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Autoethnography 
School of Healthcare Research Ethics Committee (SHREC) Criteria for judging ethical quality of research of the individual: (e.g. autoethnographic research and/or clinical narrative) 
Scope of the topic
This paper provides guidance about key ethical principles relating to autoethnographic research that need consideration prior to the submission of an ethics application. The guidance sets out the scope of autoethnographic research and summarises some key ethical issues that require exploration when submitting an application to SHREC. 
Who is this paper for? 
· Students and researchers using autoethnography as a research method 
· SHREC reviewers reviewing applications using autoethnography as a research method
What is autoethnographic research? 
Autoethnographic research is a type of qualitative research where the researcher uses their own personal experiences to explore broader social and cultural meanings (Adams, 2015). 
An autoethnographic method may use the researchers personal and subjective experience to examine and critique social and cultural phenomena in a deeper and reflective way. The method may also explore and examine the researcher's relationships and experiences with others as part of this reflective process (Poulos, 2021). 
Although there have been examples of collaborative approaches to undertaking autoethnographic research (Reyes, 2020), typically it is common for an autoethnographic study to involve only one participant, the researcher. This method may also include practitioner research that makes use of one’s own clinical or educational case notes to elucidate these phenomena (Meekums, 2005) and Hunter and Lees (2008).
A good autoethnographic piece of research is judged by the research being evocative for the reader (drawing out emotional responses) and being transformational for the researcher. 
Challenges relating to autoethnographic research and ethical review
Ethics can be a contentious issue in relation to autoethnographic research. Sparkes (2024) sets out examples of autoethnographical research being denied ethical approval as a consequence of the lack of familiarity or suspicion related to this method. The consequence of this is a stifling of research output associated with this methodology. A lack of familiarity with this method can also result in a ‘heavy-handed’ approach to ethical review and result in restrictive recommendations for approval that are not congruent with the overarching aims of ethnography and not facilitative to undertaking research using this method. 
From the perspective of those reviewing ethics applications using autoethnography, there can be some common pitfalls that could be better addressed in order to ensure a successful application. These include providing rationale for the purpose and potential benefits of the autoethnographic approach.  Autoethnographic research proposals also need to clearly acknowledge and address some key ethical issues associated with concepts such as informed consent, privacy & confidentiality and risk to self and others to ensure ethical practices are upheld.  

What are the key ethical issues associated with autoethnography? 
· Setting the scene
Does the researcher declare their motivation for the study? (this is important because, if not, there may be a lack of awareness and capacity to address power dynamics). 
A successful application will consider the power dynamics involved in the research. An exploration of who holds the power within relationships should be presented when the research makes reference to others.

· Informed consent

As the researcher is typically the participant/ subject or an autoethnographic study, informed consent is an issue for the participant understanding the potential risks to self of the study (see next point). 

In some cases, the researcher may be reflecting about experiences/ situations that involve other people and, again, typical pathways of informed consent using consent forms might not be appropriate. This is partly dependent upon whether people can be identified or anonymised. 

Applicants should reflect on the requirements for informed consent and justify their actions in obtaining or not obtaining informed consent as part of the application.  Relational ethics should be considered and discussed ongoingly in research supervision: what is the impact of this research on the relationships with people who are relevant to this research. 

In some cases, where informed consent is not being sought, it might be suitable for applicants to evidence that the ethical issues regarding the requirements for informed consent have been discussed with their supervisor as part of the research proposal. 

If the project involves the disclosure of personal information about other, identifiable people, or if the research uses information, such as diaries, emails, medical records, quotations that belong to or are from other people then informed consent is required. If no direct information is used, the researcher needs to be clear in their application and within their research that their subjective experiences of others are being portrayed, and attention has been given to the potential impact on these others and relationships with these others. 

It is noted that traditional consent forms may not be the best approach to when seeking consent of others. Rationale needs to be provided to set out the processes relating to informed consent to make it clear how the rights of others have been considered. 
· Risk to self of distress

Exploring past events and engaging in in-depth self-reflection can be upsetting and may result in some distress, depending upon the topic of interest. Sometimes the process of undertaking autoethnography can provoke unexpected emotional responses. Researchers should outline in their application how they intend to practice self-care throughout this process bearing in mind the principle of ‘do no harm to self’ e.g., the use of academic supervision, self-care practices, reflective writing on the process, their own therapy etc. 

Exploration of this should include some exploration of negative reactions to telling of autoethnography as well as the potential benefits for the researcher. Researchers do not have control over how autoethnography will be received – the ethics committee value applications that pay attention to this. 

The risk to self of being unable to finish the research (due to resulting distress) needs to be considered and an action plan of how this will be identified and managed e.g., regular meetings with academic supervisor should be included  

Applicants should also consider: 

· Privacy & anonymity of others

If the research refers to others, then consideration of the privacy and anonymity of others needs to be set out in the application.  It is possible that anonymity cannot be guaranteed, and the ethical application should explore the ethical implications associated with this and set out steps needed to minimize any risks associated with this. 

· Techniques to manage anonymity & confidentiality

Where confidentiality & anonymity might not be guaranteed an application should set out steps to mitigate this. Some examples are as follows: - 

Techniques to consider
Use of fictionalised accounts – be aware that even in this situation people can still be identifiable, especially if you are reflecting on unique and rare situations/ experiences. An example of this might be reflecting upon a case relating to a rare condition where the person might be identifiable due to their unique characteristics even if other details are changed. Process consent - checking in with the person that they have understood how their interactions will be represented (Ellis, 2007). This could be a useful technique to consider if your autoethnography references others in relation to your self-experience.
The techniques above are not exhaustive, the researcher can set out alternative approchers that might be suitable dependent upon the aims of the research. 

· Including  client work 

Where a researcher may wish to make use of one’s own clinical or educational case note the following should be explored in the application.

Client consent to sharing any confidential information about them or the therapy relationship.  Considerations as above need to be made with even more caution and respect for privacy of client information by researchers wanting to write about their part in a helping relationship.  Consent is likely to be needed in relation to writing about relationships with clients unless very good reasons are given to justify the lack of necessity for this (i.e how the focus is on the therapist’s responses entirely and the client’s part in this is completely unidentifiable even if they were to read it) . 
· Ownership of private communication/ social media

Consideration in the application should be given to the use of private communication and social media posts. If privacy can be breached, then consideration needs to be given to the issues of information considered and techniques set out to mitigate this should be clarified.

This guidance has been drawn up by Rebecca Dickinson, Gillian Proctor & Rachel Casper-White
Guidelines developed - March 2025

Other Guiding principles of relevance to Autoethnography
Tullis (2022) cited in Sparkes (2024) 
· Do no harm to self and others
· Consult your ethics committee for advice 
· Get informed consent
· Practice process consent and explore the ethics of consequence
· Do a member check (i.e. get feedback from those you are representing)
· Carefully consider representations of others and self.
· Do not underestimate the afterlife of a published narrative
Tolich’s (2010) ten foundational principles
Consent
1. Respect participants’ autonomy and the voluntary nature of participation, and document the informed consent processes that are foundational to qualitative inquiry (Congress of Qualitative Inquiry, 2007)
2. Practice “process consent,” checking at each stage to make sure participants still want to be part of the project (Ellis, 2007)
3. Recognize the conflict of interest or coercive influence when seeking informed consent after writing the manuscript (see Jago, 2002; Rambo,2007).
Consultation
4 . Consult with others, like an IRB (research ethics committee) (Chang, 2008;Congress of Qualitative Inquiry).
5. Autoethnographers should not publish anything they would not show the persons mentioned in the text (Medford, 2006).1608 Qualitative Health Research 20(12)
Vulnerability
6. Beware of internal confidentiality: the relationship at risk is not with the researcher exposing confidences to outsiders, but confidences exposed among the participants or family members themselves (Tolich, 2004).
7. Treat any autoethnography as an inked tattoo by anticipating the author’s future vulnerability.
8. Photovoice anticipatory ethics claims that no photo is worth harming others. In a similar way, no story should harm others, and if harm is unavoidable, take steps to minimize harm.
9. Those unable to minimize risk to self or others should use a nom de plume (Morse, 2002) as the default.
10. Assume all people mentioned in the text will read it one day (see Ellis, 1995a). However, you may choose not to share it with people involved and this is an ongoing relational ethical decision to be discussed in research supervision (see Adams 2006)
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