a very negative attitude from a participant might impact upon them offering further programs to the participant.  At the end of the day, the researcher can only assure the HREC that this will not occur.  In extreme cases, the HREC might instruct the researcher to conduct the research in a completely different context (ie in an area for which they have no direct involvement), or that the data collection be conducted in a de-identified form.

Participants – The very high required participant rate is likely to raise concerns that potential participants are going to be placed under coercive pressure.  The HREC is likely to query how this will be managed, and what strategies will be used (eg a cohort at another facility) to address any short fall.

Recruitment – The proposed recruitment method is likely to compound the concerns about coercion.  The recruitment process should be separated from the referral process, and an interview only being organised if voluntary and informed consent is offered.

Consent – See above.  The preference would be for the question of informed consent to be addressed prior to the arrangement of any interview.

Confidentiality – Obviously because of the multi-step nature of the data collection identification is necessary.  However, an assurance should be provided that the code key will be stored separately from the data, and that the key will be destroyed after the last matching has been conducted.

Identification by inference – Despite the fact that participants are not to be named by the report, there is a concern about the degree to which they might be identifiable by inference eg if the number of potential participants is quite small and then a respondent’s comments are to be connected with demographic information (such as age, ethnic background, type of crime) then it seems likely that the facility or Department might be able to identify the respondent by inference.  This can also be a concern with “case study stories” where a participant could be identifiable from their comments.  The HREC is likely to query the strategies to manage this (eg showing the “case study story” to the participant to enable them to check for identification and risk issues, the data only being presented in aggregated terms.

Identification of facility – It seems probable that the Department will be aware of the participating facility.  A negative finding might impact upon the facility’s administration.  Consequently, the agreement of the facility needs to acknowledge their understanding of this.

Reporting of results to participants – Sometimes the only benefits to participants from a research project is them being provided, in an appropriate form, the results of the research (ie not a copy of the report or publication, and aggregate rather than individual results).  The HREC is likely to challenge the researcher on this point – at the very least results should be offered.

Other issues – Some other issues include:

1. a copy of the interview schedule or an indicative sample of the questions, that gives some sense of the most ethically intrusive / sensitive area of questioning;

2. copies of the approval from DCS, and the agreement of the facility;

3. a copy of the informed consent mechanism; and

4. an assurance that, after data completion, that the data will be stored in a University facility for the requisite 5 years.

