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FAQs about ethics of e-research

Is there really anything different about ethical issues in e-research?

Yes. A number of features commonly found in e-research means that new ethical issues arise or that old ones take on a different shape. A few examples:

· The increase in collaboration means that relations between researchers are changing, creating new dilemmas around authorship, trustworthiness of work, and attribution of credit.  

· Because of the re-use of data and increased data sharing, the scale of data collected and its integration mean that even ‘anonymized’ data can be connected to individuals.

· Because infrastructures are increasingly dominant in research, digital media and networked relations between aspects of research are changing the way researchers have access to objects of research, often meaning they have less control over this process.

· E-research increasingly crosses disciplinary, institutional and national boundaries, thus existing forms of governance and accountability may come into conflict with one another, or appropriate forms may  not yet exist to cover new and emerging issues.
Do e-research tools need ethics? 

Researchers have an important role in shaping how research proceeds. Aspects of infrastructures and tools however can also have important ethical consequences. Do they systematically deny access to some researchers or institutions? Do they interfere with other processes or their proper functioning (ie web crawlers keeping servers busy)? Whose interests do they support and whose interests do they make invisible?

Are new norms emerging? 

Not only are issues changing but the kinds of norms and values held are also shifting. As increasingly sophisticated technologies become part of the everyday life of researchers, new concepts of the self (affecting both researchers and researched) develop. Interactions with informational agents, highly distributed work practices and increasingly fluid boundaries all change how we think of our selves and of our relationship with other people, objects and machines. This has consequences for notions of agency (who/what  is acting), responsibility (who/what is to blame) and care (who/what can be harmed).
Do researchers need any new means to deal with ethics of e-research? 

In some countries, IRBs (Institutional Review Boards or formal ethical approval committees) are the dominant mechanisms for dealing with ethical issues. However, e-research is often pursued in unique settings, so that there may not be many precedents to inform board members at universities. Professional codes of conduct and requirements from journals (about disclosure, etc.) also play a role in some fields, though these may only address a small part of the research process (i.e. publishing) and may be difficult to apply to multi-disciplinary or international collaborative work. More systematic attention to ethics needs to be embedded in e-research projects so that expertise on the ethical implications of e-research can develop.

Is e-research ethical?

The question is impossible to answer in this form. 

If people put their information out there on the internet, shouldn’t they just expect that it is public and therefore can be used? If people don’t want something known, then isn’t it their responsibility to avoid posting it?

Research that makes blanket assumptions about participants’ duties is likely to encounter ethical problems. The ‘public’ is under no obligation, implicit or explicit, to support or participate in research, and labeling people as ‘naïve’ if they don’t realize they are making information public is a poor way of justifying one’s research strategies. Moreover, the very notions of public and private are challenged by quasi-public sites online. Further, if one is committed to a research approach that takes seriously participants own world views, if participants perceive something as private, maybe researchers should respect that and do so as well.

Who is responsible for the ethical conduct of e-research?

This responsibility is distributed between funders, institutions, researchers and public bodies, as for any other kind of research. With e-research, where aspects of research activities become more public and more visible, research participants may also have increased responsibility, since the researcher’s privacy or reputation may also be at stake. 

What are the best guidelines for ethical issues around e-research?

There is neither consensus on this issue nor a dominant set of norms in e-research. This set of questions is meant to draw attention of e-researchers to this topic. 

What are the issues with regards to persistence?

Researchers working with digital material and in digital environments are faced with issues of archiving, traceability of material, and accountability. These issues are often beyond their power to address because of the distributed and infrastructural aspects of archiving or preservation. This leads to tensions and lack of clarity about responsibilities, whether with regard to durability or disappearance of material. For example, publishers (such as Oxford University Press) place the responsibility on the researcher for ensuring the persistence of sources (requiring authors only to cite sources that will endure, not personal websites, etc). 

What are the environmental effects of e-research?

Little is known about this aspect of e-research. Environmental effects are a standard part of the evaluation of infrastructures, however, and it is unclear why e-research tools should be exempt from such scrutiny.

When have all ethical obligations been fulfilled?

Research ethics are not a discrete step in the pursuit of research. They are best seen as part of the ongoing process of doing research, including publication and dissemination of results and preservation of data, rather than as a fixed set of criteria to be articulated at the start of a research project.
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These questions and answers have been shaped by our interactions with colleagues at the Virtual Knowledge Studio and others working in e-science, and by conversations with participants at two workshops on ethics of e-research held in Amsterdam in June 2008 and 2009. Further questions and reactions are very welcome! Please send them to anne.beaulieu@vks.knaw.nl and sally.wyatt@vks.knaw.nl. 
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