How and Why Qualitative Respondents’ Privacy Must Be Protected

By The QRCA Field Committee

Market research depends on people agreeing to participate in our studies.  Protecting the privacy of these respondents is a key priority for our industry, one that is spelled out in the code of ethics of professional research organizations around the world.  This means that all of a respondent’s “personally identifiable information” (PII) must be kept confidential; it should not be shared with anyone beyond the recruiter without the respondent’s permission.  This information includes the participant’s full name, address, telephone numbers, email address, Social Security number, customer/account number, and any other items that can identify a particular person.

In qualitative research, a consultant or end client wants some of this information about a respondent or follow-up contact.  Whatever the reason, however, and whatever the source of the respondents’ names for recruiting (even the client’s own list), research organization guidelines on the matter are clear and should be upheld.  Excerpts from major organizations are shown below.
Here are the best practices recommended:
· Fieldwork facilities should give clients respondents’ full name and contact information only if they have respondents’ explicit permission.  The field service should supply recruiting spreadsheets for clients that include the respondents’ first names and surname initials only, not their full names.  (It is fine to provide information about respondent demographics, product usage and habits.)  If QRCs are sent spreadsheets that include respondents’ full names, they should ask the facility to make the change.  
· Go through the field service/recruiter.  Clients and QRCs who wish to have more contact with a respondent outside a scheduled interview should request the field service to do the outreach. The field service can tell respondents that the client would like to speak further with them, describe the reason, and ask for their consent.
· Request at the end of the interview.  The QRC can tell respondents that the client might like to follow up afterward with their permission and that if they agree, the field service will contact them.  If they do say yes, the field service can get in touch later to make the request.  Any participants who indicate that they do not want follow-up should not be contacted further.
· Put it in writing.  These client and QRC requests, including the reasons for further respondent contact, need to be made formally in writing to the field service.  In addition, some field services want clients to specify how the information will be used, holding them harmless before they contact respondents.
In short, research participants should be treated respectfully.  It’s the right thing to do, and it’s practical.  Respectful treatment encourages positive word of mouth and future research participation by respondents, and it can help protect the market research industry against burdensome government regulation.

Excerpts of Research Organization Codes on Respondent Privacy

QRCA Guidelines To Professional Qualitative Research Practices 

Confidentiality:  Consultants should not release respondents’ personal information, e.g., last names, phone numbers, email addresses, to clients without obtaining the respondents’ permission.  
Market Research Association (MRA), Best Practices:  Respondent Bill of Rights

What Your Rights Are If You Are Interviewed:  Your participation in a legitimate public opinion research survey is very important to us, and we value the information you provide. Therefore, our relationship will be one of respect and consideration, based on the following practices:

· Your privacy and the privacy of your answers will be respected and maintained. 

· Your name, address, phone number, e-mail, personal information, or individual responses will not be disclosed to anyone outside the research project without your permission. 
Council of American Survey Research Organizations (CASRO), Code of Standards and Ethics, Responsibilities to Respondents

Confidentiality:  [I]t is essential that Survey Research Organizations be responsible for protecting from disclosure to third parties – including Clients and members of the Public – the identity of individual Respondents as well as Respondent-identifiable information, unless the Respondent expressly requests or permits such disclosure.

This principle of confidentiality is qualified by the following exceptions:

a. A minimal amount of Respondent-identifiable information will be disclosed to the Client to permit the Client:  (1) to validate interviews and/or (2) to determine an additional fact of analytical importance to the study.  Where additional inquiry is indicated, Respondents must be given a sound reason for the re-inquiry; a refusal by Respondent to continue must be respected.

b. Before disclosing Respondent-identifiable information to a Client for purposes of interview validation or re-inquiry, the Survey Research Organization must take whatever steps are needed to ensure that the Client will conduct the validation or recontact in a fully professional manner.  This includes the avoidance of multiple validation contacts or other conduct that would harass or could embarrass Respondents.  It includes avoidance of any use of the information (e.g., lead generation) for other than legitimate and ethical Survey Research purposes or to respond to Customer/Respondent complaints.  Assurance that the Client will respect such limitations and maintain Respondent confidentiality should be confirmed in writing before any confidential information is disclosed.”
American Association for Public Opinion Research (AAPOR), Code of Professional Ethics & Practice 

Unless the respondent explicitly waives confidentiality for specified uses, we shall hold as privileged and confidential all information that could be used, alone or in combination with other reasonably available information, to identify a respondent with his or her responses. We also shall not disclose or use the names of respondents or any other personally-identifying information for non-research purposes unless the respondents grant us permission to do so.

Marketing Research and Intelligence Association (MRIA) 
Ten Core Principles:  Public’s Right to Privacy.  The use of research data should extend only to those purposes for which consent was received.  The public’s desire for privacy and anonymity is to be respected.

Code of Conduct FAQ:  A Respondent’s email address is personal information and must be protected in the same way as other identifiers (telephone numbers). 
[S]ince back-checking is an important element in professional quality control of fieldwork, all face-to-face interviews must include a statement that there is a possibility that a subsequent recall may be made for quality control purposes, unless the interview is conducted in a central location or recording is used.  If the checking is subcontracted by the client, the subcontractor must undertake in writing to comply with the appropriate laws and provisions including the ICC/ESOMAR Code. In particular, the anonymity of the original respondents must be safeguarded and their names and addresses used exclusively for the purposes of back-checks and not disclosed to the client.
