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Position Statement on Qualitative Research and IRBs

QQualitative research is a situated activity that locates the observer in theworld. It consists of a set of interpretive,
material practices that make the world visibleEQ ualitative researchers study thingsin their natural settings,
attempting to make sense of, or to interpret, phenomenain terms of the meanings people bring to themO(Denzin &
Lincoln, 2003, pp. 4-5).

Problem Statement

Discussions within the community of qualitative researchers at the First International Congress of Qualitative
Inquiry (2005) reveaed and recent literature confirms there isawidely shared belief that performance monitoring of
qualitative research by Institutional Review Boards constrains both the teaching and practices of qualitative inquiry
aswell as the academic freedoms of qualitative researchers. Our primary concern is the lack of fit between self-
delineated standards of qualitative research and |RB procedures grounded in anarrow model of science.

Recognizing the interdependent duties of qualitative researchers (faculty, administrators, and students), institutions,
and Institutional Review Boards to share responsibility for the protection of human subjects, the Congress of
Qualitative Inquiry, which represents adiverse array of researchers and research methodologies, has engaged in the
work of developing a position statement for the purposes of: 1). Taking ownership for protection of human subjects
by a proactive articulation of standards that better fit qualitative research practices, and 2). Organizing discussion
within and against |RB procedures to counteract mission creep at both local and the federal levels.

Standards for the Practices of Qualitative Inquiry

The Association for the Accreditation of Human Research Protection Programs (AAHRPP) is avoluntary
accrediting body for institutional review boards. The following standards for practice have been adapted from the
AAHRPP standards for investigators toward a better fit with qualitative inquiry and draw upon previous work of
qualitative theorists (Christians, 2003; Kirsch, 1999; Punch, 1994; Wyschogrod, 2000).

Qualitative researchers uphold the following standards in the conduct of research involving human subjects:

1. Consider, identify, and resolve conflicts of interest that might affect research participants, researchers,
institutions, and research outcomes.

2. Understand and use valid study designs for qualitative inquiry that respect the rights of individuals and
protect the well being of research participants.

3. Apply standards of minimal risk as set forth in the Common Rule for the protection of human subjectsin
the conduct and practice of research.

4. Involve and recruit participants according to best practices for weighing risks to individuals and benefits to
society.

5. Document their plansin study proposals for fulfilling responsibilities to research, institutions, sponsors, and
participants.

6. Respect participantsCautonomy and the voluntary nature of participation and document the informed
consent processes that are foundationa to qualitative inquiry.

7. Providefor and encourage communication with participants and respond to respondentsCrequests for
information, withdrawal, or modifications to consent agreements in atimely and appropriate manner.

8. Design and conduct qualitative studies in compliance with federal and local institutional requirements for
the protection of human subjects in research.

Action Plans

1) Operationalize academic and ethical standards for qualitatively based research.

2) Conduct empirical evaluation studies at local level of current IRB practices to inform future discussions
and action plans.

3) Volunteer to serve on IRB panels. Attend |RB open meetings. Observe review processes in order to take
ownership of procedures and requirements and counteract mission creep.

4) Develop aBest Practices Compendium (Gunsalus et al., 2005) to provide guidance to IRBs reviewing
qualitative research.

5) Work at the federal level with Office for Human Research Protections (OHRP). The case of oral history is
instructive.

6) Coordinate with other academic groups who value and practice qualitative methods e.g. American
Historical Association, American Sociological Association, Consortium of Social Science Associations.
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