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Abstract: This article outlines ethical principles for ‘participant-centred linguistic
research’ (PCLR), a term we coin to incorporate a range of linguistic research ap-
proaches that place importance on the involvement of participants. Linguistics, as a
field, has strengthened its focus on participant-centred and socially situated
research, recognising the value of better understanding our participants’ practices
and linguistic knowledge. However, this also brings ethical challenges for our
research practice. Drawing on three differing UK-based case studies from the au-
thors’ own work, the article explores complex issues that can arise during PCLR and
establishes four key principles that cut across our varied experiences. Firstly, we
address participant consent and confidentiality, establishing the principles: 1.
Informed consent and ethics protocols are dialogic processes and 2. Expectations
around confidentiality and anonymity can shift during a project. Secondly, we address
our research relationships with participants, our key principles being: 3. The
researcher-participant relationship is complex and variable and 4. Close attention
must be paid to power dynamics within the research setting. Ultimately, we argue that
the human interactions and relationships involved in PCLR mean research may
inevitably be somewhat unpredictable; researchers therefore need an understand-
ing of the ethical parameters of their practice to navigate these complexities.
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1 Introduction

In this article, we outline a set of key principles for an area of scholarly practice we
call ‘participant-centred linguistic research’ (PCLR). We conceive of PCLR, broadly
speaking, as linguistic research that prioritises close engagement with participants,
beyond collecting data produced ‘by’ and ‘about’ them. This includes areas such as
linguistic ethnography and anthropology, research centred on interviews, and
participant-observer approaches to language research, although concern for
participant engagement is not limited to these areas. The article explores some of the
complex, context-dependent issues that can arise during PCLR, especially those that
are difficult to anticipate during the initial planning and ethical approvals processes.

We explore the ethical considerations that can arise in PCLR by examining three
UK-based research case studies that cover a range of themes, participants, methods,
and contexts. Sarah’s case study draws on a collaborative piece of research around
language and communication conductedwith a professionalmedical body, reflecting
on the ethical concerns around researcher-participant relationships when working
in partnership with external institutions. Jai’s case study, which explores the role
digital media can play in parents’ lives, reflects on participant-researcher relation-
ships when collecting digital data and conducting interviews during a relatively
intensive research process. Finally, Lucy considers a series of linguistic ethnography
projects with different UK-based LGBTQ+ youth groups, contemplating the re-
sponsibilities that arose in relation to her participant-observer role.

Each of these studies, which are outlined in further detail in Section 3, differ across
various dimensions, including methods of participant engagement, the ages, positions
and vulnerability of participants, and the involvement of external organisations. By
bringing together these different studies and addressing ethical concerns that cut across
them, we reveal common issues that can arise in a range of applied linguistic projects,
and outline ethical principles that will be relevant for the majority of PCLR work.
Drawing on these case studies, alongside existing ideas and debates around ethical
research, we aim to explore what participant-centred, ethically informed linguistic
research looks like in practice, and to offer examples of key moments where we reflect
on ethical boundaries. Ultimately, we argue that PCLR can be unpredictable and re-
searchersmust thereforehave clarity on the ethical parameters of their practice in order
to navigate the varied, shifting, and emerging needs of their participants, other project
stakeholders, and their research ethics committee (REC), alongside their own research
aims. In the following section, we consider the nuanced and complex ethical dimensions
of this research area, with particular attention to those which tend not to be covered by
traditional research ethics frameworks.
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2 Ethical dimensionsofparticipant-centred research

In recent decades, attention to participant involvement has grown across research
areas such as healthcare, education, and the social sciences. ‘Participatory’ ap-
proaches have gone beyond traditional ideas of the research ‘subject’ to emphasise
the value of research being carried out “with and by local people rather than on
them” (Cornwall and Jewkes 1995: 1667). These approaches give participants the
opportunity “to speak up, to participate […] to express [themselves] and to have the
expression valued by others” (Abma et al. 2019: 127). Participant-centred feminist
researchers such as Mauthner and Doucet (1998), Mason (2018), and Oakley (1981)
have emphasised the co-constructed nature of the research process, prioritising
space for intimacy and reciprocity between researcher and participant, and
underlining the importance of listening to participants on their own terms, valuing
their experience and expertise, and relating to them as equals. These approaches
tend to minimise the typically more powerful, institutional position of the
researcher, working towards greater equality in researcher-participant relation-
ships (Nind 2011).

Linguists have also foregrounded the ethical dimensions of participant-centred
research. Labov’s (1982) stance that linguists should engage with and benefit the
speech communities with whom they work, committing to an active role in
addressing social issues, has become well-established in sociolinguistics. Cameron
et al. (1992: 21) further underline the researcher’s “obligation to be attentive to the
complexities of power” in any given research context and suggest that researchers
may be under a further obligation to ‘empower’ their participants through dialogue
and reciprocity. However, others have since noted that a model of ‘empowerment’
can itself reinforce and reconstitute unequal power relations. Bucholtz et al. (2017)
attempt to redress this, drawing on Tomlinson and Lipsitz’s (2013: 12) concept of
‘accompaniment’ to frame socially engaged linguistic research as a joint activity that
can “forgemutually beneficial relations and relationships” between researchers and
participants. This work highlights the need for researchers to think carefully about
the researcher-participant relationship and conduct their work in ways that benefit
those involved.

Participant-centred researchers across disciplines have also reflected on
perceived disparities between (a) the formal ethics frameworks and approval pro-
cesses that regulate research (e.g. RECs) and (b) research that takes place in the field;
a distinction between ‘macro-ethics’ (overarching frameworks and codes) and ‘mi-
cro-ethics’ (everyday research practice and the specific dilemmas that can arise
in situated research) (Guillemin and Gillam 2004; Kubanyiova 2008). Macro-ethical
frameworks focus on protecting ‘human subjects’ and originate from biomedical
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contexts where there is clear asymmetry between the researcher (who understands
and controls the experiments they are carrying out) and the participants (who may
have little understanding of what they are being subjected to). Such frameworks
provide important safeguarding processes around avoiding harm, treating
participants fairly and providing benefits. However, there can be ‘micro-ethical’
discrepancies in how such processes are achieved in practice and in different dis-
ciplines (Guillemin and Gillam 2004). In applied linguistics, there is growing
awareness of the contrast between long-standing macro-ethical principles and the
complexities of situated research-in-practice, for example in language education
research (Kubanyiova 2008). Disciplinary ethical guidelines that cover a range of
areas in the social sciences (e.g. AoIR 2019; BAAL 2021; ESRC 2021) increasingly
acknowledge and foreground the point that ethics “is not a ‘one-size-fits-all’ opera-
tion” and, subsequently, advocate approaches that are case-based and attentive to
norms and expectations in specific contexts. This article will consider what these
context-sensitive research practices and ‘micro-ethical’ considerations can entail in
practice for linguistics.

Context sensitivity is particularly significant for applied linguists, who often
draw from multi-disciplinary influences and work with a huge variety of partici-
pants and research settings. For example, language teacher-researchers may require
additional support and training around issues of reflexivity and intersubjectivity,
given their “dual roles as instructor and researcher” (Gilliland et al. 2023: 1). For
linguists who collect and analyse online data from forums and social media plat-
forms, new conversations have arisen around what constitutes a ‘human’ subject,
whether and when informed consent is needed, and how to anonymise the pro-
ducers of digital content. For example, Rüdiger and Dayter (2017) have shown that
acquiring informed consent may pose risks to the researcher when investigating
‘hostile’ subjects, and the latest set of guidelines for the British Association for
Applied Linguistics points out that much online data can be back-searched, making
guarantees of anonymity impossible where citing texts verbatim (BAAL 2021). In
response to these challenges, linguists have adopted a range of strategies for sharing
good practice in shifting research contexts. For example, Mackenzie (2017), Rüdiger
and Dayter (2017), and Spilioti and Tagg (2021) have used case studies from their
research practice to show how micro-ethics can be worked out in digital discourse
analytical projects, sharing details of the research process thatwould not usuallyfind
their way into published research findings. Some have also attempted to offer
practical guidelines and prompts. For example, Mackenzie (2017) offers a step-by-
step framework that guides researchers through a ‘reflexive-linguistic’ approach to
internet research ethics, whilst De Costa et al. (2020) provide a set of ‘research tasks’
that applied linguists can undertake at different points in a project, directing them to
consider key questions, seek advice, or engage in reflective activities.
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Despite the diversity of researchers, participants, contexts, and topics that fit
within the umbrella of ‘applied linguistics’, there are common ethical issues that
most members of this community will encounter. For example, in their effort to
“understan[d] language issues in the realworld” and the social, cultural, and political
implications that entails, applied linguists will often face “conflicting interests and
competing obligations”, including those of their participants, their stakeholders, and
their wider disciplinary community, whose perceptions of language may differ
(BAAL 2021: 3). There is a risk that findings can affect the representation of
minoritised language communities or be misinterpreted to serve political or social
agendas (BAAL 2021: 37). To add further complexity, in participant-centred linguistic
research, which often depends on developing relationships with research partici-
pants, it may not be possible to anticipate the precise direction of research, making it
difficult to plan for the range of scenarios that may arise. It is therefore important in
PCLR to treat ethical considerations and decision-making as ongoing processes, with
decisions made in response to the research context, participants, and practices
treated as an ongoing part of the research (Markham and Buchanan 2015). From this
perspective, research relationships, boundaries, and decisions will often be shaped
around core ethical principles during the research process, according to the
emerging situation, rather than being fixed by regulatory frameworks from the
outset.

Despite growing attention to case-based and context-sensitive approaches, we
argue that formal ethical review processes remain integral and invaluable to the
PCLR process, supporting researchers to plan projects and establish robust proced-
ures for participant safety, wellbeing, confidentiality, and autonomy. As Guillemin
and Gillam (2004: 263) argue, macro-level “procedural ethics” (the regulatory
frameworks and procedures of research institutions) can prime researchers to
consider practical ethical issues in advance. These procedures are not necessarily in
opposition with micro-level “ethics in practice”, which involves the navigation of
difficult, unpredictable, or “ethically important” situations in themoment (Guillemin
and Gillam 2004: 262). Nevertheless, macro- and micro-level ethics can be in tension
and research ethics frameworks alone may not provide researchers with adequate
tools to manage complex situations in practice, which may arise without warning
(Kubanyiova 2008: 506). A practice-based, context-sensitive approach can address the
need to make ethical decisions in response to unfolding situations.

In PCLR, unexpected situations are almost inevitable, given participants’ varying
idiosyncrasies, group dynamics, and individual agency. We therefore advocate for a
clear set of personal, professional, and relational boundaries, which assist the
researcher in navigating relationships and ethically important moments as they
arise. However, we recognise that the high level of professional awareness and
interpersonal sensitivity required when responding to such moments – what Tolich
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and Tumilty (2021) have termed an “ethical research self” – may be challenging for
researchers who are new to the discipline or research setting. In this article, we
therefore outline some key principles for ethical practice in PCLR through discussion
of our own ‘real life’ experiences of doing such research and navigating the range of
challenges that come with it. By doing so, we aim to illustrate andmodel participant-
centred, context-dependent ethical decision-making at key moments. In the next
section, we introduce the three case studies that will be used in this discussion,
before presenting a set of principles for ethical practice in PCLR.

3 Introduction to case studies

This article uses three case studies from the authors’ recent research to explore the
ethical complexities of PCLR in practice. They involve different types of people,
participants, data, and methods, with the express intention of discussing how com-
mon principles of ethical research practice might be interpreted in a range of
research settings.

Sarah draws on examples from a collaborative piece of research between aca-
demics in linguistics and medical education, which looked at the assessment of
professional communication skills for postgraduate doctors (Atkins 2023; Atkins and
Roberts 2018; Hawthorne et al. 2017). This began as a “Knowledge Transfer Part-
nership”with the Royal College of General Practitioners (RCGP), later becoming part
of Sarah’s postdoctoral research. The project addressed the “Clinical Skills Assess-
ment” (CSA), which was then a key component in the licensing examination for
doctors in the UK. The CSA was conducted through simulated consultations, with
doctors’ communication skills forming a part of the marking criteria. The exam had
lower pass rates for doctors who had originally trained overseas as well as for ethnic
minorities, an issue which the RCGP was keen to address. The linguists looked at
whether linguistic and cultural factors had an impact on the evaluation of ‘talk’ in the
simulated consultations, using video recordings from the exams as primary data. As
linguistic ethnographers, they were also embedded in the organisation, spending
large amounts of time engagingwith differentmembers of the RCGP during the life of
the project; this was central to their understanding of the institutional structures and
cultures surrounding the exam. This case study reflects not only ‘typical’ ethical
concerns around participant consent and involvement, but also broader consider-
ations in linguistic research with organisations who might not always see eye-to-eye
with researchers.

Jai’s case study is based on the Marginalised Families Online (MFO) project
(Mackenzie 2023), which explores the role of digital and social media for nine single,
LGB (lesbian, gay, and bisexual) and/or adoptive parents based in the UK. Each
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parent took part in three audio-recorded interviews across eleven months and
shared samples of their digital media posts and messages, for example from Face-
book, Instagram, and WhatsApp. The direction of this study was shaped by
constructivist grounded theory (Charmaz 2014), especially in its early stages. In
keeping with the grounded theory principles of flexible and data-driven research
and theory-building, Jai adopted an open-ended and participant-centred qualitative
approach across the interview and data collection processes, giving participants
space to raise thoughts, issues, and experiences that she may not have anticipated in
advance. The design of this study raised specific ethical concerns around (a) the
complexities of privacy, anonymity, and informed consent when collecting and
analysing digital media data across a range of contexts, settings, and networks, (b) a
digital data collection process that has the potential to intrude on the personal lives of
participants and their social networks, and (c) a productive and respectful
researcher-participant relationship throughout a quite intensive research process.

For the final case study, Lucy shares examples from three different linguistic
ethnography projects taking place over 7 years with a range of UK-based LGBTQ+
(lesbian, gay, bisexual, trans, queer, and questioning) youth groups. This research
involved young people aged 12–25, with whom Lucy spent time as a participant-
observer before interviewing one-to-one and in small groups. Her analysis focuses
on the young people’s interactional moves in these recordings, particularly the lin-
guistic strategies they use to position themselves in relation to their youth group and
to the wider world (see for example Jones 2016, 2018). This research presented a
number of ethical concerns relating to the participants’ age and their potential
vulnerability as members of a marginalised group, especially the delicate balance
between respecting participants’ confidentiality and ensuring their safety. Lucy re-
flects on how her understanding of her responsibilities developed over time, and
how she learnt from situations she found herself in but had not been able to antic-
ipate. This case study reveals the often gradual nature of gaining consent through
ethnographic participant observation, and the complexities of building trust and
rapport with participants.

In combination, these differing case studies present specific examples of the
ethical obstacles, issues, and challenges commonly faced in PCLR. Drawing on these
experiences, we present four ethical principles for conducting PCLR, which are
outlined in the section that follows.

4 Principles of ethical research in PCLR

Developing trust and rapport between researchers and participants is central to the
achievement of a participant-centred stance in linguistic research, but management
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of these relationships usually comes with ethical challenges. Human interaction is
unpredictable by its nature and can unfold in unexpected ways, particularly when
research is conducted over time, and when participants become accustomed to the
research situation. In order to navigate these complexities, PCLR must be under-
pinned by an understanding of how formal ethical principles translate to research
practice. Although no researcher can anticipate everything participants might do or
say, it is possible (and indeed essential) to spend time considering our own bound-
aries as researchers, alongside professional, institutional, and formal ethical
boundaries. Doing so enables us to respond proactively and sensitively when navi-
gating the unexpected directions that PCLR can take. With this in mind, we outline
four core principles, organised under two themes, that will help researchers
consider their personal, professional, and relational boundaries, stance, and posi-
tionality in relation to their specific research contexts.

Consent and confidentiality (Section 4.1)
1. Informed consent and ethics protocols are dialogic processes.
2. Expectations around confidentiality and anonymity can shift.

Roles, relationships, and power dynamics (Section 4.2)
3. The researcher-participant relationship is complex and variable.
4. Close attention must be paid to power dynamics within the research setting.

In the sections that follow, we explore these principles, using our case studies as
illustrative examples (though for brevity, some sections do not cover all case studies).
It is important to note that these principles build upon a wealth of research and
critical reflection from both within and beyond applied linguistics, some of which
has been examined in the previous section. In clearly identifying these principles,
and showing how they can be applied and negotiated in practice, we take up a
growing tradition of concise and transparent discussions around the practicalities of
conducting ethical research – in this case, as they relate to PCLR.

4.1 Consent and confidentiality

RECs tend, understandably, to be acutely concerned with the process of gaining
informed consent from participants and protecting their anonymity. Any ethics
application needs to demonstrate that participants will be given enough information
to understand the nature of the research, their participation, freedom towithdraw at
different stages, and the ways their contributions will remain confidential. In more
positivist models of research, these processes would usually be agreed with a REC in
the research planning stages, often before contact with participants has been made.

8 Atkins et al.



However, for PCLR, discussion and perhaps consultation with the community in
question is likely to have occurred already, and understanding of the research
context often feeds into the design of more formal consent processes. Furthermore,
as in the humanities and social sciences more generally, participants are often
consenting to “an evolving relationship”, rather than “a one-off agreement to a
potentially irreversible intervention” (Dingwall 2008: 3).

In such participatory contexts, agreements regarding consent may need to be
negotiated as all parties’ understanding of the research develops. Although this
might seem to conflict with the linear structure of ethical review frameworks, we
argue that treating informed consent and confidentiality as ongoing, dialogic pro-
cesses, rather than single points in the research design, is often the most ethical and
viable approach in PCLR. Not only does a dialogic, process-based approach help to
build trust and rapport with participants, the researcher also needs to be responsive
to the human dimension – and therefore the changing situations – of these kinds of
investigation. This human responsiveness is a core ethical responsibility in itself. The
following two subsections outline how we, as researchers in linguistics, have nego-
tiated the parameters of informed consent and confidentiality with participants and
research partners in three different settings, drawing out two key principles: (1)
informed consent and ethics protocols are dialogic processes, and (2) expectations
around confidentiality and anonymity can shift.

4.1.1 Informed consent and ethics protocols are dialogic processes

Rather than considering the ethical review process as a bureaucratic exercise before
the ‘real’ research begins, we recommend approaching it as an opportunity for
dialogue with peers, who can offer valuable insights on the ethical dimensions of a
project. This is particularly important for those new to research or without formal
supervision but, of course, gaining feedback from colleagues is useful for all re-
searchers. Furthermore, applying for ethical approval is often not a linear process; it
can involve back-and-forth discussions and negotiations with review boards, par-
ticipants, and external organisations. For example, in Sarah’s GP project, the re-
searchers needed to agree a consent process with their university ethics committee
whilst also establishing trust and accesswith an external organisation, the RCGP. The
core ethical challenge here concerned collecting and analysing video footage of
doctors performing in a stressful, high-stakes examination without causing them
additional stress, affecting performance, or creating an undue sense of obligation to
take part. Agreeing a process to gather these doctors’ consent involved a long period
of discussion with the RCGP (who had been involved in the project since its inception
and long before the application for ethical approval) and the university REC, going
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between each party to identify key requirements whilst also developing a more in-
depth understanding of the context.

The university required a Participant Information Sheet (PIS) outlining the
research, as well as a consent form for candidates to sign – a standard practice that
was not unfamiliar to these participants with amedical background. However, some
members of the RCGP had reasonable concerns that asking candidates for formal
consent prior to the exam could cause stress, not to mention administrative com-
plications for an in-person exam that was already very complex, involving hundreds
of candidates, actors, and examiners. To develop a workable process, the RCGP
leadership and exams team had input in the design of the PIS and consent form, with
thefinal version becoming a co-authored document. For example, clarificationswere
requested around the process for randomly allocating candidates to video recorded
rooms, making it clear that no participant would be specifically selected. There was
also discussion over the appropriate length of the documents (the PIS and consent
form together ran to over a thousand words) with some feeling candidates would be
unlikely to read the documents at exam registration. This is perhaps a common
tension with university research ethics requirements in external settings: while
ethics committees usually expect a comprehensive level of information to be pro-
vided, this can represent an administrative burden to participants and organisations.
The process eventually agreed, in consultation with the RCGP and REC, involved two
stages: participants first received the PIS in advance via email, including a bullet-
point summary with key information ‘at a glance’. This provided an opportunity to
read and digest the information, ask questions, or even opt out entirely. Then, on the
exam day, when candidates registered at the check-in desk, theywere asked verbally
whether they would be happy to take part, again with opportunity for discussion. At
this point of discussion and consent, it was important the study was understood as
separate from the partner organisation, with Sarah able to speak as an independent
researcher when outlining the risks and benefits of taking part.

This first case study illustrates the dialogic and iterative development of a
consent process with a REC and partner organisation. In this project, it would not
have been possible to simply decide an a priori consent process without having these
extended discussions. Co-producing these documents helped build a working rela-
tionship during the early stages of the project. Further, the organisation continued to
use versions of these documents in future consent processes, demonstrating an
exchange of practices. Whilst establishing a consent process was lengthy, this
extended exchange ultimately enriched the research process and partnership. In
situations like this, the researcher’s role can become akin to a ‘broker’, negotiating
and reconciling differences in the requirements of a university REC and partner
organisation. In cases where ethics committees or external partners express reser-
vations, as can often be the case in PCLR, researchers must seek to bridge the gap
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between established protocols and the needs of their participants, drawing on advice
from colleagueswith relevant experiencewhere helpful. The researchermust have a
sense of boundaries around acceptable research practice, informed by a clear un-
derstanding of both research ethics frameworks and the context-specific needs of
project partners and participants, to develop a practical, bespoke process.

As with the GP project, ethical procedures in the Marginalised Families Online
(MFO) study were navigated in tandem with a university ethics committee and
external partners – in this case, Adoption UK (AUK) and the Donor Conception
Network (DCN). These charities were involved in discussions around the nature and
scope of the project before it began, and both were instrumental in the participant
recruitment process. This meant that, like Sarah, Jai was required to balance the
demands of her research partners –with whom a relationship was important for the
viability and impact of the project – alongside the requirements of her institution.
She thereforeworkedwith both charities to agree appropriate processes of informed
consent. This incorporated the details to be included in the PIS and consent form and
when these should be shared with participants. Researchers at DCN were particu-
larly keen to make it clear from the outset that participation would involve a high
level of commitment and information sharing. Jai therefore agreed processes that
would ensure prospective participants had multiple opportunities to find out about
the project and understand the level of participation required. Aswith the GP project,
the PIS was given in advance, via email. It was then verbally discussed in a short
video call, before individuals decidedwhether to take part. The consent formwas not
discussed and signed until the start of thefirst interviews, atwhich point participants
had a good deal of time to consider their willingness to take part and the nature of
their participation. Both documents committed to a high level of anonymity and data
security, and they promised to put control over information sharing (both in in-
terviews and digital media) in participants’ hands. During this extended process,
most participants wanted to discuss and ask questions around sharing their digital
media data. Reassurance that they would have control over what they shared was a
significant factor in their agreement to participate.

Data collection processes for the MFO project involved partnership between
researcher and participant, in keeping with long-established approaches to partici-
patory research that allow for greater participant involvement, autonomy, and po-
wer over decision-making. These processes were supported by a research design
whereby no private social media data was shared until after the second interview,
once a relationship of mutual trust and understanding was established. Ultimately,
many participants decided not to share certain media, for example direct message
exchanges through WhatsApp or Messenger. There were also occasions where
participants offered to share data but Jai declined because it would be unworkable or
unethical to do so, as where one participant suggested sharing personal emails from
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individuals he was no longer in contact with. The process of data selection and
sharing for this project therefore involved a careful negotiation of personal and
ethical priorities and boundaries for both researcher and participant. This negoti-
ation of data-sharing also meant Jai’s institutional ethics application could not detail
the precise nature and origin of digital media data that would be collected. Instead,
the initial application foregrounded the nature of the participant-centred approach,
gave examples of the kind of data that might be collected, and demonstrated the
researcher’s awareness of ethical issues that could arise in relation to a range of
digital media platforms and contexts.

In the LGBTQ+ youth project, all ethnographic and interviewdata collection took
place within established youth groups run by qualified youth workers. Like the MFO
project, consent forms were not introduced at the first point of contact with pro-
spective participants. Given the age and vulnerability of her participants and the
nature of her ethnographic research, Lucy gave the young people even longer to
digest her presence before attempting to make any formal agreements. Like Sarah
and Jai, she worked with relevant external partners – in this case, the youth group
leaders – to negotiate consent in a way that was appropriate for her participants,
gaining initial (verbal) permission to visit the groups, then sharing an accessibly
worded PISwith young peoplewho attended thisfirstmeeting. After that, she further
negotiated the parameters of the ethnography with each lead youth worker, once
they had been able to check how group members felt about the project. The ethno-
graphic process thereafter involved Lucy attending each youth group every week for
an agreed period, and gradually getting to know as many of the young people as
possible. Through informal conversation, she explained her role as a researcher and
tried to glean which individuals might be comfortable playing a more central part in
the study. Where young people seemed happy to talk, Lucy would make a point of
chatting with them the following week, asking if they thought they might be inter-
ested in being interviewed. She waited until some rapport had been developed
before asking individuals directly whether they would like to take part and gaining
written consent to begin recording their interactions. Where young people were
clearly disinterested, she did not press them.

Lucy’s approach developed organically. The young people tended not to engage
with the PIS, and so asking them to formally consent to her presence at the group
would have been meaningless. It took time and one-to-one conversations for the
young people to understand her reasons for being there, and they seemed more
comfortable asking questions about the study as their trust and familiarity grew.
Lucy therefore relied on her awareness of ethical research practice to draw a line
between research activity which required formal consent and that which did not,
with consent forms required only from young people involved in recordings. Since it
was not possible to gain consent for her participant observation, Lucy was careful to
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focus her ethnographic notes on general patterns and observations rather than in-
depth discussions of individuals who had not yet provided written consent. This
ethical requirement – to draw a line between general observations and formally
consented interactions – distinguishes Lucy’s research from studies (including Jai’s
and Sarah’s) where no formal research activities take place until consent forms have
been signed. It also demonstrates the importance of the researcher understanding
the ethical boundaries of their specific project.

A key issue with gaining consent in the context of LGBTQ+ youth groups, of
course, concerns the participants’ age. Ordinarily, researchers might request that
consent forms for participants under a prescribed age (often 18) are signed either by
both the young person and a parent or guardian, or just by a parent or guardian.
However, in this case, many young people attended the LGBTQ+ youth groups
without their parents’ or guardians’ knowledge. Requiring permission from the
responsible adult in these young people’s lives may have therefore posed a risk to
their welfare, given it would necessitate ‘outing’ them. Indeed, many ethical review
boards now recognise that, in circumstances like these, a signed consent form may
actually introducemore risk for participants than not having a format all (Guta 2018).
In Lucy’s case, she had the advantage that the youth groups were led by responsible
adults: qualified youth workers with a duty of care to the children and young people
attending, who could give permission in place of a parent following careful discus-
sion with the young person in their care. Knowing this would deviate from long-
standing practice, in her REC application for each study she cited relevant scholar-
ship in the social sciences that supported this approach (e.g. Taylor 2008). Where
ethics committees expressed additional concerns, Lucy revised aspects of the process
in partnership with the lead youth workers at each group, thus meeting the needs of
both the institution and the young people she was working with. This example
demonstrates how research ‘in the real world’ does not always fit with the ideal
hypothetical research context.

4.1.2 Expectations around confidentiality and anonymity can shift

Our second principle builds on the point that regulatory ethics procedures may
provide a useful starting point, but the immersive and shifting nature of participa-
tory research means they should not be treated as fixed outcomes or immutable
rules. Indeed, in PCLR the researcher must be attuned to participants’ shifting needs
throughout data collection and be prepared to modify their plans should the unex-
pected happen; this may require further negotiation with an REC or external part-
ners, or decisions may need to be made spontaneously in the field. Either way, to
prepare for the unexpected, researchers must be clear on the boundaries of their
research practice and should manage all parties’ expectations carefully.
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For the MFO project, Jai could not know in advance who her participants would
be, what kind of social networks and digital practices they would engage with, or
what media they would be willing to share. Similarly, before entering each youth
group setting, Lucy did not have first-hand knowledge of members’ typical practices,
so could not predict how natural her presence as an ethnographer would seem or
how straightforward itwould be to carve out time for interviews. In both cases, it was
necessary to take a flexible approach which (as discussed above) prioritised the
developing relationship with participants. Being clear on the aims of the project and
the key ethical principles that should be maintained – including participant auton-
omy, informed consent, and anonymity – helped each researcher to be adaptable
whilst also ensuring they remained focused in their data collection processes.

For the MFO study, collecting participants’ personal digital media data across a
range of contexts raised several ethical concerns. Giving participants a degree of
autonomy and control was essential for addressing ethical concerns around privacy,
anonymity, and the potential for undue intrusion. However, this flexibility meant
that Jai had to accept high levels of uncertainty and variability in the data collection
process and be willing to adjust the parameters of her research as the project pro-
gressed. One outcome of this approach was the varied scope and amount of digital
media shared by participants, because they each used digitalmedia in differentways,
and had different expectations and feelings around what they would share. For
example, one participant shared only six pieces of digital media data from two
platforms (Messenger chat and Facebook groups), whereas another shared 198 pieces
from four platforms (blog, Facebook group, Facebook page, and Twitter).

It also became clear through Jai’s interviews that some participants were un-
comfortable sharing digital media data that involved other interlocutors. Some were
concerned that even asking for consent from friends and acquaintances could harm
important relationships or affect their reciprocal trust and legitimacy within com-
munities that were important to them. As a result, Jai took the default position
(contrary to her original plans) to only collect participants’ own posts, with no
interactional data (e.g. multi-party chats, replies, or comments) unless participants
explicitly expressed a desire to the contrary and sharing was deemed ethically
viable. Two participants, however, were keen to share selections of their mobile
messages (specifically, extended chats on Messenger and WhatsApp). These partic-
ipants acted as mediators, seeking informed consent from secondary participants.
Whilst the decision to largely exclude interactional digital data limited the scope of
this research, giving participants a high level of autonomy and control had signifi-
cant benefits for the project, fostering strong relationships of trust and enhancing the
project’s ethical viability (for a similar example, see Spilioti and Tagg 2021).

Alongside this flexible approach to digital data collection in the MFO project, the
parameters and expectations around anonymity also shifted in response to

14 Atkins et al.



participants’ circumstances. The initial PIS and consent form stated that participants’
confidentiality would be respected through the anonymisation of data and removal
of identifying factors such as places and names. However, there are a range of factors
thatmake definitive promises of anonymity impossible, especiallywhen participants
have public online accounts and profiles. For example, with open and accessible
digital media data (for example public profiles on X [formerly Twitter], or public
blogs), it may be possible for a third party to search text or images shared by the
researcher, and find the original, non-anonymised source (as outlined in BAAL 2021).
This is a particular problem within linguistic and discourse analytical research,
where analysts generally quote sources verbatim. It is important that participants
aremade aware of such barriers to anonymity. In this case, the issue was raised with
MFO participants when sharing the PIS and completing consent forms, and again at
the point of collecting ‘searchable’media of this kind. However, the care taken when
selecting data to be shared, coupled with the relatively small readership of academic
texts, was enough to reassure both researcher and participants that sharing and
collecting ‘public’ digital media data posed acceptable levels of risk in this case.

The interview process for theMFO project also revealed a second, unanticipated,
barrier to anonymity: several individuals were very well known within their com-
munities. For example, one worked for a prominent adoption charity, was well
known amongst adopters on social media, and had written a book about education
for adopted children.Whilst it was unlikely thatmembers of the general public could
identify these anonymised participants, it was likely that members of their own
communities could recognise them from what would usually be quite innocuous
details about their lives, or from excerpts of their digital media data. Jai was
therefore called to raise this issue with affected participants, pointing out the details
that could make them identifiable in some contexts and giving them the opportunity
to withdraw some of what they had shared. This process of re-negotiating informed
consent was undertaken in collaboration with the ethics committee. After
approaching the committee with this information, it was agreed that, once affected
participants had been adequately briefed, theywould sign a new consent formwhich
explicitly stated anonymity could not be guaranteed. Ultimately, all participants
decided to leave their data as it stood, since they did not feel the need to be anony-
mised to the degree Jai had originally promised. Having clear boundaries around
appropriate and acceptable data-sharing and confidentiality was crucial here; Jai
used her judgement to navigate satisfactory levels of risk in relation to participants’
preferences, her own sense of responsibility to these individuals, and institutional
requirements. The involvement of an institutional ethics committee at an advanced
stage in the research process, further, demonstrates how regulatory frameworks can
support researchers in navigating micro-ethical shifts throughout the life of a
project.
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In Lucy’s research with LGBTQ+ young people, it was even more imperative for
her to carefully consider, both with and on behalf of her participants, the potential
consequences of their information sharing. As an adult collecting data from poten-
tially vulnerable children and young people, she had to be sure her participants
understood that they had autonomy and that, just because they had agreed to take
part in the research, they were not obliged to share private details about their lives.
Making it clear that participants can (a) share as much or as little as they want, and
(b) withdraw or retract anything they have said after the event, is a standard
component of many ethical procedures, designed to minimise harm to participants.
However, it is particularly important for the researcher to emphasise this when
working with young people whomay have had less opportunity to think through the
impact of sharing personal or upsetting information. To support young people in
understanding her expectations of the interview, Lucywas particularly careful not to
ask direct questions about their own experiences. Instead of asking if they had been
bullied or about their coming out experience, for example, theywere asked how easy
they thought it was to be LGBTQ+ in the UK today, giving them control over the
direction of the conversation. Inevitably, most of the young people opened up with
personal stories despite not being explicitly asked for them, althoughmany chose not
to give specific details.

During one of Lucy’s project interviews, however, a young person under 16
shared that they had been sexually assaulted by another pupil at their school. When
asked, they said they had not told a teacher or another adult about this. This created
an ethical quandary for Lucy, who wanted to respect the young person’s privacy but
was also deeply concerned that something so traumatic had happened and they had
not been supported by a responsible adult. Pausing the interview, Lucy told the
young person she felt it was important they talked to someone and asked if they
would be happy for her to inform one of the youth workers; this was delicate, given
the young person had been told that the interview would be confidential. Fortu-
nately, despite this shift in what they had expected in terms of privacy, the young
person was comfortable with a youth worker being informed. Had they said no, this
would have created an even more difficult situation, as Lucy would have been
obliged to go against their wishes in order to prioritise their safety over their right to
confidentiality (and, inevitably, their trust and participation in the research). The
young personwas subsequently supported by their youthworker andwas ultimately
willing to continue participating. Following further discussion with Lucy, the young
person felt, on reflection, that they would rather not have disclosed this information
in the context of a research interview. It was therefore agreed that this moment be
permanently deleted from the master copy of the recording and not used in the
research. Had it not been deleted, however, Lucy would still not have included it in
any published analysis; the nature of discourse analysis, whereby participants’
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conscious and subconscious interactive moves are scrutinised for the meanings they
create, inevitably requires data to be reproduced verbatim. Publishing this alongside
the ethnographic detail of the youth group would have increased the risk of the
young person’s confidentiality being broken. Furthermore, creating a permanent
record of such a traumatic moment in the young person’s life would have risked
them reliving it at a later stage.

This situation demonstrates that, sometimes, the researcher must decide on the
most appropriate course of action in themoment. These on-the-spot decisions are far
more manageable if the researcher has clarity on potential risks to participants, and
the limits of acceptability regarding those risks, before in-depth research begins. In
Lucy’s case, this was also an important moment of learning; in all interviews that
followed, she was sure to explain the parameters of the confidentiality agreement
before beginning to record and to confirm that the youth workers would step in and
provide immediate support if required.

4.2 Roles, relationships, and power dynamics

PCLR often requires careful consideration of the (sometimes unequal) power dy-
namics of researcher-participant relationships. We argue that this requires an
interactional awareness of the roles that participants themselves orient to, andwhich
may maintain more unequal power dynamics. In exploring these themes, we draw
on recent feminist and queer scholarship (e.g. Kaspar and Landolt 2016; Miles 2019)
that complicates earlier perspectives on equality and reciprocity in the research
process, problematising the concept of ‘neutral’ or non-hierarchical research re-
lationships and underlining the relevance and necessity of (inter)personal bound-
aries in the research setting. For example, Miles (2019) notes that, although building
trust and flattening power dynamics can lead to worthwhile and fruitful interviews,
an intensely intimate research process could result in relationships that are overly
familiar, or cross professional boundaries, with increased potential for both
researcher and participant to be misled or disadvantaged. Instead, consciously ori-
enting to the ‘researcher’ role and its institutional power can maintain a protective
boundary for both researcher and participant. Such orientations, furthermore, need
not necessarily damage rapport; Miles (2019: 77) suggests they can actually facilitate
trust and intimacy, “encouraging lengthy and uninhibited narratives” because of the
trustworthiness that researchers (and the institutions they are part of) hold. Some-
what counter-intuitively, then, it may actually be the artificiality, not the intimacy, of
researcher-participant relationships that engender trust and openness for some.

Highlighting another potential source of tension within the researcher-
participant relationship, linguistic ethnographers have discussed the importance
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of accounting for participants’ situated knowledge of language alongside the re-
searcher’s “epistemic authority” (Tusting and Maybin 2007: 579). For research that
looks particularly at language, Tusting and Maybin (2007) note that the researcher’s
claims may contradict participants’ own understandings, raising ethical challenges
in terms of participants’ sense of self, integrity, and autonomy. In some settings,
especially institutional contexts, participants may also hold expert or powerful po-
sitions themselves, meaning power relations can shift at different points. In PCLR,
whilst it is important to establish boundaries that respect and acknowledge the
power dynamics at play in researcher-participant interactions and protect all parties
from harm, researchers should also be aware of how those power dynamics can
evolve over the course of a project, and how this may affect the research.

In this section, we consider the complexities of power relations as researcher-
participant roles and relationships develop through the life of a project. Using ex-
amples from our case studies, we draw out two key principles: (1) the researcher-
participant relationship is complex and variable, and (2) close attentionmust be paid
to power dynamics within the research setting.

4.2.1 The researcher-participant relationship is complex and variable

Managing the complexity of researcher-participant roles and relationships during
the twists and turns of fieldwork requires careful consideration of the relational and
professional boundaries that shape our decisions, interactions, and behaviours.
Identifying and maintaining boundaries, however, is not always straightforward –

roles and identities can inevitably become blurred when engaging with participants
and co-producing research. In participatory research models, for example, Macfar-
lane and Roche (2018: 57) suggest that the centrality of relationshipswith participants
can mean “boundaries between community and academic spaces, between personal
and professional spaces and between formal and informal interactions may become
[…] less defined”. This is often true in the case of institutional settings, where
professional and relational boundaries can be complex. Researchers often gain ac-
cess to organisations through ‘insiders’ but must be sensitive to the hierarchies in
which these individuals are situated, and take care not to damage participants’
position within their communities. Such loyalties to individuals might typically be
considered a problematic ‘conflict of interest’ in many research ethics frameworks.
However, navigating the challenges of these multiple roles and interests is often
central to participatory models (Guta 2018: 158).

In Sarah’s GP project, feedback sessions were used with participants, with the
aim of collaboratively analysing video data. These sessions were conducted with GP
examiners in the early stages of the project (those with the responsibility for grading
candidates in the exam) and GP trainees in the latter stages (those preparing to take
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the assessment). The researchers ensured a range of high-performing candidates,
including those from ethnic minority and overseas backgrounds, were represented
in the video clips used for feedback sessions and workshops, ensuring these dis-
cussions were not contributing to a narrative of deficit around international medical
graduates. The sessions drew on a ‘video reflexive feedback’ approach (Iedema and
Xyrichis 2021), where practitioners look at videos of workplace practices as a way of
focusing on and questioning what might be habituated activities in their day-to-day
work. This involved playing short video clips of consented candidates and were
intended to be comfortable, open discussions around the exam, in which examiners
and trainees were asked to focus on small features of communication. In linguistics,
engaging participants in such close analysis presents opportunities to gain insight on
members’ understanding of language and communication. However, this can pre-
sent ethical challenges. While gaining members’ views was the aim, focusing so
closely on language could sometimes give rise to comments about people in the
recordings that felt unduly critical. For example, one candidate’s video clip (although
theywere successful in the exam)was heavily criticised by one participant, who cited
features such as filled pauses (“umm”) and non-standard grammar in the talk. There
was an ethical discomfort in an individual being criticised over language in a way
that the researchers might not have viewed as problematic and which the individual
might never have anticipated when consenting to the research. As a means of
mitigating this in later feedback sessions, Sarah developed a policy of setting some
ground rules at the outset, asking participants to maintain a respectful level of
critique in their analyses. As outlined in the background to this paper, perceptions of
language are socially and culturally laden and research participants, as language
users themselves, will bring particular backgrounds and linguistic ideologies that
may not align with the researcher’s (BAAL 2021: 3). Engaging with these differences
and acknowledging our own positionality is part of good PCLR but there is also an
ethical obligation to protect participants in these real-time research interactions.

The video sessions with GP trainees could also become a forum to critique the
exam itself and Sarah felt a sense of her professional boundaries during such dis-
cussions – for example, at the point a group of GP trainees critiqued the authenticity
of a simulated interaction, jokingly saying: “I realise we’re going on a bit of a rant
now (laughter). It’s probably quite cathartic though? I hope I don’t get shot for saying
it (laughter)”. Though said in humour and received as such, this was clearly framed
as a critical position. Sarah judged it inappropriate to participate in this discussion,
both in terms of being an ‘outsider’ to their professional group but also as a
researcher working in partnership with the organisation.While shewas keen to give
participants this space, and not shut down their conversations, Sarahwas also aware
of her own institutional roles and obligations in a research partnership. Behaving
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professionally in this context meant she drew some relational boundaries in how far
she could align with participants.

Sarah’s case study also shows how research boundaries and relationships can
become blurred when working closely with partners and stakeholders. In the GP
project, some members of the organisation were closely involved in the design and
conduct of the project but also became a type of ‘participant’ in the research them-
selves – in ethnographic terms, ‘key informants’, people who provide privileged
access and a detailed understanding of the setting (Atkins 2023: 8–10). A particularly
complex ‘key informant’ role the researchers had to considerwas the position of a co-
researcher on the team, who was also simultaneously a senior member of the
organisation. This co-researcher provided invaluable insights and interpretation of
data from a practitioner perspective. However, at times this also placed the co-
researcher in a difficult intermediary position between the organisation, which was
invested in defending aspects of the assessment against criticism, and the openly
enquiring and sometimes critical stance of the research (see Roberts 2021: 273–279).
This conflict came to the fore during publication of the research report, when
considering how best to incorporate feedback from the organisation with the
expression of findings. While all findings were presented accurately, avoiding pro-
fessional harm to the co-researcher involved ongoing judgements, checking in
through ‘backstage’ discussions on how aspects of the research were likely to be
received, as well as the potential negative impact this might have on themwithin the
organisation. Such a position, where the concerns of an individual are taken into
account, perhaps cannot be claimed as truly independent, but in institutional set-
tings like these, researchers inevitably need tomake relational judgements about the
impact of their involvement on those who work within the organisation.

For the MFO project, Jai was required to navigate relational and professional
boundaries in very different settings. Most interviews for this study took place in the
intimate space of participants’ homes, and many individuals talked about intensely
personal experiences. However, the intrusion of bureaucratic and documentary
tools into that space, such as the consent form and audio recorder, was a continual
reminder of the professional boundary between participant and researcher.
Furthermore, although Jai did talk about her family and personal experiences if
prompted, she prioritised attentive listening over reciprocal sharing. These markers
of a more distanced, pseudo-professional relationship, however, did not seem to
impede participants’ openness or trust. Indeed, as in Miles’s (2019) research, several
participants mentioned that they felt able to talk about events and experiences that
theywould nevermention in other situations. For example, Jenny, a single adopter of
two children, spoke in her first interview about her experiences of child-to-parent
violence. After detailing a time her son physically and verbally abused her, Jenny
explained that she did not usually talk about this kind of event, even with close
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friends and family members, because she felt they wouldn’t understand. Reflecting
on why she was happy to talk with a researcher she had never met before, Jenny
described the interview process as “almost … artificial” and “almost a therapy”.
Jenny maintained this perception of interviews as therapeutic instruments
throughout the research process, saying halfway through our third interview “I’m
getting well off the point it’s like therapy”. Jenny’s words suggest that rapport be-
tween participants and researchers is not necessarily due to the researcher’s efforts
to generate a sense of trust, reciprocity, or to ‘flatten’ power differentials. Indeed, in
line with Miles’s (2019) findings, it may be the institutionally authorised role of the
researcher, the responsibility that comes with this power, and the artificiality of the
research interview, that leads participants to trust and feel comfortable with the
research processes of which they are a part. Furthermore, established ethical
strictures around confidentiality and anonymity can free participants to talk about
all aspects of their lives without fear of reproach.

4.2.2 Close attention must be paid to power dynamics within the research
setting

Power (im)balances present several complicating factors for researcher-participant
relationships, particularly in institutional settings. In ethnographic research, which
seeks to understand experience and practice from the perspective of participants,
researchers will often work to reduce perceived barriers. Yet researchers still have
an ethical responsibility to ensure they do not ignore or dismiss their own power,
alongside other aspects of their positionality. Lucy’sworkwith LGBTQ+ youth groups
provides an example of how these dynamics can be negotiated in practice. For
this research, Lucy endeavoured to break down barriers between herself and
her participants by sharing with them that she was also a member of the
LGBTQ+ community. This helped her to explain her motivation for the study and
allowed her to position herself as a relative ‘insider’, despite being much older than
her participants (being the same generation as many of their parents) and not living
in the same city as them.

Lucy’s differences from her participants, in combination with her regular
attendance and relaxed but interested approach in the young people’s interactions,
meant that she was typically perceived to have the same role as other adults in the
youth service context and therefore to be in a position of responsibility or authority.
Despite being repeatedly informed that she was a researcher, the young people
tended to treat Lucy like any other youth worker; they would ask her permission to
do things or ask her practical questions to which she did not have an answer, and on
occasion would alert her to concerns about their peers. On the one hand, this
misunderstanding provided a useful framework for her participants to understand
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how to interact with her, and gave her a sense of legitimacy that engendered trust
from the young people. On the other hand, to ensure participants were able to give
their informed consent, it was important not to mislead them by reinforcing their
misconception. Lucy therefore drew a clear ethical boundary on this issue: she
accepted the fact that she was perceived by those on the periphery of her research –

i.e. the young people not actively involved in her study – as a youthworker. However,
she felt that her key participantsmust understand the significance of her presence as
a researcher. Lucy therefore prioritised and underlined her role as a researcher
when it came to arranging recordings and obtaining consent, ensuring her partici-
pants understood that their membership to the youth group and access to support
was not contingent on their involvement in the project. More broadly, she also took
care not to take on more responsibility than she was qualified for; in the case of
young people asking for her help or permission during the youth group sessions,
then, she would always respond by finding a trained youth worker to support them.

For the MFO study, Jai also felt it was important to tell participants about the
aspects of her personal experience and identity that might align with theirs, to
emphasise her position as a relative ‘insider’. In the PIS, she introduced herself as
“the child of a single, lesbian parent”, and “a bisexual mother with two children”,
noting that her own experiences had driven her interest in the challenges faced by
underrepresented family groups. During the interview process, Jai found that
different aspects of her identity and experience came to the fore with different
participants. For example, her experiences of family and sexual identity came to the
fore at times during her interview with one single, bisexual parent, who was
interested in Jai’s experience as both a parent and a child. Far more participants,
however, foregrounded Jai’s role as an academic and a researcher. Two participants
were researchers themselves, two had written informative, evidence-based books,
and several had taken part in research on previous occasions. These participants
tended to show particular interest in, and understanding of, the research process.
Explaining her role as a researcher, then, tended not to be a concern in the sameway
that it was for Lucy. Furthermore, all Jai’s participants were adults above the age of
29, all of them worked, or had worked, in professional roles, all were white and
cisgender, and could be broadly positioned as middle class. Jai therefore shared far
more with her participants than she had initially anticipated. Whilst this relative
homogeneity had some undesirable consequences, in terms of a lack of diversity in
some domains, their shared sociocultural experiencesmeant rapport and trust could
be built quickly, and they shared a similar sense of personal and professional
boundaries.

Despite their familiarity with the research process, some of Jai’s participants
compared the research interviewwith therapy, as we sawwith the example of Jenny
in Section 4.2.1. In this case, Jenny was orienting to the asymmetrical therapist-client
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structure that has some parallels with the researcher-participant relationship. This
comparison is not entirely surprising: like a therapist, Jai was completely focused on
her participant’s words and needs, and she engaged in a process of active listening
that is also used in counselling and therapeutic contexts. Nevertheless, therapists
and researchers are bound by very different rules and regulations, so this posi-
tioning could point to a disjuncture between participants’ expectations of (and
feelings about) interviews, and what actually happens to those interviews once they
become ‘data’. This point of conflict can be a particular concern for linguists and
discourse analysts, especially those who conduct close qualitative analyses of data.
Even when participants know (as they did in this case) that the researcher is inter-
ested in their language use, it may not be at the front of their mind in the moment of
sharing.

When Jenny framed the research context as therapy, Jai was required to make a
snap judgement about whether this positioning was a cause for ethical concern, in
terms of a potential misunderstanding of the researcher’s role, or overstepping of
relational boundaries. In this case, Jai felt it was not problematic because, firstly, she
could see that the comparison highlighted the beneficial aspects of the interview
process, as well as the trust and rapport they had built. Secondly, Jenny was one of
several participants who had taken part in research before, and was a professional
with experience of evidence, information gathering, and analysis herself. Jai was
therefore confident that Jenny fully understood both the researcher’s role, and the
kind of analysis to which her words would be subjected. Questioning or correcting
Jenny’s framing, on the other hand, may have affected their trust and rapport.
Further, labouring the point about the level of scrutiny involved in linguistic analysis
would make any participant unacceptably self-conscious about what they were
saying. Nevertheless, had Jenny requested advice, or asked for therapeutic insights,
this would have likely crossed an ethical and professional boundary. Furthermore,
had discussions of mental health difficulties arisen, Jai would have referred Jenny to
appropriate sources of support, just as Lucy directed young people to youth workers
when they needed help or advice. In such unpredictable moments, the researcher
must make well-informed decisions on the spot, according to their personal and
professional boundaries, understanding of their participants’ situations, and the
nuances of the research context.

Looking to the GP project, the feedback sessions and workshops described in
Section 4.2.1 offered a helpful means of bringing ‘insider’ perspectives into the data
analysis. The researchers did not hold a fixed position of ‘expertise’ here. All par-
ticipants, whether examiners or trainees, were healthcare professionals who shared
equal or perhaps more senior status to the researchers; it was made clear in these
sessions that it was their practitioner expertise being sought, to help interpret video
data. However, there were also moments where participants oriented to the
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researcher’s ‘expert’ footing in linguistics or, as outlined in Section 4.2.1, where the
researcher stepped in tomoderate discussion around individuals’ language use. This
kind of relationship in institutional ethnography has been observed by Roberts and
Sarangi (2003: 342), who comment on the learning needed on both sides to under-
stand each other’s “epistemological worlds”, as well as the two-way process of lan-
guage socialisation (Roberts 2021: 279). The wider controversy around differential
attainment, language, and ethnicity in the assessment also had a bearing on these
relationships, with participants frequently articulating their own backgrounds. As a
white Britishwomanherself, Sarahwas aware of the privileged cultural lens through
which she herself looked at language and communication in the assessment. Par-
ticipants’ ability to articulate criticisms of the assessment structures and even their
own evaluations of ‘good’ performance suggests feedback sessions did enable some
to voice controversial opinions that did not always alignwith the official position (see
Section 4.2.1). Nevertheless, the broader power dynamics of the organisation were
still present and many participants were concerned to express criticism cautiously.
As one examiner noted in a feedback session, “I’ve got to say this rather politely. I was
very conscious that the majority […] they were all old and male doctors”. Making
space for participants to discuss the exam therefore involved navigating, but not
eliminating, complex power dynamics and asymmetries. Holding the sessions
outside the organisation and ensuring anonymity may have enabled more critical
discussion, but participants were still talking to groups of colleagues and were
therefore alert to the potentially damaging consequences of criticism. Power re-
lations in these types of settings are inevitably complex and, for all the design that
goes into the planning of feedback groups, they must often be managed interac-
tionally during the research itself.

These studies reinforce the point that power dynamics are nuanced, situation-
dependent, and may shift across time and context. The goal of flattening hierarchies
to empower those being researched, on the other hand, is not always practical or
even desirable – indeed, we have shown that participants may find it helpful or
reassuring to embrace asymmetrical structures they are familiar with, as we saw in
Jai’s and Lucy’s studies. Inmore institutional settings, such as the youth group (Lucy’s
study) or RCGP (Sarah’s study), there may be perceptions of authority for the
researcher to manage. These examples also show how, in attending to power im-
balances, PCLR practitionersmust exercise critical awareness around their ownbias,
and how their participants may be affected by these biases. A lack of critical
awareness in this respect could result in participants being misled, and potentially
delegitimise the process of gaining consent.

More broadly, however, it is important for researchers in PCLR to engage
reflexively with their subjectivity throughout the research process, considering how
our own experiences, identities, and feelings, and thus our own assumptions and
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perspectives, impact our interactions with participants and subsequent analytical
interpretations (see Pillow 2010). It is imperative that PCLR researchers acknowledge
their privilege and status when seeking to understand and represent marginalised
participants. This includes acknowledging the colonial perspective of most research
in PCLR whereby white researchers’ understanding of what is sociolinguistically
interesting or marked has often been prioritised over that of their participants
(D’Arcy and Bender 2023). Awareness of these dynamics is certainly helpful but it
may not be a straightforwardmatter of ensuring equality and/or reciprocity between
researcher and participant. Instead, the researcher must develop clear boundaries
that are appropriate for, and sensitive to, the research context, and everything that
falls within it (including themselves). Where possible, we advocate for these re-
flections to be included in published accounts of PCLR work; such transparency can
support future researchers, who learn from the experiences of others, and ultimately
help to create new ethical standards.

5 Discussion and conclusions

Exploring the ethics of research practice is vital for linguistics as the discipline
develops and strengthens its focus on participant-centred and socially situated
research. PCLR requires us to involve ourselves in participants’ worlds to better
understand their practices, perspectives, and linguistic knowledge. The approach
has significant benefits, but it also brings ethical challenges that cannot always be
anticipated or delineated through bureaucratic ethical approval processes. In this
article, we have presented contextualised examples of three differing research
projects which, together, depict the complexity and unpredictability of PCLR
research in practice. These case studies have shown how we each use our under-
standing of the research context and awareness of our personal and professional
boundaries to make difficult decisions and judgements in the moment. Whilst we
acknowledge the significance of ‘macro’ principles and regulations for developing
this ethical awareness, and advocate productive dialogue and negotiationwith ethics
committees, we show that such principles can become ambiguous and ill-defined at
unpredictable points during research where we are required to make ‘micro-ethical’
judgements. The ability to exercise good ethical judgement in these moments is
essential for linguists engaging in participant-centred research, but these skills are
rarely taught or covered in ethical guidelines. To address this area of need, we
identified four core principles for research practice in PCLR, organised around two
themes:
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Consent and confidentiality
1. Informed consent and ethics protocols are dialogic processes
2. Expectations around confidentiality and anonymity can shift

Roles, relationships and power dynamics
3. The researcher-participant relationship is complex and variable
4. Close attention must be paid to power dynamics within the research setting

In our exploration of consent and confidentiality, we established principles based on
a flexible, dialogic approach to informed consent protocols (Section 4.1.1) and
confidentiality and anonymity (Section 4.1.2). We considered how researchers
working with communities and organisations are often required to build trust and
relationships with prospective partners, stakeholders, and participants, whilst
simultaneously developing a formal ethics protocol tailored to contexts that are not
yet fully known and understood. We noted that well-established research ethics
procedures, such as sharing participant information sheets (PIS) and consent forms
at the start of the research process, will sometimes need to be adjusted in a way that
considers the specific situations and vulnerabilities of participants and other
stakeholders. The nature of ‘consent’ may also vary in different contexts: becoming
‘informed’ and giving consent, for example, will not always be established at the first
point of contact and may require ongoing dialogue with participants and partners.
Giving time to these extended processes and drawing attention to the space partic-
ipants may need to digest the nature of the research is, in itself, an important ethical
principle to acknowledge in the pressurised and intensive environment of contem-
porary academic research. Furthermore, we note that informed consent documents
(such as the PIS and consent form) cannot be expected to account for every even-
tuality: PCLR researchers must be responsive to what is revealed over the course of a
project and use their understanding of the context to respond accordingly. Similarly,
they will need to consider not only institutional requirements of anonymity and
confidentiality but also how these correspond with participants’ own boundaries.
This human responsiveness in our dialogueswith participants is a core responsibility
when applying ‘macro’ principles of consent and confidentiality to our research
practice.

In order to understand the research situation and contextualise their ethical
decision-making, PCLR practitioners must develop effective relationships with par-
ticipants. These relationships are the focus of Section 4.2. Our core principles in this
area acknowledged the complexity and variability of researcher-participant re-
lationships (Section 4.2.1) and the importance of paying attention to power dynamics
within the research setting (Section 4.2.2). Developing friendly relationships and
‘rapport’ with participants, while it plays a part in good PCLR, does not, in itself,
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ensure that research is ethical and beneficial (see Kubanyiova 2008: 515): roles can
become blurred or misinterpreted, so researchers must be able to make judgements
about the requirements and boundaries of these relationships. Our case studies have
shown some of the practical ways in which these relationships can be managed.
Different positions and identities can emerge through engagement in local activities,
with the researcher sometimes assimilating the role of an insider but also sometimes
maintaining distance from participants. Acknowledging that no researcher occupies
a ‘neutral’ position, we suggest that the professional role of the researcher, and the
power asymmetries this can entail, are not necessarily problematic in PCLR, andmay
sometimes be helpful in terms of delineating clear roles and cultivating trust within a
boundaried setting. Indeed, to try to erase this power differential might be
misleading. Instead, the researchermust establish andmaintain a set of professional,
personal, and relational boundaries that will guide them as they navigate the com-
plexities and tensions of fieldwork, and communicate those boundaries to partici-
pants in a sensitive way, if andwhen needed. The researcher should also be aware of
the potentially conflicting obligations and loyalties that could make it unethical to
align fully with participants. Acknowledging personal boundaries in terms of what
“feels right in the field” (Miles 2019: 77) is undoubtedly helpful when managing
research relationships across a range of settings, particularly when we encounter
unexpected moments and relational positionings.

We have argued that macro-ethical frameworks provide a useful basis for
thinking through core ethical principles and boundaries, but the dialogic and shifting
nature of participatory research means that it is ultimately the researcher’s re-
sponsibility to apply their personal and professional judgement to ethically impor-
tantmoments as a project progresses. Our case studies provide a sense of where such
moments might arise, and where boundaries might fall, in different research set-
tings. However, we acknowledge that our studies are, in some respects, rather ho-
mogenous: they are all situated in a UK, English-speaking context, amongst white,
female researchers holding similar institutional and social positions and working
under similar university ethics requirements. Developing a critical awareness of our
positionality and sociocultural contexts, both individual and collective, is an
important part of ethical practice and boundary-setting in PCLR, as our case studies
have shown. Different contexts will inevitably require differences in the setting of
personal, professional, and relational boundaries: such is the nature of context-
sensitive research. Although each research setting is unique, we intend for the
principles outlined in this article to offer some scaffolding that will help others
consider the complex and variable nature of research roles, relationships, and power
dynamics, and the shifting, dialogic nature of processes around consent and confi-
dentiality across participant-centred linguistic research. We hope to open the floor
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for reflection on the ethical challenges faced by other PCLR researchers in their own
practice.
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