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Ethics-code changes may dampen research efforts 

(1996 article in American Psychological Society 
Monitor, referring to an interview with JJF)

American scientists are closely watching an ethical debate in Canada that could have implications in the United States. By Beth Azar Monitor Staff 

Social scientists in Canada have reached out to their international colleagues and the media to draw attention to a proposed ethics code that they think will unfairly restrict research involving humans. 

Canada's three top research funding agencies--the Medical Research Council, Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council and Natural Sciences and Engineering Research Council--formed the Tri-Council Working Group on Ethics to draft a uniform ethics code for government-funded research with humans. When the group released a first draft for public comment a year ago, it received so many comments that it decided to lengthen its comment period. 

The comments of many behavioral researchers were critical. Most offensive is a provision that would allow study participants to withdraw their data from a study and another provision that would ask research ethics boards (REBs) to review research for scientific as well as ethical merit. (In Canada, universities and other research institutes maintain REBs to ensure their researchers use ethical research designs.) 

Major criticisms The Tri-Council Working Group plans to release a revision of the code this month, which it believes addresses the scientific community's major concerns. The criticisms and tri-council response are detailed below. 

Criticism: The code would require REBs to review research proposals for ethics as well as scientific merit. Critics charge that REBs lack the expertise to judge the virtue of most research because only one or two members is expert in any one area. 

Tri-Council response: The working group has changed the wording of the code to better reflect its initial intent: that REBs should ensure that the scientific validity of research has been properly evaluated. 

Most research must pass a rigorous peer review before being funded. So if a project has received peer review an REB would not need to address the question of scientific merit. 

However, if a project has not been peer reviewed, an REB might have to arrange for outside review, said Michael McDonald, PhD, the committee chair and director of the Centre for Applied Ethics at the University of British Columbia. 

Criticism: The code gives too much control to research participants by allowing them to withdraw their data after participating in a study. This provision would apply to research that deceives participants, a tactic often used by social science researchers to ensure unbiased participants. 

Giving research participants this kind of control over the research process could grossly bias samples and skew findings, say researchers. 

Tri-council response: In the new version, this provision will only apply to studies that pose significant risk to participants, said McDonald. REBs will use a graduated approach--first evaluating a proposal for its potential risk to participants and then applying the strictest provisions only to risky ones. 

If the harm potential is negligible, an REB will only require that researchers obtain a standard informed-consent form from participants. 

The code will also require researchers to brief participants about any deception when it's feasible and appropriate. But REBs should balance participant interests against preserving the quality of the research, said McDonald. 

Criticism: The code provides researchers with no mechanism to appeal an REB ruling. Without a formal appeal process, researchers will have nowhere to go if they think the REB has unfairly judged their research, he said. 

Tri-council response: Universities and other research institutions will determine for themselves whether to devise appeal mechanisms for their REBs. Also, the working group designed the code to be a "living" document that can and will be revised if experience shows that good research is being harmed by any of its provisions. 

Is it enough? Many researchers are afraid that these revisions don't go far enough. A graduated approach may sound sensible but there's a risk that REBs will label controversial or poorly understood research "risky" and inappropriately hold it to the strictest letter of the code, said University of Toronto psychologist John Furedy, PhD, president of the Society for Academic Freedom and Scholarship. 

He warns U.S. psychologists to take note because there are politically correct forces working in the states as well, who want to expand the definition of "ethical" from a question of how subjects are treated to a question of whether subjects are comfortable with the research hypothesis. 

Indeed, a bill nearly passed in the U.S. Congress last year that would have mandated that every federally funded survey that addresses certain "sensitive" topics receive written consent from parents, said psychologist Bruce Overmier, PhD, of the University of Minnesota. Research shows that this requirement would skew study samples and wouldn't protect parents' rights any better than traditional techniques used for obtaining parental consent. 

There are also several U.S. ethics documents in the works. APA and the American Psychological Society are drafting new ethical guidelines for psychologists who study humans (see sidebar). 

And a subcommittee of the White House National Bioethics Advisory Commission plans to update standards for obtaining consent from human subjects in research. Also, Sen. John Glenn (D-Ohio) offered a bill in January that will tighten oversight of research on humans. 

Members of the Canadian drafting committee believe that their code is essential for building the trust of taxpayers, said McDonald. 

"Research funding is under a lot of pressure right now," he said. "We not only have to convince the public of the scholarship value of the research but also that it measures up to good standards." 

