CASE STUDY FOUR

The silent brave: Undisclosed sexual abuse in home stay in Australia, the United States and Canada

Overview

A University research team has secured funding from a community organization “Strive” that organises international trips and exchanges for young people.  This is to be used to conduct research into the incidence of child sexual abuse in home stay contexts in Australia, the United States and Canada.

Objectives

The research hopes to provide a more thorough explanation of the incidence and nature of child sexual abuse that is occurring in home stay situations in Australia, United States and Canada.

Research procedures

All persons who have undertaken a “Strive” home stay in Australia, United States or Canada in the last 25 years will be sent an anonymous questionnaire, that asks them whether they either personally suffered sexual abuse whilst on the home stay, or was aware of another person participating in a “Strive” home stay.  If abuse occurred, the survey also asks questions about whether this was reported, how well “Strive” responded, and their current attitudes towards “Strive” and home stay in general.

Scientific Merit

The applicant provides an appropriate literature review that appears to demonstrate that the research would make a useful contribution to the body of knowledge.

Benefits

The benefits of the research are largely theoretical, because it will yield an important description of the incidence of sexual abuse in this context.

Risks

Any risks associated with this research are addressed by the absolute anonymity of participants.  Not even the researchers will be aware of the identities of respondents.

Participants

As noted above, the potential participants will be persons who have undertaken a “Strive” home stay in Australia, United States or Canada in the last 25 years.  This will include males and females aged 14 – 42.  Potential participants could be residents of any country.

Recruitment

The anonymous survey will be posted to all potential participants.

Consent

In accordance with University guidelines, completion and return of the questionnaire will be accepted as an expression of consent.

Confidentiality

Data will be collected in a de-identified form.  The returned questionnaires will be entered into an appropriate package for analysis.  Reporting on the results of the research will be in aggregate form.  The returned questionnaires will be stored for 5 years in a University facility.

Reporting

“Strive” will be provided with a report on the research.  It is anticipated that the research will result in academic presentations and publications, and will inform subsequent work in this area.

PRESENTER’S NOTES

The funding of, and clear legal and other interest in, this research by “Strive” is likely to raise significant questions about potential conflict of interest – or at least potential for a perceived conflict of interest.  This is perhaps most obviously resolved by ensuring that potential participants understand the involvement of “Strive” in the research.  Both the HREC and the potential participants will need to be provided with a much clearer indication of how “Strive” will be using the report.  This area of concerns is potentially compounded by the apparent variance between the title of the protocol and the presented objectives of the research.  For this reason the HREC is likely to carefully question the research team.

Risks - Distress – Arguably the applicant has made a pretty poor job of identifying and addressing the risks associated with this research.  The researcher has appeared not to have considered the potential for the research to cause psychological distress.  Provision must be made so that participants are aware of the availability of counselling support.  

Risks – “Strive” – If the research is a genuine search for knowledge, and depending upon whether participants are going to receive results and / or if “Strive” will be identifiable in any publication, the research could represent a significant risk to “Strive”, because it might provide evidence in support of any action again “Strive”.  The HREC will need an assurance that “Strive” is aware of this risk.  If the research is in fact serving some legal purpose of “Strive”, then this is likely to be identified in response to the questions about conflicts of interest, and then the “risk” from this should be addressed in the recruitment process.

Risks – Identification of respondents or alleged perpetrators – There is also a risk that participants will write identifying information of their survey, and / or identify the alleged perpetrators of abuse.  Even though this risk could be minimised by providing respondents with a clear instruction not to write their name, the name of others, or any other identifying information on their survey – given the nature of the topic area, this remains a very real issue.  

Risks – Duty of care – Furthermore, this highlights a general “moral” issue in terms of the researchers apparent failure to consider the potential duty of care elements of their research (1. abused persons who are still within the allowed timeframe for making a legal complaint against their abuser, 2. the identification of persons allegedly guilty of child sexual abuse (a situation where some legal disclosure requirements can apply), and 3. the identification of persons allegedly guilty of sexual abuse who are still hosting home stay visitors).  These issues may require a more substantial revision of the design of this research (and possibly require resubmission to the HREC).  Alternatively, the instructions that accompany the survey could provide a separate mechanism to enable these issues to be handled outside the frame of the research.  It is not sufficient for the applicant to consider that participants will themselves initiate such action.

Participants – Children – Clearly the participant pool includes persons aged under 18 and a sensitive topic area.  It is likely that the HREC will expect there to be some form of express parental consent mechanism.  This mechanism must not compromise the anonymity of the research and must also address any risk issues.  Perhaps the best solution is for the initial approach to be via a letter addressed to the potential participants and their parents.  If the participant, and their parent / guardian is interested in seeing the instrument they return a signed slip (which is coded).  The instruments are only distributed if the slips are received.  Following distribution the code key (eg the listing of potential participants and their addresses) is destroyed.
Participants – Different cultures – It is not clear from which countries the potential participant pool will be drawn.  It is possible, in the case of countries with strict religious or cultural mores, that the research could expose participants to risk.  The HREC is likely to query whether the applicant has considered this issue.
Recruitment – Privacy – The access to the mailing list raises significant legal and ethical sensitivities.  GU is subject to IS42, which arguably makes the use of this list (even if “Strive” is not subject to the Commonwealth Privacy Act), subject to legal protection (ie the list cannot be accessed for research purposes without prior consent, or unless the persons included in the list understand and have accepted this kind of use of the list).  In practice the simplest solution may be for the initial approach letter (see above) to be distributed by “Strive”.  The researchers would only be aware of the individuals who are interested in receiving a copy of the instrument.  This would require a slight amendment to the coding strategy suggested above, but the principle should be retained (that the addresses of participants should be destroyed straight after the distribution of the instruments).
Consent – Questionnaires –  The applicant is correct, the new University policy position is to accept the return of a completed questionnaire as an expression of consent.  However, the questionnaire coversheet must include the required information and assurances, as per Booklet 22 of the Griffith University Research Ethics Manual.  The Committee will need to be provided with a copy of this coversheet.  Obviously this consent process is supplemented by the process outlined under Recruitment – Privacy above.
Confidentiality – Identification by inference – It would appear that there is some risk that participants might be identifiable by inference (depending upon the specific nature of the data that is collected, stored and used).  This will need to be clarified, both for the HREC and the potential participants.
Results – Academic contribution – Given the questions about the genuine purpose of this research, the HREC is likely to seek an assurance that the research will inform more than just the preparation of a report for Strive.  Alternatively, the benefits of the research needs to be recouched.
Results – Participants – In addition to Strive, the participants should also be provided – in an appropriate form – a summary of the results of the research.
Other issues – Some other issues include:

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

2. copy of the approval from Strive; and

3. a copy of the questionnaire coversheet (which will need to comply with Booklet 22 of the Griffith University Research Ethics Manual).

