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Part 1: 

Here Thorne argues that the “protection of human subjects” regulations, which were originally developed for biomedical, experimental research, are not applicable to fieldwork for a variety of reasons:


• the risks and benefits are less dramatic in fieldwork


• the power dynamic between researcher and subject is less severe in fieldwork

• the fieldwork setting is much less formal and getting signed consent appears as an “overly legalistic” intrusion

She then works up to her argument by problematizing the three components of informed consent:


• being knowledgeable about the research:

(how much information makes one knowledgeable?)


• making a voluntary choice:


(how do we know when a choice is sufficiently voluntary?)


• being competent enough to choose freely:


(what criteria determine competence?)

Questions/Concerns:

To what extent should informed consent be a formalized procedure and are there certain research practices which should be exempt?  How then could researchers take care not to exploit their subjects or does the current procedure of informed consent already fail to do this?

Part 2:

When is Consent Informed? How Much Information Should Be Given?

Regulations imply that uninformed consent is “tantamount” to no consent at all” and that researchers need to disclose any information that subjects would need to make an intelligent decision. Federal regulations on research seem more suited to other types of experimentation, focusing on risks versus benefits.

While extremes exist, like a researcher pretending to be someone else, a real dividing line between informed and uninformed consent remain unclear. A major difficulty exists because often fieldworkers do research with an open ended question and go where the research leads them. This often leads to a subject that doesn’t have a complete picture of what they are being observed for.

Researchers, however, many times do not even bother to try to keep their subjects fully informed, and often stress the more innocuous parts of the research when asked. The level at which researchers can be open has a lot to do with the research context. The setting of the research has a lot to do with it (public settings, being involved in a group setting, etc.) The initial phase of research has been standardized to include getting signed consent forms.

Other key observations: Ethnographers give less information to each person observed. In a group setting they often assume tolerance for consent. Long term research raises the question of whether consent should be renewed, especially if conditions change. Researchers often have “multiple identities” with their subject relationships: a work role, friendship, counselor, group member, etc. These other roles often enable more candid information, but at the expense of the trust that the other role necessitates. This is referred to as the “sociologist’s original sin.”

Part III:

Is the consent voluntary?

· Participant-observers do not recruit individual subjects when studying natural groupings

· Sponsor decides if fieldworker can have access to groups of people (ex. Prison authorities grant access to prisoners), do not need individual consent

The Assumptions of Informed Consent: What ethical issues are neglected?

· Vulnerable groups such as children, mental patients, prisoners, need special protection against possible exploitation

· Requirement of Informed consent limits ability to expose injustice 

· Ethical dilemma- do those who “violate the basic values of dignity and worth” deserve right to privacy (ex Hitler)

