Universal Ethical Code for Scientists: summary of responses to CST’s consultation

Introduction

During the latter half of 2004, Sir David King, the government’s Chief Scientific Adviser, convened a small working group to help him consider the issues around developing a universal ethical code of conduct for scientists.  The universal ethical code for scientists was intended to be a stimulus for reflection and discussion on the ethical and professional responsibilities of scientists. The group agreed that it would be most useful to develop a code that would: have an educational role, raising awareness; capture a small number of principles; be adopted voluntarily.

Rigour, respect and responsibility: a universal ethical code for scientists was the product of the group’s work. Sir David King asked the Council for Science and Technology (CST), to look at how the code could be disseminated more widely and how, in practice, it could have a useful role.

In May 2005, CST wrote out widely across universities, professional bodies, research funders, industry bodies, schools and colleges and trade unions seeking feedback on the proposed code.

The consultation asked three specific questions. 

· Do you think that the universal ethical code for scientists has the potential to fulfil the aims of: fostering ethical research; encouraging active reflection; and supporting constructive communication? Please explain briefly.

· Would your institution(s) consider adopting or using the universal ethical code for scientists?  

· Have you, or do you plan to, take the opportunity to put the universal ethical code for scientists into use?  

The first question relates to the purpose of the code, whilst questions two and three concentrate on how the code may be used in practice. Although the consultation did not ask for comments on the actual content of the code, there were replies that did specifically mention this point. These replies are acknowledged under the section content of the code.

The total number of responses received was 67, of which 54 were broadly supportive of the development and promotion of the proposed code.

Purpose of the Code

General themes around the code being useful as an educational tool, the applicability of the code and how the code would be enforced emerged from replies to the first question.

Discussion Document/Educational Tool

The Royal Society, The Academy of Medical Sciences, University of Cambridge (Department of History and Philosophy of Science) Northumbria University, Writtle College, Kingston University, Staffordshire University, University of Ulster, University College London (Department of Physics and Astronomy), UK Council for Graduate Education, Nuffield Council on Bioethics, The Royal Society of Edinburgh, The Department of Health, The Wellcome Trust and York St John College to some extent all raised issues around the area of raising awareness/encouraging active reflection:

· The code might be a catalyst for a more in depth consideration of the issues rather than the management of research ethics. 

· The code will be useful for stimulating debate and raising awareness at both under and postgraduate level.

· Code is a useful vehicle for encouraging scientists to reflect on issues rather than a set of guidelines, which can be adopted and enforced across the research community.

· The dissemination of such a code could serve to remind institutions of their duties in this field.

· As an educational tool, the code may be effective in introducing future scientists to ethical concerns.

· The Code would make an excellent form of mission statement within the area of research ethics.

Applicability  

Fourteen
 organisations made the following points and raised questions about whom the Code should apply to:

· Occupations in science, or that use science are wide ranging, as are the organisations that employ scientists. For the Code to be universal it must be applicable to all scientists, wherever they work.

· Principles espoused in the Code are applicable to engineers, social scientists, in fact anyone undertaking research. Maybe the code needs to be broadened to encompass those working in humanities research.

· Significant differences of approach and standards in some areas of the social science compared to natural and physical sciences.

· A Code across all scientific disciplines in all institutions where research is carried out makes excellent sense.

· Would the Code include industrial and military research?

Enforcement

The following organisations picked up on the area of how the code would be enforced. 

The Royal Society of Chemistry (RSC), Department for Education and Skills, The Royal Meteorological Society and University of York (Biology Department), The University of Aberdeen and the UK Council for Graduate Education, The Nuffield Council on Bioethics, De Montfort University and The Wellcome Trust asked similar questions:

· For a system to be taken seriously by the public, there needs to be clear systems for monitoring. 

· Who could police such a code, and how?

· If the Code were violated who would make jurisdiction and what sort of sanction would be put into place?

· The general nature of some of the provisions of the Code might make it difficult to enforce and may discourage institutions from actively adopting or using the code.

University of Oxford make the following point about their existing code, which also alludes to the area of enforcement:

· University already has individual codes of practice relating to academic integrity and conflict of interest, and procedures for dealing with research involving animals and human participants. It is not entirely clear how these existing codes and procedures might relate to the universal Code in terms of how one might deal with breaches of the latter as opposed to breaches of the former, where the issue of action following breach is clear.

RSC and Canterbury Christ Church University make the following point:

· The reference to lawful activity in the Code is tricky. What is lawful, or considered acceptable in one country or culture, may not be in another. Scientists work internationally. 

Research Councils UK makes the point: 

· That for the Code to encourage active reflection and consideration of ethical issues it should formally be adopted into conditions of working and funding.

Human Genetics Commission, Scientists for Global Responsibility and University of Surrey all make the point of:

· Establishing whistle-blowing charters to ensure effective ethical practice.

How could the code be used?

General themes around how the universal code would relate to existing codes and how the code could be used across schools, colleges and universities in a training capacity emerged from responses to the second and third questions.

Existing Codes 

Twenty-nine organisations
 stated that - they already had a code in place; were thinking of developing one; may develop a code at some stage in the future.  Of these twenty-nine, thirteen stated to some extent that:

· The proposed universal Code enhanced existing institutional codes of conduct and governance.

· The universal code could be used as a set of guidelines or as a checklist for institutions that are in the process of establishing their own code.

· Code supplements policies and procedures that are already in place.

· Code offers a good comparison of standards, policy and practice across scientific disciplines.

Sixteen organisations stated that they:

· Already have their own ethical code, code of practice, ethical guidelines in place (or are developing one) or an existing research ethics framework, which had been tailored for their own particular circumstance.

· Considered the code as representing minimum threshold levels to an existing code, or that the principles encapsulated in the code are already promoted through an existing code.

EC UK states that they believe that their guidance embraces all the requirements of the Code. Furthermore as it is designed to recognise all the circumstances in which a professional engineer exercises his/her responsibility they believe it goes a great deal further.

Schools

The Royal Society response went into detail on how the code be put into practice at the 14-19 age group in the field of education and awareness raising:

· This relates to the changes to the science curriculum at Key Stage 4 and the development of GCSEs and A levels that give greater emphasis to the way science works, to controversial issues and to the ethics of science. Publication of such a Code is timely for teachers and for 14 – 19 year old students. 

· It was suggested that CST works through existing organisations and networks in order to communicate the Code and its messages into schools in the most constructive way.

Thinktank, the Birmingham Science Museum, held events in September and October with twenty Key Stage 3 students and forty Year 12 students. A session on research ethics was held that was based on the CST universal ethical code.  Students were given the code and asked to compare and contrast this with their own efforts.  At the end of the exercise the students were asked for their opinions on the use of a code of conduct and it’s role within the scientific community (including schools). 

Below is a summary of the conclusions drawn from the above event:

· It was clear from the written comments that the students created, that they believed very strongly in the need for a code of conduct.

· When shown the CST code, most of the students agreed with the ideas promulgated

· The majority of the students felt that they had a responsibility to follow the code and nearly 70% of the Yr 12 students claimed that they would try and follow the code in their own work.  

· Around 30% of the students felt that knowing the code would soon be in place actually made science a more attractive career option and also increased their trust in scientists.

Universities and learned societies

Within this area responses ranged from general comments on how the code may be used within university life/culture to more specific suggestions/aspirations/policies on actually using the Code practically. 

Membership

The Royal Astronomical Society, Lancaster University and London Mathematical Society state that:

· The Code would be included with material sent to new fellows i.e. accepting it would form part of the conditions for joining the society, sent to research student supervisors and to new members

Training

Sixteen organisations
 made reference to how the Code could be taken forward and established via training. These responses ranged from general comments such as:

· Ethics education for scientists being is and should be a core aspect of training from undergraduate level onwards. Without training the main objectives of the code will not be achieved. 

· The Code could serve as a focus for discussion in the research-training programme for research students and discussed in research ethics sessions for all students.
· Encourage students and members alike to familiarise themselves with the code.

· The code is more likely to achieve the desired impact if institutions offer training to ensure that all researchers know what the provisions mean, and how they are required to act in order to comply with them.     

To some more specific proposals from the following organisations:

Northumbria University envisages:

· A collaboration within Universities in the North East to provide a module on research ethics for postgraduate research students on which this code will impact.  

University of Portsmouth say that in the short term:

· The Code is likely to be used in recent curriculum developments, for example Ethics in Computing and Research Methods.

· At least one department has agreed to use the Code as support for ethical commitment in RAE documentation.

And longer-term aims include:

· Insertion of the Code into department handbooks.

· Use it as part of personal and professional development studies.

Kingston University state that:

· They could envisage publishing a statement to the effect that as an institution we subscribe to the values set out in this Code and expect all staff and students to do likewise.

Web-sites

The following organisations all stated that they would place, would actively consider placing (or have links to) the Code on their web site. British Psychological Society, Royal Astronomical Society, Lancaster University, University of Sheffield, London Mathematical Society, Sheffield Hallam University, The Wellcome Trust, Kings College London.

Content of the Code

It was not the intention of the consultation to seek to change the wording of the code or amend the actual code itself. There were however responses that commented on the general content of the code. 

The following organisations suggested drafting amendments to the Code – The Royal Society, Imperial College London student society Pugwash, RCUK, Nuffield Council on Bioethics.

Nuffield Council on Bioethics suggest that the positive contributions of science should be commented on rather than negative images that come across in section 2 of the Code: Respect for life, the law and the public good.

Queen Mary, University of London felt that the statement would have greater value if it addressed issues such as plagiarism, open publication and ethical peer review.

ECUK state that professional engineers influence health and safety, commercial transactions and public understanding of the role of science and technology in society to an enormous extent and that the support of CST in this area would be welcome.

Next Steps

The common theme that ran through many of the responses (supportive or not) was one of being kept informed of developments. The number of responses received suggests that the consultation process has stimulated debate in this area, which was one of the intentions of the Code.

� Engineering Council UK, Queen Mary (University of London), University College Chester, University of Birmingham, University of Portsmouth, University of Lincoln, Canterbury Christ Church University, Research Councils UK, Loughborough University, University of York, University of Plymouth, Kings College London, Queen’s University Belfast, Lancaster University


� Universities Scotland, The British Psychological Society, Royal Society of Chemistry, Queen’s University Belfast, University of Kent, Northumbria University, Sheffield Hallam University, University of Lincoln, Institute of Biology, Royal College of Music, The Wellcome Trust, University of Birmingham, Kings College London, Engineering Council UK, Council for Industry and Higher Education, Queen Mary (University of London), University of Plymouth, University of Cambridge (Department of History and Philosophy of Science), Staffordshire University, University of Oxford, The Royal Academy of Engineering, Imperial College London, University of Portsmouth, Canterbury Christ Church University, University of Worcester, Lancaster University, University of Sheffield, London School of Hygiene and Tropical Medicine, University of Sunderland. 








� Kings College London, University of Portsmouth, Kingston University, Northumbria University, The Wellcome Trust, UK Council for Graduate Education, Human Genetics Commission, Imperial College London, Loughborough University, Imperial College London, Writtle College, University of Ulster, The Royal Society of Edinburgh, Imperial College London student society Pugwash, University College London, University of Surrey 








