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Women’s relational experiences of sexuality, assault, harassment, consent and coercion
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Proposed Research Ethical Considerations
On the 8th of March 2016, International Women’s Day,  the End Violence Against Women (EVAW) coalition published a survey of British women’s experiences of sexual harassment in public places, which found that 85 per cent of women aged 18-24 had experienced unwanted sexual attention in public places and 45 per cent have experienced unwanted sexual touching (End Violence Against Women, 2016), the majority of these crimes remain unreported. This study aims to gain an understanding of women’s relational experiences of sexuality, assault, harassment, consent and coercion. Conducting research from the vantage point of  women themselves is vitally important to understanding how they negotiate their lived experiences in a way that is often ignored by law and policy (Hlavka, 2014). This study is firmly positioned within feminist research and practices that epitomize the validity of patriarchy, paying particular attention to sexual harassment and violence, sexual subjectivity and heteronormativity (Gavey, 1992).
In order to obtain the data needed the research will be carried out using qualitative research methods, specifically gaining data from focus groups. The research will consist of three focus groups of women, the first group will be made up of 6-8 women aged 18-22, the second group will be made up of 6-8 women aged 23-29, and the third group will consist of 6-8 women aged 30 and older. By separating the focus groups by age, the research hopes to gain understanding of the different lived experiences of each demographic. There are numerous ethical challenges that have specific implications for qualitative research (Houghton, et al., 2010), these ethical challenges principally emanate from the emergent and unpredictable nature of qualitative research methodology (Harris, et al., 2015). These ethical issues that are imperative to conducting qualitative research mainly concern issues relating to informed consent procedures, the researcher-participant relationship, risk benefit ratio, and confidentiality in instances concerning sensitive personal information (Scantlebury, 2005).
Informed Process Consent

The emergent nature of qualitative research, particularly when considering the sensitive and personal nature of the proposed study, presents a key concern with informed consent relating to the unsuitability of traditional once-off informed consent forms (Berges, 2015; Houghton, et. al., 2010; Khader, 2018). It must be considered that the direction of the data collected by qualitative researchers whilst using focus groups as the main research method cannot be guaranteed, which suggests that using one-off consent is not suitable for this type of research (Holloway & Wheeler, 2002; McDonnell, et.al., 2000). The proposed research will take these views into consideration and will take an interpretivist perspective, acknowledging that ethics are subjective (Schwandt, 2000). This perspective acknowledges that individual participants perceptions of what they consider to be ethical differs, thus making it crucial to ensure that constant negotiations with participants takes place throughout the study (Berg, 1995; British Sociological Association, 2017; Holloway & Wheeler, 2002; Houghton, et.al, 2010). By adopting an informed process consent it becomes possible to be constantly negotiating and revising with the participants allowing them to take on a more collaborative role in the decisions made regarding their participation throughout the study (Behi & Nolan, 1995; Ensign, 2003; Jokinen, et. al., 2002; Munhall, 1988; Polit & Beck, 2006; Raudonis, 1992). An informed process consent also allows the research to be completely based upon freely given consent of those studied, it allows the researcher to fulfill their responsibility to explain the research in an appropriate and meaningful way to the participants at every level of the research process (British Sociological Association, 2017).  It is also of the utmost importance that the researcher reiterates that it is the participants right to withdraw or modify their consent and to ask for their contributions to the data be destroyed either in parts or completely (The British Psychological Society, 2014; British Sociological Association, 2017).
Social and psychological well-being
Feminist social scientists (e.g. Wilkinson, 1998) have expressed concerns about ethical issues involved with one-to-one interviews and focus groups as a means of collecting qualitative data. Attention is drawn to the potentially exploitive nature of the researcher in these instances in which the researcher controls the proceedings, regulates the direction and flow of the conversation as well as imposing their own biases upon the participants. The British Sociological Association (2017) advocates that sociological researchers have a responsibility to their participants to ensure that their physical, social and psychological well-being needs are not significantly affected by their participation. By creating focus groups of 6-8 participants the research aims to shift the balance of power during data collection from the researcher to the research participants; this shift of power allows the research participants to take control of the direction of conversation and thus the data being presented. By placing the power with the participants, the research aligns itself with the British Sociological Association’s (2017) views that researchers should protect the rights of their participants including their interests and sensitivities, whilst also giving due consideration to the difficulty of balancing conflicting interests. 
When looking at the proposed topic of research it is imperative to consider that the nature of the potential conversations will be of a sensitive nature, that could cause distress amongst the participants. It is therefore of the utmost importance once again to ensure that the participants are made aware of the nature of the topics of research before beginning the study, this falls under the umbrella of informed process consent as previously mentioned. However, it is also important to note that by participating in focus group studies which tackle sensitive issues can provide opportunities for women to engage collectively with other women in ways that they may find supportive (Finch, 1984). Herbert (1989), concurs with this idea and has noted that through meeting with others and sharing experiences, women are given the opportunity to realise group commonalities in what they may have previously believed to be individual personal problems. This allows women to develop an understanding of the social and political processes through which their experiences have been constructed (Harrison and Barlow, 1995; Mies, 1983; Wilkinson, 1998). 
Bias
When conducting qualitative research it is important to also give consideration to ethical issues such as bias, this creates a challenge for the researcher to overcome social desirability, self- presentation, self-deception, and, of course, the individual’s presumed reticence of opening up and talking truthfully about intimate matters with complete strangers (Wilkinson, 1998). However, it is widely recognized that participants in focus groups are not sterile instruments in which data can be extrapolated from and some researchers (e.g. Burt & Code, 1995; Fontana & Frey, 1994; Kitzinger, 1994) believe that data collected from focus groups from this perspective is not a problem but as an opportunity in which to explore how knowledges are constructed in interactions between people.
Conclusion
When considering qualitative methods or research such as focus groups, ethical considerations must play an important role. Whilst there are a variety of ethical issues presented, when met with an understanding of ethical guidelines like those provided by the British Sociological Association (2017) and the British Psychological Society (2014), there is no reason in which the proposed research could not be carried out in a manner in which all parties ethical needs are met.
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