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Abstract

Practitioner research, which involves professionals such as social workers, educators,
and nurses, is an approach that may help establish contact with hard-to-reach targets
while also exposing the researcher to potentially sensitive and ethically challenging
situations and dilemmas. Through a scoping review of the scholarly literature, this paper
explores evidence of the effects that research on sensitive topics may have on the
researcher and how the researcher can prepare for this. Twenty-four peer-reviewed
articles were analysed using thematic analysis, which provided the following four themes:
researcher competency, researcher vulnerability, researcher role, and participant
vulnerability. In addition, peer support, formal support measures, and research and time
management were found to potentially counteract the adverse effects of conducting
qualitative research on sensitive topics. The findings of this scoping review strongly
suggest that practitioner researchers investigating sensitive issues should partner with
professional research institutions from the beginning of the research process to end. In
addition, strengthening the research methodology used during the bachelor’'s degree
educations of professionals such as social workers might help to develop more resilient
practitioner researchers. This must, however, be weighed against other necessary

courses.

Keywords: practitioner research, qualitative research, sensitive topics, social work
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Introduction

Several approaches within qualitative research are carried out through interactions
between the researcher and the subjects of the research. This enables the researcher

to approach close the topic closely. Being close to the human experience that the study
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addresses is a requirement of qualitative data collection (Kirkevold & Bergland, 2007, p.
67). However, this closeness may also expose the researcher to situations that may
cause emotional reactions (Davis, 2000; Seidman, 2006, p. 68). These reactions may be
explained by the subjectivity of qualitative research, in which the researcher is a part of
the experience and interacts with and interprets what'’s ‘going on’ (Austin & Sutton, 2014;

Patton, 1999).

Like qualitative research in general, practitioner research encompasses many different
traditions, movements, and methodologies. However, it is distinguished from other more
traditional forms of research because it is usually conducted by practitioners as a part of
their daily work (Ellis & Loughland, 2016). Practitioner research is often described as
being carried out by a professional with substantial insight into the community, as well
as the community members who are the subjects of the research (Drake & Heath, 2010).
Often, the researcher’s position is simplified as either that of an insider or outsider.
However, this distinction has been contested by some scholars (Brown, 1996; Drake &
Heath, 2010), who have emphasized that there is a higher level of complexity and
nuance involved, such as an insider-outsider position. This might be former a social
worker or police officer, now working as a researcher. Vaswani (2018) argues that
practitioner researchers are in a position to provide access to individuals and groups that
may be hard for others to reach because practitioner researchers interact with them or
their organization on a daily basis. Connecting closely with one’s research participants
is more difficult when researching within one’s own organization or professional social

context (Tietze, 2012), especially in regard to vulnerable service users or clients.

This article understands practitioner research as research carried out by active or former
practitioners who are close to or part of organizations that provide services to client or
patient groups (Drake & Heath, 2010; Meghan, 2019; Shaw & Lunt, 2018). Additionally,
the point of departure for this work is the position of being a practitioner researcher — a
former social worker engaged in exploring a specific practice field within the social work

profession.

According to Parsons (1969, p. 331), professionals perform certain specialized functions
for others in society based on a high level of specialized competence, with attendant

fiduciary responsibility. Clearly, researching the same subject that they provide services



for may cause tension among the professionals themselves. This alternation between
roles may also cause uncertainty regarding who the professionals are at different times,
potentially affecting others’ expectations of them. In professional life, work role
expectations include behaviour, appearance, and emotional display (Hochschild, 2003).
Additionally, being part of a research project in one’s own organization may also raise
some ethical concerns, such as the power dynamics between the researcher and
potential participants (Riese, 2019). However, this may also constitute a beneficial flip-
side-of-the-coin situation; if the researcher is well known to participants, those
participants might open up more and experience the process as safer. Overall, this paints
a picture of practitioner research as complex, with a myriad of roles and expectations to
be managed and potential ethical pitfalls to consider at the design stage of the research

project.

A lack of confidence in research knowledge and skills has been found among practising
social workers, negatively influencing them and deterring them from undertaking
practitioner research (Harvey et al., 2013). There may be additional concerns when
researching sensitive topics, which are understood as those matters that people prefer
not to discuss publicly due to the perceived risk associated with self-disclosure (Sydor,
2013), such as researching victims of domestic abuse or engaging with violent offenders.
Although topics of a sensitive nature vary in their particulars, they may cause the
researcher to experience unpleasant emotions. Because some individuals may also be
hard to reach (Flanagan & Hancock, 2010, p. 1), cooperating with communities,
professionals, and other organisations working with them (Bonevski et al., 2014, p. 24)

may create access to these individuals and groups.

The comprehensive public welfare policies found in the Nordic countries include social
security, healthcare, and education and thus involve professionals such as social
workers, nurses, psychologists, and educators (Normann et al., 2014, p. 21). Because
these services are free to the majority of the population (Hoydal, 2018), the practitioners
employed by them are in a position to establish closer relationships with hard-to-reach
groups. The Nordic context is therefore of particular interest because its vast welfare
system could suggest the use of practitioners to carry out research on sensitive topics

or hard-to-reach participant groups.



While both practitioner research and researching sensitive topics are not new research
subjects, this article aims to identify and explore patterns in research conducted in the
fields of social work, children and youth work, nursing, and clinical psychology, in which
sensitive and unpleasant topics regularly surface as a part of practice. These
professional contexts are what make practitioner research interesting. While sensitive
topics themselves may be challenging to explore, as shown above, the complexity of the
various roles and expectations within practitioner research makes this approach of

particular relevance in exploring sensitive and ethically challenging topics.

This review of peer-reviewed literature examines the evidence regarding the stated
challenges involved in conducting research on sensitive topics, pitfalls, dilemmas, and
strategies in practitioner research. In this way, it explores the findings of past research
studies to discover researchers’ negative experiences, as well as considering how one
might prepare for or prevent these experiences. The findings of this scoping review may
help strengthen practitioners’ motivation to engage in practitioner research on hard-to-
reach participants by helping prepare them for the task, execute the research, and

protect both themselves and their research participants during the process

Research question: How does conducting qualitative research on sensitive and ethically
challenging topics affect the researcher and participant, and how can the practitioner

researcher prepare for this?

Methodology

The research question will be answered through a scoping review of the literature on
practitioner research on sensitive or ethically challenging topics. While scoping reviews
are related to systematic reviews, some differences set them apart. A scoping review
aims to map the body of literature on a specific topic, while a systematic review aims to
present the best available research on a specific question and evaluate the strength of
the included studies (Pham et al., 2014, p. 372). However, both must present a rigorous,
transparent methodology that includes a search strategy, inclusion criteria, and selection
process (Munn et al., 2018; Pham et al., 2014). Because scoping reviews employ more

expansive inclusion criteria, they typically include a larger amount of research than



systematic reviews (Pham et al., 2014). Thus, a scoping review can serve as a precursor

to a more specific targeted systematic review (Munn et al., 2018, p. 4).

Inclusion Criteria

Because this scoping review aims to uncover the scholarly literature on practitioner
research involving sensitive and ethically challenging topics, the search process began
by applying these terms as search words. The criteria guiding the selection process for
articles were as follows: the studies must have been conducted by practitioner
researchers on a sensitive or ethically challenging issue; they must have departed from
or within organizations providing services; and they must have described experiences,
dilemmas, challenges, or recommendations as part of their findings and discussion. The
terminology used to describe research strategy differed, and variations such as ‘action
research’, ‘insider research’, and others did occur. Review articles that provided insight
into the above were deemed valuable and worth including in this scoping review. To
secure the most recent findings, studies published prior to the year 2000 were excluded.
Research carried out outside of or disconnected from the practice field or its

organizations and services was excluded from this review.

Search Strategy

Data collection was conducted through a systematic search of the following databases:
Academic Search Premier, Cinahl with Full Text, ERIC, MEDLINE, SocIndex with Full
Text, and Scopus. The first search strategy used a combination of the following terms in
all databases: ‘sensitive topic or sensitive information or sensitive research or sensitive
question® AND ‘practitioner research or practitioner researcher’. The search was limited

peer-reviewed articles. See Table 1 for details.



Table 1

Table 1 — Search strategy 1

Search step Action Result

S1 Sensitive topic OR sensitive information OR sensitive 14,014
research OR sensitive question

S2 Practitioner research OR practitioner researcher 37.588

S3 S1 AND S2 48

S4 Limitation: Peer-reviewed, published after 2000 35

S5 Manual screening of titles, abstracts and full texts 2

This method identified only 35 articles, two of which were identified as relevant to the

aim of this scoping review. A second strategy was used, producing similar results. See

Table 2 for details.

Table 2

Table 2 - Search strategy 2

Search step | Action Result

51 Sensitive topic OR sensitive information OR sensitive 16,510
research OR. sensitive question

52 Interview OR research OR study 12,616

53 Professional OR. practitioner OR nurs™ OR police OR 6,003,347
social work OR psvcholog® |

54 51 AND S2 AND §3 9

55 Limitation: Peer-reviewed, published after 2000 8

56 Manual screening of titles, abstracts, and full texts 2

Because the search strategies mentioned above proved ineffective, a much wider-

reaching search using fewer criteria was conducted. See Table 3 for details.

Table 3
Table 3 - Search strategy 3
Search step | Action Result
S1 Sensitive or delicate or touchy 1.246.378
S2 Practitioner research or action research 81.017
S3 S1 AND S2 1040
S4 Limitation: Peer-reviewed, published after 2000 812
S5 Manual screening of titles, abstracts and full texts 17




This search retrieved 17 new studies, as well as the four identified in the earlier search
strategies. Three additional studies matching the criteria were found through other
sources, bringing the total number of included articles to 24. The search process is

shown in Figure 1.

Figure 1

Identification Records identified in search Additional records identified
strategy 1 (n=17) through other sources (n=12)

Records identified in search
strategy 2 (n=8)

Records identified in search
strategy 3 (n=812)

Records after duplicates removed (n=749)

¥

Screening Records screened (n=749) Records excluded (n=702)

$

Eligibility Full-text articles assessed for Full-text articles excluded (n=23)
eligibility (n=47)
Included Studies included (n=24)

Figure 1 — Flow diagram, adapted from PRISMA (Preferred Reporting Items for
Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses) flow diagram by Moher et al. (2009)

Results

In total, 24 studies were included in this scoping review. Table 4 shows all included

studies organized by publication year.
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Title ‘Doing Fessarch in Understanding ‘Leaming from ‘Raflexive *Burviving A Qmualitative ‘Rlesearchar or ‘Conducting
Peoples” Homes: Ethics in School- Faihare: Ars Fesearch with Fesaarch on Exploration of Nurse? Difficulties Fesaarch into
Fieldwark, Ethics Eazad Fesaarch’ Practitionar Maothers and Sensitive Topics Fesaarcher Tranms of Undartaling Hiddan
and Safety — On Fesearchers the Children Victims with Young and Besaarchers’ Semi-Stuctarad or Hard-to-Faach
the Practical Anzwer of Diomestic Oifenders’ Fesponsss to Interviews on Populations’
Challenges of when Conducting Viclence® Investigating Sensitive Topics’
Fessarching and Fessarch on Sexual Vielence'
Feepresenting Life Sensitive Topics
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Analysis

Thematic analysis is widely used in qualitative research to uncover patterns or themes
in data (Braun & Clarke, 2006). This analytical approach has also been applied to review
articles (Pool et al., 2019; Yousif & Passo, 2016) and is recommended as an important
stage in review protocols (Stenberg et al., 2018). One derivative of thematic analysis is
thematic synthesis (Thomas & Harden, 2008), which is often applied to literature reviews
to identify and further develop descriptive themes into analytical themes. While thematic
synthesis provides the analytical structure for this scoping review, it was influenced by
Braun and Clarke’s (2006) step-by-step method, which involves going back and forth
between codes and themes to ensure consistency, not establishing themes solely based

on a few vivid examples.

After all 24 selected studies were reviewed, initial codes were generated for the analysis.
In the next step, the codes were reviewed, and themes were identified. In the third stage,
descriptive themes were developed into overarching analytical themes: ‘researcher
vulnerability’, ‘researcher competency’, ‘researcher role’, and ‘participant vulnerability’.
Some codes could be placed in several categories; for example, the topics ‘boundary
issues in qualitative research’ and ‘blurring of roles’ both offer challenges and make the
researcher vulnerable to pressure, stress, or incorrect expectations on the part of
participants. This problem of overlapping categories could be prevented if the research
preparations (a part of researcher competency) were to include information that clearly
defines what the research is about (and is not about) and what the participant may
expect. Also, in face-to-face meetings and interviews, the researcher could employ a set
of skills during analysis and communication with the participant, which might adjust the
participant’s understanding of who and what the researcher is and is not and clarify

blurred roles or uncertainties about the research agenda.



Findings

Figure 2
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Theme 1: Researcher Competency
The theme ‘competency’ includes several subthemes. One dimension within

competency involves the skills needed to actually carry out research. The scoping review
found skills at three levels: ‘communication skills’, ‘empathic skills’, and ‘emotional
management’. Researchers need communication skills to deal with participants’ feelings
and engage in small talk to relax the participant (Ashton, 2014; Elmir et al., 2011; Murphy
& Nightingale, 2002), while proficiency with interview techniques is essential in exploring
their experiences (Thompson & Russo, 2012). Unforeseen situations can arise when
engaging with research participants, and being able to de-escalate potentially
threatening situations has been recognised as a skill that researchers should possess
(Bashir, 2018). The researcher must also be able to analyse and adapt to participants’
nonverbal communications, both to show empathy and to continue the interview (Ashton,
2014; Elmir et al., 2011; Murphy & Nightingale, 2002). There seems to be a consensus
regarding the ability to demonstrate empathy in interview situations and provide the
necessary support to participants, both in the interviews and after the research, if
needed. When exposed to the participants’ stories and feelings, the researcher might
feel overwhelmed. Some findings have revealed the need to be able to manage one’s

own feelings when conducting this kind of research (Ashton, 2014), while also showing



that disclosing details about oneself may help the participants feel less intimidated.
Revealing personal information about oneself was also highlighted as a potential risk
that could render the researcher more vulnerable in the process (Elmir et al., 2011). In
addition to managing one’s emotions during research, some evidence was found to
support the value of self-care actions between or after research activities (Coles et al.,

2014).

Another dimension of competency is researcher preparation. After once again reviewing
the codes and themes, two sub-subthemes emerged within ‘preparation competency’:
‘interview preparation’ and ‘support preparation’. Most of what has been organised into
this subtheme relates to how the researcher can design and execute the interview in a
manner that is well thought through and safe for the researcher. This involves evaluating
whether the research should be conducted by one researcher alone or with support from
other researchers, how the researcher's background could affect the participants
(Gabriel et al., 2017), and how to establish protocols for dealing with boundary issues
(Dickson-Swift et al., 2006). Careful preparation for the interview should also consider
the participant as a vulnerable part of the research, who should be taken into account in
the research planning (Elmir et al., 2011; McCosker et al., 2001; Murphy & Nightingale,
2002). Time management and the intensity of conducting the actual interviews were also
recognised as components of research preparation that are critical to ensuring the
researcher’s well-being (Coles et al., 2014). The other subtheme of preparation relates
to the potential need for the support of both participants and researchers during the
research and after it was conducted. Supervision, debriefing, peer support, and group
sessions were suggested as means that might strengthen the researcher during the
research process, making it easier to conduct challenging interviews and deal with the
participants’ emotions and trauma (Bashir, 2018; Coles et al., 2014; Flanagan, 2012;

Gabriel et al., 2017; Thompson & Russo, 2012).

Some findings could easily be placed in more than one category or theme, such as the
legal actions that both participants and researchers might experience when conducting
research on illegal acts. This was exemplified in an article by Volker (2004) that
concerned nurses who had received requests for assisted dying from terminally ill
patients. Such a situation puts the participant at risk of having his/her identity revealed

should the research team be subpoenaed by the federal government (the US, in this



case). Researchers themselves may be subject to legal prosecution if they do not
respond to the subpoena. To manoeuvre around these legal issues, Volker (2004)
presented a study design in which research packages mailed to a large sample of nurses

included anonymous recipient response packages.

Regarding ethical competency, Pain (2011) found it important to have a well-thought-
through approach to practitioner research methodology and ensure that this approach
resonates with the ethics of social work. Pain (2011) also stressed that the researcher’s
attitude toward power dynamics is a key ethical issue. Several studies found a need for
ethical reflection throughout the entire research process (Coy, 2006; Mitchell et al., 2010;
Pain, 2011; Thompson & Russo, 2012) and moving beyond simple ethical codes of
conduct (Fraser, 2007; Hewitt, 2007; Lunt & Fouché, 2010). Guillemin and Gillam (2004)
found that applications to committees seeking ethical approval were written in a language
that gave the impression that the researchers were competent and concerned with
ethical dilemmas. Guillemin and Gillam (2004) called this ‘procedural ethics’, which they
distinguished from microethics in researcher practice. In practice, microethics can
involve an unpredictable situation in which the researcher must make on-the-spot

decisions.

Practitioner research may involve small-scale studies in the form of evaluations of
interventions in which the practitioner researcher was involved, thus increasing the
potential for conflicts of interest (Lunt & Fouché, 2010). While several studies
acknowledged the dual role of the practitioner researcher as potentially challenging (Lunt
& Fouché, 2010; Mitchell et al., 2010), the role was also found to mitigate the study’s
negative impacts on participants because a relationship of trust may already exist (Coy,

2006).

Two studies also identified a lack of ethical consideration in practitioner research (Bryan
& Burstow, 2018; Mitchell et al., 2010). Confidentiality, anonymity, informed consent, and
the right to withdraw consent were not considered by researchers in the execution of
their research. The findings from Mitchell et al.’s (2010) study revealed the attitude that
research in schools cannot harm the pupils and that consent to participate in studies is
effectively granted when parents sign their children up at the start of school. Bryan and

Burstow (2018) also found that anonymity is explicitly undesirable because it limits the



possibility of following up on the answers provided by pupils on questionnaires about
bullying and well-being at school. On the positive side, Mitchell et al. (2010) found nine
studies that followed the basic ethical principles of research, including in terms of how
they gained access to participants, how consent was obtained, and how the research

design aimed to ensure anonymity and confidentiality throughout the process.

Overall, the level of necessary competency identified in this scoping review demands
knowledge and oversight of both planning and execution, as well as the ethical risks and
tripwires that can be encountered. If the practitioner researcher has a low level of
competence in professional research, including a poor understanding of the recruitment
process, interviewing, and the analysis and reporting of data, then the researcher, the
results, and the participants may all be negatively impacted. Researcher vulnerability is

explored further in the following section.

Theme 2: Researcher Vulnerability

Researcher vulnerability is naturally difficult to measure or divide into levels of severity.
However, the analysed articles indicated various degrees of emotional unpleasantness.
Stress, upsetting information, and traumatised participants (Ashton, 2014; Bashir, 2018;
Coles et al., 2014; Dickson-Swift et al., 2006, 2008; Hassan, 2016; McCosker et al.,
2001; Murphy & Nightingale, 2002) might be less stressful topics for one researcher,
while another researcher might experience burnout and vicarious traumatisation (Coles
et al., 2014; Dickson-Swift et al., 2006, 2008; Elmir et al., 2011; Gabriel et al., 2017;
McCosker et al., 2001). Stress can be defined as ‘an emotional experience accompanied
by predictable biochemical, physiological, and behavioral changes’ (Baum, 1990). At the
far end of the scale is burnout syndrome, which is characterised by significant physical
and/or psychological exhaustion, a high level of depersonalization (toward participants
and/or clients), and a lack of achievement or professional accomplishment (Maslach &
Jackson, 1981). This highlights not only the substantial variation in emotional
unpleasantness experienced by qualitative researchers involved in research on sensitive
topics but also the fact that lesser degrees of unpleasantness can evolve over time into
more serious and chronic issues. Some articles also thematised the fact that the social
researcher role itself was perceived differently by and was sometimes unclear to the

participants in the studies (Dickson-Swift et al., 2006; Elmir et al., 2011; Hassan, 2016);



for example, participants would question whether the researcher was a therapist or
counsellor or was a ‘spy’. This confusion has the potential to create unpleasantness and
stress for both participants and researchers because research on sensitive topics
demands a certain level of participant comfort to reveal sensitive matters (Elmir et al.,
2011). The scholarly literature also recognised the interview location as a source of
stress or discomfort when conducting research on sensitive topics (Bashir, 2018; Coles
et al., 2014). Feeling connected to the participants was also found to generate negative

emotional responses in the researchers (Bashir, 2018; Gabriel et al., 2017).

Theme 3: Researcher Role

The third theme identified through the analysis was ‘the role of the researcher’ in
practitioner research. Several studies identified ethical dilemmas related to the dual roles
of the practitioner who steps out of his/her role as a practitioner to engage in research in
the same workplace, thus creating the possibility for more dilemmas than might be
experienced by the professional researcher (Fraser, 2007; Mitchell et al., 2010). These
blurred roles were especially challenging in qualitative research because this concerned
confidentiality and anonymity (Lunt & Fouché, 2010) when, for example, evaluation
research was conducted within the practitioner researcher’s own organisation. In a study
of public health nurses, Clancy (2011), herself a nurse, became aware of her own
physical reaction to being an intrusion into clinical practice that disturbed the nurse and
patient she was observing. Upon reflection, Clancy found that her own reactions might
act as a reminder of the vulnerability of everyone involved in the research because she
was prompted to question the justification of her presence itself. Mitchell et al. (2010)
also noted that some researchers in practitioner research found the dual role to be a
preferred standpoint for research. Coy (2006) discovered that the role of practitioner
researcher provided an opening and access to hard-to-reach targets. In contrast, several
studies identified in a review laid out the dilemmas of the dual role, though these
dilemmas were not stated specifically or described thoroughly, nor was it made clear
how they were addressed (Mitchell et al., 2010). While professional ethical codes of
conduct were found to serve as general guidelines, they were also largely inapplicable
to the researcher (Lunt & Fouché, 2010). While there was some discussion of the blurred
and overlapping roles of the practitioner researcher, some evidence suggested that

participants might experience the research process as therapeutic. Research being



conducted by a familiar professional might also help reduce the number of people to
whom the participant reveals sensitive information (Vaswani, 2018). This might be a way

of taking care of and protecting potentially vulnerable participants.

Theme 4: Participant Vulnerability

The fourth theme identified in the analysis was ‘participant vulnerability’ in practitioner
research. In their study of school leaders and their thoughts regarding ethical awareness
in school research, Bryan and Burstow (2018) found that anonymity was undesirable
because part of the research required them to go back and talk to the pupils about their
answers regarding bullying and well-being in school. Clancy (2011) revealed similar
findings in which practitioner researchers did not ensure participant anonymity and
confidentiality due to their dual roles. A study by Pain (2011) found that the power
dynamics between client and social worker or therapist touched upon ethical dilemmas
in practitioner research because these power dynamics cannot be completely overcome
when recruiting participants. This may create a problematic position for clients when
deciding whether to give informed consent to participate. Participants’ fear of the
negative consequences of denying or withdrawing consent in this context was
recognized by Lunt and Fouché (2010). Similarly, others have found it necessary to
explicitly inform participants that consent can be withdrawn (Thompson & Russo, 2012).
Researching children (Vaswani, 2018) and children’s sexuality (Flanagan, 2012)
demands a sensitive approach. In an attempt to reduce the power imbalance between
herself and the children participating in her research, Vaswani (2018) used photo-
elicitation and shared with the children how and what was to be discussed. Also, in small-
sample-size case studies, it may be challenging to report the results in a rich manner

that does not reveal the identity of the participants (Tietze, 2012).

Recommendations

Eight articles provided recommendations to support the researcher and/or participants
and safeguard those involved from unpleasant experiences when dealing with sensitive
research topics. The recommendations also suggested the value of striving to maintain
ethical standards and conduct good ethical practices in practitioner research. The

suggestions were either stated specifically as suggestions in the articles or were



extracted as part of the thematic analysis. The suggestions can be divided into two main
categories, or subthemes — supervision and increased researcher competence — which
are interlinked to some extent. Supervision in practitioner research was a common theme
throughout the suggestions in the studies (Bashir, 2018; Coles et al., 2014; Flanagan,
2012; Gabriel et al., 2017; Thompson & Russo, 2012). Partnering with a professional
research community or individual partner throughout the entire research process was
also advised (Mitchell et al., 2010; Pain, 2011) to ensure ethical oversight and allow for
greater research flexibility, especially when dealing with ethical dilemmas (Coy, 2006;
Lunt & Fouché, 2010). Bryan and Burstow (2018) identified the need for a better
understanding of the dimensions of research ethics in research conducted through
schools. Similar findings by Fraser (2007) noted that ethical considerations should be
measured before research is conducted in the field. As pointed out above, professional
ethical codes of conduct may also serve as general ethical guidelines for practitioner
research (Lunt & Fouché, 2010), but there is also a need to establish both guidelines

and procedures to deal with the ethical dilemmas that occur during the research process.

Discussion and Implications for Practice in the Nordic

Context

This article is written from a Norwegian perspective, and the Nordic context was
addressed briefly in the introduction. The Nordic welfare system aims to provide the
entire population with similar services, and practitioners in this field (social workers,
nurses, and others) are of particular interest regarding practitioner research. However,
the findings of this scoping review may be transferable to other countries with similar
legislation. In Norway, respect for the human dignity and vulnerability of those involved
in research is regulated both ethically and legally through the National Committee for
Research Ethics in the Social Sciences and the Humanities (NESH) and the Norwegian
Centre for Research Data. The national guidelines for research ethics state that when
dealing with vulnerable groups, researchers must place particular emphasis on the
requirements regarding information and consent (NESH, 2016, p. 25). This becomes
increasingly important when conducting practitioner research in which clients and other

service users serve as informants.



Social work is conventionally described as ‘one of few professions where one will
execute both control and compassionate solidarity, as in child protective services and
the welfare services’ (Levin, 2004, p. 11). This uneven power relationship may place
unjust pressure on potential research participants, as noted by Lunt and Fouché (2010),
thus forcing quick and hasty decisions about whether to participate. This ethical dilemma
is also recognised in research outside of this paper's scope, such as in primary care
(Wilson et al., 2008). The role and expectations of the practitioner researcher may be at
the core of the issues highlighted in this scoping review because they connect with many
of the aspects highlighted in the findings. Additionally, social workers, teachers, and
nurses share the goal of ensuring the well-being, growth, and safety of their clients or
pupils (Sivenbring & Malmros, 2020). This goal might not necessarily be in accordance
with the goal of the practitioner research project, thus creating inner conflicting
expectations in which the practitioner researcher struggles with how to both carry out the
research and take care of the participant and him- or herself at the same time. This
expands the inner conflict presented by Hochschild (2003) and Kahn et al. (1964), among
others. Kahn et al. (1964) state that a core element in all types of roles and personal
conflicts in organisational life was experiencing two or more sets of pressures such that
compliance with one would make compliance with the other challenging. The current
subject, practitioner research, adds another component, or role, to this already complex
interplay of personal and professional factors. For the professionals mentioned in this
study, those who support and care for others (Sivenbring & Malmros, 2020), this might

manifest as a strong ethical dilemma and create uncertainty and stress.

As the analysis showed, it is challenging to include ethics in every part of a research
project. The formal ethical considerations reportedly followed by some studies are a
starting point, but they must be followed by ethical practitioner researchers at every step
of the research process. There is also evidence that the ethical guidelines within which
social workers, among others, conduct their professions are not enough to ensure
sufficient ethical consideration when undertaking research. The analysis found

indications of an overall lack of research competency in practitioner research.

Several articles highlighted recommendations of support for practitioner researcher and
participants when dealing with sensitive research topics. These findings can point the

practitioner researcher in the direction of partnering with a mentor or supervisor (perhaps



a professional research community, such as a university) for supervision and
recommendations in all stages of the research. Because several authors represented
low-level research competency as a challenge in the practitioner research field and found
that the poor planning and execution of research may lead to unpleasant experiences
for both parties, the recommendation of strong partnerships and academic supervision
is this review’s main take-home message. By engaging closely with a professional
research institution, practitioner researchers might strengthen their competency and
secure both themselves and their participants in the research process. Supervision from
senior researchers might also help practitioner researchers engaged in more novel
research better grasp the complexity of combining these two roles. If the practitioner
researcher and the findings and insights that surface from their research are to be taken
as seriously as other research strategies, efforts should be made to heighten the
researcher’'s competency and skills. If not, the valuable cooperation between researcher
and practice institutions may not be utilised, and hard-to-reach targets may be left out of
traditional research projects’ grasp. One solution might be to strengthen and increase

the amount of research methodology in bachelor's degree curricula.

However, when conducting this scoping review, bachelor’'s degree curricula were not
assessed or explored, and therefore, the author of this manuscript is unsure how much
attention these topics currently receive during bachelor’s studies in Norway or other
Nordic countries. While strengthening research methodology is one available option, it
must be weighed against all other subjects and topics in these educational programmes.
Concerns have already been raised about theoretical academic disciplines consuming
too much time in Norwegian nursing education (Caspersen, 2017) and Danish teacher
education (Rambgll Management Consulting, 2012). A debate about this is welcome,
and the author of this scoping review hopes the findings presented will bring insight and
discussion to both practitioners and researchers. Research over the next decade will
hopefully venture down the avenues mapped out by this scoping review and potentially
influence educational institutions, the practice field, and its professionals. To aid both
professionals and participants, the evolution of practitioner research should include the
development of a comprehensive and understandable merger between professional

ethics and research ethics, along with strong partnerships with research communities.



Limitations

The findings are limited because the search methodologies in the included reviews were
not thoroughly presented. However, all included articles were peer reviewed and were
found through recognised databases and sources. The larger body of included articles
contains original empirical data. As the author of the scoping review, | strived to avoid
adding or removing any meaning to or from the original content of the identified articles.

To address my subjectivity, identified articles were analysed twice, with similar results.

Conclusion

Through an investigation of 24 peer-reviewed studies, this scoping review found
evidence of some very challenging issues that have arisen within practitioner research
on sensitive topics, such as exposure to participants’ trauma and the blurred roles
between practitioner and researcher. These dilemmas surface due to the complexity of
roles and tasks within practitioner research. Specifically, the role-related expectations
regarding behaviour, appearance, and the display of emotions in accordance with both
the practitioner and researcher roles are of relevance to understanding this challenging
research. This should be followed up on in future studies of practitioner research, with a
specific focus on the connection and complexity of both roles and the way in which these

are juggled within research settings.

Also, like qualitative research in general, practitioner research on sensitive topics
demands certain skills in planning, executing, and taking care of both the participants
and oneself as a researcher. One must develop the capacity to reflect upon ethical
dilemmas mid-research and resolve other issues with fellow researchers afterward. Peer
support and supervision from professional research communities, such as a university,
might help both novice and more experienced practitioners develop into more resilient
and ethically aware researchers. Learning how former practitioner researchers have
navigated their difficult experiences may provide guidance and a sense of security to
those researching within the demanding contexts of social work, nursing, and related
professions. Doing so has the potential to create an increased sense of security for both
practitioners and participants, thus building stronger ties among research communities,

welfare services, and their service users.
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