Navigating tensions between ethical approval and real-life participatory research
This podcast features a conversation recorded at York St John University’s The Only Way is Ethics Conference in 2025. Dr Owen Powell speaks with Dr Charlotte Haines Lyon and Professor Helen Julia Minors about navigating ethical challenges in participatory research. What are the ethical knots we encounter? How can we address concerns raised by Ethics Committees? And how might committees and universities enhance their understanding and practice around participatory methods?
Drawing on examples from their projects, the speakers explore issues such as external supervision and the need for partners and funders to recognise the time required for ethical processes.
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Owen Powell
Hi and welcome everybody. Thanks for coming along today. So, as Charlotte just outlined, this is a live podcast exploring or yeah, exploring how we navigate the tensions between ethical approval and real-life participatory research. And it's in collaboration with the Institute for Social Justice at Yorks and John University. I'm Doctor Owen Powell. I'm deputy chair of the Ethics Committee at the Business School at York St. John, and I'm about to let the two participants today introduce themselves. So first we'll start with Doctor Charlotte Haines Lyon, if you'd like to introduce yourself and just a brief relevance to the topic, although you've already outlined that to.
Charlotte Haines Lyon
For the sake of the podcast, I'll introduce myself again, Doctor Charlotte Haines Lyon. I'm associate professor in education, and I'm also the chair of the Ethics Committee for the School of Education, Language and Psychology at York, St. John. And as part of that, that makes me a member of UREISC, which is the University Research Ethics and Integrity Subcommittee, and I have a background in participatory and democratic research, so I've experienced some of this myself, but also after several years on the Ethics Committee, I've also really aware of the different ethical conundrums that come up and needing to safeguard research on behalf of the university.
Owen Powell
Great. And the second participant today is Professor Helen Minors. If you'd like to introduce yourself.
Helen Julia Minors
Briefly, Helen, thank you. I’m a Professor and Head of the School of Arts here at York, St. John. My background is as a musician, but I've also been teaching through school, and college. In university, in terms of the research where I wouldn't say so much that I have come up against research ethics as worked with an Ethics Committee because in the way I'm thinking about ethics is usually the period that helps you improve what you're doing and it gives me reassurance and confidence. So just as part by way of introduction, just four projects that needed ethical approval. One was Taking Race Live was talking about how our lived experience of racial identity through performance could change how we engage with each other; we had research participants that were students and staff, but it was a very sensitive topic. [Second project] Improvising through a Sound-painting method, where you don't know can happen until it happens in the public space including sufferers of dementia. 
The current project is Women's Musical Leadership and issues of gender. Where we have developed a mentoring scheme and co-written research and  co-produced research with mentees. Much longer ago, another project, Translating Music project, where we talked about how we express meaning through music, gesture and metaphor. That was done on an international level with a section looking at faith and spirituality, a section looking at theatre and a section looking rituals. There's quite a lot of sensitive issues in all those, but every one of them has included, students and industry partners alongside academics.
Owen Powell
Great. OK. So, I'm going to take that as your sort of broad response to exploration point one Helen. And what I'm going to do is hand over to Charlotte, then to just outline your experiences of reviewing participatory and creative research for ethical approval to give us that broad context.
Charlotte Haines Lyon
So, because we're the school of Education, Language and Psychology, which also has counselling in, but that isn't in the title. I think it can be assumed that we have quite a lot of sensitive research. We work with a lot of children, young people, communities of different backgrounds and there's a lot of action research, participatory research, and participatory ethnography, all sorts of things going on. And I think it's an absolutely evolving, sort of, picture within the school and we've been learning together how to go through that. I think it's fair to say that I started causing the trouble because I came up with a project called Toilet Talk where we were doing pupils as researchers with Alice who's at the back, and we were wanting young people to learn about research and then to carry out their own projects,  and the committee had never come across it before. So it was learning how to navigate that and that has shaped how we've navigated various projects in the future. One of the things I've learned as a chair is, we've got lots of people from different disciplines who don't necessarily know how other disciplines work or different types of research, and that is actually really good because theytask really important questions. And as researchers, it's really useful if they explain what they're doing really well, so everybody can understand and don't just assume that we know what you're doing. And I had to learn that in Toilet Talk. And I may have sulked about some of the questions, and Alice was brilliant and just went, ‘let me do it’ and she just wrote down all the answers questions and explained things and really took time to explain how we were looking after the children and young young people. 
So now we probably have between 10 and 15 of those types of projects a year, which is - I think you talked about sort of organic development in the title of the day. So, it's not necessarily participatory, it might be something that we don't know how it's going to happen, but it's also as a committee we were having to come back, and people were    coming back and and going ‘I need to do at this stage’. And we were like we were like ‘flipping heck. We can't manage this. We can't be signing everything off every other day as each bit of this organic project turns a corner. That's doesn't work, so we need to start learning to trust people. But if we're going to trust people, we need to put some measures in place to enable us to do that.
Owen Powell
Yeah, I think that's a really interesting balance to be struck there between the process that's required and the framework that's required for the assurance we need and in building that flexibility and it's something that I've, you know, as a member of an Ethics Committee that's also a bit of a troublemaker and likes creating participatory research projects. And that building in that iteration and building in that flexibility is, is really challenging. We've heard from both of you, I guess, about projects now that that relate to this. 
[bookmark: _Int_wsQKsWwf]And, of course, exploration point 2 moves us on to considering where are the knots, where are the places where things start to tighten up or fall down in terms of getting things through ethically, while also balancing what we want as researchers to be able to gain from the project. And how we want our participants or stakeholders of of any of any ilk to be able to input as the project develops and evolves. So, I'm going to first turn to Helen to reflect specifically on challenges associated with gaining ethical approval and following the kind of terms of ethical approval as part of your participatory research projects, over to you, Helen.
Helen Julia Minors
Thank you. And there's loads of knots, but some of them turn out to be positive. Just to say that at the start, I think when you've got a project as Charlotte said and you don't really know where it's going to go because it includes participants, the big knot is the unknown. And to try and situate that in a way that you know you can reassure the safeties and safeguarding's within the unknown is problematic is probably put in a a light touch on it. But if you're working with, for example, if I take the Take Race Live example, we had funding over 4 years to work with our students to reduce, and the aspiration was to remove, the awarding gap. But to do that, we had to talk about experiences of race prejudice. We had to therefore consider disclosures that we might hear and how we would deal with that, how you best protect, support and safeguard our students, but at the same time, most students are working with us as paid research partners, but were on modules that we were also marking. So, there was a massive ethical issue of how safe does the student really feel? When they're working with a staff-student partnership, but they're also on a module, and what mechanisms and measures do you put in place to support that? Particularly, you don't really know where the project’s going to. The project was set up in such a way that all the activities and events were co-led with students, and they would lead to a symposium at the end, fully run by our students as research partners. So, within their ethical approval, we really had to say how we were going to ensure we had supervisory support for any disclosures. In other words, if anyone's hearing something that's quite triggering or traumatic that you have someone else to go to in confidence, to process it—for everyone, not just the staff, for all our student research partners. But also, as you're going through that project, working on a weekly basis, that there was almost a touch point of mentorship that somebody from that original research team who'd reviewed the research ethics could then see what was happening as the project developed.  Now, initially I was on the research ethical approval committee, because I'd put in three applications at that point, I had to step back from it because you obviously can't review your own. Because we didn't know how this project was going to develop in its first pilot year, we had somebody from the committee come and watch a couple of the events from month one and month three. I think it was so that we had some feedback live in the process as we were working with our participants. We did have some disclosures and worked with our supervisors [to respond to them]. But it was more important about how we dealt with those disclosures with the individual. But also when it was that something was disclosed, in what was felt as a safe space by the students listening to the feedback, how we dealt with the whole group, having heard a disclosure around experiencing racial prejudice. And how that was not only discussed but worked through.  What would you do in that situation? Participant observer intervention? What do we learn from that? How do we deal with it? Etcetera, etcetera. Long list of questions. 
Those knots and barriers and the unknowns meant that we needed more time, so the project was extended. In the end, we ran with funding for four years. It meant we needed to ask more difficult questions of ourselves. And as Charlotte said, one thing that a research Ethics Committee does really well are those tricky questions you get. We think, “Oh no. Surely that's clear,” and you've really got to work it through. They're the best thing you're ever going to get through putting an ethical approval in. If you're not clear at that stage, you shouldn't start the work. So as hard as it is as someone applying for ethical approval, whatever question comes out of that committee, you need it. And the more questions the better. 
Now when we put this project through ethics, considering we had students, staff and the issues we were talking about, we were quite concerned that the ethical approval process included scientists, engineers, aerospace scientists, you name it, not just people in arts, humanities and education. We needn’t have been concerned. The feedback we got because somebody was outside the projects and outside the subject, enabled us to clarify what was needed for any leadership. So, we became more confident in what we were doing, but more importantly, because of the knots, we shared that process with the students and research partners. We spoke actively with them about the questions and gained their feedback. And then went back again with an update latterly. That conversation dialogic approach was really important to sustaining the project, so it wasn't a one-off pilot but we'd achieved something we could follow through and get funding. That's one knot, initially. There's loads.
Owen Powell
Yeah, that's brilliant. So much detail there and some really interesting insights. I think what stood out for me was that idea of the relationships that within the project that spanned both the internal relationship in the context of the project and the external relationships you have as teachers and students and supervisors and colleagues and partners . And I think that that's a really interesting dynamic that stands out there. 
OK, over to you, Charlotte, reflecting specifically on challenges bridging the gap between ethical approval and real-life participatory research; perhaps to somewhat in at some extent, in light of Helen's reflections and your experience.
Charlotte Haines Lyon
Relationships are what makes our kind of research messy and for good and for ill. So, you have safeguarding issues. So, if there's disclosures and you need to sort of manage. There's how do you manage the myriad different relationships that are there and how do you manage the myriad different power relationships that are going on? So certainly our Ethics Committee would be questioning all those things. So, how is somebody going to ensure that it might be participatory, but does somebody really,  does a young person really feel able to say ‘I want to withdraw’,  to me?  You know, can they say that to me? So, we would usually say ‘actually, could you have another person they can sort of talk to?  So what safeguarding procedures, in terms of being able to withdraw, but also [managing] disclosures are being put in. How do you manage other power relationships?
So one of the regular issue is gatekeepers; is everybody on board with the participatory nature of the research or the more organic nature of the research, depending what kind of research it is? But do they all have the same ethical value base? Or, quite often in schools,  that's really difficult because, for example, the project I did recently, I could say the young people could withdraw, but they couldn't withdraw from the room because for safeguarding reasons within that school, they had to stay in that room. So, like you can go and read a book in the corner or do whatever you want, but you can't leave the room, but you don't have to take part in research. So, it's thinking through all those very, very real practicalities. It's very easy to go, ‘Oh we're all relational and we're doing this’. What does that actually mean? How does that work? And how do we ensure we are working in the best way when it comes to relationships?
Owen Powell
OK. OK. And in terms of navigating that, if you were to be guiding an applicant through those kind of challenges and that navigation of relationships? What would you say are some of the key things—the key knots to watch out for?
Charlotte Haines Lyon
Well, what I'd be saying sort of, how have you actually worked with your gatekeepers already? OK, if it's a school, have you laid out how you are approaching this? Are they on the same page? How are you navigating safeguarding? I don't just mean the traditional safeguarding in terms of is the child going to make a disclosure, but that sort of broader area. So, what are you putting in place? How are you navigating if the children fall out, for example, or in the community if there's a disagreement. Say for example we had an application for a duo-ethnography. And it was quite intense work that the two people were doing and we were like, what happens if... and it was actually a mother and son. What happens if one of you wants to pull out or you don't like what the other person says? How do you do that? ‘Oh, well, we got this great [relationship].’ It's like you think you got this great relationship at the time. But how easy is it to change that? So, we suggested they thought about having a third person that either of them could go and confide, and if they were having issues. 
So, it's about thinking those difficult questions you don't really want to think through, and trying to pre-empt them. One of the things we say is ‘the moment you're in an Ethics Committee, you learn to dream up every horrendous scenario possible’. It's just  an amazing skill. And I think it'd be good if researchers could start trying to dream up all the bad scenarios.  So just think, what are all the things that could go wrong and try and pre-empt it? We're really good at doing that and going oh, there's a trip hazard there—let's cover it—sort of physical things. But actually, try and think of the trip hazards in a more metaphorical way.
Owen Powell
Yeah, I think that's really interesting.  I suspect that some researchers are somewhat worried about the kind of cost implications of bringing in all of these kinds of additional safeguards and coming up with creative ways that are also kind of cost effective, or if you're working without any funding—that might be really challenging. I also think that I've seen ethical applications and even just thinking about some I've looked at recently where probably, they should be getting gatekeeper approval, even working with kind of professionals and people that aren't from vulnerable, vulnerable communities. Because they're not thinking, oh, well, this person's job could be at risk or this person's role could be. Yes, it's minimal. Yes, we're taking steps to mitigate this, but that like bringing gatekeepers having that buy in, can bring so much value and so much safety and protection to an ethical process. But I guess it does require that additional step of thinking or that I don't feel like I've got time for it. And between time and money, yeah...
Charlotte Haines Lyon
The time I think is really, really difficult, and we've always tried to build in time for Toilet Talk to build that relationship with the school. It's never enough time and every time we go oh we could have done a bit more, yeah. So it's trying to sort of navigate that is really hard.
Owen Powell
It's easy to see where researchers go, ‘but that's something tethering me, I just want to get on, I want to interview the people, I want to interview, or work with the group that I want to work with...’, but obviously it can be tricky. 
OK, so moving on to our first sort of discussion point, I guess, and I'm so happy to go with whichever one of you wants to go first on this. What could or would participatory research do and achieve if we were truly able to unlock its potential through aligning our kind of ambitions and the ethical approval? Perhaps Helen we will start with you.
Helen Julia Minors
Great. Thank you. I think this is a really opportunistic question because we've just said about having those gatekeepers or somebody else. Going back to the Taking Race Live, the first year we run it, we didn't have that somebody else. We applied for more time and more money to extend it, and we brought in a researcher who was a PhD student who's closer to the undergraduate students than we were, but somebody not teaching them, not assessing the students that we weren't supervising and managing. Somebody a bit separate as somebody who could hear disclosures, if there were any, and offer feedback quite directly if they saw any concerns, that could work with the supervisor we had as well, but also could help reflect by observing what we were doing. There was always an observer in the room as a consequence. We learned more from building in that funding and time than we had the previous year. Some of these sessions that we were doing, while we were trying to be truly collaborative, but obviously there was a power dynamic. By having that external voice, ‘external’ in quote marks, of course, we remodelled how we delivered some of these workshops, who was in the room when people arrived, how it was set up—to make sure that the power dynamic was as flat as possible, and to remove some of the issues we've learned from in the first year. I think having that extra voice in the room, always have one extra person. 
I think the second thing about the opportunities and the wish or the dreams of what we could have.  Part of me would like that supervisor for disclosures to be part of an Ethics Committee, or at least one supervisor from an Ethics Committee that, as they've seen the project go through. They could then do a touch point in three months, even if nothing's happened. A check in, ‘how are you?’ Is anything changed? It doesn't need to take a massive amount of time. But sometimes when your project’s rolling, you get excited with it and you just want to get on with it, with the questions. Once you're on that journey, it goes, doesn't it? And time whips past so much you often don't reflect on it until it's gone. So having someone who checks in at a set time and manages that time frame could be quite helpful, but as you say, it's costly. Always need to build that into funding. It is timely, but building in more time is always better. As soon as you hear the words, there isn't time, [there’s a] massive red flag and risk. Every time. I remember saying it myself on my first project, working with musicians and improvising, I said ‘we don't have time’, and I remember the person I was working with stopped and said, ‘that's why we need to pause then, to look at it’. It was the best thing anyone could have said to me. I was just going to go, ‘right, let's hit record and go’. And we didn't thankfully, but I needed that other person outside my head to say ‘pause, we now need to discuss that’.
Owen Powell
That's really interesting, this idea of bringing in another voice and and it's come up a couple of times, actually in different ways, right. Whether it's from having a a PhD researcher join the team, but act as a kind of slightly different role to the kind of main research team or to have members of the ethics committee,  actually being almost acting as kind of ongoing supervisors, we do it with PhD students who are developing their projects. 
Helen Julia Minors
Absolutely. Why should it be any different?
Owen Powell
Why should it be any different? Right? And again, you can definitely see how some academics and some project leads, PIs, might react to that with a sense of, ‘this is constraining me’, and perhaps for some projects it wouldn't be necessary. But when there is that potential for iteration, then obviously having that additional facility might be something that's [of value]...
Helen Julia Minors
But we'd argue it doesn't constrain a postgraduate research student, because what it's there for is for constructive feedback. So, if we take that lens, it's exactly the same for us.
Owen Powell
[To Charlotte]] Any thoughts?
Charlotte Haines Lyon
I actually really like that idea. So two years ago, I think it was the first of these conferences, one of the things came out was a suggestion for ethics buddies where you could continue these conversations, reflective conversations over sort of different ethical conundrums as you go through the project. As I was saying, it's great –you think of all these things before approval—it's after approval things come up. You need that space. It worked well to an extent, but the problem is we all have really busy lives,  and trying to connect with other people, where everybody's  really busy, it sort of disappears, rightly or wrongly, down the list. Where if it's slightly more formal than I know it then becomes a constraint. It has to be done every couple of months or something that actually might be that space, but it's it doesn't have to be something that is you know, really horrible formal way. But actually, let's just have a coffee and go through some of the things. That would really enrich my research actually, because I'm having to sit and reflect on it. I just think that enriches it. 
And I think in terms of, dreaming about participatory research and where it can go, if we are treating everyone well and if people are really getting their voices and being heard and we're doing this in a proper sort of reflective way, we can literally afford change. We can change the world, and the world might be a big world. It might be individual worlds. The work we've done in in schools, it's necessarily massive, but they've managed to secure coat pegs and bins in the toilets. The teachers never knew that that was needed. And they didn't know what a difference it would make. Not having to put your coat on the grimy floor in a school toilet.  To the young people, that was a massive difference. But more importantly, those young people felt heard. And they said ‘we weren't expecting teachers to listen to us’. So there's that's massive, actually. And that will change their attitudes going forward. Knowing that actually, maybe sometimes adults do listen. But we had to get everybody on board to do that. It takes a lot of work. Participatory work does take time but it’s absolutely worth it.
Owen Powell
Again, it strikes me that that connects with participatory research when done really well, unlocks and opens up space for either voices that may not be being heard or opinions or thoughts that aren't being heard or perhaps aren't even being considered. And and also comes with a need to bring voices around the table. So there's this kind of thing about who's speaking. Where they speak, and then how those voices from that process manifest in the outcomes of the research, which is really interesting. I can see that applying even within sort of knowledge transfer and exchange context within bringing organisations around the table and there is a tendency when a project kicks off for people to just go, ‘Oh well that's happening’ and you have these project check-ins scheduled in and you suddenly get somebody else being sent along to the meeting, maybe by an organisation. So they send their second or they don't send anybody. And gradually it kind of fades and some of the best projects I've been involved in are where either through a formal agreement or through a kind of, just the informal relationships between the researchers involved, there are those regular check-ins. And in those latter situations, they've almost become part of the research process itself, right? Our own reflections are kind of auto –ethnography, feeds into the kind of process of the kind of development and refinement of what we're working on, which I think is again really interesting. Those combinational moments. OK, great. So we're going to move on to discussion 2 before hopefully opening up some interesting audience questions.
So the second discussion point today is where can we go from here? Grounding what we've got, or what we've been discussing in the current reality and situation at York, St. John, or indeed, at at other universities? So, what can we reasonably do as researchers and/ or as members of ethics committees to more effectively facilitate and promote participatory research in the immediacy and what change should we be seeking to process, practice and policy? Big question that, wow. OK, I would like to kick off with this one. Should we start with Charlotte for this one?
Charlotte Haines Lyon
So one of the changes we actually made as a university in the last two years, I'm looking Beth now and I think it's two years, was to try and make participatory research slightly easier. So you didn't have to keep coming back and checking every change. And and the idea behind this is at the start, it does involve a lot of work, you explain the general aims of your project and you draw up what we would call sort of ethical parameters. And you really make it clear that you are, you know, a safe pair of hands and trustworthy. If your research is in with it within those parameters, you don't have to keep coming back, checking if there's some other changes you might want to come back for. 
So for example with Toilet Talk, we didn't know what research the young people were going to be carrying out, but we made it very clear it would be within these parameters. We are not going to allow people to take photos of people in school toilets, for example, we are going to ensure those young people are following ethical practice. Can I just say, often young people have much stronger values and sense of ethical practice than anybody else. They were absolutely amazing. But we are saying we will make sure these certain things happen or don't happen and set that basis up. And then the Ethics Committee asked, ‘what would happen in this situation?’ So, we said, ‘well, actually we've dealt with these kinds of situations in the past, this is what we would do’. So we kind of assured them that as a team, we had experience, we knew how to deal with certain things and and we're quite trustworthy. So we had to build up a case for our, I suppose, our credibility as participatory youth researchers. But if something completely changed and we were going to go off in a different way, we would have then had to have come back. So, it was within quite loose but quite strong parameters if that makes sense. I think that involves a lot more work at the start than maybe other research projects, but it has cut down the work of not having to come back every two minutes.
Owen Powell
Great. OK, brilliant. And over to you Helen. 
Helen Minors
Thank you. I really like what you said there Charlotte about basically being adaptable and flexible. But being flexible does not mean that the rules go out the window. You've got a framework within which you're working. I mean thinking, how a project could [work] about where we go from here with the ethics, I think were we to have that supervisor support that I've just mentioned, it could help in so many ways because as you lay out those parameters for your project that it could go here, here or here, when you have your check-in and say which route is it currently going down. It's not going to be a barrier or a knot, it could just be a check-in, 'do you need to go back and update the application?’ It's a temperature check to reassure really and to support the safeguarding, et cetera, et cetera. 
But I think there's another point with this. We've mentioned voices quite a lot, who speaks, who speaks to who, and who is listening? If you're in a participatory piece of research, you can all speak to each other in a group, but sometimes there's pockets of conversation that aren't heard, and that often is lost. And that when we have had problems and have seen disclosures or people fall apart in their relationship, it's the pockets of conversations that happen in sections and silos. There's something therefore about that third person or another pair of ears listening to a collection of voices that could help you reflect. So, it's not necessarily bringing in other voices but bringing in a pair of ears to listen to the range of voices. 
The example I'm thinking of, just to give a specific one, within the Women's Musical Leadership Network, we've run a mentoring project with early career musicians and more senior experienced musicians. We talk about women's musical leadership using women in the broadest sense of the word. But the mentors were not all identifying as women, there was a range of genders identifying. So we had an ethical question. Was it in fact appropriate to bring, for example, thinking of one particular mentor, a male senior professor in to mentor a woman identifying junior colleague. Though in our research ethics and the application we put in a series of questions at the application stage to be involved: who would you like? What would you like? What restrictions do you give us and others? What don't you want? So that we knew where somebody else's parameters were. It comes back to parameters. We don't just need to put our parameters in flexible A,B and C, but we need it from the participants as well.
Having a collaborative team running that project, so there's two of us leading it with 14 mentors, if memory serves, 14 mentees but we'd had a series of, I think it was 20 workshops over the pilot projects in the project. We had a a series of people who were all experienced with ethics, so we could go to with confidence and also speak through our ethical approval for the mentoring scheme. So before we submitted it we shared it with the previous collaborators in the project. We'd shared it between ourselves and discussed it. We'd also shared it with our own coaches and mentors because we're in a job, where we’re fortunate that we all have one, which not everybody does, and that's a shame, I think that could be built in as well. But then we thought, well, who is that third person, that third person, in that situation, was to bring in an external trainer, mentor, to do the briefing and the training for mentees and mentors separately, but also come back at the end to do a debrief with the mentees and mentors without the research leads in the room. So we weren't hearing everything that was said, we did that beginning,  in the middle and the end, so actually take ourselves out, because if the project's working, and if it's have achieving its aims, we needed not to be there sometimes. And that's flipping the idea of listening, hearing and capturing, to let the work happen when you're not there.
Owen Powell
OK.
Helen Julia Minors
So I suppose what I'm saying is going forward to the dreams and wishes, yes. Have the third person, have the supervisors as part of the Ethics Committee checking in more regularly, but enabling and giving confidence to the researchers that you don't have to be participating, leading, gatekeeping all the time. You can take yourself out of the space if you got the parameters, and the framework.
Owen Powell
Yeah, that's really interesting. So, it it strikes me that almost there's a kind of mapping exercise and and I'm quite a visual planner when I'm thinking about thinking about projects. It comes from comes from a previous life as a freelancer, I think. But to me, I think what you're speaking to there is almost looking at the project and thinking where does this project evolve? Yes, we don't know exactly how it's going to evolve. [But] Where are the spaces of conversation, and therefore, the spaces of value, going to occur and within our kind of co-creative plan and where, when we have those spaces, can we create opportunities for capture but also create opportunities for that third person? That additional voice, that check on ourselves, you know...
I often say to students when they're planning their essays, you know, “check yourself before you wreck yourself” kind of thing, as a line. But it's that idea that you almost need to forward think that a little bit. And how can we build that in and? And I suppose as a university and as ethics committees, we can also be thinking how can we build structures where we can assist with that and support with that, Charlotte, any further reflections on that?
Charlotte Haines Lyon
Yes, it's just one more area around the question of anonymity, identification, things like that, and you may not have the answers to everything at the start, but you can build that in. So, we've had several projects that came and said, well, we're going to start have a starting point that everybody will be anonymous. So, people feel safe and then we will negotiate identities to go through. So, it is quite common that participants will go, ‘actually, I want my name attached to that. Thank you very much.’ Now, there may be some safeguarding things you have to build in because if one person wants to identify themselves, and somebody else doesn't, does that impact? So, you might have to draw some parameters around that. With young people, we've done it, that's fine as long as the safeguarding lead in the youth club says that it is safe to do so, because there may be very good reasons why that young person can't be identified. So, it's not that you will say in the ethics application, this is what's going to happen, but it'll be again, we're going to negotiate this as we go along. It may change, but it will be within these parameters and that's fine. You don't then have to go back to the committee. And go ‘oh now they want to be identified. Because we built that within the parameters, so it's just another area to think about.
Owen Powell
I mean, that's a great point. One of the things that I've found with submitting ethics applications here, and elsewhere, is showing that you've done that thinking, show your working and that you're considering those things and you may build yourself little kind of outs and little opportunities that you don't even end up using. And I mean interestingly on that on that point around participants, kind of negotiating their own sort of anonymity or non-anonymity. I still, having had a couple of experiences more recently where I was like, ‘they ‘ve said they're totally happy for their name to be used—but this is how I'm going to use that particular quote and is that how they might want it?’ And then going back to the participants again, because, yes, as a researcher, you get excited; ‘I've got this person's name from this organisation and that looks great for my report or my publication.’ But again, that little voice in your head needs to say, ‘actually, they said yes, but maybe they didn't say yes to this’, so still worth that looping back and checking.
Charlotte Haines Lyon
And we've had somebody who's done that sort of very strict negotiating around identity and anonymity, because it was on the project, so they went back on each quote. So because it's all very well saying you're going to be anonymous, but if you're the VC. How so? So they would be able to say their position to say they were interviewing members of staff here. Depending on the quote, they might go. Yes, I'm happy for you to use my name or I'm happy for you to use my position or no - it just needs to be completely anonymous. So it's thinking really carefully around that. But that was all built into the ethics application really clearly. And we were like, yeah, that's great. You know, you've thought about all those different ramifications you're going to go back and check that  precise quote, not just generically.
Owen Powell
Yeah, absolutely. And I think the other thing to say is that once you've built, you know, your inputs for your ethics applications, I  mean, I don't advise building them in the in Haplo itself at York StJohn, (that's the system we use for anybody listening externally). But, but I don't advise writing them there, I write them in a document, I save them and then I can reuse bits and you know kind of copy and paste and kind of hatchet things together. Because once you found a set of a set  of negotiating anonymity questions and  processes to follow and they've made it through once, why wouldn't you use that same that same structure again?
Charlotte
Yeah,  right. We say everything takes time, but actually, if you keep following the same things, you can do it so it doesn't take time. The other thing I say is flow charts. Put a flow chart in, if you've got a really complicated project. Draw it up and go well if it goes this way, it'll go that way. If it does this, I'll do that. Put a flow chart in and upload it. And because we can see it visually and go, oh, that's what they're talking about. Some kind of map makes it so much easier for the committee.
Owen Powell
And there we go, back to the visuals, right.  Again,  I think this is something we don’t  we  break away from, Haplo can feel really restrictive, I think, because of the kind of boxes that you're expected to fill out. But actually, there's space for attachments.
Helen Julia Minors
Those visuals have so much more importance outside the setting up of the project. And the reason I say that is the minute from the last research ethics application I did here for the mentoring scheme, we've actually been writing up an article where we've cited what we put in the ethics application because we're writing for the creative industries where colleagues wish to do similar research, but they don't have these processes.  So we've been asked to write it up to share a process, so that it could be adapted and followed. So, the series of questions and parameters we put in, we're writing up and sharing publicly so that it can help others, because that material isn't always out there in the public domain, but there's nothing to say we can't share it. 
Is it OK if I just come back to the issue of voice you've both raised because I think it's really interesting? And it's something I've been grappling with my research partner at the minute, Doctor Laura Haymer, in this mentoring project, we put in that colleagues will be anonymous, but we could say early career or give their status if, if you will, senior lecturer, or lecturer but not say where they're from or who they were. However, during the projects, we've done all these workshops, as well as the mentoring scheme, the briefings, the debriefings. And actually, coming out of our conversation was the desire from people to co-write something—naming themselves. So, we're now in the process of writing that up where we are co-writing because everybody's agreed to be named. But we hadn't originally thought about that in the process, so my question, to everyone listening in the room and online, is when you're writing up your proposal, is not just to think these are the publications, these are the outcomes, but what are the future possibilities that aren't immediately obvious? And it comes back to the issue of voice. It's not just the gatekeepers and the researchers voices who are heard. If you're citing someone, someone else's voice is heard, but they may become co-authors, they may present on the project on your behalf in another context, in another setting. So mentioning schemes and research projects where I've worked with industry, those partners have gone back and done a training exercise with colleagues in industry from what they've learned. So that voice is sharing an experience in a different way. So, I think it's worth us expanding that. Maybe we need some more prompt questions as the Research Ethics Committee, to help us think about those outputs that we don't hold, but we support and offer in to the world by virtue of those participants and varied voices.
Owen Powell
Yeah. It strikes me that one of the things, given the discussion point was around process practise and policy, whether there is an opportunity to create a bit of a kind of repository too, of things that have got through, or things that have worked. And here's a series of those little outs and those ways of considering the spaces,, where might you need a third voice, these kind of things, that that could act as really valuable resources. Here we are creating work for ourselves. 
Charlotte Haines Lyon
We started doing it in our school and I'm just thinking maybe it should be university wide thing where we're collecting. Good examples of research and where academics are happy to share their ethics application, and I'm always happy to share the Toilet Talk one, that has the original [comments]. You can see the original comments and how it's changed going throughout. I think that's quite a useful process so I would encourage people to also do that if they got something they can share. But maybe if there was a more central repository rather than just within our school, that would actually be quite helpful, I think.
Owen Powell
Hmm. Yeah, I mean, it's obviously one of the motivations to join the Ethics Committee, which I highly recommend any particularly early career researchers do, is because you get to see so many different applications of all different ilks. But obviously, you know, having that kind of repository might work really well in supporting [researchers. 
OK, I'd like to move us on now to audience questions and discussion points. So, the way this is going to work is I think we've got a roaming mic somewhere in the room. Jonathan's got it over there. So, if you'd like to raise your hands, I'll point to you, you can ask your question. Please do try to keep them to questions as opposed to points of information ideally, so that we can get responses from the participants here today and I I will hopefully, depending on your question, unless you direct it at one of them, specifically switch them between Helen and Charlotte, if that's all right, or myself, but I think focus on them primarily, ideally.
Charlotte Haines Lyon
And while you’re thinking, I was going to say thank you to Jonathan Brown, who's actually doing all the technical stuff behind the scenes. Or [rather] not behind the scenes.
Owen Powell
So, any questions or interesting points for discussion from the audience hands raised? We've got one just here in the centre.
Audience Member 1
Hi. Thank you for that very interesting exchange of experiences. My question goes to Helen. I work at the Institute for Social Justice, and you may know that the Institute runs the Community Research grants. And one of the objectives of this type of grant is to develop research coproduction that relies on, well, participatory research is included in some of the projects, not in all of them. But one of the challenges we have faced is some of the projects need more time because of the ethical process, but we are subject to constraints within the same university that projects have to be delivered, finished and all expenses spent by July. So, you mentioned that in your dialogic approach and showing this process, you were able to extend funding so I was wondering if you can explain a bit more so perhaps, we can also learn from that [your experience]?
Helen Julia Minors
Thank you. So really good question and it is excellent work that the ISJ is doing with the Community projects. For anyone listening who is not aware, it enables the University to work with the local community, whether it's industry charity to utilise co-produced research to benefit others and not just benefit inside the University. 
Let me give you an example, the Taking Race Live one if I go back to that, we had pilot funding for a year within the University has to be spent by the end of the financial year which at that point was the last day in June. We knew it was going to take us longer to do some of the focus groups and reflective practise. So, what we did initially as step one was to write to the head of research and [ask if] as long as we've spent the money, can we finish the project a few months later? And we got an extra 3 months to do the project because we had things that didn't need the expense because the deadline was for the expense. 
With the AHRC, the first and second network I had, with various compassionate leaves and things going on, we need an extension. That was for time, not for money, and they do a non-cost extension. If you ask for it and you detail where the money's being spent. But what the extension in time will give, and usually, it's time for reflection. Offer listening to final focus groups or interview participants, but it's not for the core business that you've spent so certain things can be put latterly. So having that flow diagram Charlotte’s mentioned, thinking what comes latterly and where things need to be spent by is quite helpful because then you can get an extension in time as long as the money is spent by a certain point.
In the second year of Taking Race Live, we managed the external funding for what was then the Office for Fair Access, so when we still had HEFCE, before the Office for Students, which at that point was during the transition. We built in the spend, the practical, pragmatic part early in the project. So, we spent for things upfront with tickets in advance of dates so that it was paid for, but the dates run four months after the end of the end of the financial year, but we'd already spent it so it was absolutely fine. 
So, we built that in as the lesson we learned so that we didn't have the same time restriction, but we still felt restricted because we wanted more time to discuss. So, when we went back for the funding extension, we didn't put in for 12 months; we put in for 24, which by that point meant we'd had four years of funding. We achieved what we got to at the end because of the time, because we needed to go through the nooks and crannies, the knots and actually have moments that didn't work and fail you to have the moments that did work. And so I suppose in a practical point, asking for a non-cost extension is always feasible within the university and as the Head of School of Arts, I get this all the time, but I need to spend it by the end of the financial year. We all do. But what do you need to spend when and what can you do after you've spent it? 
So, if you've got your ticket paid for before the end of the financial year, but it's for the week after. That's alright, you've already spent it. So, it also depends on when you're spending something by and making sure there's an audit trail for it. So, building that inner flow diagrams what I'd suggest. I'll be honest, one of the most tricky things in research I find is the funding and where you spend what and how you do it by a time frame. It feels hugely restrictive, much more than an Ethics Committee. Maybe because there is a set time frame for financial years. That is one of the things that is the least flexible. But when we understand why it's the least flexible in the reporting systems, it helps us manage ways around it. So, if you've not had the conversation about why the dates there, I'd always say have a chat with the Research Office. Because as soon as I had that conversation and understood the process and why we report, I could then plan my project differently because I understood how that data has been reported and where it went well. I didn't understand where it went. I didn't know how to just craft it. So, there are ways and means to it.
Owen Powell
I think on that... I don't want to sort of go down the rabbit hole too far of the funding frustration and the annual spend requirements and that kind of side of things because I think we've probably all run into that and all been fairly frustrated that that's the thing that's governing the way that we're developing what would otherwise be a really evolving, interesting kind of creative project. So, without getting... You can probably even hear it in my voice, some of the frustration on that, but I think one of the things around ethics is right, we've kind of built up this idea that an ethics application is this really big thing and it could be that one of the ways around that might be to require the the applicants [for funding] to also have submitted an ethics application as part of the application process. And this seems to be one of those things that academics struggle with. They tend to submit the ethics application when they're ready to start the project. That isn't the case. The ethics application should be part of you exploring the development and the design of your project, and by getting it in and getting the feedback on it, you can actually go through some of the iteration and design of your project too with your project collaborators and potentially with the funding body that you're applying to as well, because you might be able to get some insights from them as to the direction that that's leading in. 
And so of course that's part of the issue too, right, the idea that you know you're reasonably going to say this is a year-long project, you find out about your funding a couple of months before that year starts, and then you expect your School Ethics Committee, which is, you know, largely entirely voluntarily run, to then approve that. And then researchers become incredibly frustrated when the first time around they don't get approved. And for me like, there's lots of projects we sign off on instantly, secondary research things that are not involving human participants, autoethnography tends to get approved really, really quick, but for anything that's a little bit more involved, a little bit more interesting involving different kinds of, whether it's the police, the NHS... [actually] the NHS is a whole other thing, but the police, schools, whatever else, right, you're probably you should be expecting. In fact, you should want to get a round of feedback in the same way you get at least some feedback on a paper. Nobody publishes their paper, and it gets a ‘gold star’ straight away, or very few people do, and so I think that's part of the thinking that that's maybe part of the what's wrong with the way that we're thinking about ethics and where it sits within the process of our research, design and methodology and this kind of stuff. Would you agree?
Charlotte Haines Lyon
Yeah. I couldn't agree more. And the other thing you can do is apply for outline ethics. So I've done on a couple of projects and other people have done. You haven't got everything in place yet. You said can we just have ethics to make a start and then we'll come back once we know more details. And it enables you to hit the ground. Running so for our Community Research Grant, we got the outline ethics that we could at least meet with young people and kind of see if they were interested. And then we put in a thing much more detailed thing afterwards, but it enabled us to get started. 
But yeah, I if you Don't listen to anything else we’ve said. If you can go away and think, actually, I need to get ethics in way before I want to start and probably as I put together the funding application. And please do that because I think that's probably one of the biggest issues we have is that time pressure.
Helen Julia Minors
I'm thinking of PhD students as well when we've got doctoral candidates applying, don't wait until the they've joined to talk about ethics. It's one of the first conversations I have. Just think we've got one student, Simon and I, looking at military veterans, and the first conversation we had was about, well, where's your ethics at? How have you built this? What needs changing? Just the parameters and it's the longest conversation we've had to make sure that we're best informed to then support and mentor and supervise the student as well. It's not just for the academic researcher; it's for any researcher or at any level within the institution.
Owen Powell
Yeah, the ethics process should be part of your part of your design. At the same time. That's not to say inundate your Ethics Committee with speculative ethics proposals, right? OK, because that's not going to help either, right? It's not going to help anybody. It's not going to help you because you're going to have too many projects with all these different ideas. None of them (go anywhere), none of them... there's no tip of the spear. But I do think that if there's something you're thinking about developing (a project) for a Community Research Grant in particular, as an internal consideration at York St John, why not the year before when you're even kind of scratching your chin about whether to go for that grant, start developing that ethics application and almost use that maybe as part of your kind of plumbing the depths of your idea. 
I'll stop talking because I'm not one of the participants but can I open up the floor again to the next question, please? Jonathan, we have one just here on the front.
Audience Member 2 
So, my colleague Lauren and I are from the NHS, so we're going to be talking about a whole different ball game in a little bit this afternoon, but I think, I really thought that suggestion about kind of starting your application for ethics much earlier in the grant application process basically is so interesting because I feel like it's often like a secondary thought is the ethics process. 
But I think my... I've been frantically taking notes as you guys have been speaking and the thing that I keep underlining is time. I'm and I think I'm. I'm very much thinking about what can be learned from... It sounds like you work for brilliant ethics committee that's really listened to people that are actually on the ground doing research and I wonder what funders can learn from the ethics committee about time, and I'm wondering if, particularly, you Charlotte, have any advice for what... How do you justify how long participatory methods take? How do you justify the amount of workshops, the amount of time you're funding, maybe external people to be that kind of third party for the young people? We work with, young people and children so that's kind of a really important point for us as well. How do? You how do you justify? How long?
Charlotte Haines Lyon
It might be about mapping out the benefits so it's so multi-factor, isn't it... multifaceted... because you've got the benefits of the actual tangible research. So, we had the, you know, toilet hooks on the door, but we also had the young people saying we've never been listened to before. Another one, we had the young people learning how to research and some of them saying I didn't know that universities did this. I didn't know this. So we had that was another bit. We had young people saying they built their confidence because they developed communication skills. We had teachers saying that young people had been engaged with education for the first time or that they developed oracy skills. We had teachers saying ohh the way Alice did stuff was really weird and it freaked us out, but actually it's made us really review how we teach and so I just, I think there’s huge amount of... but they're just ones I can say off the top of my head, which is quite different to a project that's just going to say, well, 78% of people said this. Which could be really important information, but that is such a multifaceted... We've had young people who then develop written blogs with us from quite young ages who've actually come and written academic articles with us and gone to university partly on the back of the link with the university. So I just think you've really got to map out all those things and not take it for granted. Once you do that, I'm going that's a lot, you've got a heck of a lot forthe money – that was £10,000 grant over 18 months. That's a lot for their money. Frankly, I'm quite happy to go into battle with anybody who says it's not.
Owen Powell
I think on that, probably just to... to just throw a little bit of something else in. I think there are funders in the UK that have started to think about things or actively try to think about things differently and do things differently, whether that's Lankelly, Esmée Fairbairn, Joseph Rowntree Foundation through their Emerging for Futures programme is also trying to do some of that stuff too... but I do think that there's kind of like a deep level change, particularly that national level of funding and that way of thinking... the Europeans had started to move in that direction a little bit more with some of the Horizon funding and stuff like that but I think broadly a shift needs to happen and one of the things is that a lot of particularly top level down funding coming from national government or coming from any agency associated is tied to some really core matrix (metrics) and matrices that are that are kind of pinned on national political priorities, which is problematic too... but that's just a little bit of a throw in there and we can't let that determine where research and and projects go. So there's got to be a conversation.
Charlotte Haines Lyon
But I think we can play a little bit clever sometimes and align stuff to with some of those priorities. And I think if we start showing our value... I don't think we're very good at showing the value... and mapping it out a bit more...
Owen Powell
Yeah, there's been a lot of work going on around social value mapping and ways of capturing some of these kinds of what we view as sort of softer outcomes and impacts and turning that into something that's quantifiable... And whether that's local councils like Islington trying to do that and other organisations around the country, there is progress there. It's just it seems quite disparate. Very tangential from where we were, but I do think there's some lessons to be learned from ethics committees – national funders come, speak to ethics committees! We'll tell you. 
Right. OK. Any other questions from the audience, please? Maybe one more for today. Wrap up. Anybody got something buzzing away in their mind? No, all quiet. Almost. See hand twitching there. No. OK. Right. Let's call it there then I think. For the day.
Before we wrap, would either of you like to share some final thoughts or shall we...?
Helen Julia Minors
I do have one final thought just to float, but I don't have the answer to it... it's more of a querying question how we deal with ethics when you might be collaborating internationally with a colleague is in an institution in a country that doesn't require the ethics approval. I've had that a couple of times and you have to make sure you're doing everything right on your side. The colleague wants to, but there's no requirement on the other side... How do you ensure safeguarding on that level, as well as a whole other bag of words?
Charlotte Haines Lyon
The different standards and safety...
Helen Julia Minors
Different standards everywhere, yeah.
Charlotte Haines Lyon
Yeah, it's, yeah, quite an interesting one to navigate
Helen Julia Minors
And if you've got ethics approval at your institutions in two countries that have the process and it's different... It’s better to do it in both (rather) than just one I would say. Yeah, always.
Charlotte Haines Lyon
And just one (more thing)... and that's a plea for anybody at York St. John, really. So one of the things that we find is, I mean our school we have 150-odd applications a year, so it takes a lot of time you... So everybody's volunteering, but you learn a lot. So we've now set up a York St. John associate reviewer scheme. So we do welcome people if they want to have a go at reviewing applications, you won't be on the committee of such, but it's really important work. So you get a chance to actually see what other research is like. You get to... It's really, really useful. I've learned so much being on the committee and I would really encourage you to have a go.
Helen Julia Minors
I wouldn't have written a successful research ethics application without having learned through reviewing, yeah.
Owen Powell
It was like the first thing I did when I joined the university a couple of years ago and it's been great, really, really useful and also a way to get to know other people in your school and across the university too, by potentially participating in events such as this. 
So, I'm going to wrap up there. I'm going to thank the participants. Thank you to Helen and thank you to Charlotte for their energy today. Perhaps a little applause from the audience. It would be great for them and their energy. 
[Applause]
Thank you once again to Jonathan and to the Institute for Social Justice for kind of giving us the idea of doing this, which was which was great, and then and then again to the participants for...
Helen Julia Minors

And thank you to Owen for... 
[Applause]
Owen Powell
Yes, thank you.So thank you all. And of course, to you for coming along today, sharing your energy with us, listening to what we have to say, I hope you enjoy the rest of the conference. 
If you're listening to this after the conference is finished, which is most likely, then come along next year, participate next year. And that's it for this session for today. Thanks.
Charlotte Haines Lyon
Thank you.

