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Introduction





1.  Guidance on research ethics has been available to social scientists for some time - some learned societies have their own codes and procedures; the Social Research Association first published its widely used Ethical Guidelines in the 1980s.  But issues about the ethical conduct of research has been increasingly debated in recent years - partly in response to malpractices in other fields of research, partly in response to new legislative provisions on data protection and human rights, but also in response to public concern about intrusive inquiry.  In consequence research funders have become as concerned as researchers themselves to ensure the ethical conduct of research, and have launched a number of initiatives. 





2.  It was in this context of growing concerns and diverse responses that the seminar was organised.  It was arranged in three parts: first, a stocktaking of current practices in the research community; secondly, presentations on some current initiatives to develop new codes, procedures or frameworks; thirdly, discussion of issues of concern to practising researchers.  The report follows this sequence.





3.  The seminar had about 70 participants - a mix of researchers, research funders, and research administrators.  Many present revealed in discussion that they were actively involved at present in developing their organisation’s approach to research ethics.  For then this was a very timely seminar.








Taking stock of practice





3.  The first speakers were Sharon Witherspoon, Nuffield Foundation and Professor Anthea Tinker, Kings College who have been working on a survey of university research ethics committees.  Sharon explained the Nuffield Foundation’s interest in this topic.  She offered one small reason and two big reasons.  The small reason is that more researchers - and often inexperienced researchers, including students - are doing research on vulnerable subjects and need guidance.  The two big reasons are that researchers must (in a less deferential society) explain and justify their actions to those whose co-operation they need; and that institutions must accept responsibility for the conduct of their researchers.  So the Foundation believes it important to develop a model for institutional responsibility, but aims to avoid over-bureaucratic, duplicate or inappropriate procedures, especially those based on the needs of other disciplines.  





4.  It is in this context that Anthea Tinker has been commissioned by the Foundation to survey the role, remit and conduct of existing university research ethics committees (RECs).  Anthea explained that the work - still underway - comprises a review of current advice and guidance, a postal questionnaire to all 115 UK universities (with an overall response rate of 75%; 67% completed the questionnaire) and telephone interviews with a sample.  Preliminary results (though not for quotation) show that, of the respondents, 92% have a procedure for ethical scrutiny of non-medical research on human subjects, for 83% this is a REC (many recently established), 73% have formal guidance on research ethics, many have a named individual specifically responsible for ethical oversight (though with very variable seniority).  In the telephone interviews, now getting underway, the composition and practices of RECs will be explored in more detail.





5.  In the next session, three researchers gave their perspectives on research ethics.  Dr Seamus Hegarty, National Foundation for Educational Research, reported that his centre has a code of practice and guidelines addressing issues specific to NFER’s work, mostly research on young people.  He sees its value principally in raising awareness and securing ‘buy in’ to the Foundation’s values.  But he raised two wider issues.  First, how ethical is it for a client - challenged by research findings - to delay publication, to seek to influence conclusions, to seek to identify participants or to denigrate the researcher - all practices which NFER had experienced?  Secondly, he noted that systematic reviews often conclude that large volumes of published research are of dubious quality - how effective are the profession’s quality assurance processes?





6.  Jane Lewis of the National Centre for Social Research (NatCen) reported three different approaches there.  First, initial responsibility for ethical scrutiny lay with the research team, involving the use of the SRA guidelines, training and supervision of staff, and monitoring of survey interviewers. Secondly, where appropriate or necessary proposals would be submitted to Medical Research Ethics Committees (MRECs). But not only was this time consuming, the advice offered - commonly derived from medical practice - was often of dubious relevance, consistency or value.  Thirdly, NatCen was developing a new procedure in which the initial internal team review would, where appropriate, be supplemented by independent, external review by experts in the field of the project.  NatCen experience raised a number of issues, of which she highlighted three: how to handle ethical issues in exploiting the potential of data linking and data archiving? how to secure interviewer safety - NatCen is trialling electronic tracking? how to handle research on and in organisations where confidentiality and anonymity may be hard to achieve?





7.  In the view of Bruce Stafford, Centre for Research in Social Policy, Loughborough University, research ethics is essentially an aspect of quality assurance and, as such, an ongoing process throughout the research, though difficult to monitor and ensure compliance, especially with subcontractors.  In the end it comes down to integrity and professionalism, so that - aside from codes and procedures - the issue must be addressed through the recruitment, induction, training, management and appraisal of staff.  From his experience there were a number of problematic issues:  a ‘social’ obligation not to accept commissions for unethical research; the incompatibility between tight tender deadlines and the slowness of institutional ethical clearance procedures; the criticality of staff safety; the need to take informed consent seriously; practical problems over payments to respondents; and the problems of resourcing wide dissemination in a self-funding centre.  








Some current initiatives





In this session 4 current initiatives for addressing ethical issues in social science were presented.  Ron Iphofen spoke first about the recent revision of the Social Research Association’s Ethical Guidelines, originally published in 1984. Much had changed since to justify the revision of both the content and the expression of the Guidelines.  The new document has four levels: basic principles expressed in terms of obligations to society, to funders and employers, to colleagues and to subjects; then an expansion of the rationale behind the principles and discussion of typical dilemmas in researching ethically; lastly a reference section with an annotated bibliography.  In his view being ethical is essentially an aspect of professional integrity.  The SRA guidelines can be found on www.the-sra.org.uk





9.  Then Sally Dench introduced the RESPECT project that seeks to develop a new European code for socio-economic research. The code will cover ethics, but also professional standards, data protection, intellectual property, competences and qualifications.  The development work has been undertaken by 5 country consortium in which the Institute for Employment Studies and the Social Research Association are the UK members; it is funded by the European Commission.  The concept of a European code is driven by the growth in cross-national, collaborative and interdisciplinary research, by the accession of new EU members with relatively unsophisticated research governance, and by a desire to capture and spread good practice in member states.  One issue that had emerged strongly in discussions was the possibility of conflict between ethical and legal perspectives on research conduct.  The final version of the code will rest on three overarching principles:  upholding scientific standards, compliance with the law; avoidance of social and personal harm.  The code will comprise a statement of general principles with website links for further details. The draft code can be found on www.respect.org.





The Department for Work and Pensions (DWP) has been developing an ethical framework for its social research - a first among government departments, though the Chief Social Researcher’s Office is now exploring the scope of a cross-departmental approach.  Karl Olsen and Jo Bacon explained that ethics was important for DWP work, both because of the expansion of its research staff and the focus of much of its research on vulnerable people.  Draft guidance was prepared in summer 2003 and was discussed in workshops involving outsiders; revision is now underway.  Among the key issues addressed are balancing rigour and flexibility in the requirements, especially in relations with contractors; defining necessary good practice and making sure it happens; and keeping guidance up to date.  Their attention has now turned to research governance.  Options considered range from reliance on the individual researcher to the research ethics committee approval.  They are considering developing a processual approach with ‘traffic lights’ at various stages, but work on this is still underway.  The draft guidance is in the DWP Working Paper No 11, Doing the right thing, available on www.dwp.gov.uk/asd/asd5.





11. Finally, Professor Andrew Webster spoke about his current work for the Economic and Social Research Council (ESRC) on the development of a social sciences research ethics framework.  An earlier survey for the ESRC had revealed a wide diversity of practice in ethics review systems.  The ESRC had therefore commissioned Andrew Webster and colleagues to develop, in consultation with others, new national guidelines for research practice, ethical scrutiny and governance. Existing practices and guidance had been reviewed and consultation meetings were being held.  He envisaged the new framework having four sections.  Section 1 would be a statement of general principles and an encouragement to ethical scrutiny as an ongoing learning process.  Section 2 would offer commentary on concerns and complexities, and be linked to four papers on the website.  Section 3 would propose the principles that should govern ethical scrutiny.  And Section 4 would provide some case studies.  Progress of the work can be tracked on www.york.ac.uk/res/ref.








Group discussions





In the next session participants divided into four groups to discuss issues that had arisen in the presentations.  Subsequently their main conclusions were reported to the final plenary session.





Issue 1 -The division of responsibility for ensuring ethical research between individual researchers, teams, departments and their institutions 





On this issue the group drew three main conclusions:  that each level has different responsibilities and clear mechanisms are needed to differentiate them, but the lead role properly belongs with the research team; that training is needed at all levels, not just induction but continuing professional development; and that each research project team must think its ethical requirements through from first principles.





Issue 2 - What can be common (eg guidance, training, review procedures) across all social research, what must be discipline or domain specific?





The group responded that the commonalities were in skills training, legal issues, and the use to be made of the research.  But differences should be recognised between domains and/or disciplines in the traditions and experience of engagement with ethical issues in research, in methodological distinctions, and in the researcher/subject relationships. For these reasons it was important that training should be case study based, to explore the importance of research purpose and context in addressing ethical issues; alternately or as well, an apprenticeship approach should be adopted.  Research ethics is not a matter of abiding by rules but more of exercising judgement.





Issue 3 - The funder’s roles and responsibilities: is there an ethical dimension?





In response three propositions were advanced.  First, that since government research uses public money, there is an obligation to publish it, even if politicians may be discomfited by the findings.  Secondly, there is a duty to research subjects or informants to report back to them, at least by ensuring that the research is in the public domain.  And thirdly, that care should betaken in doing research for commercial clients who may have lower ethical standards.  In all cases, these matters should be addressed and resolved at the tender stage.








Issue 4 - Is the best way forward through initial ethical approval (through a Research Ethics Committee or otherwise) or continuing oversight, or both?





The robust response on this issue was to ask whether we need either, since they can be sledgehammers to crack nuts where there should be more trust in the competence of the researchers.  Evens, any mechanisms should be light touch, often best achieved through a well chosen project advisory group, which will consider ethical issues in the context of the evolving research design.  Research quality is the key issue and research ethics should be seen and addressed as an aspect of that.





Issue 5 - How might professional, practice in research ethics be best developed? And promoted?





This group reported that there is a need for raising awareness of ethical issues in the profession.  Even the plethora of initiatives reported at the seminar was not well known, and should be promoted more widely.  Above all, it should be clear that it required more than box ticking, rather the need is for researchers and their clients to develop a deep understanding of ethical issues in research.  The danger is in developing a compliance mentality - analogous to Investors in People or Equal Opportunities.  This challenge could though be tough for small research organisations, most especially those on the voluntary sector.  Staff development - from recruitment, through induction, continuing professional development, and appraisal - was probably the most important professional context fore the development of research ethics.








In conclusion





In closing the seminar, Ceridwen Roberts of the SRA - who had co-chaired the seminar with Profesor Jim Skea of ARCISS - drew some conclusions from the presentations and the discussions - 





that research ethics is important to the good standing of social research


that it should be approached as a path to be followed rather than a hurdle to be jumped


that, in developing approaches, bureaucracy and duplication must be avoided


that training and professional development had emerged as key areas for further action


and that. above all, there is still much work on research ethics to be done.
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