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Research Involving Self-Study Guidelines

Overview

Self-Study is a type of qualitative research where the person conducting the research serves
as both the researcher and participant. Types of self-study include reflective practice,
autoethnography, autobiography, and some forms of participant observational research. The
TCPS 2 states that self-study “typically involves a scholarly reflection on one's own
experiences in a particular context. Self-study may involve narratives, reflections and/or
analyses of experiences based on the researcher's observations of, interactions with, or
information about other individuals or communities. In self-study, at least the researcher is a
research participant.” The TCPS 2 states that all research involving human participants
requires ethics review (Article 2.1).

Self-study may include one researcher serving as the only participant, may involve a group of
researchers, or may have one researcher serving as one participant among others. For
example, a researcher writing a self-study of their experience camping alone in the woods
would likely only include the researcher as a participant. However, a researcher writing a self-
study of their experience growing up with 5 siblings would likely include the researcher as a
participant as well as their siblings and potentially their parents, extended family, friends, and
teachers as non-active participants.

Although the focus of the study is the PI's experience, there may be other people whose lives
or experiences provide data required for the researcher to address the research question(s).
These individuals are considered human participants. As such, they must be afforded the

following:
a. To have their rights as participants respected;
b. To be treated fairly and equitably; and
C. To have their welfare and concerns taken seriously.

All researchers conducting studies involving humans have a duty to protect the privacy and
confidentiality of all their participants. Researchers undertaking self-study must follow all of the
standard guidelines laid out in Chapter 5 of the TCPS 2 on protecting the privacy and
confidentiality of research participants. In general, if people mentioned in the self-study are
identifiable, they become participants in the research and their consent to participate must be
sought.

Purpose of the Guideline

The purpose of this guideline is to provide researchers with information on the ethical
implications and requirements related to research involving self-study.
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Researchers should be aware of two specific challenges faced when conducting this type of
research:

1. Protecting one’s own privacy and confidentiality, and
2. Protecting non-active participants’ privacy and confidentiality.

Protecting One’s Own Privacy and Confidentiality

Given that in different types of self-study researchers are also participants, they must
recognize all potential risks (social, behavioural, psychological, physical and/or economic)
related to their own participation. Because of the dual nature of the researcher’s role as both
researcher and participant, lines can be blurred, making it difficult to fully appreciate the risks
involved.

Researchers should be mindful of the possible negative consequences that may arise from
conducting research based on self-study. For example, once researchers reveal their
autobiographical experiences, their data may become irretrievable depending on their
dissemination and data retention plans. Thus, it is important for researchers to think carefully
about not disclosing things about themselves that they would not want others to know. This
could include intimate information or stories that may have legal and/or professional
implications or that carry a social or economic risk once they have been disseminated. In
cases where researchers wish to reveal sensitive information about themselves, they should
consider implementing safeguards to protect their own confidentiality (e.g., publishing the
document using a pseudonym, incorporating pseudonyms for all participants, changing the
names of places, schools, etc.).

Protecting Non-Active Participants’ Privacy and Confidentiality

Since participants (other than the researcher) may feature in a self-study without the
researcher actively engaging with them (e.g., without conducting interviews, focus groups,
etc.), it is important for researchers to be especially careful about how non-active participants
are represented in the research and their consent to have their data included may be required.
The same precautions that researchers take toward protecting their own privacy and
confidentiality typically apply to protecting the privacy and confidentiality of participants
featured in the study.

If the self-study is based on material not originally intended for research (such as journal
entries, recollections, etc.), this may be considered secondary use of identifiable information
and consent from those identified in the materials may be required.

Researchers conducting self-study in small groups or communities must be mindful that it may
be possible to identify certain individuals, even if no identifying information is provided about
anyone. In such cases, special safeguards must be implemented by the researcher.

Researchers need to consider that if specific individuals/groups are informing the research,
even if pseudonyms are used, the nature of details included may lead readers to identify
particular individuals and/or groups—especially if the author/researcher’s identity will be
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known. As such, consent, and potentially community engagement, may be needed to satisfy
the requirements of the TCPS2. Ideally, all information should be presented in a general way,
minimizing the identifiability of any individuals/groups while still presenting sufficient
information to make the argument and/or present the findings. If specific individuals/groups are
not being identified/reported on in the research (i.e., only general social/cultural observations
are included), consent from non-participating individuals is not needed.

If the data are protected by a professional duty of confidentiality (such as data obtained by a
lawyer, psychologist, or physician), then the researcher must comply with that duty by seeking
a waiver or other form of consent before proceeding with the research. If the information was
obtained in public settings, or where others would not have expected the information to be kept
private (such as when a researcher chronicles personal observations at a live performance
event, open to the public, and uses those observations in their analysis of the work), then
consent would not be required.

Other Relevant Guidelines
If the self-study involves participant observational research, consult the Observational
Research Guidelines for additional information.

REB Review

The REB will assess whether the dissemination of the research could lead to the identification
of individuals and/or communities which may pose additional risks to participants’ and non-
participants’ privacy and confidentiality. This assessment will also consider the research
context and the level and relevance of privacy protections to others mentioned in the study. For
example, participants or other individuals implicated in the research who seek or expect public
acknowledgment of their contributions may not have the same expectations or needs for
privacy protections. As with any research that poses risks of identification, the researcher and
the REB will work together to mitigate and/or manage these risks (e.g., remove identifiable
information, disguise names and identities).

Tips to Completing the REB Submission for Self-Studies that DO NOT include
Non-Active Participants (when the researcher is the only participant)

Summary Tab
e In the ‘Purpose of Research’ subtab> In the textbox asking for a description of what
participants will do after consent has been obtained, explain your role as
researcher/participant

Participant Tab
e In the ‘Participants’ subtab you may state ‘Not Applicable’ to the following questions:
o How many participants do you expect to recruit?
o What are the inclusion criteria to participate in the study?
o What are the exclusion criteria?
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¢ In the ‘Recruitment’ subtab, state ‘Not Applicable’ in the textbox for how prospective
participants will be recruited
¢ Upload a blank document titled “Recruitment” in the Recruitment Documents table

Consent Tab
e State ‘Not Applicable’ in the textbox describing the consent process
e Upload a blank document titled “Consent” in the Consent Documents table. Your
consent as researcher/participant is implied

Data
¢ In the ‘Confidentiality’ subtab, address the issues raised in the above section on
“Protecting One’s own Privacy and Confidentiality”
e Explain the method of data collection you will use. You may find “observations” to be the
best fit
e Respond to the question on making data accessible if/as appropriate

Risks
e Address the risks to you as the participant in sufficient detail to enable the REB to
determine whether you have adequately considered/addressed the issue

Feedback
o State ‘Not Applicable’ to the question regarding sharing results with participants

Withdrawing
e State ‘Not Applicable’ to all questions in this section

NOTE: If, after commencing your self-study, you realize there will be non-active participants,
you will need to amend your protocol accordingly before proceeding.
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