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Ethical Self-Assessment: Excellence in
Reflexivity or Corporatisation Gone Mad?

Dr Kay Inckle

LSE

Blog/Bio | K.A.Inckle@lse.ac.uk

Research ethics and integrity have always been at the forefront of my work, not only
because the issues which I explore (self-injury, disability, gender and sexuality) are
personal, sensitive and often stigmatised topics, but also because as a disabled, feminist
researcher I have first-hand experience of the ways in which power, inequality and
appropriation are often enmeshed in research methods and outputs. Conventional ethical
protocols which originate in medical guidelines struggle to fully grasp and incorporate such
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ethical issues, as well as the dilemmas which emerge from social research more broadly.
Ethical protocols rarely prompt a researcher to critically examine how issues such as
power and marginalisation play out in social research, or even how to address specific
issues emerging from their own project, such as how to respond to requests for specific
information as in Anne Oakley’s (1981) now infamous research with first time mothers.
Ethical review more often consists of tick-box protocols, which ultimately function to restrict
who and what can be researched rather than to promote ethical skills, competencies and
practices (see Inckle, 2015).

This mismatch between my own ethical sensibilities and the conventions of research ethics
were so vast that, during my PhD research, I struggled to conceive how any research
could ever be fully ethical and I became stymied with anxiety and doubt (see Inckle, 2007).
Happily, since then, I have joined a research ethics committee, taught research methods
and ethics, conducted, supervised and even participated in social research. As a result, I
have become more reconciled with (although no less sensitive to) the possibilities of
research being both an ethical and positive experience for all those involved – albeit when
based on a reflexive, ethical sensibilities rather than rigid, pre-defined protocols.

Research Ethics in the Philippines: a personal
journey

Ricardo Manalastas, Jr., MD, MSc (Bioethics) professor of Obstetrics & Gynecology,
Infectious Diseases and Bioethics at the College of Medicine, University of the Philippines,

Manila, a
rmmanalastasmd@me.com

My recall of the earliest encounter I had with research ethics is when, as a newly appointed
faculty member of the department of obstetrics and gynecology of the College of Medicine
(CM) of the University of the Philippines (UP) and concurrent attending at the Philippine
General Hospital (PGH), I rushed to the office of the ethics research committee (known as
the Research Implementation and Development Office or RIDO) of CM before the end of
office hours one Friday. In my hand was a letter, addressed to the then chairman
requesting approval of a study I was about to conduct. Attached to the letter was a one
page synopsis of the research protocol. I was fortunate enough to catch him on his way out
of the office, and doubly lucky he agreed to quickly browse through the papers I pushed in
front of him. He then instructed the office secretary to stamp the letter “APPROVED”, and
proceeded to affix his signature. It was in the early 1990’s!

His stamp of approval went a long way towards legitimizing the outcome of my research. I
was able to collect and isolate N. gonorrhoea from commercial sex workers in Manila and
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Cebu, freeze dried all 92, and transport them hand-carried to the laboratory of at the
University of Washington. It turned out, almost all the isolates were resistant to the
standard first line drug (ciprofloxacin) at that time. Interestingly, a few months before, my
collaborator from the US walked into our office looking for someone to work with.
Apparently, a US male citizen had been diagnosed to have ciprofloxacin resistant
gonorrhea infection. He admitted to having paid sex in Manila and Cebu prior to flying back
home. Fate would have it that I was in the office when my collaborator walked in. And since
my sub-specialty in obstetrics and gynecology is in infectious disease, the rest was history.
I am including this in my narrative because ordinarily, researches with no international
collaboration and/or funding would not warrant a mandatory ethics research committee
approval. If the process I went through at that time could be construed as a legitimate one
today!
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