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Purpose: To consider the opportunities for embedded methodologies for research into 

children’s social care and the ethics of this method.  

Design: The study draws upon embedded research from a two year study into 

developing children’s social work approaches to extra-familial risk. Findings draw 

upon personal reflections from field notes, case reviews, practice observations and 

reflections.  

Findings: Two findings are presented. Firstly, that Embedded Research provides 

numerous opportunities to develop child protection systems and practice. Secondly, a 

number of ethical questions and challenges of the methodology are presented.  

Limitations: the article draws upon personal reflections from one study and is not 

intended to be representative of all approaches to embedded research methods.  

Practical implications: Two practical recommendations are presented. Firstly I outline a 

number of recommendations to university researchers and host organisations on the 

facilitative attributes for embedded researchers. Secondly, questions are raised to 

support university ethics boards to assist ethical frameworks for embedded research.  

Originality: the article contributes original empirical data to the limited literature on 

embedded research in children’s services.  
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Increasingly social work practice is required to be informed by evidence-based research on 

‘what works’ (BASW 2019). Simultaneously, academics are required to demonstrate the 

impact and significance of their work (REF 2021). Yet the eagerness of commissioners to 
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fund new and original programmes of work can leave practitioners feeling done to, not done 

with (Rehn 2013). Furthermore academics often face a number of number of challenges when 

trying to inform practice – from time-lag of research publication and uptake, access to 

services and simply being viewed as just another thing for already busy practitioners (Hughes 

2016). Embedded research (ER) is one research method that provides opportunities to 

consider these challenges in context by aiming to develop stronger relationships between 

practice and research.   

In this article I reflect on the process of becoming an embedded researcher, the 

challenges of this approach and the opportunities of this methodology for both research and 

practice in social care. I argue that ER methods provide extensive opportunities for 

collaborative and relevant research practice that are essential to developing research-informed 

practice in children’s services. However, while ER provides many opportunities for 

collaborative working, the ethics and practicalities of doing this type of research are not 

extensively versed. Beyond collaborative PhD scholarships there are few practical guides that 

support researchers to consider and plan for a fieldwork method that relies heavily on 

personality traits and emotional labour (the management of human emotions in social 

interactions (Fineman 2000)). By reflecting on the literature on ER and my own experience in 

the field I invite readers to consider the ethical implications of this method and the need for 

more thoroughly developed ethical framework for ER by presenting a range of ‘facilitative 

attributes for ER’ and ethical considerations.  

Embedded Research 

In relation to education research McGinity and Salokangas (2014, 3) define embedded 

researchers as: 

individuals or teams who are either university- based or employed undertaking explicit 

research roles within host schools or other educational organizations, legitimated by staff 
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status or membership with the purpose of identifying and implementing a collaborative 

research agenda. ER describes a mutually beneficial relationship between academics and 

their host organizations whether they are public, private or third sector. 

By becoming “some kind of member of the team” researchers spend time within 

organisations (Reiter-Theil 2004, 23), working towards a shared research project whereby 

data is captured for the purpose of informing frontline practice directly. Following from 

Cheetham et al. (2018) ER varies from ethnographic research in that rather than studying the 

context, researchers engage with those in that context to co-produce, implement and evaluate 

context-specific knowledge. While literature that explores this methodological approach is 

sparse, findings across the available research paint a similar narrative; it is collaborative, 

flexible, grounded in practice and research and ultimately – messy. This article draws upon a 

broad review of literature pertaining to “embedded research”, including other search terms 

such as “child protection”, “ethics”, “ethnography” and “public health”. The aim is not to 

provide a systemic review of literature but to ground my reflections in those of other 

researchers utilising this methodology. I begin by exploring the central principles of ER 

before considering some of the benefits and challenges of this approach.  

Principles 

Four key principles emerge from the research literature; that ER bridges the insider/outsider 

binary, is collaborative, ethnographically informed and relies on particular personal 

attributes. Firstly, literature on ER highlights how this approach bridges the binary between 

insider and outsider status, requiring a state of ‘in-between-ness’, offering the benefits of an 

outsider perspective while becoming part of the team (Lewis and Russell 2011). In doing so, 

researchers maintain outsider distance while their insider status contextualises findings in a 

way which is sympathetic to organisational systems and cultures. Common across studies is 

the idea that researchers take on multiple positions; the ‘liquid researcher’ moving fluidly 
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across organisations and positions (Gunter 2014). In research within one local authority 

Duggan (2014) describes how he occupied multiple positions, at first a ‘critical nephew’ a 

junior role in relation to local authority managers and his own supervisors, ‘critical friend’ 

when the relationship between partners is on equal ground, and finally ‘critical orphanship’ in 

which he found himself without a project. Duggan’s work highlights not only the multiple 

positions embedded researchers occupy, but the flexibility required to navigate often 

changing organisations and research climates.  

 Secondly, collaboration is a fundamental aspect of the ER process. For many this is 

contractual and practical, by working to a shared research agenda and sharing (often limited) 

office space. Wong (2009) outlines how collaboration in this sense requires working with 

organisations to increase the relevance of research to those on the ground. Working in this 

way draws upon practitioners’ own expertise and experience to shape the research plan and 

methods used. Collaboration can be seen to overcome the challenges of pushing research onto 

practitioners or pulling data from practitioners (Marshall 2014). In this way analysis and 

interpretation of research findings is shared and iterative (Eyre, George, and Marshall 2015).  

Thirdly, ER is a form of ethnography premised on the researcher ‘”being there” 

‛sufficient to experience the mundane and sacred, brash and nuanced aspects of socio-

cultural life and, through observations, encounters and conversations, to come to an 

understanding of it’ (Lewis and Russell 2011, 7). However, few studies specify the types of 

research methods used as part of this approach, beyond ‘being there’. Methods such as 

practice observations, fieldwork diaries, and interviews with practitioners appear common but 

few expressly discuss the methods applied. It appears that ER is concerned not so much with 

the types of methods used but the relationship between the researcher and the organisation.  

Finally, almost all articles on ER highlight the importance of personal attributes of the 

researcher themselves. Central to this appears to be the ability of researchers to gain the trust 
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of practitioners and be viewed as members of the team (Vindrola-Padros et al. 2017). While 

difficult to define, it appears that researcher traits such as being down to earth, non-academic, 

honest, collegial and someone that participates fully supports this process (Lewis and Russell 

2011). The ability to communicate in a non-threatening and non-academic way is also seen to 

be particularly important (Hollins 2014).  

Opportunities and challenges 

ER offers a number of opportunities including facilitating discussions, building capacity and 

instigating improvement and change (see Cheetham et al 2018 for an extensive overview). In 

particular this method facilitates the ability to access data. As highlighted across the 

literature, it is clear that such access is not a guaranteed aspect of research, but through the 

combination of building trust and working to shared priorities, researchers in embedded 

positons may be able to overcome barriers to access and be able to gain data in multiple 

ways, including systematic and ad-hoc data. Trust appears to be a central theme across 

studies with an assumption that being embedded ensures that the way research data is used 

will be sensitive to the complexities of organisational cultures (Wong 2009).  

Research outputs are also seen to be more practically applicable (Baars 2014). In 

setting research questions and approaches collaboratively research can be sensitive to the 

requirements of organisations so that outputs are relevant to the policy and organisational 

context (Ghaffar et al. 2017). This process can often be quicker through the iterative approach 

to feedback and guidance (Vindrola-Padros et al. 2017). There appear to be additional 

benefits such as the lasting impact of having embedded researchers within organisations: such 

as increasing the capacity of practitioners to engage in research to develop, refine and test 

practice tools (Westlake, Stabler, and McDonnell 2020), demystifying the research process 

and ensuring that practice is informed by current literature.  
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This is not to say that ER does not come without challenges. The literature implies 

that the role relies significantly on personal attributes whereby researchers are required to 

build trust but also maintain a certain critical distance (Hackett and Rhoten 2011). So while 

researchers are expected to put findings in context, the requirement of building relationships 

can often present challenges in maintaining objectivity or disseminating findings if those 

findings run counter to the objectives or beliefs of the organisation (Marshall 2014, 

Wilkinson et al. 2021). Underlying this is the ongoing ethical considerations required of this 

methodology. While not unique to ER, or indeed always the case, embedded researchers are 

often confronted with ethical challenges when drawing data from conservations with 

teammates (Rowley 2014), or in cases where the methodology and aims may shift and change 

in response to organisational changes.  

While ER involves a number of similar elements to other methodologies within 

children’s services research, such as collaboration, co-production and action research, for the 

purpose of this paper I consider ER to align to the four principles outlined above. It is not 

however a prescriptive methodology, and is likely to be used in a variety of ways, across 

studies and disciplines. The challenges I raise here are not unique. For example, within 

practice research, emphasis is often placed on the need for partnerships between practitioners 

and researchers, (Julkunen 2011). However, as Austin (2020) outlines, such relationships, 

which are often built on trust, require careful consideration and renegotiation. Fisher (2020) 

highlights a number of methodological and ethical considerations within practice research in 

social work but emphasises the opportunities of these approaches for ensuring research 

questions are shaped by the equal needs of researchers, practitioners and service users - 

ensuring outputs that are beneficial to all. Literature on action research in social work 

highlights the tension between ensuring outcomes are relevant to host organisations but 

which allow comparisons with other organisations and broader theory (Shaw 1999). Within 
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child protection, the benefits - but also politics - of co-production are well-versed (Lunt, 

Shaw, and Fouché 2010).  In outlining some of the methodological and ethical challenges of 

this approach it is not my intention to suggest these dilemmas are unique to (my own 

experiences of) ER. Instead I hope insights gleaned in this article may be of use beyond 

embedded methodologies. 

Methodology 

The findings in this article are the result of my own experiences as an embedded researcher 

during a two year action research study from April 2017 in one statutory children and 

families service in England. The project aimed to develop, test and embed a Contextual 

Safeguarding approach to safeguarding children from extra-familial harm and was funded 

by the Department for Education’s innovation fund.  

Contextual Safeguarding 

Contextual Safeguarding, ‘is an approach to understanding, and responding to, young 

people’s experiences of significant harm beyond their families’ (Firmin 2017b, 3). This 

approach was developed from reviews of nine cases (involving sexual exploitation, serious 

youth violence, teenage relationship abuse) and audits of 14 local authority responses to peer-

on-peer abuse in England (Firmin 2017a). Firmin’s work highlights the challenge that current 

models of social work in England, which focus primarily on individuals and families, face 

when trying to respond to peer relationships or contexts where harm occurs. However, until 

the start of the project outlined here, Contextual Safeguarding was untested. The innovation 

funding was provided to support a team of researchers and practitioners to apply Contextual 

Safeguarding theory in practice by developing new systems and approaches within children’s 

social care.  
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While other methodologies may have been appropriate, ER was used for a number of 

reasons: Firstly, Contextual Safeguarding is a framework and not a model. In this sense the 

aim to ‘test, develop and adapt the framework and underlying principles’ were exploratory 

and required working with practitioners to create resources, systems and structures specific to 

that Local Authority. Secondly, Contextual Safeguarding itself is contextual, this means that 

we wanted to develop the process through collaboration and insights from practitioners that 

were specific to their experiences and organisational context as well as specific to the context 

of extra-familial harm in that area. Thirdly, ER provided an opportunity to overcome some 

practical barriers such as access to the organisation and limiting requirements on practitioners 

to report back. We felt that without regularly being within the site, and understanding the 

complex and ever-changing working environment, that it would not be possible to create an 

approach that was flexible and informed-by and developed-through an ongoing collaboration 

with practitioners.  

The project team consisted of five social workers, three practitioners, one analyst, one 

project manager and one administrator. Alongside the practitioners the research team 

consisted of the principal researcher, a research assistant and myself the embedded 

researcher.  

As embedded researcher I was employed to work 3 days a week in site with the 

project team. My role involved four key aims: 

• Identifying, recording and feeding back examples of contextual practice in the site to 

the local workforce (social care and multi-agency) to ensure learning was developed, 

embedded and shared as the work developed 

• Communicating research messages on contextual safeguarding to practitioners to 

advance their practice and ensure that their work was rooted in contextual theory 

• Working in partnership with practitioners to develop practice-based evidence on 

contextual safeguarding approaches 

• Identifying thematic challenges to contextual delivery to be reported into, and 

addressed by the programme board  
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In practice this involved a range of ad-hoc ethnographic methods across the lifespan of the 

project. While not linear in nature these broadly focussed on capturing current approaches to 

extra-familial risk, working collaboratively to develop new systems and reflection with the 

team and practitioners across the service. These involved a range of methods including: 

• Observations of meetings related to extra-familial risk 

• Interviews and discussions with practitioners within and external to the team 

• Observations of practice 

• Leading reflective discussions with the team and practitioners 

• Review of individual cases and context assessments 

• Observations and engagement with new systems  

• Co-creation of new systems and approaches with practitioners 

• Participating in team meetings 

• Reporting findings via the various governance structures  

Positionality  

While I occupied various positions throughout the project, and as I describe below, drew 

upon these throughout the research, a number of facets of my personality appeared relevant to 

my role as embedded researcher. I am a white, British woman with a southern English accent. 

Two factors that appeared most relevant to my status were my age and my professional 

qualifications. Firstly, while I am in my early thirties, I am often read as being much younger. 

Throughout my time in-site I was often misread as being a social work student undertaking 

an undergraduate or masters’ course. Secondly, I am not trained as a social work practitioner. 

While I do have the title of Doctor, the combination of my perceived age, and lack of child 

protection experience appeared to position me within the team as non-threatening and in 

many respects I was able to use this positon to learn more about how the local authority 
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operated.  

Research process, ethics and analytical framework 

In this project the research design, data collection, analysis and outputs were all completed 

on-site. Figure one outlines the research process for the project. This included achieving 

ethical approval. Approval for the project was granted by my own university and the local 

authority’s own ethics committee. Permission for the research team to be on-site prior to 

ethics was granted by the Director of Children and Families. As embedded researcher I was 

provided with a number of non-disclosure agreements and information sharing agreements 

prior to this point and provided an induction and training during these initial months. A more 

thorough account of ethics is outlined throughout the findings and discussion. In addition to 

consideration of the ethics of embedded research, this research was developed through 

careful attention to, and experience of, conducting ethical research in the area of child abuse 

and child protection.  
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Figure one: the research process 

 

In this article I present findings drawn from three aspects of the research process: data 

collection, analysis and outputs. In so doing I explore the benefits and ethical complexities of 

ER in children’s social care. In focussing on these three areas I draw upon an analytical 

framework formed of the key principles identified within the literature on embedded 

methodologies and my two research questions. Additionally each findings section considers 

ethical dimensions of the research.  
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Managing researcher identity and capturing data 

‘Being there’ from day one within children’s social care and sitting with the project team was 

essential for my ability to build the project collaboratively and form relationships with the 

team. Initially, my research activities predominantly focussed on understanding how. the 

social care system of the local authority I was in. responded to extra-familial risk. Through 

observations of multi-agency meetings (for example child protection conferences, youth 

offending meetings, the multi-agency sexual exploitation panel and team meetings) and 

sitting with different teams across the service I started to map out a child’s journey through 

the system. Later on, once the full project team was in place I joined team members in their 

own activities such as consultations with social workers, meetings they attended across the 

service and with other agencies, and within weekly team meetings and reflections. While, as 

noted in the literature, access to data was not a challenge it did rely on team members inviting 

me to join them and the willingness of other staff to allow me to shadow them. Without 

formal structures to invite me to meetings (my workload was not determined by the 

information system workflow), I was often required to approach staff or set up meetings, and 

while most of the time staff were happy to help me, I often felt like a nuisance.  

Yet when I did meet with staff, particularly those outside of my team, I was able to 

capture a wealth of information from other professionals about the current system and the 

new project. Throughout these informal conversations I occupied the position of ‘critical 

niece’ (Duggan 2014). This involved establishing myself early on as a junior researcher who 

‘wasn’t a social worker’ demonstrating to people that I was new to the area and that they 

could assume ignorance on my part. Positioning myself in this way helped me to establish 

myself as non-threatening, and being a fairly self-deprecating person, appeared to put 

practitioners at ease. In short, I was able to capitalise on my naivety. Yet, while this was a 

helpful (and at the time a true reflection of my knowledge) I would caution against too 



 13 

readily assuming the role of ‘critical niece’. Firstly, adopting such a role may be 

disingenuous, contrived and certainly runs parallel to my feminist principles.  

Linked to this was the question of how I represented myself to other practitioners and 

senior managers. As an embedded researcher I was acting, not only as an individual, but as 

part of a research team, programme and university that, during this research, was receiving 

increasing national strategic interest. As such my role as embedded researcher and 

‘knowledge broker’ (Cheetham et al. 2018) was crucial to making policy and practice 

changes. As such, I had to develop and foster positive relationships with practitioners whom 

would be required to instigate changes, while also often being the ‘face’ of the project and 

organisation I was working for. In some instances this resulted in very senior members of 

staff (such as the Director of Children’s services) asking for my reflections and thoughts on 

the available research and views on the service. Such incidents, while not unique to 

embedded research, should be carefully considered when designing, training and supporting 

embedded researchers.  

A greater challenge was the capturing of data itself. While I kept a fieldwork diary, 

and used a template to record meeting observations my in-between-ness required me to 

capture and participate in meetings. While literature on ER speaks about the rich data that this 

method can gain, little is written about the ways that data is captured. While the project had a 

framework in place for what could be captured from an organisational and university 

standpoint (which was approved by my internal ethics committee) in practice it is ethically 

challenging to know what is being told to me as a colleague and what could be used in reports 

and articles. While it may be clearer what can be used in written reports, it was not always 

clear what was said to me as a colleague. Often I found myself navigating relationships 

within the project team and colleagues in the research team – unsure of what was data and 

what veered into office gossip. In many respects my ethical arrangements and the agreement 
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of the organisation would ‘allow’ me to capture far more data than I personally felt may be 

appropriate. My in-between-ness was facilitated by access to the organisations and 

universities’ systems, and crucially, the physical building through my security pass. But often 

felt I was ‘living my life in a lanyard’ – required to meet both the university and 

organisations requirements, relationships and structures of multiple institutions.  

Iterative analysis  

Data analysis in many instances follows when the researchers have left the field. In 

embedded approaches, ‘being there’ allows for continuous sense-checking. This iterative 

process involved speaking with practitioners to check if research themes and insights were 

accurate and to consider the impact and utility of findings through dissemination. Analysis 

took place alongside practitioners through formal routes such as group reflection following 

the testing of new methods, or informal discussions over tea. Yet insider and outside status 

provided a helpful opportunity to get away (often physically) from the data to speak with my 

university colleagues about the process and the research team. Again, the relationship 

between data collection and analysis was often an iterative and on-going process. By being 

there, and having the time and space dedicated to developing approaches, I was able to work 

alongside practitioners to capture and simultaneously analyse.  

 Moments of collaboration were often joyous and enriching. One such moment 

included the development of a peer assessment framework. I was developing peer assessment 

guidance and one of the social workers from the project team had been preparing a peer 

group assessment, including group work with a peer group of young people who had been 

referred for concerns regarding technology assisted harmful sexual behaviour. One day while 

we were sitting together she discussed how she had designed some questions for the group 

but felt she needed a framework to guide this – as is done with the child and family 

assessment. Working alongside each other, myself and two social workers we used the child 



 15 

and family assessment triangle to adapt a new framework for peer groups. This iterative 

approach involved drawing upon their substantial experience of practice and my own 

knowledge of contextual safeguarding theory with our combined experience of the project 

work so far. The results of which can be found at Anon et al (2018). Collaborating brought 

our knowledge from different fields together but was drawn together through the trust and 

relationships we had.  

  Finally, while literature on ER highlights the opportunities of this method to build 

organisational research capacity there were some unintended consequences of inviting 

analysis into the workplace. A large part of the project involved understanding how the 

current system responded to extra-familial harm. Through methods such as case review of 

files, observations of meetings and interviews with practitioners the research team were 

involved in reporting back trends and findings. While the purpose of this activity was not to 

shame individual practitioners but to understand what the legal and organisational threshold 

were for these cases, this highlighted some problematic practice. On one day I was sitting 

with the team when I read an extract from a case file which suggested the case be closed due 

to the young person nearly turning 18 years old. I mentioned this to a colleague I was sat with 

who, like me, found this problematic (although not uncommon) and came over to look and 

immediately asked who the practitioner was that had done the assessment. I realised then that 

my position of in-between-ness. In one way I had access like other members of the team to 

the shared safeguarding systems, but also was unaware of the names of individual 

practitioners outside my own team. This is not to say that I sat objectively outside of practice, 

as in this instance I was caught up in the moment of judgement – something we indulged in – 

but my outsider position did have the benefit of reflection (and guidance by the principle 

investigator) that highlighted the importance of seeing this as an example of a systemic 

challenge. Yet in inviting this type of critique had we unwittingly invited team members to 
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observe and critique others? A number of exercises after this suggested that this had become 

part of the process of the team, and while this offered benefits this may be challenging if it 

places practitioners in a position without formal avenues to relay the learning.  

Outputs, ownership and emotional labour 

Finally, a key aspect of my role was to generate practical research outputs from the project. 

Outputs were disseminated in a range of ways predominantly throughout our practice 

network (anon) – an online resource for practitioners interested in Contextual Safeguarding. 

The aim of these tools was to share learning from this project nationally and internationally 

by supporting practitioners outside of the local authority to develop their own responses to 

extra-familial harm. While ER facilitated collaborative approaches to working, the 

development of shared outputs was challenging. Getting the team to document their work in 

ways that could be shared with others was a struggle. Knowledge of practice development 

was often held by individuals (and left with them too) in piece-meal ways. As such getting 

the team to spend time explaining things to me or to review briefings I had written for them 

to review and edit was challenging. My position within the team and being there consistently 

aided this immensely as I was able to rely less on formal meetings with colleagues and could 

speak when they were available. At times I relied heavily on my position and relationships 

with the team having to ‘mine’ my social capital through careful emotional labour to place 

myself in a favourable light in which people would help me.  

 Ultimately, outputs were created based on information from meetings and followed up 

through conversations with practitioners. This, however, raised the question of authorship 

when data and knowledge were co-produced. While there were agreements in place at an 

organisational level, these had not been determined at an individual one. This evidenced 

some ethical challenges. Initially all documents I wrote up had the name of practitioners on 

them. I determined authorship rather ambiguously through consideration of who had 



 17 

contributed most to the practice development. At times this meant not putting my own name 

on the work I had written. While I always sent everything to the team to ask for their 

feedback I often didn’t receive any feedback at all. This raised a dilemma. Is it better to put 

the names of those that I viewed as having developed the work? Or is it more ethical to put 

names of people who had reviewed and contributed to the written document? My decision to 

put the names of those that had worked on the article was very much mediated by my 

relationships where it would have felt unethical to claim work as my own. Yet on balance, 

this could raise challenges. For example, what if the guidance or outputs described 

problematic or unlawful practice and the authors had not properly engaged with the outputs?  

A third option would be to have no-one’s names but the local authority and university. 

In-between-ness extended beyond me to the project itself. As academics, intellectual property 

and authorship are often contentious and important issues. But in this service, policy 

documents rarely had the name of individual practitioners on them.  An unintended outcome 

of this was that the research team may have muddied the waters by inviting this 

individualised approach to ownership. It seems that this may be possible. Later into the 

project team members started to claim products produced as part of the project as their own 

for use outside of the project and discussed a desire to charge for them. All the resources 

developed through the project are freely available.  

Discussion 

While there is limited literature on ER, and far less on this method from within child 

protection, there are a number of themes that run across the literature: the necessity of ‘being 

there’, the state of in-between-ness for researchers, the importance of collaboration and 

certain personal attributes. Yet even more present across the literature is the suggestion that, 

despite its many benefits, ER is challenging, complicated and unwieldy. From stories of 

institutional changes resulting in researchers being left without a project (Duggan 2014), to 
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the ethical challenges of starting research in the field (Rowley 2014) - ER is messy. And 

while the many benefits of this method are discussed, few studies consider opportunities to 

maximise these through explicitly exploring the facilitative attributes of this method. Yet 

research that is sensitive and relevant to ever-changing practice environments is necessary for 

developing evidence-informed applied research which improves the lives of children, young 

people and, dare I say, practitioners. There is of course a host of excellent research which 

uses a range of methodologies to understand system responses to extra-familial harm – from 

participatory work (Warrington 2016) to interviews and practice observations (Lefevre, 

Hickle, and Luckock 2018). But, I argue, that for research to maximise the opportunities to 

inform practice and make change – ER methods are essential.  

Within our own project Contextual Safeguarding would not have been so readily 

taken-up nationally without working alongside and with practitioners in the project described 

here. For context, since the development of Contextual Safeguarding in 2013 it has entered 

statutory guidance Working Together to Safeguard Children (Department for Education 

2018), 50 local authorities applied to be part of a national scale-up of the programme (of 

which there were three places) and our practice network now has over 10,000 members. A 

number of factors have facilitated this. Evidence indicates that the take-up of Contextual 

Safeguarding correlates to concern among practitioners for the risks posed to children and 

young people from issues such as youth violence, criminal exploitation, child sexual 

exploitation and harmful sexual behaviour.  

Analysis, however, suggests other factors were at work. Iterative reflections from the 

research team and practitioners employing Contextual Safeguarding suggest that ER itself 

may have acted as a ‘catalyst for change’ supporting communication between researchers and 

practitioners (Cheetham et al. 2018). Firstly, in working with social work practitioners we 

were able to create and develop resources that are relevant to everyday practice and attentive 
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to many of the organisational challenges practitioners can encounter. For example, part of the 

project involved re-writing the local authorities threshold document and creating a new one 

for contexts in response to the challenge that many high-risk cases of extra-familial harm 

often ‘didn’t meet a threshold’. This resource is supported with a podcast and guidance with 

practitioners about how they use it (anon 2019). This was a complex and iterative process 

involving ongoing relational working across teams and at strategic and operational level to 

facilitate buy-in and mediate challenges. It required me to review multiple cases to provide 

organisation evidence alongside academic evidence and at a practical level it required myself 

and a practitioner to work together to make changes, format the document and continue the 

momentum – all which relied heavily on relationships and work facilitated by ER. Secondly, 

ER allowed us to engage stakeholders throughout the development of the project reducing the 

feeling of being ‘done to’. This is essential to how we now disseminate information about the 

project. Often we deliver training alongside ‘practice champions’ – training which is 

undoubtedly enlivened with current examples of cases. Often this requires us to draw on the 

social capital we have gained in the project and ultimately the trading of favours. 

Realistically busy practitioners (and researchers) are more inclined to help and support 

colleagues whom they have developed relationships with. Finally, from a personal 

perspective, working alongside practitioners, being a part of shared frustration/sadness/anger 

of some cases I have developed my own understanding and language related to child 

protection. I am not a social worker, but I am empathetic to the needs and requirements of 

those we are trying to engage through a shared language, humour and knowledge – ER has 

given me access to the language and world of child protection.  

 The second focus of this paper is the question of ethics. While embedded 

methodologies are employed in a variety of fields there are few ethical frameworks that 

explicitly support researchers and ethics boards to develop ethically conducted embedded 
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research. While the challenges and ethical dilemmas of this method are documented 

throughout the literature, beyond Rowley’s (2014) article, few studies explicitly provide 

recommendations to explore the ethical dilemmas and create an ethics of embedded research. 

In this last section I present a number of ethical considerations for researchers seeking to 

employ this method, the organisations that host them and the university ethics boards which 

oversee this process 

 Drawing upon my own experiences and literature in this field table one summarises a 

number of facilitative attributes and considerations for researchers. Drawing upon the four 

key principles of embedded research, column two and three summarise key attributes which 

would facilitate the method. Column two outlines those for researchers and column three 

those of host organisations and universities.  

 

Insert table one 

Table one: Facilitative attributes for embedded research 

 

An ethics of embedded research 

Column four presents four ethical questions drawn from my own experiences and a number 

of recommendations for ethics boards. While these recommendations are drawn from my 

own experiences (and shortcomings) at my own institution it is likely that these would be 

relevant to ethics boards elsewhere. Following from Rowley (2014), one of the strongest 

deviations from some other research (and therefore ethics) processes is that fact that often, 

although not always, embedded researchers start in the field at the beginning of the project. 

The benefits of this mean that the research design, questions and methodology can be 

developed in collaboration with the organisation. As such, a formal ethics application is not 

often possible when it is unclear what the research will be. The challenges of this are 



 21 

numerous. Firstly this means that projects have often not yet received ethical approval, it is 

unclear what data can be captured and used prior to receiving ethical approval, or what the 

process should be if concerns arise. While many institutions provides mechanisms to amend 

and vary ethics applications, ethics processes can be lengthy. This can be a challenge if 

researchers are only able to research and capture evidence once the ethics process has been 

completed. In my own institution it would have been helpful to submit a shorter ethics notice 

prior to the full application. This could include: safety arrangements for the researcher, 

safeguarding arrangements and referral routes in the organisation and university, what data 

could be captured prior to the research, how this will be stored and what can be used after 

achieving successful ethics approval.  

 Secondly, it is important to be transparent about what and how data will be captured 

to both the university and host institution. For example, what methods will be used? Will the 

researcher audio record, take field notes or use documents such as minutes from meetings. 

And how will participants be informed what and when is being documented? It is important 

to clearly outline to practitioners their intentions at the start of the project. This should form 

part of an ongoing and reflective discussion about what they are happy for you to capture, 

how it will be used and how you will ensure consent. While this was required as part of my 

own ethics application it was not a continued part of the ongoing research process with the 

team. Even better would be working with the team for them to decided how and what would 

be recorded at the start of the project.   

Thirdly, in addition to determining who owns the research and how it will be 

disseminated at a university and organisational level it is important to consider this at an 

individual and group level across researchers and practitioners. It may be helpful to consider 

all possible outputs – journal articles, academic presentations and practice resources, policies 

etc. at the start and what the approach will be to authorship, copyright, fees and availability.  
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Finally, the important issue of researcher welfare. Repeated across literature is the 

idea that embedded researchers must demonstrate a range of positive personal attributes and 

use these to be sociable, collegial and helpful to organisations. But it is important to 

recognise that such emotional labour is often tiring and demanding. Greater practical support 

is required for researchers. For example, regular supervision from university colleagues and 

the organisation where researcher welfare is prioritised and clinical supervision is made 

available. This is not so much about the topic under study (in my case child abuse) but the 

extent to which the method requires practitioners to draw on relationships. Outlining at the 

start to colleagues and researchers that the method is demanding and the potential impacts 

that ‘mining’ social capital can have – ultimately acknowledging the very real impact of 

methods that rely on personal attributes. Finally, providing opportunities to support the 

development of friendships and social networks that allow the researcher to express their own 

thoughts and experiences – you are not just a passive observer and are likely to be affected by 

the research and organisation you are in even if you are not ‘on the frontline’.  

ER is a complex and consuming method. It requires researchers to work away from 

their institutions, to navigate complex organisations and have the confidence to critique the 

practice and work of their sponsor. While I believe that this is a valuable method for 

researchers at any level –greater research is required to explore how best to maximise and 

plan for this method. This article argues that ER is a method that is valuable and essential to 

research on children’s services. For the purpose of this project, and the wider aims of 

Contextual Safeguarding, being embedded has facilitated the development of theory relevant 

to practice and continues to shape its on-going development ensuring practice outputs are 

applicable beyond the organisation. However, in order to do so I argue that we require a 

thoroughly developed research and ethics framework. This article supports ethics boards and 
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organisations to start this conversation and opportunities to create a thorough framework for 

researchers in a range of fields.  
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