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Marit introduces the ETHNA system

PB emphasizes the distinction between ethics assessment and guidance. In the SATORI project the main focus was on ethics assessment, but we also studied ethical guidance. These are seen as two distinct activities. Assessment is some agent evaluating a proposal or product or process. Guidance in making recommendations for courses of actions to be followed by other actors. 

I think guidance is a second important instrument next to assessment for shaping and influencing people’s actions to better conform to ethical ideals. 

Research ethics committee has a primary role in assessment. They could have a role in guidance as well, making clear these are the guidelines you have to abide by, but these could be separate processes. For example, national ethics committees do not do assessments, but provide guidance. Recently, the high-level expert group for AI recently issued guidelines for AI. In that same way you could have a university that could have ethics guidelines, even if they don’t have research ethics committees for each discipline.

Another relevant distinction here is between research ethics committees, that are about how to conduct research projects and activities, and professional ethical codes, which are for individual conduct, more the individual professional.

PB explains that “there are multiple tools in addition to the traditional ethics committee to implement/give shape to ethical and responsible conduct in the organizations”. 

Quote #1
“So, you want to incorporate ethics and responsible conduct in research and development processes, you got your research ethics guidelines and protocols, the corresponding ethics committees that implement them, you also have ethical impact assessment approaches that can be used to explore the ethical issues in a particular technology area, or in a particular area, and nowadays we also have ethics by design methodologies. It is a proactive approach, rather than first having a product or a project, which is then being assessed, instead you say you to are going to develop a new product or a new system, and I do so by having it adhere to certain values (e.g. design for privacy, or design for autonomy)”.

You have to look at the particular goal or practice to decide which instrument works best. So, if the practice is the conduct of research and the development of new technology, the research ethics committee is one powerful instrument you can use. But the research ethics committee does an assessment at the beginning of a project, in most cases they basically assess a plan for research, and certain adjustments may be made to better ensure that it adheres to ethical standards. But not too much happens after that, during the course of conduct. 

Quote #2
“What I am seeing now is a shift towards paying more attention to ethics also during projects, which can be done in several ways. One is to simply to have some kind of ethics task or work-package that goes along the project, which involves ethical monitoring, ethical reflection, another way is to have this ethics by design approach, where you make ethics part of ordinary design methodology. Another instrument, more generally, is to have professional ethical codes, that also regulate the individual conduct of the individual scientist, so they don’t apply to any specific project, but regulate the conduct, the integrity and the professionalism of the researchers; another one of course is education and training. So, you ensure you have measures in place for education and training.”

Marit: So, all the tools you describe now are at the project level, and the individual researcher and project can pick what is most suitable for their project?

Quote #3
PB: “They are not all only at project level. It depends on what you want to regulate. If you as an organization say that you want all projects conducted in an ethical manner you have all these tools to resort to: continuous ethical monitoring, ethics by design, professional ethical codes, integrity officers, if there are problems with research integrity. All of this can be helpful. More broadly, if the question is how one can make the whole organization more ethical and responsible, that could put the emphasis on different tools. So for example in a university of course, research projects is part of the activity, but there is also educational activities, so you may say that you want to ensure that our future scientist and engineers have had ethics training, so you will maybe have a required ethics course for them, maybe you will training for your tenured faculty as well.  So again, there are multiple tools, and depending on the activity and goals you see which tool is most relevant to support that”.

Marit: Do you want the same kind of system as the RECs in medical and health research, for all disciplines, not only new emerging technologies and medical and health science? What you are saying seems to imply, first that many activities connected to ethics is made obligatory, and it also seems to involve a lot of resources/resource intensive.  

Quote #4
PB: “I think that whether something is obligatory or required depends on what the other tools are doing and how successful they are. In a system in which scientists and engineers have had a lot of ethics training, they have a big awareness of ethical issues, in such a system you would not even need ethical committees I think because the scientists are themselves well equipped and have the relevant expertise already themselves. But that is not a situation we have now. And then a research ethics committee may be the best choice you have. You have to balance it against the total situation”.

What we do see, is that research ethics committees are becoming more prevalent beyond the medical sciences…More and more you also see ethics committees for the social sciences, for the engineering sciences, computer sciences, emerging. At my university just this year they made research ethics assessment required for all fields.
We have four internal ethics committee, one for the social sciences, for the engineering sciences, computer sciences, so they cover different fields. And then we have a central committee on top of that, which monitors the decentral committees. 

One finding of the SATORI project was that the ethical principles and issues for different fields are in large part different. That is a reason to differentiate between the different field in how you structure ethics. 

Marit: Could you elaborate on the ethics system at your university? 

PB: My university followed the SATORI model. We developed a standard for ethics committees. RE committees should have expertise in the area being assessed, as well as one from a neighbouring area, legal expertise, and a member outside the organization. 

Marit: Which conception of ethics does this kind of system reflect?  A negative or more positive, proactive one?

PB: Most actors in society would accept the conception of ethics and preventing harm. The doing good aspect, is less universally accepted, although a lot of people do. For instance, the first draft of guidelines from the EC expert group on AI included a doing-good principle, but it was removed in the final draft, because some actors especially from the industry said that they should not have an obligations to do good; it was already a lot of effort for them to avoid harm.. 

Quote #5
“But I think that there are nowadays approaches, like ethics by design, where avoiding harm and doing good they come very close, if you are proactive, and you say that you design in a way that protects privacy, or liberty, or that prevents harm, that can easily also become a positive quality that you are enhancing privacy, enhancing well-being. So I think that it  doesn’t necessarily have to be the case that if you are doing the preventative work you cannot also do the positive work, at little extra cost”. 

Marit: Is the focus of the ethics committees at your university primarily on preventive harm, which would have as a consequence eventually contributing to a social good? 

PB: Yes, I think that is true. But what is also interesting is that my university recently adopted a policy to say that the aim of research at our university should be to contribute to achieving societal goals, like that of the sustainability goals. So this Is not at the level of research ethics, but more at the level of university policy to say that we want to do good with our research, and we want to make that an explicit aim, and we will have research policies by which we want to support that has this explicit tie to meeting societal challenges, and research that does not have this link will not get that much attention”.

Marit: Is that something the ethics committees will look at?

PB: I will not exclude that possibility, I don’t think the implementation has come that far, but I don’t think the committees would have a big responsibilities in that; I think it will be implemented more at the level of faculty and deans. 

Marit: Was it controversial to implement the committee system? I imagine it is quite resource intensive?

PB: “yes, in terms of human resources, and that cuts two ways. The members of the committees spend time on it, they are not paid, but get slightly less teaching. And the other aspect is the researchers, If you make it a requirement, there will always be projects where there aren’t that may ethical issues, and they still have to go through this process. So,we have organized it such that if in the initial ethical assessment the researcher tick no in each box they don’t have to go through the process. If they only tick a few, only one or at most two persons will initially do the assessment, it only goes to full committee if there are complex or deep ethical issues to be discussed. In that way the process will take only a couple of weeks for everyone.” 
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