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An online defence of ethical considerations (Part 1)

In recent years, there has been an increase in awareness of women's rights in areas that were historically accepted as given social norms, such as the experience of pregnancy and childbirth. In the culture of the global north, childbirth has increasingly been accepted as an occurrence that happens to a woman through the medicalization of pregnancy and childbirth, rather than the notion that the woman experiences pregnancy and childbirth from an embodied or corporeal  (Howson, 2013). Throughout adulthood, many of my female friends have confided traumatic accounts that happened to them throughout their pregnancy and during childbirth, and as a self-confessed feminist, I have always reacted in an appalled manner.  "Why didn't you say something?" I would ask. "I never felt in a position too" would be the reply. Although I would be incensed on their behalf, subconsciously I would also think that these women were weak to not stand up for themselves during an experience that was uniquely theirs. However, since I myself have fallen pregnant, I can completely empathise with the position that my friends found themselves in, and thousands of other women before and since them. The working title of this study is called 'The Patriarchy of Pregnancy and the Silencing of Women during Childbirth'.
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It is my hypothesis that the experience of childbirth and the rights of the woman giving birth have been eroded through the centuries. Spanning firstly from the patriarchy and the church to more recently the modern medicalization of birth, all of which I believe have contributed to the silencing of women through subliminal control (Hill, 2019).

The aim of this proposed research study is to explore whether women who have given birth felt unequal, oppressed and disregarded in relation to their choices surrounding their autonomy, body, and labour. The objective would be to give women a voice, empowerment and to highlight areas in which the journey of pregnancy of childbirth should centre around the woman, and not the medicalization of pregnancy and labour in the pursuit of equality and choice.
	
I intend to approach the research process through interviewing participants and through personal participant narratives (stories) as my main sources of ethnographic data.  I believe that both of these pathways to research my brief offer the best option to capture the participant's voice. One to one interviews can be incredibly cathartic for participants as they feel their experience has been validated (Ritchie et al, 2014:96). Interviews will be recorded in order to ensure all information has been captured. Participants will be notified that the interview will be recorded and be given the choice not to be recorded, and for those who opt to, all data will be kept securely. Participants can also withdraw any information given at any time. Personal narratives can have the same effect for participants with the added benefit of authentic 'lived experience' whilst eliminating the risk of researcher bias.

Whilst interviewing or approaching participants to take part I will adhere to strict ethical considerations, following a rigorous process to ensure that all areas of ethical research are adhered too to protect and inform participants in a transparent and honest way. Participants will be supplied with a letter which introduces myself, the details of the course I am studying, information about my research including subject and purpose, confidentiality details, information to participants about why their contribution will be useful, outline that they have the right to withdraw at any point and offer participants the option to have a copy of the final report (Dawson, 2009). I will also supply participants with a Code of Ethics which will inform them of details relating to the information participants have given. This will consist of an information pack which will describe exactly how their involvement and data will be collected and handled.

Research studies are bound by the ethical code of practice within which that particular area of research falls under. The proposed research is first and foremost governed by my Institutions' Ethics Code of Conduct (UWTSD, 2017-2020). Other organisations such as the British Educational Research Association (British Educational Research Association, 2019) have their own ethical guidelines for best practice, as well as a statement of guidelines from the British Sociological Association (2017) which encompasses ethical codes of practices from respected governing bodies such as the Social Research Association, the American Sociology Association and the Association of Social Anthropologists of the UK and the Commonwealth. Ethical considerations during research refer to moral obligations which are principles and guidelines which dictate what is acceptable or allowed within professions by outlining what is fair, just, right and wrong for the researcher to follow and will vary by organisation as well as discipline (O'Leary, 2004).

However, Ritchie et al (2014) note that qualitative research by nature is complex and ambiguous. In reality 'real-life' is not governed by a rigid approach in terms of just ethical guidelines "which tend to be constructed in absolute terms, [and] can become a barrier to flexible and responsive practice" (Ritchie et al, 2014:82) if strictly adhered to. Therefore, in conclusion, undertaking qualitative research which is by nature intrusive, evolving and complicated, is the responsibility of the researcher to conduct their findings in a manner that is authentic, truthful and responsibly using the ethical guidelines outlined within their field of research. Researchers should also develop their skills when navigating the field by becoming familiar with different ethical theories, such as deontological, teleological and aretaic approaches (Punch, 2014) to inform the most ethical direction when presented with a situation which does not fall within the neat boundaries of ethical guidelines. Gaining informed consent should be treated as a process throughout the research collection of data, and researchers should always be prepared to adapt and change their research methods to ensure that ethics always takes precedence (O'Leary, 2004). Participants must always be treated with respect and their wellbeing should be paramount during the entire process, including supporting their right to withdraw at any point.

Reflection on Ethics (Part 2)

The mark of a good researcher, is one who is able to practice reflexivity within their research to inform the researcher (themselves) of their position. Reflexivity depends on a strategy whereby the the researcher is able to ‘question our own attitudes, theories-in-use, values, assumptions, prejudices and habitual actions’ (Bolton, 2014:7) in order to ‘understand our own complex roles in relation to others’ (Bolton, 2014:7). According to Doucet and Mauthner ‘reflexivity, an an integral part of the knowing process, is also an intensely ethical issue’ (2002:140). 

In other words, researchers should be aware of their own position and power in the world, as an anthropologist I have been trained and taught to leave my preconceptions at the door, so to speak, but this is not always easily achieved. As a researcher I always have to be conscious of what I know and how I represent what I know based on my own cultural relativism which could be profoundly different to others. This can be especially relevant to be conscious of when constructing field work or interacting with participants. The practice of reflexivity assists the researcher in the work of ‘overcoming the taken-for-granted and habitual, seeing beyond the common sense and prejudice, calling into question the very conventions by which we might endeavour to ‘call’ ‘something’ into ‘question’’ (Rapport, 2014:364). 

Upon practising reflexivity for the proposed research topic outlined above I have identified that this particular research topic could be potentially problematic for me, the researcher, due to my current physical state of pregnancy and my views on empowerment and feminism. Either positions have the potential to create a bias within my own consciousness. It would also be incredibly unprofessional and unethical of me to influence a participants’ narrative either during active research, during an interview for example, or being biased and using a participants’ story to my own agenda when writing up my findings. I should therefore be aware of the following reflexive guidelines outlined by Bolton for individuals when conducting and reflecting on research (2014:10):

· Recognising, taking authority over and responsibility for their own personal and professional actions, identity, values and feelings
· Contesting lack of diversity, imbalance of power, the way marginalism can block development
· Asking questions and being able to stay with uncertainty, unpredictability, doubt. This is the only way to discover our assumptions and do something about them. 

In conclusion, whilst conducting research I should be hyper aware of my own bias and cultural relativism, and not let my own experiences or knowledge inform the participants’ narrative. I have a duty of care not only to my participants but also to myself. I should, at all times keep in mind the objectives outlined in this research, which is to empower women and give women the opportunity to be heard regarding their own experiences of pregnancy and childbirth. Even if internally I disagree, I should acknowledge this feeling, but also remind myself that this is not my story to tell, and I have been trusted and bound by ethical codes to retell the narrative of experiences for these women as they were intended. 
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