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Re: Some reactions to the original April, 1996 draft.

SAFS Response to Tri-Council Draft Human Research Code

John Furedy

In the Spring of 1996, a committee composed of members from Canada's three federal research councils (NSERC, MRC, and SSHRC) provided a somewhat limited circulation of a new draft human research code of "ethics". In early May Doreen Kimura drew my attention to some of the more absurd proposals in the code, and I am indebted to her for preparing a draft response which, after official SAFS response. This response is reproduced in full below. The Tricouncil also received critical letters from Peter Suedfeld (which preceded the SAFS board response) and from the British Columbia SAFS chapter (prepared by Dale Beyerstein). Copies of Peter's and Dale's letters may be obtained by writing to the SAFS office, and asking it to either email or mail you the file called "tricouncil". Finally, the Canadaian Psychological Association's Scientific Affairs Committee (of which I am a member) was provided with emailed copies of the letters from the SAFS board, Peter, and the British Columbia SAFS branch, and this committee agreed that the SAFS letters raised the relevant issues. The CPA letter to the Tricouincil was less negative in tone, but echoed many of the concerns expressed by the SAFS letters. I was in Europe during June, and was able to show colleagues both the Tricouncil Draft Code and the SAFS Board letter; they could not believe that the committee that produced some of these recommendations was serious. 

Response from the Society for Academic Freedom and Scholarship to the document "Code of Conduct For Research Involving Humans" by the Tri-Council Working Group, March 1996

Prepared by Doreen Kimura, Ph.D., FRSC (past President, and Member, Board of Directors)

The Society for Academic Freedom and Scholarship (SAFS) is an association dedicated to the maintenance of freedom and excellence in all academic pursuits. It consists of approximately 400 members, most of whom are faculty in universities throughout Canada, many of them distinguished scholars. Although as individuals we may have additional comments or concerns about this document, this response is directed primarily toward ensuring the broadest freedom for all in the pursuit of knowledge.

INTRODUCTION

We appreciate the importance of general guidelines regarding the conduct of research with human subjects. This document is useful, in particular, in pointing out the necessity for avoidance of coercive measures for soliciting and/or keeping subjects in a project (p.2-8). Coercive offers of benefits, which are essential to the well-being of the subject, are especially likely to occur in health research settings, and researchers in such fields may need stronger reminders than others, that research participation is voluntary.

We also see as very positive the suggestion that local Research Ethics Boards (REBs) coordinate with others, so that the researcher does not have to deal with several REBs (such as a hospital board and a separate university board) on the same research project.

Nonetheless, we find some serious flaws in the draft document which we are hopeful can be corrected. They arise from four major concerns:

1) The approach of weighing harm versus benefits arises from a medical model, and is largely irrelevant to most nonhealth research. We foresee the endorsement of such an artificial model by the Tri-Council as likely to encourage its use as a means of disallowing research deemed unpopular.

2) Many of the proposed regulations imply that the outcome of the research may be determined by the subjects, a situation which could lead to research being dictated by transient ideological fashions or by sheer ignorance, rather than by testable hypotheses and objective methods of investigation.

3) The requirement that local REBs make decisions on the scientific value of the research has MAJOR potential for abuse. Of the many functions that REBs may serve in future, this one needs to be severely curtailed.

4) We see the emphasis on the rights of "collectivities" as overstated relative to the rights of the individual.

5) We find the attempts to delineate an "ideal" researcher to be futile and irrelevant; futile because we don't at present know the characteristics of good researchers, which is after all an empirical question; and irrelevant because the guidelines should be concerned with outlining desirable behaviours strictly within the research framework.

Detailed comments and suggestions for improvement are given below.

HARM VERSUS BENEFITS

If this is to be maintained as a Tri-Council document, the general principles should be enunciated in ways which could apply to all Councils equally, rather than by taking one model and forcing an artificial application to others. This is particularly important because local REBs will be guided by, and (experience tells us) are likely to interpret literally, the final wording of the Code of Conduct. For most nonmedical research on humans, all that should be required is that no foreseeable direct harm will come to the subject. In behavioural research, for example, the greatest harm that typically could be done, and the possibility is remote, is making subject feel that s/he has not met some standard set by the experimenter. This is nearly always offset, however, by the assurance from the research description that it is not the individual's performance which is the focus of investigation, but the operation of a general principle (for example, whether learning a list of words is affected by learning a previous list).

There is not enough recognition in this document (e.g. 2-7, para 4) of the importance of research which yields no obvious immediate personal or societal benefit (for example, the discovery that the level of sex hormones significantly predicts the tendency to aggression in certain social situations), but which may radically alter how we think about a particular question or field -- in this case, the biological contribution to aggressive behaviour. Such research might be among the most valuable we could promote in terms of ultimate contribution to knowledge about humans, yet might fall prey to the narrow view espoused here of what is ethically acceptable.

Recommendation: The the sections on harm vs. benefits be rewritten to reflect the lesser pertinence of such a model for most nonmedical research; or, that different guidelines be written for medical and nonmedical research.

SUBJECTS' DETERMINATION of RESULTS

The emphasis on a subject-centered perspective (p.2-7, bottom) is generally incompatible with the aim of scientific validity. This is particularly likely if the intent is that the subject is entered in a study only if s/he is in agreement with the theoretical framework of the research. On p.2-10 it is suggested that if, after debriefing about a study, S does not want to participate, the data from such Ss should not be used. While this stricture is made within the specific context of research requiring deception on the part of the experimenter, it could be seen to apply to nearly all behavioural research, since one hardly ever reveals the exact hypothesis to Ss, in the quite reasonable belief that they will be influenced by it.

Allowing subjects to determine whether their data should be in the study after they have served as willing subjects, would make it impossible to get an unbiased sample of subjects in most research projects. For example, in doing research on the effects of age on memory function, one might compare 40 year olds and 70 year olds. Among other things, one would inform the older subject that s/he would be doing a variety of tests of intellectual function, with brief descriptions, and probably also that the experimenter is interested in seeing how older people do on such tests. However, if after the study is finished, the 70 year old subjects understand that they were being compared to 40 year olds, and had the option of removing their data, the comparability of the two age groups might well be undermined. Suppose that subjects who are most likely to want their data withdrawn would be those who thought that they did not do well. If such data were removed, we would have an invalid study of intellectual changes with age, i.e., the scientific criterion of validity could not be met. With more controversial fields of research, this problem would be exaggerated.

The objection does not even touch upon the impossibility of enforcing such removal of data.

This suggested standard with respect to the collection of anonymous impersonal data is in puzzling contrast to the wider latitude given to biographical and historical data, despite the fact that in the latter, individual identity is a given. Thus on p.5-8, it is (quite appropriately) stated with respect to biographical research that "the subject...has no right to censor the researcher's work or to be guaranteed that any objection [from S] will be cited in the document." The ethics document admits the importance of subjects not being allowed to determine the outcome of biographical or historical research, yet would proscribe the inclusion of behavioural data from anonymous subjects who, after the study, express a negative view of the project. Surely there is a gross inconsistency here?

Recommendation: Article 5.13 d) (p.5-6) "if the subject decides not to participate following debriefing, the subject's data must be removed from the study" should be deleted.

RESEARCH ETHICS BOARDS' EVALUATION OF SCIENTIFIC VALIDITY

(Page 2-4) We are aware that there is a tradition in some institutions for REBs to evaluate the validity of research proposals. We believe that this is an unfortunate tradition, since the ethical question of treatment of subjects can in most instances be separated from the question of quality of the research. Given the difficulty that Grants Selection Committees have had in all three granting councils in the past in deciding which grant proposals are most deserving of support, it is clear that judging scientific validity is not an easy task. The three councils quite rightly commit major time and resources to resolving this question, but despite the considered expertise available from scholars throughout the country, questionable decisions are nevertheless made.

It is much more likely, therefore, that a local REB, without the resources available to the granting agencies, will make bad decisions, particularly given the makeup of the committees as outlined on p.3-3 and 3-4. Moreover, local REBs are more likely to be influenced by the history of a particular researcher, and probably more likely to be susceptible to the local political milieu in making decisions about the quality of a research proposal. The research endeavour in this country, particularly in the Behavioural and Social Sciences, is already seriously threatened by strong pressures from special interest groups, and it MUST become independent of current political ideologies if it is to survive and maintain integrity.

As an example of the potential for a stifling effect of ideology on research, a valid research proposal on AIDS which relates its incidence in a specified ethnic group to multiple partners (regarded as promiscuity by some and therefore potentially "stigmatizing", see p.13-4), could well run into difficulty solely on the basis of an REB's evaluating this as an unsympathetic view of the group's sexuality (yet this might be the very community to benefit from the research).

Recommendation: 1) That local REBs make no judgments about scientific validity except in special cases where palpable direct harm might occur to Ss by not doing so. 2) That this document explicitly exhort local REBs to go beyond objections from special interest groups and political ideologies, and judge the proposals solely on the basis of ethical acceptability. 3) That to the Appeal Procedures (p.3-6) be added the provision of an external appeal, that is, to a committee outside the local REB's domain, which will usually be outside the institution.

"COLLECTIVITIES" VERSUS INDIVIDUALS

(Section 13) While we appreciate that doing research on a cohesive group qua group is different from research on a number of individuals, we feel that the emphasis on a hierarchical process of permission is inimical to our cultural tradition of individual self-determination, as well as to the objective unbiased collection of data. Therefore, once group access has been granted, the researcher must finally determine who shall be interviewed, assessed, etc.

"MORALITY" OF INDIVIDUAL RESEARCHERS

In several places, the document refers to the characteristics a good researcher should possess (p. 2-3, bottom; 10-1). While it is reasonable to attempt to specify some of the behaviours which are appropriate to the interaction between researcher and subject, difficult as this may be, it is not appropriate (nor possible) for this committee to delineate the personal qualities of a good researcher. The value of any research is and should be judged by its contribution to knowledge, not be the degree of altruism (10-1), empathy or compassion (2-3) of the researcher. Otherwise, instead of requiring research proposals, we should be giving personality tests! Empathy and compassion might conceivably be drawbacks in doing certain kinds of research well.

Moreover, most people are responsive to economic gain, indeed much of our societal interaction is based on its effectiveness, hence for the Working Group to make negative pronouncements about it as a motivator either for researchers or subjects is to show an insensitivity to cultural norms which the Code itself deplores (as in Section 13).

Recommendation: That commentary about the research endeavour be strictly restricted to minimally acceptable behaviours within which researchers and subjects operate, and all reference to desirable or undesirable personality characteristics of a good researcher be deleted, in deference to our ignorance on this subject.
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