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Relational Schools Research Ethics Safeguarding Policy  
 
The Relational Schools Research Ethics Safeguarding Policy (RESP) is based on the NSPCC 
Research ethics and safeguarding policy, ESRC Framework for Research Ethics (FRE) and the 
Government Social Research Unit (GSRU) professional guidance. This guide for clients and 
participants sets out the key principles contained in those frameworks and provides practical 
guidance in how we implement them in our research.   
 

Research conducted by Relational Schools:  
 
The Relational Schools Foundation (RSF) define research as ‘the systematic application of 
qualitative and quantitative methods to investigate the variety of relationships of teachers and 
pupils within the education system’. The outcome of research is knowledge, contributing to the 
evidence we need both to evaluate as well as improve the relational conditions of schools and 
educational bodies. Although ‘research’ includes desk based scholarship and the secondary analysis 
of existing research findings, most of the research within the RSF is empirical work based on 
information gained from people through surveys, case analysis, focus groups, interviews or 
observations and controlled trials.  
 
Based on the five research principles articulated by the NSPCC, the following document outlines 
Relational Schools ethical policy. It should be treated as a general outline, with further detail 
provided within each individual research project produced.  
 
 

Principle 1: Voluntary participation based on valid informed consent 
 
Principle 2: Enabling participation where possible and avoiding the 
systematic exclusion of particular sections of society  
 
Principle 3: Avoidance of personal and social harm to participants 
and researchers  
 
Principle 4: Non-disclosure of identity and personal information  
 
Principle 5: Ethical application and conduct of research methods  
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Principles and practice  
 
Principle 1: Voluntary participation based on valid informed consent.  
 
For all of our research projects a key principle is that the subjects of the research should agree to 
participate voluntarily on the basis of adequate information. It is important to note that this is not 
a one-off decision, but an ongoing process. For instance, if some time has passed between a first 
and second interview, we check that the participant is happy to take part in the second interview, 
even if formal consent for the whole process�had been sought and given at the beginning. 
Similarly, it is made clear to participants that even if they have given consent at the beginning of 
the process, they are entitled to decline to answer any particular questions without giving a reason 
and are entitled to decide not to take part at any point, again without giving a reason, and can ask 
for their data to be removed from the study where practical.  
 
In most instances consent is sought from young people and children and consent also obtained 
from a parent, guardian, career or other appropriate adult having a duty of care toward the child. 
For younger children consent is gained from their parent, guardian, carer or other appropriate 
adult with a duty of care toward the child and then obtain assent from the child.  
 

• For young people aged 16 and over it is necessary to gain their consent and it may be 
unnecessary to obtain consent from the parent, guardian, carer or other appropriate adult 
with a duty care, however in each instance the situation is carefully considered and justified 
by the researcher. � 

• For young people aged between 12 and 15, consent is sought from the young person and 
the parent, guardian, carer or other appropriate adult with�a duty of care. If the young 
person has accessed a service being evaluated or researched, independently then Relational 
Schools seeks the young person’s consent only. It is also ensured that the young person is 
competent and has enough information to make this decision.  

• For children less than 12, consent is sought from the parent, guardian, carer or other 
appropriate adult with a duty of care; assent is also be sought from the child. In research 
the child’s wishes are paramount, therefore if a child does not assent to participate this 
overrides the consent from the parent, guardian, carer or other appropriate adult with a 
duty of care. � 

  
To facilitate this, the process of achieving consent is typically brokered through the research 
gatekeeper – an individual or several individuals who work for the school/organisation where the 
research is being conducted. As an additional safeguard of ethics, the gatekeeper ensures that 
consent is in keeping with the school/organiastion’s own bespoke safeguarding policies and 
practices.  
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1.1 Disclosure of child protection concerns 
 
Whilst maintaining confidentiality is a priority, one of the key issues for research conducted by 
Relational Schools is around the issue of the disclosure of child protection concerns, or other 
safeguarding issues relating to adults, by children or by adults recruited into a research study.  
 
Grounds for concern include but are not limited to: 

• A specific indication from a child that s/he is being abused or gives reason to suspect that 
they or another child/children is/are being abused. 

• A statement from a person who witnessed / heard of/ is concerned about/suspects that 
abuse is happening 

• Any sign, illness, injury or behavior which is consistent with possible abuse or which gives 
rise to concern or suspicion 

• A symptom, injury or behavior which may not be consistent with abuse but which coupled 
with other information or evidence give cause for concern. 

• A child seriously abuses another child. 
• Seeing or hearing about abuse in another organisation or in a community. 
• A practice or behaviour suggesting that a staff member or associate has used the power 

invested in him/her, by virtue of his/her post, to abuse a child 
• An allegation/concern/rumour (from any source) that indicates a staff member, associate 

and/or visitor has breached the specific safeguarding policies or the code of personal and 
professional conduct as set out in the DfE’s Teaching Standards. 

• This also relates to concerns regarding past behaviour. 
• Any concerns relating to any of the above expressed by an external body about the 

behavior of a staff member, associate and/or visitor. 
 
The RSF policy is that�if researchers become aware of such concerns, then the researcher will act 
on the information and pass it on to both the Gatekeeper / Safeguarding Leads within the school 
/ organisation where the research is being conducted. This is made clear�to participants as part of 
the consent process, so that participants know what the boundaries of confidentiality are. 
Relational Schools also has clear protocols around when confidentiality may be broken, including 
guidance about what constitutes information that should be discussed with a third party, what the 
researcher should do within a data collection setting if they become aware of information that 
should be passed on, who they should report the information to and what the process for deciding 
whether the information should be passed on.  
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1.2 Gatekeepers and Safeguarding Leads 
 
As mentioned it is almost always necessary and appropriate for our research to make contact with 
participants through ‘gatekeepers’ who have immediate access to the research subjects. The role 
and position of gatekeepers can vary enormously, from a personal assistant of a busy professional, 
to teachers in school. However, when working with Schools the gatekeeper is always selected by 
the school as someone suitable and ideally placed to manage the research.  
 
In managing these varying situations, Relational Schools carefully considers the particular 
relationship between the gatekeeper and the individual being recruited. Where a gatekeeper is in a 
position of power with respect to the potential research participants, a teacher for example, a 
situation might arise where potential participants feel coerced or at least pressurised to take part 
in research. Another potential problem is that gatekeepers may not explain the research to potential 
participants very well, so the initial decision to take part�in a study is not based on a fully informed 
basis. Relational Schools will in each case ensure the potential participant does understand what 
taking part involves, and that they have done so freely by going through a thorough process�to 
ensure consent is informed and voluntary before the study commences. Relational Schools also 
considers how continuing consent or assent is obtained and how withdrawal from the study is 
facilitated. When gatekeepers are service providers – Relational Schools ensures that potential 
participants do not think that the service they will receive will be affected by whether or not they 
agree to take part in the research or evaluation. 
 
We, however, always seek to align ourselves with the school’s designated Safeguarding lead – the 
individual within the school/organisation who oversees the school’s childcare ethics and safety 
policies. In this regard the research ethics of Relational Schools runs in parallel and partnership 
with the ethical/safeguarding approach of the organisation we are working with. In the event that 
Relational Schools becomes aware of a safeguarding concern, it is immediately brought to the 
attention of the Safeguarding lead who will then collaborate with Relational Schools as to the 
necessary course of action.  
 
Another important issue is the process by which consent�is obtained, including who asks for it 
and how and when they ask, as well as any materials given to participants to support the process. 
It is our normal practice to provide information about the research through either verbal or 
document means, and these are tailored so that they�are appropriate to the participant, in an easily 
understandable form that uses lay language rather than technical terms and jargon. In some cases 
this will mean it is necessary to produce several versions of information for different ages.  
The appropriateness or otherwise of obtaining written versus oral consent is likely to vary between 
projects. Relational Schools assesses which method is most appropriate for the specific project, 
and clearly justify the proposed approach in our researching pitching form.  
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1.3 Deception and obtaining consent after data collection has started  
 
For some studies, most often observational studies, it is not possible to obtain consent prior to 
participation without compromising the quality of the research. An example of this is an evaluation 
where an integral part of the study is to observe what happens during the course of the intervention 
(e.g. a training programme), necessarily without the professional and/or the participants being 
aware that they are being observed.  
 
In some cases, it may be feasible to obtain consent from some parties (e.g. the professionals) and 
not others (e.g. the participants). If so, consent is sought from whoever it is feasible to do so. 
Where it is not possible to obtain informed consent before data collection, Relational Schools will 
seek to obtain it afterwards and, if so, this is done immediately. If however individuals 
retrospectively decline to give their consent, data is removed without reservation from the 
research.  
 
For research involving retrospective informed consent, Relational Schools comply with the British 
Psychological Society (BPS) and Social Research Association (SRA) in the ethical parameters set. 
These include: restricting observations to situations where the people being studied would 
reasonably expect to be observed by strangers, always considering the local cultural values and 
privacy of individuals, and placing clear and legible signs in the area observation is taking place.  
 
Principle 2: Enabling participation where possible and avoiding the 
systematic exclusion of particular sections of society  
 
While not every study can include all sections of society, consideration is given to facilitate 
participation, such as translating research tools and supporting documents, for non-English 
speakers. Relational Schools also considers access issues for individuals with mobility issues and 
takes into account potential literacy problems or learning difficulties for example.  
 
In addition to these issues, there are more subtle ways in which people with particular social, 
educational or cultural backgrounds can be excluded, and RSF carefully consider this – devising 
appropriate strategies to overcome these obstacles where appropriate.  
 
Principle 3: Avoidance of personal and social harm to participants and 
researchers  
 
Avoiding personal and social harm to participants and researchers is the key aim of Relational 
Schools ethical principles and guidelines. As our research concerns personal questions regarding 
relationships and relational dynamics, the main risk to participants is causing emotional or 
psychological distress. This can be linked to a number of issues, including:  
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• vulnerable individuals can find participating in research stressful per se; 
• the research may ‘reawaken’ old feelings or memories; � 
• the research may uncover hidden or suppressed feelings; � 
• the research may create additional concerns; � 
• the participant may be concerned about what they have shared. � 

 
While there are a range of ways in which research can cause distress, it does not mean that the 
distress is necessarily harmful, indeed such research opens up the possibility�of identifying issues 
which can be addressed to the participant’s benefit. Challenging situations are also not exclusive 
to research, and may not involve any greater stress than is commonly experienced in day-to-day 
life or in the interventions which are being evaluated. If the questions being asked are appropriate 
for the research, and the stress or distress that is likely to be experienced as a result of the research 
is not excessive, and the participant has given their informed consent then it is deemed ethical to 
ask them.  
 
Participants may also become upset when discussing difficult or sensitive issues, but nevertheless 
feel that the research is important and even part of the process of coming to terms with the issue 
on a personal level. It is also important that participants�are allowed to contribute to research that 
may benefit others rather than directly benefiting themselves, if they do so in an informed and 
voluntary manner, through a proper process of consent. Therefore, the possibility of someone 
becoming upset (or the fact of a participant actually becoming upset) does not necessarily mean 
the research will not go ahead or should stop as long as the participant is clear that they wish to 
continue and the situation is handled sensitively and appropriate support is in place. Indeed in 
some cases shutting down appropriate expressions of emotion can also have a negative impact on 
participants. � 
  
3.1 Assessing and managing risk  
 
In order to assess the risk of participants becoming distressed and the risk that the distress results 
in harm, Relational Schools carefully considers how vulnerable participants are likely to be, how 
sensitive the research topic is, the appropriateness and acceptability of the research instruments 
and how much burden the data collection is likely to place on the participant given the context in 
which it is occurring. In order to help mitigate the risk, Relational Schools consider how we can 
make sure participants are prepared for participation (as part of the informed consent process), 
how data collection can be minimised to reduce distress (for example through taking appropriate 
breaks or leaving gaps between episodes of data collection) and providing support services or 
contact information, depending on the likelihood and degree of distress caused. Consideration is 
also given to where it may be appropriate to provide information or encourage participants to seek 
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help in the case where an unmet need is disclosed, for example a mental health need such as 
depression. Relational Schools also considers the venue where the research will take place, and the 
impact this may have on mitigating or exacerbating any distress that participants may feel.  
 
Relational Schools finally considers debriefing participants at the end of the study or stressful 
situations, in order to identify any participant needs and refer them to appropriate help or allay 
fears.  
 
3.2 Qualitative research  
 
While all of these issues apply to both quantitative and qualitative research, qualitative research 
brings additional risks because of the nature of the data collection. This�is because qualitative 
research will often go into more depth than an equivalent quantitative approach and there is more 
scope for discussing issues that have not been anticipated by either the researcher or participant. 
There are two key ways in which Relational Schools minimize this risk. The first is by structuring 
interview schedules or topic guides so that the more sensitive material is in the middle of the 
interview, and participants are given a chance to return to a more ‘normal’ level of conversation at 
the end of the interview. The second is by ensuring that the interview remains focused on the 
research topic. Participants who are allowed to discuss sensitive or traumatic issues that are not 
related to the topic of the research, often feel embarrassed and distressed afterwards at having 
inappropriately disclosed. Researchers conducting qualitative interviews will make sure that the 
boundary between a research interview and counselling is rigorously maintained, even when the 
researcher is also a trained counsellor. However, a debrief with the participant after the interview 
will often be conducted to manage any feelings prompted by the interview and for the researcher 
to gauge whether additional information or support would be appropriate.  
 
A final point worth noting about harm to participants is that while gaining informed consent is 
crucial, this does not absolve Relational Schools from considering the risk of harm. In some cases, 
particularly for children or very vulnerable individuals, the researcher may have a better 
understanding of what is likely to cause harm than the participant. In these cases, Relational 
Schools will act on that knowledge, irrespective of whether the participant has agreed to take part 
in the research.  
 
3.3 Risk to researchers  
 
The main risks to researchers in conducting research are that they can be become distressed or 
upset (in the most extreme cases they can suffer from vicarious trauma), that they suffer physical 
injury or financial loss, or that they are at risk of legal action being brought against them through 
being placed in compromising situations. These risks are present during a research encounter, but 
potentially also on the journey to and from the location where the research is to take place. The 
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main ways in which Relational Schools mitigate this risk, is through having a robust risk assessment 
process that involves on-going risk assessment by the researcher, and by ensuring that an 
appropriate and adequate level of internal or external support is available for the researcher before, 
during and after the data collection. Relational Schools also consider the physical safety of its staff, 
especially when working outside of the workplace or at unsocial times.  
 
Principle 4: Non-disclosure of identity and personal information  
 
Aside from some limits to confidentiality in the case of child protection issues, a participant’s 
personal information and their identity will not be disclosed. This confidentiality operates on at 
least two levels: within an organization such as a school, only those people who need to know a 
participants identity will know that information (normally only those within the immediate 
research team). Aside from this, findings that are published or made available to others are written 
in such as way as�to ensure that personal information and identities are not disclosed. Where this 
is�not possible, for example in the case where there are a small number of potential participants 
who could have taken part in the research, the limits to confidentiality are made clear before they 
participate and the proposed dissemination approach discussed. Finally, Relational Schools 
research process also complies to ensure data security in line with the Data Protection Act.  
 
Principle 5: Ethical application and conduct of research methods  
 
The work produced by Relational Schools at its core is to empower and improve the relational 
health of individuals within the education system. With this as our main goal, in general our 
research is designed to further this mission through objective evidence. In this regard we consider 
carefully the impact that our findings will have upon the sector, working to produce research that 
is not only useful – but also beneficial to society.  
 
Complaints procedure: In addition to complying with the above principles, procedures are in place 
to facilitate participants making complaints about the research in general or a researcher in 
particular. In each project careful consideration is given into how children should also be given 
the opportunity to make complaints, by identifying an appropriate adult (for example carer, 
teacher, or social worker) with a good relationship to the child and discussing the issue with them 
so that children can talk to them if they are concerned.  
 
5.1 Risk Assessment of Relational Schools Staff 
 
In order to meet the ethical and child protection commitments expressed in the preceding sections, 
it is crucial that all necessary measures are deployed to ensure the safety and protection of children 
involved in the research and intervention processes. The following section outlines a range of 
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practical safeguarding measures that are implemented and adhered to by all those engaged in 
research and interventions associated with Relational Schools. 
In general all Relational School researchers must meet the following standards to ensure they are 
keeping children safe: 
 

• Implement all reasonable measures to ensure that the risks of harm to children's welfare 
are minimized 

• Ensure where there are concerns about children and young people's welfare, appropriate 
actions are taken to address those concerns, 

• Work to agreed local policies and procedures in full partnership with other local agencies. 
• Ensure all staff and associates are aware of their safeguarding responsibilities and able to 

recognise risk factors. 
• Ensure that safeguarding forms an integral part of all stages of the services they offer, the 

programmes they implement or the business activities they are engaged with. 
 
Specifically, when working with children researchers must always: 

• Avoid working alone with children and plan your work so that at least two adults are 
present at any time 

• Avoid physical contact with a child and certainly any contact that might be deemed 
inappropriate. 

• Behave appropriately; ensure that language is moderated in their presence and refrain from 
adult jokes or comments that may cause discomfort or offence. 

• Be sensitive to local norms and standards of behaviour towards children. 
• Listen to what the children are saying, and respond appropriately. 
• Ensure all interactions with children are safe, appropriate, child-friendly and sensitive to 

the feelings of the child 
• Be aware of situations that may present risks and manage these. 
• Be familiar with the procedures for reporting child protection concerns or incidents. 
• Immediately report any concerns relating to the safety or welfare of a child you are in 

contact with to the local manager or child protection focal point.  
 
When working with children researchers must never: 

• Hit or otherwise physically assault, harm or abuse them. 
• Develop physical/sexual relationships with them. 
• Develop relationships with them that could in any way be deemed exploitative or abusive. 
• Act in ways that may be abusive or may place them at risk of abuse. 
• Use language, make suggestions or offer advice that is inappropriate, offensive or abusive. 
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• Behave verbally or physically in a manner that is inappropriate or sexually 
provocative 

• If working alone is unavoidable, you should move to an area where other adults can see 
both you and the child. 

• Have a child with whom you are working stay overnight at your home or other personal 
accommodation in which you are staying. 

• Do things for a child of a personal nature that they can do for themselves. 
• Condone, or participate in, behaviour of a child that is illegal, unsafe or abusive. 
• Act in ways intended to shame, humiliate, belittle or degrade children, or otherwise 

perpetrate any form of emotional abuse, discriminate against, show differential treatment, 
or favour particular children to the exclusion of others. 

• Allow allegations made by a child or concerns expressed by others about their welfare, to 
go unrecorded or not acted upon. 

• Use any computer or other electronic device to view, download, distribute or create 
indecent or inappropriate images of children. 

 
As a standard measure of precaution, all researchers at Relational Schools are screened and 
monitored to comply with the above principles. This includes a formal, and externally brokered, 
DBS check prior to employment and research projects with children.   
 
5.2 Complaints procedure 
 
In addition to complying with the above principles, procedures are in place to facilitate 
accountability and ensure researchers are monitored on an ongoing basis. Here the following form 
of words appear on the participant information sheet to all organisations that Relational Schools 
works with.  
 

If you would like to complain about any aspect of the study, Relational Schools has 
established a complaints procedure. To complain about the study, you can do so to any 
Relational Schools member of staff, volunteer, or local office. Alternatively, please email 
office@relationalschools.org.  
 
To help us respond to your comment or complaint effectively, please tell us which of our 
studies it relates to. Also, please include your full name, contact details, and let us know 
how you would like us to contact you.  

 
5.3 Publication  
 
Although the primary function of Relational Schools is to produce private research for 
organisations, often we will publish general findings in Relational School public reports. In these 
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circumstances the anonymity and confidentiality of participants is protected during publication of 
research, where this has been promised as part of the informed consent procedure. As the 
withholding of names may not be sufficient, additionally no attributes are reported that might 
allow someone to work out the identity of a participant, for example in the use of case studies. In 
some situations the confidentiality of participants may be impossible to ensure in publication, or 
it may be desirable to identify individuals, especially senior people in policy making roles. In these 
instances consent will be sought from the organiastion and individuals the research concerns.  
 
5.4 Child protection in the UK  
 
Relational Schools believe the principles outlined above are entirely compatible with the 
Safeguarding and child protection in schools recommended by the those like the NSPCC in the 
United Kingdom. Finally, as this ethical outline concerns itself with UK schools, it should be noted 
that for international organisations further ethical considerations will be sought to comply with 
local authorities and national standards.   
 


