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When doing research with populations where the state has control, such as inmates in 
correctional facilities or patients in state psychiatric facilities, the permission, if granted at 
all, may take as long as a year to secure.

PHYSICAL SECURITY ISSUES IN  
CONDUCTING RESEARCH OFF CAMPUS
Whether doing research off campus with vulnerable populations or not, security issues for 
both the participant and the researcher are relevant. Often discussion about security issues 
focuses on the data itself, especially online data, and how it should be safeguarded (see, for 
example, Quinn, 2015), but here we will focus on aspects of physical security.

For both the participant and the researcher, one major question is where the research 
will take place and who else will be there. To enhance security, recommendations are usu-
ally to conduct the research in a public place (e.g., a café or a library) unless doing so would 
put the participant at risk (see Chapter 4). The presence of others may provide security 
for the participant (strength in numbers) but also for the researcher. If the research deals 
with sexual assault, addiction, or another topic considered sensitive where the participant 
might become agitated and/or someone connected to the participant might confront the 
researcher, having others at the location of the research is advisable. If research is being 
conducted in a school and having someone else in the room would limit disclosure by the 
participant or make the participant uncomfortable, a recommendation is to conduct the 
research in a quiet area but with the door open or ajar. As a researcher, you don’t want to be 
in a potentially compromising situation, which might lead to accusations of misconduct.

An online source of guidelines from the United Kingdom provides helpful advice for 
the safety of researchers (http://the-sra.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/safety_code_of_ 
practice.pdf). 

These recommendations include assessing risk in the field (e.g., determining whether pub-
lic transportation is available); investigating housing and living environments ahead of time 
(e.g., understanding the layout of dense housing complexes); and telling the interviewee that 
others know your whereabouts and your schedule. Assessment of risk is particularly impor-
tant if you are in areas where there is crime, it is the evening, or you are in someone’s home.

REVISIT AND RESPOND

zz What kinds of connections do you have that would enable you to conduct research 
with off-campus populations? What steps would you take to safeguard your physical 
security and the security of your participants? Beyond the steps that are outlined 
in this chapter, what other ideas do you have about securing your physical safety?


