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Getting Started in Geographical

Research: how this book
can help

Nick Clifford, Shaun French and Gill Valentine

Synopsis

Geography is a very diverse subject that includes studies of human behaviour and
the physical environment. It is also a discipline that embraces a very diverse range of
philosophical approaches to knowledge (from positivism to post-structuralism). As such,
geographers employ quantitative methods (statistics and mathematical modelling) and
qualitative methods (a set of techniques that are used to explore subjective meanings,
values and emotions such as interviewing, participant observation and visual imagery)
or a combination of the two. These methods can be used in both extensive research
designs (where the emphasis is on pattern and regularity in large ‘representative’ data
sets, which is assumed to represent the outcome of some underlying (causal) regularity
or process) and intensive research designs (where the emphasis is on describing
a single case study, or small number of case studies, with the maximum amount of
detail). Yet, despite this diversity, all geographers, whatever their philosophical or
methodological approach, must make common decisions and go through common
processes when they are embarking on their research. This means doing preparatory
work (a literature review, thinking about health and safety and research ethics); thinking
through the practicalities of data collection (whether to do original fieldwork or rely on
secondary sources; whether to use quantitative or qualitative methods or a combination
of both); planning how to manage and analyse the data generated from these
techniques; and thinking about how to present/write up the findings of the research.
This chapter aims to guide you through these choices if you are doing research for a
project or dissertation. In doing so, it explains the structure and content of this book and
points you in the direction of which chapters to turn to for advice on different forms of
research techniques and analysis.

The main topics of the chapter are:

Introduction: the nature of geographical research

Quantitative and qualitative approaches to geography
Designing a geographical research project

The philosophy of research and importance of research design
Conclusion: how this book can help you get started

INTRODUCTION: THE NATURE OF GEOGRAPHICAL RESEARCH

This book aims to help you prepare for, design and carry out geographical
research, and to analyse and present your findings. Geographers have given
attention to an enormous range of subject matter. Most aspects of the world,
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whether physically or environmentally determined, or politically, economically
or culturally constructed, have been considered as suitable for geographical
research. Moreover, the range of geographical enquiry continues to increase.
Traditionally, geographers considered the contemporary human and physical
world together with their historical configurations, thus extending geogra-
phies to the past as well as to the present. Now, in both physical and human
geography, the range is even greater (see, for example, Walford and Haggett,
1995; Gregory, 2000; Thrift, 2002; Gregory 2009). Physical geographers have
access to new techniques of absolute and relative environmental dating, and
greater ability to gather, analyse and visualize large amounts of data. They
can reconstruct palaeoenvironments and landform development, as well as
model this into the future, over timescales ranging from years to geological
epochs. Physical geography is increasingly conducted under the umbrella of
‘Earth System Science’ which stresses interconnections between bio-physical
atmospheric and earth science, and also includes human activity as a driver or
response to earth and environmental change (Pitman, 2005). In human geogra-
phy, technological advances in areas such as GIS allow more flexible and more
creative analysis of data, facilitating ‘virtual geographies’ which exist only
in ‘hyperspace’. For the less technically minded, the subject is probing areas
traditionally within the domains of psychology and cultural anthropology:
there are now, for example, imagined and mystic geographies, whose founda-
tions, or connections with the ‘real’ world are almost entirely interpretational,
rather than empirical. All of these new areas of geographical exploration bring
challenges of interpretation, as methods of research associated with them may
be radically different (even fundamentally irreconcilable with one another), or
so new that they have yet to be formalized into transferable schemes to inform
other research programmes.

Until the 1980s, geography was cast largely as either a physical (environmen-
tal or geological) science, a social science, or some combination of the two. This
implied a commonality of objective, if not entirely of method: there was a shared
commitment to the goal of ‘general’ explanation. More recently, however, some
would dispute the use of the term ‘science’ in any of its forms in certain areas
of subject (for an excellent introduction to debates surrounding science — its
meaning, construction and application — see Chalmers, 1990). Instead, the ‘cul-
tural’ turn in human geography (which in part reflects the growing influence of
feminist and post-structural approaches) has brought a new emphasis on mean-
ings, representation, emotions and so on that is more readily associated with the
arts. (These issues are discussed in more detail by Barnes (2001) and in various
chapters in Clifford et al., 2009.)

Given the breadth of geographical enquiry, it is not surprising that the subject
is similarly broad with respect to the methods it employs, and the philosophical
and ethical stances it adopts. This book reflects the diversity of contemporary
geography, both in the number, and the range, of chapters which it contains.
In this chapter, we want to briefly introduce you to different approaches to
research methods and design, and to offer some guidance on how you might
develop your own research design for a geographical project using this book.
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QUANTITATIVE AND QUALITATIVE APPROACHES TO GEOGRAPHY

The chapters in the book loosely deal with two forms of data collection/analy-
sis: quantitative and qualitative methods and techniques. Quantitative methods
involve the use of physical (science) concepts and reasoning, mathematical mod-
elling and statistical techniques to understand geographical phenomena. These
form the basis of most research in physical geography. They first began to be
adopted by human geographers in the 1950s, but it was in the 1960s — a period
dubbed the ‘quantitative revolution’ — that their application became both more
widespread and more sophisticated in Anglo-American geography. It was at this
time that, influenced by the ‘scientific’ approaches to human behaviour that were
being adopted by social sciences such as economics and psychology, some human
geographers began to be concerned with scientific rigour in their own research.
In particular, they began to use quantitative methods to develop hypotheses and
to explain, predict and model human spatial behaviour and decision making
(Johnston, 2003). (Collectively, the adoption of ‘objective’, quantified means of
collecting data, hypothesis testing and generalizing explanations is known as
positivism.) Much of this work was applied to planning and locational decision
making (Abler ef al., 1971; Haggett, 1965).

In the 1970s, however, some geographers began to criticize positivist approaches
to geography, particularly the application of ‘objective’ scientific methods that
conceptualized people as rational actors (Cloke et al., 1991). Rather, geographers
adopting a humanistic approach argued that human behaviour is, in fact, subjec-
tive, complex, messy, irrational and contradictory. As such, humanistic geogra-
phers began to draw on methods that would allow them to explore the meanings,
emotions, intentions and values that make up our taken-for-granted lifeworlds
(Ley, 1974; Seamon, 1979). These included methods such as in-depth interviews,
participant observation and focus groups. At the same time, Marxist geographers
criticized the apolitical nature of positivist approaches, accusing those who
adopted them for failing to recognize the way that scientific methods, and the
spatial laws and models they produced, might reproduce capitalism (Harvey,
1973). More recently, feminist and post-structuralist approaches to geography
have criticized the ‘grand theories’ of positivism and Marxism, and their failure
to recognize people’s multiple subjectivities. Instead, the emphasis is on refining
qualitative methods to allow the voice of informants to be heard in ways which
are non-exploitative or oppressive (WGSG, 1997; Moss, 2001) and to focus on
the politics of knowledge production, particularly in terms of the positionality of
the researcher and the way ‘other’ people and places are represented (articles in a
special issue of Environment and Planning: D, 1992; Moss, 2001).

Humanistic inquiry did not just prompt interest in people’s own account of
their experiences, but also in how these experiences are represented in texts,
literature, art, fiction and so on (Pocock, 1981; Daniels, 1985). Again, such visual
methodologies have also been informed and developed by the emergence of post-
structuralist approaches to geography which have further stimulated human
geographers’ concerns with issues of representation.
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Despite the evolving nature of geographical thought and practice, both quantita-
tive and qualitative approaches remain important within the discipline of Geography.
While taken at face value they appear to be incompatible ways of ‘doing’ research,
it is important not to see these two approaches as binary opposites. Subjective con-
cerns often inform the development and use of quantitative methods. Likewise, it
is also possible to work with qualitative material in quite scientific ways. Whatever
methods are adopted, some degree of philosophical reflection is required to make
sense of the research process. Equally, the two approaches are often combined in
research designs in a process known as mixing methods (see below).

DESIGNING A GEOGRAPHICAL RESEARCH PROJECT

Faced with a bewildering array of possibilities, both in what to study and in
how to approach this study, it may seem that geographical research is difficult
to do well. However, the very range of geographical enquiry is also a source of
excitement and encouragement. The key is to harness this variety, rather than to
be overwhelmed by it. Essentially, geographical research requires perhaps more
thought than any of the other human or physical academic disciplines. Whether
this thought is exercised with the assistance of some formal scheme of how to
structure the research programme, or whether it is exercised self-critically, or
reflexively in a much less formal sense, is less important than the awareness
of the opportunities, limitations and context of the research question chosen,
the appropriateness of the research methods selected, the range of techniques
used to gather, sort and display information, and ultimately, the manner and
intent with which the research findings are presented. For student projects, these
questions are as much determined by practical considerations, such as the time
available for the project, or the funding to undertake the research. These limita-
tions should be built into the project at an early stage, so that the likely quality
of the outcomes can be judged in advance. None of the constraints should be
used after the research is completed to justify a partial answer or unnecessarily
restricted project.

The ‘scientific’ view

Conventionally, geographical research programmes have been presented as a
sequence of steps, or procedures (Haring and Lounsbury, 1983 — see below).
These steps were based upon the premise that geography was an essentially sci-
entific activity, that is, a subject identifying research questions, testing hypotheses
regarding possible causal relationships, and presenting the results with some sort
of more general (normative) statement or context. The aim of separating tasks
was to enable time (and money) to be budgeted effectively between each, and to
encourage a structuring of the thought processes underpinning the research.

The steps identified in this form of ‘scientific geographic research’ (Haring and
Lounsbury, 1983) are as follows:
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e Formulation of the research problem — which means asking a question in a
precise, testable manner, and which requires consideration of the place and
time-scale of the work.

e Definition of hypotheses — the generation of one or more assumptions which
are used as the basis of investigation, and which are subsequently tested by
the research.

e Determination of the type of data to be collected — how much, in what manner
is sampling or measurement to be done.

e Collection of data — either primary from the field or archive, or secondary,
from the analysis of published materials.

e Analysis and processing of the data — selecting appropriate quantitative and
presentational techniques.

e Stating conclusions — nowadays, this might also include the presentation of
findings verbally or in publication.

Today, there is more recognition that these tasks are not truly independent, and
that an element of reflexivity might usefully be incorporated in this process. In some
areas of the subject — particularly human geography — the entire notion of a for-
malized procedure or sequence would be considered unnecessary, and the notion
of normative, problem-solving science would, at best, be considered applicable to
a restricted range of subjects and methodology. Rather, as outlined above, many
human geographers now reject or are sceptical of scientific approaches to human
behaviour, preferring to adopt a more subjective approach to their research.
Nevertheless, having said this, most qualitative research also involves many of
the same steps outlined in the mechanical or scientific formulation above — albeit
not conceptualized in quite the same way. For example, qualitative researchers
also need to think about what research questions to ask, what data need to be
collected and how this material should be analysed and presented. In other words,
all research in Geography — whatever its philosophical stance — involves thinking
about the relationships between methods, techniques, analysis and interpretation.
This important role is filled by research design.

The importance of research design

In its broadest sense, research design results from a series of decisions we make as
researchers. These decisions flow from our knowledge of the academic literature (see
Chapter 2), the research questions we want to ask, our conceptual framework, and our
knowledge of the advantage and disadvantages of different techniques (see Chapters
6-10 and 13-18). The research design should be an explicit part of the research: it
should show that you have thought about how, what, where, when and why!

There are at least six key things you need to bear in mind to formulate a
convincing research design:

| Think about what research questions to ask
On the basis of your own thinking about the topic, the relevant theoretical and
empirical literatures (see Chapter 2), and consulting secondary material (see
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Chapter 5) — and if possible having discussed it with other students and your
tutor — you need to move towards framing your specific research questions.
For a human geographer, these might include questions about what discourses
you can identify, what patterns of behaviour/activity you can determine, what
events, beliefs, and attitudes are shaping people’s actions, who is affected by
the issue under consideration and in what ways, and how social relations are
played out, and so on. For a physical geographer, these might include questions
concerning the rate of operation and location of a certain geomorphological
process, the morphology of a selected set of landforms, or the abundance and
diversity of particular plant or animal species in a given area (many of the
chapters in this volume provide examples of research problems).

It is important to have a strong focus to your research questions rather than
adopting a scatter-gun approach asking a diverse range of unconnected questions.
This also means bearing in mind the time and resource constraints on your research
(see below). At the same time as you develop a set of core aims it is also important
to remain flexible, and to remember that unanticipated themes can emerge during
the course of fieldwork which redefine the relevance of different research questions,
likewise, access or other practical problems can prevent some research aims being
fulfilled and lead to a shift in the focus of the work. As such, you should be aware
that your research questions may evolve during the course of your project.

2 Think about the most appropriate method(s) to employ

There is no set recipe for this: different methods have particular strengths and
collect different forms of empirical material. The most appropriate method(s) for
your research will therefore depend on the questions you want to ask and the sort
of information you want to generate. Chapters 5-22 outline the advantages and dis-
advantages of core methods used by human and physical geographers. While many
projects in human and physical geography involve going out into the field - for
example to interview or observe people, or to take samples or measurements — it is
also possible to do your research without leaving your computer, living room or the
library. For example, research can be based on visual imagery such as films and
television programmes (see Chapters 10 and 30); secondary sources including con-
temporary and historical/archival material (see Chapters 5, 15 and 29); or GIS and
remote sensing (Chapters 20 and 25). Some human geographers are also experiment-
ing with conducting interviews and surveys by email or in chat-rooms (see a brief
discussion of this in Chapter 13).

In the process of research design it is important not to view each of these methods
as an either/or choice. Rather, it is possible (and often desirable) to mix methods.
This process of drawing on different sources or perspectives is known as #riangula-
tion. The term comes from surveying, where it describes using different bearings to
give the correct position. Thus, researchers can use multiple methods or different
sources of information to try and maximize an understanding of a research ques-
tion. These might be both qualitative and quantitative (see, for example, Sporton,
1999). Different techniques should each contribute something unique to the project
(perhaps addressing a different research question or collecting a new type of data)
rather than merely being repetitive of each other.
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3 Think about what data you will produce and how to manage it

An intrinsic element of your choice of method should not only involve reflecting
on the technique itself, but also how you intend to analyse and interpret the data
that you will produce. Chapters 6 and 15-26 all discuss how to analyse different
forms of quantitative material, while Chapters 8-14 and 27-30 demonstrate how
to bring a rigorous analysis to bear on interview transcripts/diary material, histor-
ical and archive sources and cultural material. For example, Chapters 17, 22, 23
and 26 discuss some of the issues you need to think about when deciding which
statistical techniques to apply to quantitative data. Chapters 27 and 28 present
alternative methods of coding interview transcripts/diary material: one manually
and the other using computer software. While qualitative techniques emphasize
quality, depth, richness and understanding, instead of the statistical representa-
tiveness and scientific rigour which are associated with quantitative techniques,
this does not mean that they can be used without any thought. Rather, they should
be approached in as rigorous a way as quantitative techniques.

4 Think about the practicalities of doing fieldwork

The nitty-gritty practicalities of who, what, when, where, and for how long inev-
itably shape the choices we can make about our aims, methods, sample size,
and the amount of data we have the time to analyse and manage (see Chapter 17
on sampling and Chapter 6 on handling large amounts of qualitative data using
computer software packages). Increasingly, the kind of work which is permissible
is constrained by changing attitudes and legislative requirements with respect
to safety and risk which ultimately define the range and scale of what you can
achieve (see, for example, Chapter 4 on the health and safety limitations of field-
work). It is important to bear in mind that the research which is written up by
academics in journals and books is often conducted over several years and is
commonly funded by substantial grants. Thus, the scale this sort of research is
conducted on is very different to that at which student research projects must
be pitched. It is not possible to replicate or fully develop in a three-month stu-
dent dissertation or project all of the objectives of a two-year piece of academic
research that you may have uncovered in your literature review! Rather, it is
often best to begin by identifying the limitations of your proposed study and rec-
ognizing what you will and will not be able to say at the end of it. Remember that
doing qualitative or quantitative work in human geography, just like fieldwork in
physical geography, requires a lot of concentration and mental energy. It is both
stressful and tiring, so there is a limit to how much you can achieve in the field
in any one day. Other practicalities such as the availability of field equipment,
tape recorders, cameras, transcribers or access to transport can also define the
parameters of your project.

Drawing up a time-management chart or work schedule at the research-design
stage can be an effective way of working out how much you can achieve in your
study, and later on can also serve as a useful indicator if you are slipping behind.
While planning ahead (and in doing so, drawing on the experience of your tutor
and other researchers) is crucial to developing an effective research design it is
also important to remember that you should always remain flexible.
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5 Think about the ethical issues you need to consider

An awareness of the ethical issues which are embedded in your proposed research
questions and possible methodologies must underpin your final decisions about
the research design. The most common ethical dilemmas in human geography
focus around: participation, consent, confidentiality/safe guarding personal infor-
mation and giving something back (see Alderson, 1995; Valentine, 1999). In phys-
ical geography, ethical issues involve not only questions of consent (for example
to access field sites on private land) but also the potential impacts of the research
techniques on the environment (e.g. pollution). Thus, while ethical issues may
seem routine or moral questions rather than anything which is intrinsic to the
design of a research project, in practice they actually underpin what we do. They
can shape what questions we can ask, where we make observations, who we talk
to, and where, when and in what order. These choices in turn may have conse-
quences for what sort of material we collect, how it can be analysed and used, and
what we do with it when the project is at an end. As such ethics are not a politi-
cally correct add-on but should always be at the heart of any research design (see
Chapter 3 for an overview of ethical issues, Chapters 9 and 11 for the specific ethics
of participatory research, Chapter 12 about the specific ethical issues involved
working in different cultural contexts and Chapter 13 regarding ethical issues in
internet mediated research).

6 Think about the form in which your research is to be presented
The scale and scope of your research design will partially be shaped by your motiva-
tions for doing the research and what you intend to use the findings for. If you are
presenting your findings in a dissertation it will very different to a piece of work
than if it is to be presented as a report or in a verbal seminar. Chapter 31 outlines
and illustrates these different forms of presentational style in detail, and Chapter 22
describes how to use maps in your work. Likewise, when you are designing, con-
ducting and writing up your research, it is important to bear in mind the assessment
criteria by which your findings will be judged. The final chapter in this volume, 32,
explores some of the ways that your work might be assessed.

THE PHILOSOPHY OF RESEARCH AND IMPORTANCE OF
RESEARCH DESIGN

The most basic, formal, distinction in research design is that between extensive and
intensive approaches. The important aspects of these contrasting approaches have
been explored in some detail for the social sciences by Sayer (1992). This book is
an ideal and thought-provoking introduction to the ways in which research seeks
to make sense of a complex world. Sayer reviews theories of causation and expla-
nation in which ‘events’ (what we observe) are thought to reflect the operation of
‘mechanisms’ which, in turn, are determined by basic, underlying ‘structures’ in
the world. The way in which explanations are obtained reflects differing degrees
of ‘concrete’ and ‘abstract’ research — that is, how much our generalizations rely
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Table .1 The essential differences between extensive and intensive research designs
Notes Intensive Extensive
Research question How?! What? Why? In a certain How representative is a
case or example feature, pattern, or attribute
of a population?
Type of explanation Causes are elucidated through Representative
in-depth examination and generalizations are produced
interpretation from repeated studies or
large samples
Typical methods of Case study. Ethnography. Questionnaires, large-scale
research Qualitative analysis surveys. Statistical analysis
Limitations Relationships discovered will not Explanation is a generalization —
be ‘representative’ or an average/ it is difficult to relate to the
generalization individual observation.

Generalization is specific to
the group/population in

question
Philosophy Method and explanation rely on Explanation based upon formal
discovering the connection between relations of similarity and
events, mechanisms and causal identification of taxonomic
properties groups

Source: Based on Sayer (1992, Figure 13, p.243)

on observation, and how much they rely on interpretation of the ways in which
events, mechanisms and structures are related. In the physical sciences, more
attention has been given to the broader topic of scientific explanation of which
research design is a part, but recently within physical geography, too, the implica-
tions of extensive and intensive research designs and the varying philosophies of
research have begun to be explored (e.g. Richards, 1996).

Both extensive and intensive designs are concerned with the relationship between
individual observations drawn from measurement programmes or case studies,
and the ability to generalize on the basis of these observations. The detailed dis-
tinctions are illustrated in Table 1.1 but the essential differences are as follows:

e In an extensive research design, the emphasis is on pattern and regularity in
data, which is assumed to represent the outcome of some underlying (causal)
regularity or process. Usually, large numbers of observations are taken from
many case studies so as to ensure a ‘representative’ dataset, and this type of
design is sometimes referred to as the ‘large-n’ type of study (see Chapter 17
on sampling).

e In an intensive research design, emphasis is on describing a single, or small num-
ber of case studies with the maximum amount of detail. This approach is there-
fore sometimes known as the ‘small-n’ type of study. In anthropology, the term
‘thick description’ has been used (Geertz, 2000). In an intensive design, by thor-
oughly appreciating the operation of one physical or social system, or by immer-
sion in one culture or social group, elements of a more fundamental, causal
nature are sought. ‘Explanation’ is therefore concerned with disclosing the links
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between events, mechanisms and structures. General explanations are derived
from identification of the structures underlying observation, and from the pos-
sible transferring of the linkages discovered from detailed ‘instantiations’.

Importantly, both approaches may be undertaken in quantitative or quali-
tative fashions — there is no necessary distinction in the techniques used. The
two approaches are, however, separated to some extent in their philosophical
underpinnings, and, more obviously, in the practical, logistical requirements
they impose.

Philosophically, the extensive approach relies on the idea that the data pattern
necessarily reflects an underlying cause, or process, which is obscured only by
measurement error, or ‘noise’. However, in the ‘real” world, it is rare that one
cause would lead directly, or simply, to another ‘effect’ — the chain of causation is
more obscure, and ‘noise’ may be an essential part of the ‘causation’, reflecting the
presence of some other (unknown or uncontrolled) effect which merely mimics the
apparent pattern. There is the related problem of being unable to explain individ-
ual occurrences on the basis of ‘average’ behaviour of entire groups — the so-called
ecological fallacy. In an intensive research design, there is a deeper appreciation
of the ‘layers’ which separate observations from an underlying (causal) reality.
As such (and at the risk of considerable oversimplification) extensive approaches
have often been linked to positivist methodology and philosophy, and intensive
approaches to realist methodologies and philosophies.

Practically, the different types of research design have clearly different require-
ments in both data type and amount, and with respect to cost and time. The extensive
design lends itself to situations where large amounts of data are already published,
or where large amounts of data can be generated from secondary sources. In many
student projects, the need for many observations across comparative or contrasting
field sites may be too daunting or logistically impossible if an attempt is made to
mount an extensive research design based upon primary data sources. An excep-
tion to this is in laboratory-type studies, where a series of experiments may quickly
build up a dataset representative of a wider range of conditions. The intensive
design is, perhaps more common, but care is needed to ‘tease-out’ those aspects of
the study which might disclose basic, causal processes.

CONCLUSION: HOW THIS BOOK CAN HELP YOU GET STARTED

Geographical research is complicated, because geographical phenomena are many
and varied, and because they may transcend multiple scales in space and time. Fur-
ther, over the last few decades, geographers have adopted a diverse range of philo-
sophic stances, methods and research designs in their efforts to understand and
interpret the human and physical worlds. In order to make sense of this variety
in a research context, a considerable amount of thought must go in to geographi-
cal research at all of its stages. Although the prospect of embarking on your own
research might seem daunting this book has been put together to help make it easier
for you. The first five chapters in this book all offer advice and guidance about
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how to prepare your research project. This chapter has explained the process of
research design; Chapter 2 describes how to do a literature search to help define
your topic and research questions; Chapter 3 raises some of the ethical issues you
might need to consider in your research design; Chapter 4 explains the practical and
logistical issues you need to plan for in terms of your own health and safety in the
field; and Chapter 5 outlines some of the secondary data sources that might inform,
or form the basis of your work. In addition, Chapters 11 and 12 locate these issues
within the specific situations of working in different cultural contexts and doing
participatory research, while Chapter 13 addresses the uses and implications of
internet-mediated research.

Other chapters explain how to use a range of quantitative and qualitative methods
in human and physical geography, including: questionnaire surveys (Chapter 6),
finding historical data (Chapter 7), semi-structured interviews and focus groups
(Chapter 8), participant observation (Chapter 9), visual imagery (Chapter 10),
diaries (Chapter 14) paleo and historical data sources (Chapter 15), making obser-
vations and measurements in the field (Chapter 16), numerical modelling (Chap-
ter 19) and using remotely sensed data (Chapter 20) GIS (Geographical Information
Systems) (Chapter 25). In addition, there is a specific chapter on sampling in physi-
cal and human geography (Chapter 17). You will obviously not want to use them
all, but by reading across the chapters you will get a feel for the different ways that
you might approach the same topic, and the advantages and disadvantages of dif-
ferent methods. When you have developed your own research design the chapter(s)
appropriate to your chosen method(s) will give you practical advice about how to
go about your research.

Further chapters then go on to explain how to analyse the sort of data collected
by this diverse range of methods. Specifically, there are chapters on how to analyse
qualitative interview and diary materials both manually and using computer soft-
ware (Chapters 27 and 28), how to analyse historical/archive sources (Chapter 29)
and cultural criteria (Chapter 30); and how to use statistics in a variety of different
ways (see Chapters 21, 22, 24 and 26).

Finally, Chapter 31 explains how to present your findings in a variety of formats,
and Chapter 32 deals with what sort of research criteria might be used to assess
your work.

As with this chapter, each chapter in this book contains a synopsis at the begin-
ning which briefly defines the content of the chapter and outlines the way the
chapter is structured. At the end of each chapter, is a summary of key points and an
annotated list of key further readings. Several of the chapters also contain boxed
tips or useful exercises to develop your understanding of the topic in question.

Doing your own research can be one of the most rewarding aspects of a degree.
It is your chance to explore something that really interests or motivates you and
to contribute to geographical knowledge, so enjoy it. And good luck!

Summary

o Geographers are faced with a vast array of potential subject matter, techniques for
data collection, visualization and analysis.

o Research design is crucial to link data collection, methods and techniques together,
and to produce convincing, meaningful results.
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¢ The basic choice in research design is between extensive and intensive designs. These
have very different implications in terms of data collection, analysis and interpretation,
although both quantitative and qualitative methods may be used in either.

e Whichever form of research design is adopted, the ethical dimension of research
must be considered.

e Frequently, practical issues of land access, time or financial constraints, or field
safety will, together with ethical issues, determine the scope and kind of research
adopted. While these are constraints, prior consideration of their likely effects will
minimize the loss of intellectual integrity and merit in the project.

Further reading

e The different philosophies underlying human geography research are outlined in numerous volumes including
Cloke et al. (1991), Graham (1997) and Johnston (1997). Various chapters in Clifford ef al. (2009) explain the
tensions between geography as a physical science, social science or arts subject and show how geographers’
understandings of key concepts have evolved as approaches to geographical thought have developed.

e Sayer (1992) is a thorough and extensive treatment of ‘methodology’ and its connections to the way in which
we make sense of the world through observations, experiments, surveys and experiences. It argues that our
philosophy of the way in which the world is structured (how things come to be as they are seen) must inform
our choice of research design, and our choice of techniques for generalizing on the basis of the information
which we collect from putting the research design into practice. The book depends on a particular (‘realist’)
approach, but is an excellent starting point from which to relate philosophy to the practicalities of doing
research, and to the strengths and weakness of particular kinds of research methods.

e Chalmers (1990) is a student-centred volume which covers an enormous range of material dealing with more
modern ‘post-positivist’ approaches to the philosophy of science. It examines the nature of scientific explana-
tion (the relations between observations, experiments and generalization), the social and political dimensions of
science and scientific research, and the way that scientific explanation and scientists have their own sociology
of knowledge.

e The edited book by Limb and Dwyer (2001) provides a critical introduction to qualitative methodologies.
Each method is illustrated with examples of the authors” own research experiences and practices.

e Moss (2001) is a collection of essays exploring feminist geography in practice. These essays share a par-
ticular concern with the ethics and politics of knowledge production, notably in terms of the positionality of
the researcher and the way ‘other’ people and places are represented.

e Rhoads and Thorn (1996) is an edited volume of papers which were presented at the 27th Annual Binghampton
Symposium in Geomorphology, held in 1996. It has some excellent and entertaining chapters dealing with
changing ideas concerning science and its methods, the motivation of current geomorphological research
and researchers, case studies of contrasting modelling approaches, and chapters dealing with differing
approaches to explanation in geomorphology and the earth sciences.

e (regory (2000) provides an up-to-date account of the way in which physical geography is structured, the
research which physical geographers undertake and the methods which they use. It seeks to present physical
geography as a changing discipline, but one with strong connections to its past, and with bright prospects
for the future.

e The journal Ethics, Place and Environment contains articles dealing with all aspects of ethical concerns and
practice within Geography.

Note: Full details of the above can be found in the references list below.
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2 How to Conduct a Literature

Search

Mick Healey and Ruth L. Healey

Synopsis

Identifying the most relevant, up-to-date and reliable references is a critical stage in
the preparation of essays, reports and dissertations, but it is a stage which is often
undertaken unsystematically and in a hurry. This chapter is designed to help you
improve the quality of your literature search.

The chapter is organized into the following sections:

The purpose of searching the literature
Making a start

A framework for your search

Managing your search

Search tools

Evaluating the literature

THE PURPOSE OF SEARCHING THE LITERATURE

The purpose of this chapter is to support you in developing and using your literature
search skills over a range of media, including paper and the web, not just books
and journals. It is aimed primarily at undergraduate geography students needing
to search the literature for research projects, dissertations and essays in human and
physical geography. However, the search methods and principles are applicable to
most subjects and, if you are a postgraduate geography student, you should also find
it a useful refresher to get you started. Many sources are available worldwide, though
details of accessing arrangements may vary. Country-specific sources are illustrated
with selected examples of those available in the UK, North America and Australia.

Exercise 2.1 Why read?

Make a list of the reasons why you should read for a research project. Compare your list with those
in Box 2.1. Most also apply if you are preparing an essay.

Reading the literature is an important element of academic research. It is a require-
ment with essays and projects as well as dissertations for you to relate your ideas
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to the wider literature on the topic. Reading around the subject will also help you
broaden and refine your ideas, see examples of different writing styles and generally
improve your understanding of the discipline. When undertaking a dissertation or
thesis, reading will help you identify gaps, find case studies in other areas which you
may replicate and then compare with your findings, and learn more about particu-
lar research methods and their application in practice (Box 2.1). Effective reading
may, of course, take many different forms depending on your purpose — from skim-
ming, through browsing, to in-depth textual analysis — and will rarely involve just
reading from the beginning to the end (Kneale, 2003).

Box 2.1 Ten reasons for reading for research

It will give you ideas.

You need to understand what other researchers have done in your area.
To broaden your perspectives and set your work in context.

Direct personal experience can never be enough.

To legitimate your arguments.

It may cause you to change your mind.

Writers (and you will be one) need readers.

So that you can effectively criticize what others have done.

To learn more about research methods and their application in practice.
10 In order to spot areas which have not been researched.

Source: Blaxter et al. (2006: 100)
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MAKING A START

Your literature search strategy will vary with your purpose. Sometimes you may
want to search for something specific, for example a case study to illustrate an
argument. In other situations a more general search may be required; for exam-
ple, you might wish to identify 15 articles which have been written on a particular
topic for an essay. Your search strategy may also vary with the level at which you
are in the higher education system and your motivation. Identifying half a dozen
up-to-date books on a topic may be appropriate at the beginning stage, while at
graduate level you may need to explore whether any PhD theses have been written
on the topic you are proposing to undertake for your thesis (e.g. Theses Abstracts:
www.theses.com).

Exercise 2.2 Starting your search

You have been set a research project on a topic you know little about (e.g. organic farming). Before
reading any further, write down the first three things you would do to find out what has already been
written on the topic.
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When we have used Exercise 2.2, the most common responses were to look in
the subject section of the library catalogue, use a search engine on the internet
and ask a lecturer. These are all sensible strategies, though the usefulness of most
search engines is exaggerated due to the lack of regulation and quality control on
the sites found. However, apart from possibly asking the lecturer/professor who
set the assignment for one or two key references to get you going, usually the first
things you should do are to identify and define the key terms in the assignment
and construct a list of terms to use in your literature search. Only then is it appro-
priate to turn to the search tools, such as library catalogues, reference books,
indexes, databases and websites, and seek help from a librarian.

Making a start is usually the most difficult stage of undertaking a research
project or assignment. The issues involved in identifying your own research topic
were discussed in Chapter 1. When you have a provisional idea about your topic
and the research methods you may use, or when a research project or assignment
is given to you, take a little while to plan your literature search. Defining the
key terms in the topic or assignment is a good starting point. The dictionaries of
human and physical geography are essential references for all geography students
(Thomas and Goudie, 2000; Gregory et al., 2009). The indexes of appropriate
textbooks will also help. These references will further help you identify search
terms, as will a thesaurus, a good English dictionary and a high-quality encyclo-
pedia. For example, the Oxford Reference Online (www.oxfordreference.com)
includes subject dictionaries and an encyclopaedia as well as English dictionar-
ies. The Geobase subject classification is another source (see the section below
on abstracts and reviews). Remember to allow for American English spellings of
words as well as standard English spellings.

In identifying search terms, group them into three categories: broader, related
and narrower. The first will be useful in searching for books, which may contain
useful sections on your topic, while the second and third will be particularly help-
ful in identifying journal articles and websites and using indexes to books. Box 2.2
illustrates how to make a start with searching the literature for a research project
on organic farming.

Box 2.2 Defining key terms and identifying search terms: an example

Topic: Socioeconomic aspects of the geography of organic farming.

Definition: ‘this system uses fewer purchased inputs compared with conventional farming,
especially agri-chemicals and fertilizers, and consequently produces less food per hectare
of farmland ..., but is compensated by higher output prices’ (Atkins and Bowler, 2001:
68-69).

Search terms:

Broader Related Narrower
Agricultural geography Organic farming Certified organic growers
Farm extensification Organic agriculture Organic organizations

Farm diversification Organic production Soil Association
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Alternative farm systems Organic growers Organic food retailers
Food, geography of Organic food Organic food markets
Sustainable agriculture Organic movement Organic food shops

Note: ‘Organic farming’ is not listed in The Dictionary of Human Geography, although discussion of
‘agricultural geography’ and ‘food, geography of’ provides a useful context. The index of Atkins and
Bowler (2001), which is on the ‘Food and the Environment’ course reading list, identifies four mentions
of ‘organic farming’. These lead to a useful introduction to the topic and to several recent references, and
are a source for some of the above search terms.

TIP

If you are collecting data as part of your research project remember to carry out a literature
search on research methodologies and techniques as well as on your main topic. Many of
the later chapters in this book will help you with this.

A FRAMEWORK FOR YOUR SEARCH

A summary of how to search the literature is given in Figure 2.1 — which also
provides a framework for the structure of this chapter. Where you start depends
on the purpose of your search. For example, if you are looking to see whether the
government has any policy documents on your topic you might begin by searching
the Directgov website (www.direct.gov.uk). If you want to check news stories you
might go to one of the newspaper database sites given in the other literature sources
section, while if you are searching for journal articles to start you on an assignment
you might look at a citation index such as Web of Knowledge. Figure 2.1 might
suggest that undertaking a literature search and writing an essay or a literature
review is a linear process. The reality is much messier. There is frequent interaction
between the different stages. As you begin to identify and scan the key references,
your knowledge and understanding of the topic will increase, which will lead you
to identify particular subtopics that you wish to investigate in more detail. A further
search, using new key terms may then be appropriate. Iteration is a key element of
the search process. You should not give up after entering the first obvious key word
in a search engine. Further thoughts are also likely to arise as you begin to draft
your essay or literature review, which may call for additional searches. Saunders
et al. (2007) capture some of this interactivity by conceptualizing the literature
review process as a spiral.

TIP

Identify a few key references, skim read them, then revise your search criteria in the light of
your new understanding.
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(subject and, where appropriate, |«
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/ \ General dictionaries,
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Identify search terms
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Library Abstracts and Citation Bibliographies | | \wepsites Other
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Record list of key references

!

Obtain/access or reserve/order key references

|

> Evaluate references, skim, read critically and identify key sections < >

{

Plan and draft essay or literature review

Figure 2.1 A framework for undertaking a literature search

TIP

Ensure that you use references appropriate for degree-level study. Your lecturer/professor will not
be impressed if you use textbooks, dictionaries and magazines aimed primarily at school/college-
level study, or if you cite Wikipedia. Only a small proportion of websites are likely to be appropriate
(see later). Many of the most appropriate references will be academic journal articles. Remember
also to check the library catalogue to see that you have the latest edition of a textbook in the library
(e.g. at the time of writing The Dictionary of Human Geography is in its fifth edition). Remember
that earlier editions are usually the ones that your colleagues will leave on the open library shelves.
A copy of the most recent edition of a popular textbook may be in the short loan collection.

TIP

A useful place to start building your list of references is the reading lists your lecturers/
professors provide for their courses. In many institutions these are put on their Intranet.
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MANAGING YOUR SEARCH

The search process, as just indicated, is one that you will keep coming back to
at various stages in your research. It is therefore sensible to keep a search diary,
which includes the sources searched, the key words used and brief notes on the
relevant references they reveal. This is, perhaps, best done using a word-processing
package, which will enable you to list your key words, cut and paste the results
from your online searches and keep track of which search engines and sources you
have used. Alternatively packages such as EndNote or Reference Manager may be
useful in keeping track of your references. However, some programs may require
further training as they can be complicated to use. For further advice on working
online, Dolowitz et al. (2008) provide much useful information on search strate-
gies using the internet, emphasizing the need to develop a search strategy. They
suggest that you should begin by asking yourself three main questions: ‘What am
I looking for?” “What are the most relevant search terms?” and “What tool will be
the most useful for helping me find it?’ (Dolowitz et al., 2008: 52).

TIP

Have a memory stick available when you are searching. Many of the databases enable you
to save your searches direct to a memory stick or a PC. Some will also allow you to email
them to yourself. Chapter 5 in Ridley (2008) provides useful advice on keeping records and
organizing information to help you with your searches.

TIP

When using key words you can easily miss articles, as authors may have chosen different key
words than you to describe their work. Look at the key words authors have chosen to use to
describe their work in the articles you do find. Making a list of these key words will help to
increase your search terms and avoid missing other useful references (Ridley, 2008).

How long to spend on the search process depends on the purpose of your search.
For example, are you seeking ten key references for an essay, or 50 or more refer-
ences for a dissertation? Generally, the broader the topic and the more that has
been written on it, the longer the search tends to take. This is because much of the
effort is spent in trying to identify the key references from what may be a list of
several hundred marginal or irrelevant ones.

TIP

Aim to identify two to three times as many relevant references as you think you will need for
your assignment/dissertation. Many may not exactly meet your needs when you obtain them

(Continued)
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(Continued)

and/or may not be accessible in the time you have available. If you are finding what appear
to be too many relevant references, focus on the most recent ones and the references most
frequently cited, and consider narrowing the search by, for example, focusing on a subtopic
or restricting the geographical coverage. If you are finding too few relevant references, try
some new search terms and consider broadening the topic or the geographical area. Also
ask a librarian.

To avoid any possibility of plagiarism (that is, the unacknowledged use of the
work of others), be sure to take down the full bibliographic details of the ref-
erences you find, including, where relevant, the author(s)’ name(s) and initials,
year of publication (not print date), title of book, edition (if not the first), pub-
lisher and town/city of publisher (not printer), title of article/chapter, journal title,
volume number and page numbers, and names of editors for edited books. Be sure
to put all direct quotations in quotation marks and give the source, including
the page number(s) (Mills, 1994). The same applies to material taken from websites.
However, avoid direct quoting too much, and cutting and pasting information
from websites, instead summarize and paraphrase material. Take particular care in
citing websites, giving wherever possible the author/organization responsible for
the site, the date the page/site cited was last updated, the title of the page/site and
the date you accessed the site, as well as the URL.

TIP

Inconsistent referencing and missing or erroneous information are some of the most common
comments made on student writing (see also Chapter 32). Most geographers use the Harvard
style of referencing, but departments vary on the format in which they like references to be
cited. Guidance on how to provide correct references, including websites, is available from
Kneale (2003). It is best to acquire the habit of using one way of formatting references and to
apply this consistently whenever you note a reference (down to the last comma, full stop and
capital letter!).

TIP

When taking notes remember to put any sentences you copy (or paste from a website) in
quotation marks and note down the page number(s) so that if you decide to use the author’s
direct words later you can acknowledge this properly.

SEARCH TOOLS

Various features are used to search databases and the web. As these vary it is
important to check their ‘help’ facilities. Most allow you to use exact phrases.
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Simply place the phrase in double quotes (“ ”) (e.g. “organic farming”). Most
search engines support the use of Boolean operators. The basic ones are represented
by the words AND, OR and NOT (e.g. “organic farming” AND “UK”; “organic
farming” OR “organic food”; “organic farming” NOT “North America”). The
use of wild cards (*) may also be available. For example, ‘farm™” will find records
containing the word ‘farm’, including farm, farms, farmer, farmers and farming.
It will also identify farmhouse, farmstead and farmyard. Bell (2005), Flowerdew
and Martin (2005), and Dolowitz et al. (2008) provide further information on
search tool techniques.

Library catalogues

In most cases the first place to search for relevant books is the subject index of
your library catalogue. You will usually need to use your broader list of search
terms. Unfortunately the classification systems used in most libraries put geog-
raphy books in several different sections of the library. But do not restrict your-
self to books with ‘geography’ in the title. The integrative nature of the subject
means that many books written, for example, for sociologists, economists, plan-
ners, earth scientists, hydrologists and ecologists may be just as relevant. Once
you have found the classification numbers of relevant books check the catalogue
for other books with the same number and browse the relevant shelves. Look-
ing at other books on the shelves near to the ones you are looking for often
reveals other relevant references. Use your list of related and narrower search
terms to explore the book indexes. Do not forget to also check where short loan
and oversize books and pamphlets are shelved. Older books may be in store.
Furthermore, a search for a topic on a website such as Amazon (www.amazon.
co.uk) provides a list of a large number of the books published within that topic
area (Ridley, 2008).

TIP

One of the quickest ways to generate a list of references is to find the latest book or article
covering your topic and look at its reference list.

For a wider search try the combined catalogues of 29 of the largest UK and
Irish research libraries, which are available online through COPAC (copac.ac.uk).
The British Library Catalogue provides a national collection (www.bl.uk). The
equivalent in the USA is the Library of Congress, which may be searched along
with the catalogues of many other libraries in the USA and other countries via
the Z39.50 Gateway (www.loc.gov). To check book details try WorldCat (www.
worldcat.org). This is a huge database of over 1.2 billion references held in more
than 10,000 libraries worldwide.

When you are away from the university it may be worth seeing whether your
local university or public library has the book you require in stock. The Library
Catalogue of the Royal Geographical Society (www.rgs.org/OurWork/Collections)
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holds more than 2 million items tracing 500 years of geographical research
and receives over 800 periodical publications. You can use the library free if your
department has an Educational Corporate Membership, or otherwise there is a
small fee charged per visit.

Abstracts and reviews

Evaluating the relevance of a book or journal article simply from its title is dif-
ficult. Generally each journal will articulate the purposes of the journal and its
intended audience in each issue published, providing you with some idea of the
relevance of the type of articles in that journal (Ridley, 2008). Abstracts give a
clearer idea of the contents of articles. One of the most useful set of abstracts
for geographers is Geobase, which provides international coverage of the litera-
ture (particularly journal articles) on all aspects of geography, geology, ecol-
ogy and international development. The database provides coverage of over
2000 journals and contains close on 1.4 million records from 1980 onwards.
Book reviews which appear in the journals abstracted are also included. These
are useful for evaluating the significance of books and finding out what has
recently been published. It is available online via Science Direct. There is also a
CD version. LexisNexis (www.lexisnexis.com/academic) provides similar cov-
erage, and CSA Sociological Abstracts (www.csa.com) is useful for some human
geography topics. You should also check recent issues of review journals, par-
ticularly Progress in Human Geography and Progress in Physical Geography,
for appropriate articles and updates on the literature in particular subfields.
Environment Complete (www.ebscohost.com), which some libraries are using
instead of Geobase, is available through EBSCOhost. It offers deep coverage in
applicable areas of agriculture, ecosystems, energy, renewable energy sources,
natural resources, geography, pollution and waste management, social impacts,
urban planning, and more. This contains more than 1,957,000 records going
back to the 1940s.

Citation indexes

Probably the most useful tool that you will find for searching the literature is
the ISI Web of Knowledge. So it is well worth investing some time in explor-
ing how to use it effectively. The ISI Web of Knowledge includes proceedings
of international conferences, symposia, seminars, colloquia, workshops and
conventions as well as the ISI Web of Science. ISI Web of Science consists of
three citation indexes covering the social sciences, the arts and humanities, and
science. It is the prime source for finding articles published in refereed journals,
which is where most research is first published. As well as providing data on
the number of times articles published in a wide range of journals are cited by
authors of other articles, they also provide a valuable source for identifying
journal abstracts and reviews. They can thus be used for generating lists of


www.lexisnexis.com/academic
www.csa.com
www.ebscohost.com

How to Conduct a Literature Search E

articles with abstracts on particular topics, as well as identifying influential
articles. You can also use the indexes to identify related records that share at
least one cited reference with the retrieved item, and hence may be contributing
to the discussion of related topics. The ISI Web of Knowledge contains sophisti-
cated ways of restricting searches including by subject area, date of publication

and country. However, not all geography or related journals are included in the
IST database.

TIP

Some articles are cited frequently because they are heavily criticized, but they have neverthe-
less contributed to the debate. In the world of citation analyses the only real sin is largely to
be ignored, which is the fate of most published papers. However, a few papers are ahead of
their time and are not ‘discovered’ until several years after they have been published.

The three citation databases include articles published in over 13,000 journals,
plus book reviews and editorials. There are over 23 million records extending
back to 1981, which are added to weekly. Virtually all higher education institu-
tions in the UK and many elsewhere have taken out a subscription to the ISI Web
of Knowledge. In the UK access is through Mimas (www.mimas.ac.uk). Most uni-
versities in the UK now offer automatic access to such resources through Intranet
services available off campus. Currently access is via Athens but this is gradually

being replaced by a new generation of access management service, based on the
Shibboleth technology.

TIP

Once you have identified key authors who are writing on your topic it is worth checking
abstracts and citation indexes to see what else these authors have written, some of which may
be on related topics. Beware when searching that the way authors’ first names are cited may
differ between publications. For example, the first author of this chapter appears variously as:
Michael; Michael J; Mick; M; and M J.

Citation analyses are used to rank the impact that journals have on intellectual
debate. They thus provide a crude guide as to which journals to browse through
in the library and a possible basis for choosing between which of two, otherwise
apparently equally relevant articles, to read first (Table 2.1). Lists of journal rank-
ing may be obtained from ISI Journal Citation Reports (scientific.thomsonreuters.
com/products/jcr) if your institution has a subscription. One of their limitations
is that many of the key articles used by geographers are not published in mainline
geography journals.
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Table 2.1 Top geography journals, 2008

Rank Journal title

Transactions, Institute of British Geographers

|
2 Global Environmental Change
3 Progress in Human Geography
4 Economic Geography
5 Journal of Economic Geography
6 Annals of the Association of American Geographers
7 Geographical Analysis
8 Antipode
9 Political Geography
10 Environment and Planning D
I Cultural Geography
12 Landscape and Urban Planning
13 Environment and Planning A
14 Area
15 Professional Geographer

Note: Based on ranking journals by their ‘impact factor’ (a measure of the
frequency with which the ‘average article’ in a journal has been cited in a
particular year)

Source: Journal Citations Report, Social Sciences Edition (2008)

Bibliographies

A range of specialized bibliographies are available. The most useful are anno-
tated. Some are in printed form. For example, the Countryside Agency Accession
List includes details of new books, reports and pamphlets received at the Coun-
tryside Agency Library, and the Countryside Agency Selected Periodical Articles
lists articles from recent journals under subject headings. An increasing number
are available on the web at no charge and without registration (Table 2.2). Others
may be available if your university has taken out a licence.

TIP

As you generate your list of references check whether your library holds the books, and if so
whether they are on loan. If they are on loan put in a reservation request. In the case of jour-
nals, check whether the library takes them. Also check whether your library has a subscrip-
tion to the journals identified in your search for accessing the full text of articles online. If so,
obtain passwords and check how to access them and whether you can do this off-site. If the
library does not hold the book or journal, consider ordering the reference on inter-library loan
(ILL). Make sure that the journal article is relevant by reading the abstract first if one is avail-
able. To check the relevance of the book it is worth doing a Google Scholar search (scholar.
google.co.uk) for the text as you may be able to read a few pages of the introduction or a
sample chapter before ordering the book. Journal articles can usually arrive within 24 hours
electronically or between a week and ten days for a hard copy. Recalling books, or ordering
them through ILL, often takes longer. Check whether your library entitles you to a certain
number of free inter-library loans or, if not, what the charge is per loan.
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Table 2.2 Examples of web-based geography bibliographies

Bibliography

Comments

Australian Heritage Bibliography
(www.environment.gov.au/heritage/ahc)

Bibliography of Aeolian Research
(www.csrl.ars.usda.gov/wewc/biblio/bar.htm)
Development Studies — BLDS Bibliographic
Database

(www.ids.ac.uk/blds)

Disability and Geography Resource (DAGIN)
(isc.temple.edu/neighbor/research)

Gender in Geography
(www.emporia.edu/socsci/fembib/index.htm)
GIS Bibliography

(campus.esri.com/library)

International Bibliography of the Social
Sciences (IBSS)

Full access is provided from this site but professional
users will find subscription service on CD-ROM or
access through the Informit server at Melbourne
which provides greater flexibility in search
formulation and output

Coverage from 1930; updated monthly

Web-searchable version of the library catalogue and
journal articles database of the British Library for
Development Studies at the Institute of Development
Studies, UK; contains records of over 91,000
documents

Alphabetical list of references compiled for Disability
and Geography International Network, last
modified in 2003

Alphabetical list contributed by members of the
discussion list for Feminism in Geography
ESRIVirtual Campus Library provides a searchable
database of over 67,000 references

Produced by the London School of Economics and
Political Science, this database includes 2.5 million

references dating back to 1951, focusing on four core
social science disciplines — anthropology, economics,
politics and sociology

Websites

An increasing amount of useful information is being placed on the web. However,
identifying this from the huge amount of irrelevant and low-quality information is
a time-consuming task. The general search engines, such as Google (www.google.
co.uk) and AltaVista (www.altavista.com), and meta search engines, such as
Dogpile (www.dogpile.com) and Ixquick (www.ixquick.com), which search other
search engines’ databases, are indispensable when searching for specific information,
such as the URL address of an institution’s website. One of the problems with search
engines is that ‘even the largest of search engines have only indexed a small propor-
tion of the total information available on the internet’ (Dolowitz et al., 2008: 62).
The ‘deep web’ consists of databases, non-textual files and content available on sites
protected by passwords. Items such as phone directories, dictionary definitions, job
postings and news are all part of the deep web. To access these may involve a two-
stage process: first searching for database sites (e.g. UK newspapers) and then going
to the database itself and searching for the information you want. More advanced
search engines, such as Google, are beginning to incorporate access to some parts
of the deep web. Google Scholar (scholar.google.co.uk) is a specialized web search
database which focuses upon scholarly literature and therefore the quality of the
content of results should be higher, although caution is still advised.

This is where internet gateways or portals can be useful because they provide
links to sites on particular subjects which have been evaluated for their quality.
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Most of the ones mentioned below can be accessed via Pinakes (www.hw.ac.uk/
libwww/irn/pinakes/pinakes.html). Among the more useful internet gateways is
BUBL (bubl.ac.uk), which provides a catalogue of selected internet sources for
higher education classified by subject and Dewey classification number. Its main
interface, BUBL LINK/5:135, offers between 5 and 15 sources for most subjects. It
includes many sites relevant to geographers. Intute (www.intute.ac.uk) is another
free internet service dedicated to providing effective access to high-quality internet
resources for the learning, teaching and research community. There is a separate
section for geography but many of the resources used by geographers may be
found under other subject headings, such as earth sciences, environment, sociol-
ogy, or travel and tourism. ELDIS provides a gateway to development information
(www.eldis.org). In the USA, Academic Info provides a gateway to college and
research-level internet resources for many subjects, including geography (www.
academicinfo.net/geogmeta.html).

TIP

Check out the advanced search facilities on search engines and databases. These allow you
to focus your searches in a variety of ways and make them much more efficient. For example,
you can restrict your search to one domain. So if you want to search for documents
published by the US government departments search within “.gov’.

Box 2.3 Searching the literature: an example

Assignment: a 2,000-word essay.
Topic: Socioeconomic aspects of the geography of organic farming.

Library catalogues: 98 books on agricultural geography and 30 books on sustainable agri-
culture were listed in the University of Sheffield library catalogue; 11 specific ones on ‘organic
farming’. COPAC: key word search found the following number of books: “organic farming”
(1,134), “organic agriculture” (181), “organic production” (134), “organic growers” (45),
“organic food” (400), “organic movement” (19).

Abstracts and reviews: Environment Complete: key word search resulted in the following
number of references: “organic farming” (3,059), “organic agriculture” (307), “organic food”
(580), “organic production” (207), “organic growers” (67), “organic movement” (46), but
the majority were about scientific aspects. One useful article was found in a recent issue of
Progress in Human Geography.

Citation indexes: ISI Web of Knowledge: search for “organic AND farming” gave Web of
Knowledge (5,873); Web of Science (2,843); Social Science Citation Index (231); Social Science
Citation Index (UK OR England OR Wales OR Scotland OR Northern Ireland — alternative key
words to cover UK geographical area) (21).

Bibliographies: A search for “organic farming bibliography” on Google Scholar found three
listed, but when the search was changed to “organic AND farming AND bibliography” about
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5,440 records were found. Several useful references were also found from reference lists
of books and articles identified by the above search tools and the economic geography
reading list.

Websites: Inputting “organic farming” into general search engines result in a huge number
of hits e.g. Google (about 3,300,000; about 178,000, UK). In contrast BUBL identified eight
organic farming websites, whereas Intute identified 238 websites. Restricting the Intute search
to social science sites gave 22 different websites. Atkins and Bowler (2001) identify five organic
food organizations in the UK. A Google search found specific websites for all of them.

Other sources: Proquest Newspapers: key word search found the following number of articles:
“organic farming” (150), “organic agriculture” (8), “organic production” (3), “organic grow-
ers” (9), “organic food” (87), “organic movement” (0). Direct Government (a ‘quick search’)
revealed 61 matches on “organic farming”.

Summary: Given the nature of the assignment (2,000 words, 30 per cent of marks for course)
and the number of references identified in early searches, it would be sensible to focus the
search (e.g. only on the UK). It would be best to start with the most frequently cited and most
up-to-date references, websites and newspaper articles and those that appear to be the most
comprehensive. Apart from sources such as ISI Web of Knowledge, which have sophisti-
cated ways of focusing a search, much time will be spent on weeding out non-relevant refer-
ences which deal with topics such as methods of farming or environmental impacts. Expect
to find further references and undertake more specific searches as you become more familiar
with the topic. Make a shortlist of references (two to three times as many as you think you
are likely to need) to show your lecturer to ask his or her advice on identifying key ones and
any major omissions.

Many departments and institutions also provide links to websites relevant to
areas in which they teach and research. The University of Colorado (www.colo-
rado.edu/geography), the University of Utrecht (Geosource) (www.library.uu.nl/
geosource) and the Universities of Gottingen and Freiberg (Geo-Guide) (www.
Geo-Guide.de) all provide extensive lists.

TIP

When doing searches using the internet it may be useful to be more specific with your search
terms and select particular fields to search (e.g. search only academic journals or peer-
reviewed titles in order to focus your search). QUT (2006) provide a useful tutorial for nego-
tiating the vocabulary to work through when considering your exact search terms.

Other literature sources

For many topics newspapers can be a useful source of information, especially for
up-to-date case studies. Proquest Newspapers provides access to library subscrib-
ers to UK broadsheets from 1996 or earlier, as does Lexis-Nexis Butterworths
(www.lexisnexis.co.uk). Several papers can be searched simultaneously. Dialog@
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CARL, is a North American subscription service which provides access to 275
databases, including the full text of most major US newspapers. Many individual
newspapers provide free online searchable databases. World Newspapers provides
a searchable directory of online world newspapers, magazines and news sites in
English (www.world-newspapers.com).

If you are undertaking your own thesis it is important to check whether any-
one else has written a thesis on a similar topic by looking at the Index to Theses
which has Abstracts Accepted for Higher Degrees by the Universities of Great
Britain and Ireland since 1716 (www.theses.com). Dissertation Abstracts Online
is a definitive subject, title and author guide to virtually every American disserta-
tion accepted at an accredited institution since 1861. An institutional subscription
is required to access it.

A wealth of information is available from central and local government via
Directgov in the UK (www.direct.gov.uk) and Usgovsearch in the USA (usasearch.
gov). The Australian federal Department of the Environment maintains ERIN —
Environmental Resources Information Network (www.environment.gov.au). A
selection of UK official statistics is available via the Office for National Statis-
tics (www.ons.gov.uk). Europa offers centralized access to European Union sites
(europa.eu).

The use of videos is becoming increasingly common in higher education. Some
universities provide audio and/or video content of many of their lectures (e.g. MIT
ocw.mit.edu/OcwWeb). NewsFilm Online provides access to 3,000 hours of foot-
age from about 60,000 stories from the ITN/Reuters archives for staff and students
at subscribing universities (www.nfo.ac.uk).

TIP

Continue to refine your search as you progress using the cycle illustrated in Figure 2.1 in
order to compile a list of useful references. Start with more general sources in the early
stages of your search moving towards more specific ones later on (Dolowitz et al., 2008).

EVALUATING THE LITERATURE

Do not be put off undertaking a systematic literature search, such as is illustrated
in Box 2.3, because you feel you will not have time to read all the references you
find. Indeed, you will not have time to read them all. The purpose of the literature
search is to identify the most appropriate references for the task in hand (Table 2.3):
‘learning how to determine the relevance and authority of a given resource for your
research is one of the core skills of the research process’ (Olin and Uris Libraries,
Cornell University, 2006). Websites in particular need to be evaluated critically for
their origin, purpose, authority and credibility.

If you follow the advice above you should have reduced the list of references
several fold before you have even opened a book or journal or read a newspa-
per article or website, for example by focusing on the most frequently cited and
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up-to-date references. The titles and abstracts will also help you to judge those
references likely to be most relevant.

TIP

Avoid listing all the references you have found simply to try to impress your lecturer/
professor. You must use some relevant idea or material from each one to justify its inclu-
sion. Ensure that you include a reference to each in the text, usually by following the Harvard

system of referencing.

Exercise 2.3

Select four references from different sources on a topic that you are preparing, such as a website, a
textbook, a journal article and a newspaper report, and use the criteria in Table 2.3 to evaluate their
relevance, provenance and source reliability.

Table 2.3 Reducing your list of references to manageable proportions

Criterion

Possible
(Score 4 points)

More doubtful
(Score 2 points)

Probably forget it
(Score 0 points)

Relevance to my topic — judged
by title and/or abstract (double
the score for this criterion)
Up-to-date

Authority — the author or
paper is cited in the

references | have already read
Respectability and reliability of
source publication

Nature of publication

Originality

Accessible

High

Last 5 years
Extensively cited

Published in major
geographical
publication or that

of sister subject or
something very close
to my topic
Peer-reviewed
academic journal or
monograph

Primary source of
information — the
authors generated
this information using
reliable and recognized
methods

Instant — by download
or short walk to
library

Moderate

6—15 years’ old
Recent paper not
yet had time to be
cited extensively
Publication is not
in geography or an
allied field

Textbook or
conference
proceedings

The authors take
their information
from clearly
identified and
reliable secondary
sources
Obtainable with
effort — reserve,
interlibrary loan

Tangential

Over 15 years’ old
Older paper cited
infrequently or not
atall

Informal publication
or unreliable
Internet source

Popular magazine

The authors assert
facts and produce
information without
providing
appropriate
supporting evidence
Unobtainable

Source: Modified from an idea by Martin Haigh (personal communication 29 January 2002)
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Exercise 2.4

Take a book or article relevant to your topic. You have five minutes to extract the key points it
contains.

Researchers rarely read books from cover to cover and they read relatively
few articles in their entirety. Like you, they do not have the time. They are
practised at evaluating references in a few minutes by skimming the abstracts,
executive summaries, publisher’s blurbs, contents pages, indexes, introduc-
tions, conclusions and subheadings. This enables them to select the references
that deserve more attention. Even then they will usually identify key sections
by, for example, reading the first and last paragraphs of sections and the first
and last sentences of paragraphs. This is not to suggest that all you need is a
superficial knowledge of the literature; rather, that you should read selectively
and critically to ensure that you obtain both a broad understanding of the topic
and an in-depth knowledge of those parts of the literature that are particularly
significant. If you are not familiar with the processes involved in critical and
strategic reading, have a look at the relevant chapters in Blaxter et al. (2006)
and Kneale (2003).

Exercise 2.5

In your next essay or research project try applying the framework (Figure 2.1) for searching the
literature outlined in this chapter. Good hunting!

Summary

The aim of this chapter has been to identify effective and efficient ways to systematically
search and evaluate the literature:

e The first stage is to define the key terms for your topic and to identify a range of
search terms.

¢ You should then systematically search a range of sources, including library
catalogues, abstracts and reviews, citation indexes, bibliographies and websites,
being careful to keep a search diary.

e Having made a record of the references you have found you should evaluate
each of them for such things as relevance, whether they are up to date, authority,
respectability, originality and accessibility.

e Although searching the literature needs to be systematic, it is also iterative and,
as your knowledge and understanding of your topic and of the number and quality
of the references you are identifying increase, you will inevitably need to make
modifications to your search and repeat and refine many of the stages several
times.

e For a quick guide, look at the exercises, boxes, tables and tips in this chapter and
the framework for undertaking a literature search shown in Figure 2.1.
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Further reading

Few books focus only on searching the literature, though Hart (2001) is an exception; most are guides to study
skills or how to research, which put the literature search process in a broader context.

e Bell (2005) presents a chapter on finding and searching for literature. This includes a useful introduction to
searches using computers and ways to help limit or broaden your criteria. It is part of a guide to doing research.

e Blaxter ef al. (2006) provide an excellent user-friendly guide on how to research; they include chapters on
reading for research and writing up.

e (Cohen (2008) has compiled a very useful set of internet tutorials.

e Dolowitz et al. (2008) present a thorough guide to searching for information on the internet including advice
on how to approach searching and different techniques to use within the search strategy.

e Flowerdew and Martin (2005) provide a guide for human geographers doing research projects; they include
a chapter by Flowerdew on finding previous work and a chapter by Clark illustrating the benefits and issues
of using secondary data sources which also provides further information on how to use search engines to
their best advantage.

e Hart (2001) provides a comprehensive guide for doing a literature search in the social sciences.

e Qlin and Uris Libraries, Cornell University (2006) provide a useful guide to searching and evaluating infor-
mation sources critically.

e Ridley (2008) presents a step-by-step guide to writing a literature review. This book includes a chapter on
doing a literature search and a chapter focusing on information management.

Note: Full details of the above can be found in the references list below.
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3 Ethical Practice in Geographical

Research

lain Hay

Synopsis

Ethical research in geography is characterized by practitioners who behave with
integrity and who act in ways that are just, beneficent and respectful. Ethical
geographers are sensitive to the diversity of moral communities within which they work
and are ultimately responsible for the moral significance of their deeds. This chapter
explains the importance of behaving ethically, provides some key advice on the conduct
of ethical research and provides some examples of ethical dilemmas.

The chapter is organized into the following sections:

Introduction

Why behave ethically?

Principles of ethical behaviour and common ethical issues

Truth or consequences? Teleological and deontological approaches to dealing with
ethical dilemmas in your research

e Conclusion

INTRODUCTION

To behave ethically in geographical research requires that you and T act in accordance
with notions of right and wrong — that we conduct ourselves morally (Mitchell and
Draper, 1982)." Ethical research is carried out by thoughtful, informed and reflexive
geographers who act honourably because it is the ‘right’ thing to do, not just because
someone is making them do it (see, for example, Cloke, 2002; Dowling, 2010).2

This chapter seeks to heighten your awareness of the reasons for, and principles
underpinning, ethical research. Although I am conscious of the need to avoid ethical
prescription, leaving you the opportunity to exercise and act on your own ‘moral
imagination’ (Hay, 1998), I believe it is important to set out a range of specific ethi-
cal matters that colleagues and communities will commonly expect you to consider
when preparing and conducting research. As a geographer, you must consider care-
fully the ethical significance of your actions in those contexts within which they have
meaning and be prepared to take responsibility for your actions. In some instances
(e.g. cross-cultural research), ethically reflexive practice includes acknowledging and
working with (negotiating) different groups’ ethical expectations in ways that yield
satisfactory approaches for all parties involved (see Chapter 12).

The first part of the chapter introduces a few of the reasons why geographers
need to behave ethically. T follow this with a discussion of some fundamental
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principles behind ethical behaviour and offer a few points of guidance that might
assist you in your practice as an ethically reflexive geographer. As I note, however,
no matter how well you might try to anticipate the ethical issues that might arise
in your work, you are still likely to confront ethical dilemmas. In recognition of
this, the chapter sets out a strategy that might help you resolve those dilemmas you
face. I conclude with some suggestions on ways in which you might continue to
develop as an ethical geographer. A number of real ethical cases are included in the
chapter to illustrate points made and to provide some material for you to discuss.
In starting, there are two cautions I would like to offer. First, decisions about
ethical practice are made in specific contexts. While all people and places deserve
to be treated with integrity, justice and respect (see Smith, 2000a), ethical behav-
iour requires sensitivity to the expectations of people from diverse moral com-
munities and acknowledgement of the webs of physical and social relationships
within which the work is conducted (see Chapter 12). For these reasons, rules for
ethical practice cannot be prescribed, particularly in work involving people (Hay,
1998; Israel and Hay, 2006). And as you will see from the real quandaries encoun-
tered by geographers that are discussed in this chapter, the ‘correct’ resolution of
most ethical dilemmas cannot be dictated. Second, simply because your peers, col-
leagues and institution (e.g. fellow students, professional geographers, university
ethics committee) say that some behaviour or practice is ethical does not necessar-
ily mean it is always so (see Kearns et al., 1998 for a discussion). That determina-
tion is ultimately up to you, your conscience and those people with whom you are
working. In the end, you must take responsibility for the decisions you make.

WHY BEHAVE ETHICALLY?

Aside from any moral arguments that as human beings we should always act
ethically, there are important practical arguments for geographical researchers to
behave ethically. These fall into three main categories.

First, ethical behaviour protects the rights of individuals, communities and
environments involved in, or affected by, our research. As social and physical
scientists interested in helping to ‘make the world a better place’, we should avoid
(or at least minimize) doing harm.

Second, and perhaps a little more self-interestedly, ethical behaviour helps
assure a favourable climate for the continued conduct of scientific inquiry. For
instance, as Walsh (1992: 86) notes in an early discussion of ethical issues in
Pacific Island research, incautious practice and a lack of cultural awareness can
lead to community denial of research privileges:

Not infrequently, the blunderings of an inexperienced and culturally insen-
sitive researcher creates problems for those researched and for [Pacific]
Island governments,and some [researchers] have been asked to leave. For
these and similar reasons, all Island governments now require intending
researchers to apply for research permits, may charge a non-refundable
application fee, and it is not uncommon for a permit to be refused.
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By behaving ethically, we maintain public trust. From that position of trust we may
be able to continue research and to do so without causing suspicion or fear amongst
those people who are our hosts (see Case Study 3.1). Moreover, we maintain trust
within research communities. Not only is it important that we feel sure we can
depend on the integrity of colleagues’ work but trustworthy work helps ensure the
continuing support of agencies upon whom we depend to fund our research.

Case Study 3.1 Waving, not drowning

While he was conducting surveys of flood hazard perception in the USA, Bob Kates found
that in rare cases his questions raised anxieties and fears in those people to whom he was
speaking. Even the actions of the research team in measuring street elevations to calculate
flood risk created rumours that led some people to believe that their homes were to be taken
for highway expansion (Kates, 1994: 2).

For discussion
Is it Kates’ responsibility to quash the rumours and suspicions his research engenders?
Justify your answer.

Third, growing public demands for accountability and the sentiment that insti-
tutions such as universities must protect themselves legally from the unethical or
immoral actions of a student or employee mean there is greater emphasis on acting
ethically than ever before (see for example, Oakes, 2002).

Clearly, then, there are compelling moral and practical reasons for conducting
research ethically. How are these brought to life?

PRINCIPLES OF ETHICAL BEHAVIOUR AND COMMON
ETHICAL ISSUES

Around the world a growing number of organizations supporting research have
established committees to scrutinize research proposals to ensure that work is
conducted ethically (see Israel and Hay, 2006). Because these committees regu-
larly consider the possible ethical implications of research, their workings and the
principles behind their operation might provide you with a useful starting point
to ensure that your own research is ethical.

In general, the central guiding value for these committees is integrity, meaning
a commitment to the honest conduct of research and to the communication of
results. However, committees usually emphasize the desirability of three funda-
mental principles,’ as set out in Box 3.1. These principles lead to a set of core
questions (right-hand column) to guide your personal consideration of ethical
matters. You will find it helpful always to consider these simple questions when
reflecting on your work. They provide the beginnings of ethical practice. For
instance, if you can sustain the argument that your work is just, is doing good
and you are demonstrating respect for others, you are probably well on the way
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to conducting an ethical piece of work. If, by comparison, you believe that your
work is just, yet you are not showing respect for others or you are doing harm,
you may have an ethical dilemma on your hands. I set out a strategy for dealing
with such situations later in this chapter.

Box 3.1 Principles of ethical behaviour

Justice: this gives emphasis to the distribution of benefits and Is this just?
burdens.
Beneficence/non-maleficence: respectively, these mean ‘doing Am | doing harm?

good’ and ‘avoiding harm’. Our work should maximize benefits

and minimize physical, emotional, economic and environmental Am | doing good?
harms and discomfort.

Respect. individuals should be regarded as autonomous agents Am | showing respect?
and anyone of diminished autonomy (e.g. intellectually disabled)

should be protected. It is important to have consideration for

the welfare, beliefs, rights, heritage and customs of people

involved in research. Of course, respect should also extend to

consideration of any discomfort, trauma or transformation

affecting organisms or environments involved in the research.

The principles and questions set out in Box 3.1 are a good general framework
but if you are just beginning to engage in research, some more specific advice on
how to determine whether your research might be understood to be ethical will
be helpful (see Case Study 3.2).

Typically, ethics committees give detailed consideration to five major issues when
evaluating research proposals. These issues are set out in Box 3.2. I have attached
to each of these a set of ‘prompts’ for moral contemplation. As you can see, the
‘prompts’ offer no specific direction about the actions you should or should not
take in any or all situations. To do so would be virtually impossible given the enor-
mous variability of geographic research, the associated need for flexible research
practices (see, for examples and discussion, Bauman, 1993; Valentine et al., 2001)
and the recognition that society does not comprise an ‘isolable, unitary, internally
coherent whole’ (Amit-Talai, in Matthews et al., 1998). It would also deny the
need to negotiate specific issues with participants.*

When you are thinking about the issues in Box 3.2, consider them in terms of the
value of integrity and the principles set out earlier — justice, beneficence and respect
for others. For example, let us think about the prompt ‘time for consideration of the
study before consent is provided’. A human geographer might be expected to allow
people more time to consider their involvement in a complex, long-term observa-
tional study than for a two-minute interview about their grocery shopping behav-
iour in a retail mall. In another example concerning harm minimization, a physical
geographer might think about, and act on, the potential harm caused to nesting
birds as a result of fieldwork involving weed clearance. Indeed, there could be no
need to conduct the work if similar studies have been conducted previously.’
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Case Study 3.2 ‘They did that last week’

University student Ali bin Ahmed bin Saleh Al-Fulani carefully prepares a questionnaire
survey for distribution to two groups of 16-year-old students in ‘home groups’ at two
local high schools. The survey is central to the comparative work Ali is conducting as part
of his thesis. In compliance with government regulations, Ali secures permission from the
students’ parents to conduct the survey. He also gets permission for his work from the
university’s Ethics Committee. The Ethics Committee requires him to include a covering
letter to students which states that their participation in the study is voluntary and that
no one is obliged to answer any of the questions asked. A few weeks before he intends
to administer the questionnaire survey, Ali leaves near-final drafts of it with the students’
teachers for comment. The draft copy of the questionnaire does not include the cov-
ering letter. It is Ali’s intention to revise the questionnaire in the light of each teacher’s
comments and then return to the schools to administer the questionnaire during ‘home
group’ meeting times. About a week after he leaves the survey forms with the teachers
Ali calls them to find out if they have had an opportunity to comment on the question-
naire. The first teacher has just returned the questionnaire — with no amendments — by
post. However, Ali finds that the second teacher had already made multiple copies of the
forms and had administered the questionnaire to her student ‘home group’. She asks Ali
to come along to collect the completed forms. Ali scuttles off to the school immediately.
He finds that the questionnaires had been completed fully by every student present in
the home group. Only one student from the class of 30 had been absent so the response
rate was 97 per cent — an extraordinarily high rate. Ali feels he cannot ask the teacher to
readminister the survey because she has already indicated several times that she is tired
of his requests for assistance and access to the class.

For discussion

It would appear from the circumstances and from the very high response rate that students
were not free to refuse to participate in the study. Is it ethical for Ali to use results that have
been acquired without free and informed consent? Would your view change if the survey had
dealt with some sensitive issue such as sexual assault or if the results had been acquired,
without consent, through the use of physical force?

Box 3.2 Prompts for contemplation and action

Before and during your research, have you considered the following?
Consent®

e Amount of information provided to participants on matters such as purposes, methods,
other participants, sponsors, demands, risks, time involved, discomforts, inconveniences
and potential consequences

o Accessibility and comprehensibility to prospective participants of information upon which
consent decisions are made

e Time for consideration of the study before consent is provided
Caution in research requiring deceit’

o Caution in obtaining consent from people in dependent relationships

(Continued)
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(Continued)

e Recording of consent
o Informed consent issues for others working on the project

Confidentiality

o Disclosing identity of participants in the course of research and in the release of results

e (Consent and the collection of private or confidential information

e Relationships between relevant privacy laws and any assurances made by researchers of
confidentiality or privacy

o Data storage during and after research (for example, field notes, completed surveys and
recorded interviews)

Harm

o Potential physical, psychological, cultural, social, financial, legal and environmentally harmful
effects of the study or its results

e Extent to which similar studies have been performed previously

e Issues of harm for dependent populations

o Relationship between the risks involved and the potential advantage of the work

o Opportunities for participants to withdraw from the research after it has commenced
e Competence of researchers and appropriateness of facilities

e Representations of results

Cultural awareness

e Personality, rights, wishes, beliefs and ethical views of the individual subjects and
communities of which they are a part

Dissemination of results and feedback to participants

Availability and comprehensibility of results to participants
Potential (mis)interpretations of the results

Potential (mis)uses of results

‘Ownership’ of results

Sponsorship

Debriefing

Authorship®

TRUTH OR CONSEQUENCES? TELEOLOGICAL AND
DEONTOLOGICAL APPROACHES TO DEALING WITH ETHICAL
DILEMMAS IN YOUR RESEARCH

No matter how well prepared you are, no matter how thoroughly you have
prepared your research project, and no matter how properly you behave, it is
likely that in your geographical research you will have to deal with a variety of
ethical dilemmas (see, for example, Case Studies 3.3 and 3.4).
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Case Study 3.3 You are being unco-operative

Catriona McDonald has recently completed an undergraduate research project that involved
sending out a confidential questionnaire to members of a non-government welfare organiza-
tion called ANZAC Helpers. Members of this organization are mainly World War Il veterans
aged over 70 years, and a good deal of their volunteer work requires them to drive around
familiar parts of a large metropolitan area. Catriona works part time for the organization and
feels that her employment tenure is somewhat precarious. The research project has been
completed and assessed formally by Ms McDonald’s professor and Catriona is planning to
present a modified report to ANZAC Helpers. In the work car-park one afternoon, Catriona
meets Mr Montgomery Smythe, one of the organization’s members and a man known to
Catriona to be something of a troublemaker. After some small talk, Smythe asks what the
study results are. Catriona outlines some of the findings, such as the percentage of the mem-
bership who are having trouble performing their voluntary duties for the organization due to
old age and ill-health. Smythe then asks the student to tell him the names of those members
who are having difficulties with their duties. It is possible that he could use the information
to help encourage the implementation of strategies to help those members experiencing dif-
ficulties. It is also possible that he could campaign to have the same members redirected to
less demanding volunteer roles that many of them are likely to find less fulfilling.

For discussion
1 Should Ms McDonald give Mr Smythe the information he wants?

2 Given that some of the members of ANZAC Helpers might actually be putting their lives
at risk by driving around the city, should Catriona disclose the names of those people
she has discovered to be experiencing sight and hearing problems, for example, to the
organization?

Case Study 3.4 The power of maps

Dr Tina Kong has recently commenced work as a post-doctoral fellow with a research orga-
nization applying GIS (geographical information systems) to illustrate and resolve significant
social problems. This is a position in which full-time research is possible. It is also a position
that can allow someone to begin to forge the beginnings of a noteworthy academic career for
himself or herself. However, much of that promise depends on producing good results and
having them published in reputable journals. Tina decides to conduct work on environmental
carcinogens (cancer-producing substances) in a major metropolitan area. She spends about
two months of her two-year fellowship conducting some background research to assess
the need for, and utility of, the work. After this early research, Tina resolves to use GIS to
produce maps which will illustrate clearly those areas in which high levels of carcinogenic
materials are likely to be found. At a meeting of interested parties to discuss the proposed
research, one of the participants makes the observation that, if broadcast, the results of the
study may cause considerable public alarm. For example, there may be widespread individual
and institutional concern about public health and welfare; property values in areas with high
levels of carcinogenic material may be adversely affected; past and present producers of

(Continued)
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(Continued)

carcinogenic pollutants may be exposed to liability suits; and local government authorities
might react poorly to claims that there are toxic materials in their areas. Tina is cautioned by
senior members of the research organization to proceed cautiously, if at all.

For discussion
Should Tina proceed with the project? Justify your answer. Should Tina ‘cut her losses’ and
move into a less controversial area that might be supported by her colleagues?

How will you deal with such situations? To answer that fully, we will have to
make a short excursion into the work of philosophers. But, first, I should point
out that to resolve any dilemma you encounter it is likely that you will have to
‘violate’ one of the three ethical principles — justice, beneficence or respect for
others — set out earlier in this chapter. That is why it is a dilemma! But you will
probably feel more confident about the difficult decision you will have to make if
it is well considered and informed by a basic appreciation of two key normative
approaches to behaviour.

Box 3.3 Steps to resolving an ethical dilemma

How do you decide what to do if you are presented with an ethical dilemma? There are two
major approaches that you might draw from. One focuses on the practical consequences of
your actions (feleological or consequentialist approach) and might be summed up brutally
in the phrase ‘no harm, no foul’. In contrast, the deontological approach would lead you
to ask whether an action is, in itself, right. For example, does an action uphold a promise
or demonstrate loyalty? The essence of deontological approaches is captured by Quinton’s
(1988: 216) phrase: ‘Let justice be done though the heavens fall.” These two positions serve
as useful starting points for a strategy for coping with ethical dilemmas.

1 What are the options?
List the full range of alternative courses of action available to you.
2 Consider the consequences

Think carefully about the range of positive and negative consequences associated with each
of the different paths of action before you:

e \Who/what will be helped by what you do?

e Who/what will be hurt?

e What kinds of benefits and harms are involved and what are their relative values? Some
things (e.g. healthy bodies and beaches) are more valuable than others (e.g. new cars).
Some harms (e.g. a violation of trust) are more significant than others (e.g. lying in a
public meeting to protect a seal colony).

e What are the short-term and long-term implications?
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Now, on the basis of your answers to these questions, which of your options produces the
best combination of benefits maximization and harm minimization?

3 Analyse the options in terms of moral principles

You now have to consider each of your options from a completely different perspective.
Disregard the consequences, concentrating instead on the actions and looking for that option
which seems problematic. How do the options measure up against such moral principles as
honesty, fairness, equality and recognition of social and environmental vulnerability? In the case
you are considering, is there a way to see one principle as more important than the others?

4 Make your decision and act with commitment

Now, bring together both parts of your analysis and make your informed decision. Act on
your decision and assume responsibility for it. Be prepared to justify your choice of action.
No one else is responsible for this action but you.

5 Evaluate the system and your own actions

Think about the circumstances which led to the dilemma with the intention of identifying and
removing the conditions that allowed it to arise. Don’t forget to think about your own behaviours
and any part they may have played.

Source: Adapted from Stark-Adamec and Pettifor (1995); Center for Ethics and Business (2008)

Many philosophers suggest that two categories, teleological and deontological,
exhaust the possible range of theories of right action (Davis, 1993). In summary,
the former sees acts judged as ethical or otherwise on the basis of the consequences
of those acts. The latter suggests, perhaps surprisingly, that what is ‘right’ is not
necessarily good.

In the terms of teleology — also known as consequentialism — an action is morally
right if it produces more good than evil (Israel and Hay, 2006). It might therefore
be appropriate to violate and make public the secret and sacred places of an indig-
enous community if doing so prevents the construction of a bridge through those
sacred places, because disclosure yields a greater benefit than it ‘costs’.

Deontological approaches reject this emphasis on consequences, suggesting that
the balance of good over evil is insufficient to determine whether some behaviour
is ethical. Instead, certain acts are seen as good in themselves and must be viewed
as morally correct because, for example, they keep a promise, show gratitude or
demonstrate loyalty to an unconditional command (Kimmel, 1988). It is possible,
therefore, for something to be ethically correct even if it does not promote the
greatest balance of good over evil. To illustrate the point: if we return to the exam-
ple of the researcher made aware of the location of an indigenous group’s secret,
sacred places, a deontological view might require that researcher to maintain the
trust with which he or she had been privileged, even if non-disclosure meant that
construction of the bridge would destroy those sacred places.

Thus, we have two philosophical approaches that can point to potentially
contradictory ethical ways of responding to a particular situation. This is not as
debilitating as you might think. As Box 3.3 sets out, you can draw from these
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approaches to ensure that your response to an ethical dilemma is at least well
considered, informed and defensible.

You can really give this scheme a workout by considering the (in)famous work
of Laud Humpbhreys, set out as Case Study 3.5.

Case Study 3.5 The ‘watch queen’ in the ‘tea room’

In 1966-7, and as part of a study of homosexual behaviours in public spaces, Laud
Humphreys acted as voyeuristic ‘lookout’ or ‘watch queen’ in public toilets (‘tea rooms’). As
a ‘watch queen’ he observed homosexual acts, sometimes warning men engaged in those
acts of the presence of intruders. In the course of his observations Humphreys recorded the
car licence plate numbers of the men who visited the ‘tea room’. He subsequently learnt their
names and addresses by presenting himself as a market researcher and requesting infor-
mation from ‘friendly policemen’ (Humphreys, 1970: 38). One year later, Humphreys had
changed his appearance, dress and car and got a job as a member of a public health survey
team. In that capacity he interviewed the homosexual men he had observed, pretending that
they had been selected randomly for the health study. This latter deception was necessary to
avoid the problems associated with the fact that most of the sampled population were mar-
ried and secretive about their homosexual activity (Humphreys, 1970: 41). After the study,
Humphreys destroyed the names and addresses of the men he had interviewed in order to
protect their anonymity. His study was subsequently published as a major work on human
sexual behaviour (Humphreys, 1970).°

For discussion

1 It might be said that Humphreys’ research in ‘tea rooms’ was a form of participant obser-
vation, a type of research which is often most successful when ‘subjects’ do not know
they are being observed. Was it unethical for Humphreys to observe men engaged in
homosexual acts in the ‘tea room’? Does the fact that the behaviour was occurring in a
public place make a difference to your argument? Why?

2 Was it ethical for Humphreys to seek and use name and address information — details that
appear commonly in telephone books — from police officers who should not have released
those details for non-official reasons? Would it have been acceptable if he had been able
to acquire that same information without deceit?

3 Upon completion of the research should Humphreys have advised those men who had
been observed and interviewed that they had been used for the study? Why? Discuss the
significance of your answer. Should only some research results be ‘returned’ to partici-
pants and not others? What criteria might one employ to make that determination? Why
are those criteria (more) important (than others)?

4 Should Humphreys have destroyed the name and address information he used? How do we
know he was not making the whole story up? How can someone else replicate or corroborate
his findings without that information?

5 Humphreys’ work offered a major social scientific insight into male homosexual behav-
iours. It might be argued that his book Tearoom Trade contributed to growing public
understanding of one group in the broader community. Moreover, no apparent harm was
done to those people whose behaviour was observed. Do you think, then, that the ends
may have justified the means?



Ethical Practice in Geographical Research [ 45 |

CONCLUSION

Being an ethical geographer is important. It helps to protect those people, places
and organisms affected by our research and helps to ensure that we are able to
continue to conduct socially and environmentally valuable work. The steps set
out in this chapter to help you prepare for research and to deal with the ethical
problems you may encounter should go some way to helping achieve these ends.
However, your development as an ethically responsible geographer cannot stop
with this chapter. It is important that you continue to heighten your awareness
of ethical issues and develop your ability to act thoughtfully when confronted
with dilemmas like those set out in this chapter. To that end, I shall conclude
with some thoughts on ways in which you can continue to become a more ethical
geographer.
Good luck!

Summary
What can you do to become a more ethical geographer?

o Make sure your ‘moral imagination’ is active and engaged. There will always be
ethical issues in your research. Make ethics as normal a part of your research
project discussions as how the stream gauge or questionnaire is working.
Discuss ethical issues and possibilities with your colleagues. Read journals like
Ethics, Place and Environment. Learn to recognize ethical issues in context.
Think about the potential moral significance of your own actions and those of
other people. Remember that we live in a vast network of moral relationships.
The meanings of particular behaviours and moral positions may sometimes be
given or understood far from the places they might be expected (Smith, 1998)
and interpreted from different ethical standpoints. Look for hidden value biases,
moral logic and conflicting moral obligations. Make yourself aware of (local)
ethical practices (Mehlinger, 1986).

e Develop your philosophical and analytical skills. What is ‘right’ or ‘good’? On
what bases are those decisions made? Be prepared to think hard about difficult
questions. For example, how can you evaluate prescriptive moral statements
such as ‘endangered species should (or should not) be protected’ or ‘research
should (or should not) be conducted with the consent of all participants’?

e Heighten your sense of moral obligation and personal responsibility. ‘Why
should | be moral?’ or ‘Why should | think about ethics?’ Embrace ethical
thought and action as an element of your professional and social identity as a
geographer. Come to terms with the idea that you need to act morally because
it is the ‘right’ thing to do, not just because someone is making you do it
(Mehlinger, 1986).

e Expect — but do not passively accept — disagreement and ambiguity. Ethical
problems are almost inevitably associated with disagreements and ambiguities.
However, do not let that expectation of ambiguity and disagreement provide
justification for abandoning debate and critical thought. Learn to seek out the
core of differences to see if disagreement might be reduced. Be committed
enough to follow through on your own decisions.
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NOTES

N

Although most of the principles discussed here apply to environmental research ethics,
the chapter focuses most heavily on research involving humans. Readers especially
interested in environmental research ethics are strongly advised to consult ASTEC
(1998), for example.

Nevertheless, geographers and geography students increasingly have to take account
of the formal codes of ethical practice drawn up by departments, universities and
research funding councils (see, for example, Dyer and Demeritt, 2009). When planning
to conduct your own research you should always consult your department’s or school’s
own ethical policy and guidelines.

These principles place a strong emphasis on individual autonomy. It is important to note
that in some societies and situations (e.g. work with some indigenous groups and children)
individual autonomy may be limited and influenced by related groups and other individuals
who have authority over that individual (NHMRC ez al., 2007). It is imperative, therefore,
to consider the specific local contexts within which rights are understood.

Ethical dimensions of a research project should be negotiated between the researcher
and the participant(s) to ensure that the work satisfies the moral and practical needs and
expectations of those individuals and communities involved. However, the negotiations
will be influenced by the different levels of power between the parties. In some situations
a researcher will have more power than the informant (e.g. research work involving
children) while in others (e.g. interview with the CEO of a large organization whose
comments are critical to your study) informants may have more power. (For a discussion
of some of these important issues and ways of dealing with them, see Wilkinson, 1998;
Chouinard, 2000; Cloke et al., 2000; D’Cruz, 2000; Dyck, 2000; England, 2002; Kezar,
2003; Dowling, 2005; Smith, 2006; Schoenberger, 2007).

For detailed discussions of some of the ethical responsibilities of researchers involved
in environmental fieldwork, see ASTEC (1998: esp. pp. 21-4) and Smith (2002).

For an interesting discussion on the issue of consent, see Metzel (2000).

Wilton (2000) and Routledge (2002) provide fascinating and thought provoking
reflections on the ethical dilemmas of geographical work involving deception.

Kearns et al. (1996) offer a concise and very helpful discussion of the ethics of authorship/
ownership of knowledge in geography. In other fields the International Committee
of Medical Journal Authors (ICMJE) has formulated a comprehensive statement on
writing and editing for biomedical journals. Used with caution, this offers some very
helpful suggestions for practice in geography.

In a postscript to his book, Humphreys (1970) convincingly addresses issues of
misrepresentation, confidentiality, consequentiality and situation ethics associated with
his research. His vocation as a religious minister might add, for some, stren