Framework for the consideration of ethical decisions

(Taken from the University’s Code of Practice and Principles for Good Ethical Governance which may be found at: http://www.york.ac.uk/research/policy/CoP_Ethics.htm)
6.1. When an ethical issue arises during the course of academic activity, the following procedure, agreed by the University Research and Ethics Committees, should be followed by all staff and students. It should be noted that:

(a) ‘academic activity’ encompasses teaching, research (both funded and unfunded), consultancy and outreach; 
(b) ethical issues might arise from the source of funding, the partners or collaborators involved, the methodology used, the subjects used, potential restrictions on dissemination and the potential application of the project findings; 
(c) it is the responsibility of the member of the University (staff or student) leading the activity to consider the possible ethical implications in the first instance. The University Senate has agreed that it is important not to take such responsibility from individuals who need to be proactively engaged with any potential ethical issues in their own work.

6.2. Ethical issues will arise if the activity in question involves any of the following: 
• human participants in research (adults or children) 
• human material (e.g. tissue or fluid samples) 
• human data (e.g. surveys and questionnaires on issues such lifestyle, housing, working environment, attitudes and preferences) 
• vertebrates, especially mammals and birds

If any of the above are involved in the activity, the issue must be referred for discussion and decision to a departmental/subject-level ethics committee. Research on organisms other than vertebrates may raise ethical concerns if unusual procedures or particularly large numbers are involved, or if the organism is endangered in the wild.

6.3. In addition, if after due consideration there is evidence of the potential for involvement in unethical practice (that is practice which falls outside the ethical standards of the University), the issue must be referred for discussion and decision to the relevant departmental/subject-level ethics committee. If there is any uncertainty, staff should consult with the relevant contact for the committee (e.g. Secretary or Chair).

6.4. A number of activities require ethical scrutiny/approval by an outside body (e.g. the NHS). Even where such external scrutiny is undertaken, the matter should still be referred to the relevant departmental/subject-level ethics committee so that it can consider the project from a departmental/University perspective. Whilst it is acknowledged that there are risks and workload implications associated with multiple reviewing, and that departmental/ subject-level ethics committee might not be qualified to deal with the particular ethical issues of concern to outside bodies, it is however vital that departments, and by extension the University, are aware of all projects with ethical implications being undertaken by its staff and students. Brief pre-review by the departmental/subject-level ethics committee seeks to establish a practice whereby the department/University is informed of projects being submitted for external review and therefore able to identify any issues of specific concern for the department and/or University. The final outcome of ethical scrutiny by any outside body should always be reported back to the relevant departmental/subject-level ethics committee for information, allowing it to submit a comprehensive annual report to the University Ethics Committee as now required each Autumn Term.

6.5. Where there are significant changes to the approved protocol for a project which required ethical approval these must be reported to the body which originally granted the ethical approval. There should be a clear well documented audit trail, including the original protocol, ethics approvals, and any subsequent modifications, must be kept throughout in an appropriate and easily accessible format.

6.6. In all of the above, the cornerstones of the University’s Code of Practice and Principles for Good Ethical Governance are explicit discussion, institutional accountability and proportionality.

6.7. In the event of a complaint relating to unethical practice, the complaint should be referred to the University Ethics Committee which will investigate it in collaboration with the department concerned.

6.8. The above procedure is illustrated in the attached flowchart diagram.

