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Marit explains the ETHNA system 

Axel Tjora, regarding the idea of creating an ethics code: 
Quote #1:
"There are so many different cultures in the different subject areas, so to imagine a 'one size fits all' ... can be a bit problematic, also internally at a university, such as NTNU, which is large and diverse…And when you talk about an ethical code, it means … a framework or a template that will apply no matter what you are doing. I do not have much faith in it, to be completely honest. Not that there is anything wrong with that, but it seems … irrelevant to many. And once you deal with irrelevant things, you lose interest”. 

For example, REC, it is a … sensible model, because you relate to a subset of research and academic activity (medical and health research) .... Having different ethics committees within the different subject areas, I think that might make sense».

Quote#2
The question is, “how to get such an ethical idea to permeate research and teaching so that the need for an ethical code becomes as small as possible…”

One of the challenges on the teaching side is the work with bachelor and master theses, which touch on ethical issues. Ethics should be a reflex … we work with that from the first year in research method courses. The good research methods courses should provide this ethical reflex, so that …the need for an ethical code becomes obsolete.

Quote #3
The key is to achieve "a built-in responsibility in research and innovation that we are responsible for right from the teaching of first-year students, via PhD programs, and to the activity of researchers”.

Quote #4
"An important discussion here can also be what not to do ... what kind of research and innovation not to do, or what kind of partners not to have. In which case you operate on a strategic level … The university board must make an ethical assessment of which external actors to cooperate with and not … regardless of what the government may think.”

Quote #5
«If you are going to construct a governance system, you have to think that ... especially innovation is a large ecosystem of many different actors, who have very different agendas ... A network in this ecosystem would be quite diverse, boundless even. It can be a bit confusing to know where this innovation is going»

Marit: How can one govern these networks in the science and innovation ecosystem, and according to which conception of the good? 

In Tjora’s view, you have to do something about the entire research funding framework at national and international level if governance is to be grounded on an ethical code. 

Tjora explains that most of what the Research Council (NRC) funds is program research, and emphasizes that the NRC collects most of its money from the various ministries. The Ministry of Trade and Industry is the largest contributor, and they are interested in innovation and business development, which is why they channel lots of money through NRC, towards technology-related research …

Quote #6
“So those are the framework conditions. There is something about the whole ecosystem that is quite heavily based on economic gains. There are other driving forces as well, an idealistic idea to do exciting and interesting things and contribute to a better society, but that is not where the money lies. It does not help to create an ethical code if researchers do not care, because the driving forces are so strong in other directions. The system itself is not cynical, but the driving forces are economic. The competition is fierce in our part of the world, and the competition is mainly economic.”

Quote #7
"Competition permeates the academic system, much more than many other systems. Competition for research funding, competition for publication, competition for students ... the competition also corrupts what is left of idealism ...”

As Tjora sees it, New public management is based on an idea of ​​competition, that you have different units that compete for budgets and services to be outsourced. This means that in an organization such as NTNU where they have different financial units, the various departments and faculties at one level compete for a pot of funds at the central level.

Quote #8
"You can be as responsible as you want, but if there is competition, it is the marketable solution that wins … imagine that NTNU is involved in supporting a product that has huge markets, but which does not lead us to a better world. If you take that thought seriously, it means that you should stop doing some things that have a very large financial potential. And that is the consequence …NTNU must rethink its innovation activity.

“So much of research and innovation is based on competition for research funding. The question is what type of innovation one should finance. One has to start there. How to use financial incentives in research programs that are financed through research funding institutions for instance.”




Quote #9
«If you look at, let's say the aquaculture industry (in Norway), which receives considerable amounts of research funding ... (should the aim be) to strengthen the aquaculture industry's ability to produce more fish and less waste? … Would it not be better to try to reverse some of the developments in Norwegian fishing, to re-establish the traditional coastal fishermen…, than to have large aquaculture industries that create billionaires, but do not really create much jobs in Norway, and destroy fishing in the fjords ... So, if one is to conduct research related to fishing, then it would be good to look at alternative scenarios to ensure a healthy fishing industry, both in terms of fish and animal welfare, jobs in the regions, and social inequalities.”

Marit: Could public engagement bring this type of alternative perspective into research and innovation activities if citizens and other stakeholders were involved already at the stage of designing the framework programs?

Quote #10

“I am sceptical to including all sorts of people in the research and innovation processes. They do not have the right language and the right knowledge to participate on an equal footing” 

Besides, once you have been part of a process, even only a small part of it, it is difficult to be critical to the outcome of that process afterwards… 

“If lay involvement is to make sense, the layperson must be involved, contribute to, understand, and be able to use the result. If not, it's a bit like ... you use other people's time to continue with your standard academic activities. That is a fundamental ethical issue as well.”

Marit: Is it possible to change the incentive system we have today?

Tjora: It's one of the easiest things to do. 

Quote #11
“We have a national incentive system for publication points. It is very easy to change that. It's pure politics. Those who are in an early academic career have to take it into consideration. You get tired of being employed temporarily. If there are publication points that allow you to escape a temporary position, then you play by it. And if you are going to spend time in a citizens' panel that only consumes your time ... then you will not get anywhere”.

“It is not the money that rules, but the incentive schemes can control how you spend your time. And that is something you can do something about. Because it is the Ministry of Education that owns the incentive structures we have. And they have changed quite a bit in the last twenty years ... over time, the incentive system affects the kind of choices made by those who have to compete with each other for, let's say, a permanent position ...”

Marit: Could changing the incentive schemes disrupt the system a bit? Could one use the incentive system so that one gets funds for PE for example, set aside a post in the budget for it?

Quote 12
Tjora: “You do not have to set aside money. It's completely free. You can just decide, at management level, that to get a permanent position in this institution, you must refer to that kind of activity, document it. Then there must be incentives, funds for that type of activity of course ... attention around this type of activity from the side of the management is also important, make it a little visible, give it some recognition.”

Tjora emphasizes the importance of the university getting involved in the local community; making itself available to the community. Be outgoing and inclusive. Great potential for improvement here. However, the (NTNU) board context is too focused on indicators ... in the bigger scheme of things it is not very important how you score in the rankings. It is more important to encourage and facilitate interaction between the local community, employees and students. Indicators for community engagement would encourage that kind of interaction.
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