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Marit explains the ETHNA system

Ruyter says that the process of establishing a science Ombud at UiO was long and complicated. It was questioned whether it was needed, whether it would serve any purpose, what the mandate would be, and whether this kind of independent unit in the system would be disruptive for research.

The idea of establishing a science Ombud at UiO came from the former rector and professor of medicine, Ole Petter Ottesen, who established the same scheme at Karolinska when he took over as rector there. He was keen to put in place a form of governance that could monitor a number of issues around research integrity, seen a bit broadly, not just to prevent cheating.

Ruyter explains that the Science Ombud shall have an advisory role, and shall function as a low-threshold service for researchers employed at UiO. Researchers should be able to seek out a low-level independent body that does not have management interests in the institution itself, in order to discuss and resolve what they themselves experience as ethically problematic issues.

The Ombudsperson is meant to have an advisory role. The Ombud cannot proceed with a case if the person who reports it does not agree. Confidentiality is important to ensure that the Ombud institution remains low-threshold, and that those who contact the Ombud do not 'risk' anything. 

Ruyter continues to explain that the Ombud has no authority, but that he has taken on a broker role. Assumes that the parties involved are willing to enter into such mediation. The parties must commit to the process, also what the result will be. If a case cannot be resolved on a voluntary basis it will be referred the faculty. It is also possible to send a case directly to the research ethics committee [research integrity committee]. 

In Ruyter’s view the research integrity committee can be understood as a meta-governance system. The committee only has an advisory mandate, but with a clear institutional connection, and it sends its advice directly to the rector. Then it is up to the principal to exercise the authority.

Ruyter explains that the cases that the science Ombud at UiO take on are often about co-authorship. (40% of the cases so far). But the mandate also includes issues related to other topics, although not as broad as those that lie in the responsibility concept of RRI. That said, some of the cases the Ombud receives do approach these topics. Perhaps especially when the cases concern research that take place across borders. However, the science Ombud is not intended to mediate these kinds of broader issues.

There are science Ombuds at UiO, OsloMet (related to medicine and health), and the University of Stavanger (20% position). The University of Bergen and NTNU do not have a science Ombud.

Quote #1:
“Some of the measures the Ombud has proposed to the management at UiO concern the institutional implementation of measures at system level, such as education of researchers, standards, for one must have some management tool, and not just a vague reference to …  recognized research ethics norms, but if you ask people what we are talking about ... then the answers are vague. So, establishing a specific standard, institutionally, is also very important ».

Marit: Regarding the framework conditions for safeguarding RRI throughout the research process, would it be natural to include compulsory, systematic training in an ethical code, or an accompanying guide?

Ruyter: The compulsory, certified part of the training is probably controversial.

Quote #2:
"No researchers or research institutions really like to be governed… I think this is also because there is a ... very strong tradition that this [ethics] is something that the research community should be able to take care of on its own. That is, they should be self-regulating, also in the ethical field. And having someone from outside, or even from within who controls that process, meets resistance very quickly ».

Quote #3:
"As long as it is voluntary, encouraging, inspiring, all that's fine, but as soon as you cross that line and introduce something that is obligatory for the researchers, for example that they pass a test, to demonstrate that they are fit to undertake the job as supervisor, or research leader, and able to integrate all these integrity issues ... »

The Ombud encountered opposition to the suggestion of introducing an obligatory test in research integrity and ethics at UiO. The board decided that the other measures suggested by the Ombud in the annual report to strengthen research integrity at UiO would be “followed up”. However, in Ruyter’s view, that does not answer the question of whether it is actually going to be implemented.

Quote #4:
«Work has been initiated at UiO on the establishment of standards and systematic training related to research integrity. A number of such standards, such as ALEA, have already been established; but they commit no one. The point here is to say that these are standards that UiO is committed to, which means that you can hold people to account when it comes to management, Ombud, and ethics assessment. You can keep them to a standard that the university stands behind."

Marit: Speaking of certification, courses in pedagogy are not disputed, but a mandatory certification for lecturers in Norway. Should this also apply to research integrity? 

Ruyter points out that at some universities in the United States (e.g. Tulane and Washington State University), they have introduced this type of certification scheme for researchers, as part of an internal quality assurance system. The institutions must have a number of formal systems in place in order to be accredited as a research institution. So, it is ultimately an external requirement. In other areas, we also have this in Norway. But not in the area of research integrity. Maybe these issues should be part of the accreditation for what establishes a responsible research institution.

Marit: So, lifting the issue up to a national level?

Quote #5:
“What is particularly difficult in the area of ​​ethics is that everyone wants ethics on their side. It is easy to agree on ideals ... everyone claims to keep a high ethical standard ... but there is a big discrepancy between these stated norms, and practice. If you want to change practices, you must have systemic tools. It sounds to me that this is what ETHNA is seeking to achieve. It's similar to some of the things we've been interested in ...”

In Ruyter’s opinion, the ombudsman scheme can be extended to apply to other areas than it is now intended for, like the case is in Germany, for example. They have a large system of local science Ombud, more than 700, in all research institutions in Germany. They have a broad mandate. See English website.

Marit: you mention the importance of anonymous reporting in the 2019 annual report?

Quote #6
The possibility of anonymous reporting is important, the main reason being that “whistle-blowers will very often be subject to reprisals, of one kind or another. It is risky to be a whistle-blower. These are informal structures. Very rarely obvious things. But there are an incredible number of ways to deal with it, which are very ... subtle, which means that you are eventually frozen out, or defined out of the subject areas you have been researching. Whistleblowers are seen as ... traitors, disloyal ... In order to be able to protect against these subtle reprisals, the possibility of anonymous notification is absolutely necessary ». The board of UiO would not support this proposal. But it is unclear what the reason is.

The Ombud has solved this by sending notice on behalf of whistleblowers. The case reported on has then been processed in the system. There are currently two such cases pending at UiO.

One problem with the ethics committee's handling of this type of cases: it is not public, neither the advice given nor the assessments. But this work should be transparent, so that others can learn from the cases, both at the individual level and system level. It is possible to talk openly about a case, without revealing the whistleblower.

The internal control at UiO may have a function in relation to these questions. Last year they initiated an internal control on co-authorship. Their mandate covers the running of the organization as a whole, and should also include questions concerning social responsibility. No one can instruct the internal control.

Marit: much like the Office of the Auditor General at national level? 
Knut: Yes.
Ruyter recommends that we talk to Matias Kaiser at UiB to explore these issues further. 
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