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Background

u

Crises create an imperfect environment for decision
making

u

Scientific input is needed to inform risk
management activities

u

Scientists may be called on to provide authoritative
statements about the evolving situation, which then
form the basis for operational choices.

u

Their responses are often required within short
timeframes, accompanied by pressure for clear
answers when there may be significant uncertainty.

u

It is therefore important to clarify the roles,
responsibilities, chain of command, and
accountability of scientists in providing advice to
crisis managers and government.

Assistance in
crises:
The need for
science
diplomacy

Providing assistance to a country in crisis, in the
form science advice and sharing of research
data, is science diplomacy at its most critical.
Sharing information and data is an important
aspect of crisis and disaster management
operating across national boundaries, in:
u

international emergencies affecting multiple
countries

u

national emergency situations for which
international science advice may be sought

Research in transnational crises
Science diplomacy for better data sharing:
u

Mechanisms to enable the exchange and
mobility of interested individuals from
different institutional settings and countries
should be used to promote mutual
understanding and trust.

u

Opportunities for academic researchers to
work for crisis management structures or for
those with domestic responsibility for
scientific advice to work with international
organisations can be particularly valuable

Why conduct
research in
emergencies?

u

In public health emergencies –to prevent illness
and save lives
q Characterising virulence, sensitivity factors,
potential for spread
q Vaccine and therapeutic agent development

u

In natural disasters, data collection, analysis and
interpretation assist sense-making, support
modelling of crisis evolution, assessment of impact
of potential responses
q Natural disasters provide real-life scenarios for
hazard research that is not possible under
normal circumstances.
q Research adds to critical knowledge about
behaviour of a particular faultline, volcano, etc
q Research can provide invaluable knowledge to
both manage the immediate situation and to
prepare for, build resilience or avoid future
crises

Why is a
statement of
principles
needed?

Emergencies create situations where the urgent
need for answers constrains the usual orderly
planning of scientific research and the normal
processes of ethical oversight
u

Research conducted in emergencies engages
more directly with society than under normal
circumstances

u

The goal of the scientific research may not be
aligned with:
needs of disaster responders
q needs of local communities
q

q

implications for local, national and
international policy

The conduct of science under such conditions
relies on the integrity and ethics of the scientists
involved

Multiple actors and
competing
information needs

Emergencies involve a range of other actors, all with
different demands for information
q Government decision makers
q Emergency management teams
q Lifeline utilities operators/managers
Affected individuals and communities,
q Private sector businesses
q International partners
q

Information is needed by these actors on different
time scales, and can have vastly different
implications.
u The information needs can differ from the
research interests/needs of the scientists
themselves.
u

Issues of
concern

There are numerous examples of researcher behavior
causing difficulties in emergencies by:
u

withholding data from responders or other researchers
for fear of losing control over publication

u

overburdening local communities with competing or
overlapping demands for data access

u

failing to communicate research results back to
responders/decision makers/affected communities

u

entering a crisis area without regard to sensitivities of

u

q

local scientists/scientific teams

q

local communities/cultures

communicating with media or the public in a manner
that contradicts other advice

Scientists working in emergencies need to reflect on their
own conduct with a view to potential negative impacts.

Transnational
crises

These issues hold true at a national level, but are
further magnified when the impacts of an emergency
cross national borders
u

Contextual issues arise when the typical conduct
of science in one country clashes with norms and
values in another

u

There may be technical, legal and/or cultural
barriers to the sharing of data and information.

Diplomatic skills are needed to understand and deal
with the political and cultural realities of the
countries involved.

Establishing
a statement
of principles

With increasing recognition of the importance of
science advice and research in emergencies, an INGSA
working group discussed developing a
statement/code:
u

Building on previous OECD work**

u

Propose a set of guidelines to inform scientists’
conduct in relation to disasters

u

Present these to SPIDER/FMSTAN for discussion and
feedback

The principles, once agreed, should be applicable at
both national and international levels
*OECD, Scientific Advice for Policy Making: The role and
responsibility of expert bodies and individual scientists,
2015: Paris.

*OECD, Scientific Advice During Crises: Facilitating
transnational co-operation and exchange of
information. 2018: Paris.

Existing
guidelines on
ethics for
science

A number of ethical guidelines relating to
scientific activities exist.
Some are specific to research in disaster
settings, or relate to ethical conduct of
geoscientists with regard to natural hazards.
u

Science Council of Japan - ‘Code of Conduct
for Scientists’

u

UK - ‘Universal Ethical Code for Scientists’

u

A compilation of guidance documents from
over 100 countries is available at:
http://www.hhs.gov/ohrp/international/compilation-humanresearch-standards/index.html.

General
ethical
principles

u

Seeking truth and being truthful

u

Transparency and openness

u

Rigour – assuring quality, objectivity and integrity of work

u

Collaborative attitude – setting aside competition for the
common good

u

Respect for values, ideas and scientific hypotheses of
others

u

Humility – being open to the possibility of being wrong

u

Responsibility – taking accountability for actions and
advice

At issue is how these principles should be applied with regard
to the roles, responsibilities and accountability of scientists
conducting research in disasters, and how this impacts on
advice provision to crisis managers and government, and in
communication with the media and public

Priorities in
emergencies

u

Scientists acting during emergencies must
prioritise public safety above all other
concerns

u

Advice and research endeavours must be in
the best interest of the affected communities

u

Professional goals are always secondary to
protecting lives and livelihoods

Ethical research
practices

Despite the possible need for immediate
action on some research topics during an
emergency, the general principles and high
standards of research ethics need to be
maintained.
In fact their importance is heightened in
disaster settings; for example the need
for:
u accountability and transparency,
u collaboration and data sharing,
u awareness/consideration of the
vulnerability of research participants
and their ability to give informed
consent, and
u confidentiality and data security in
insecure, unstable environments

Principles

Ethical principles for research in disasters should
include statements on:
1.

Justification and risk/benefit assessment

2.

Courtesy and collaboration

3.

Data stewardship/data sharing

4.

Quality control and responsibility

5.

Respect for victims / vulnerable communities

6.

Rights of human research participants

7.

Dissemination of research findings

Justification and
prioritization of
research

In emergency situations there is a high bar for
justification of research.
Its social value must be substantiated by careful
risk-benefit assessment.
u

Whatever the purpose for conducting
research, the highest duty of the researcher
is to public safety and welfare.

u

All research should be in the best interest of
victims, and should not be voyeuristic
(simply describing what happened).

u

Research should prioritize those activities
with potentially the highest impact on lives.
Priorities should be set in a nondiscriminatory way with regard to protecting
lives (e.g. based on race, gender,
socioeconomic status, etc).
Research should not displace measures that
directly address core needs of affected
communities.

u

u

Courtesy and
collaboration

Complex disaster issues cannot be adequately
addressed through the lens of a single discipline.
Multidisciplinary research and collaboration is key.
u

Respect diverse scientific expertise, approaches and
experience

u

Do not undertake work that competes with, or
distracts, the crisis team

u

Honour prior work of other scientists; share research
opportunities

u

Share information and scarce logistical resources

Data
stewardship
and data
sharing

Researchers in disaster situations have both a duty to
ensure data security, and a social responsibility to share
information - with other researchers, with decision
makers, and with the public.
u Data stewardship means safeguarding the identity of
research participants and their status, by encryption
and anonymisation, remote storage
u

Data sharing - every researcher engaged in generating
information related to an emerging crisis situation has
the moral obligation to share data that is needed by
responders to assist public safety
q
q

This challenges the natural protectiveness that
scientists have for their data.
Data collection is typically time-consuming and
laborious. If shared there are concerns that it might
be misused or misinterpreted, or that someone else
might publish it without acknowledgment of the
source.

WHO
recommendations

u

Encourage all researchers to share data as quickly
as and widely as possible – provide incentives

u

Protocol for immediate online posting to achieve
immediate global access
q

Dissemination of results through prepublication mechanisms - Allows researchers to
share data while meeting their need to retain
authorship

q

Need engagement of researchers, journals,
universities and funders - Dissemination should
not be delayed by publication timelines

Developing global norms for sharing data and results during public
health emergencies. Geneva: World Health Organization; 2015.
Available from: http://www.who.int/medicines/ebolatreatment/blueprint_phe_data-share-results/en/

Principles of
data sharing in
public health
emergencies

June 2018

Developing common framework and tools, processes and
principles to support scientific research for
u

Preparedness,

u

Response

u

Development of vaccines, therapeutics, etc

https://www.glopid-r.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/06/glopid-rprinciples-of-data-sharing-in-public-health-emergencies.pdf

ICMJE*
recommendations

Addressing duplicate/overlapping publications (the
“Ingelfinger Rule”)
Sharing with public media or government agencies the
scientific information described in a paper that has been
accepted but not yet published violates the policies of
many journals.
u

In the event of a public health emergency (as defined by
public health officials), information with immediate
implications for public health should be disseminated
without concern that this will preclude subsequent
consideration for publication in a journal.

u

We encourage editors to give priority to authors who
have made crucial data publicly available (e.g., in a
gene bank) without delay.

*International Committee of Medical Journal Editors

Responsibility
and quality
control

u

True ethical conduct requires personal
responsibility and moral reasoning, applied to
individual cases.

u

Researchers should always weigh public
health/safety consequences of their actions in
withholding and sharing results with other
researchers, emergency managers, and the
public.

u

Researchers should be responsible for the
accuracy of shared preliminary results
q

This brings up issues of liability when results
and preliminary advice based on them are used
in decision making during a crisis

Respect for
vulnerable
individuals/
communities

When entering disaster areas, scientists need to
consider the social and cultural context, and reflect on
their activities in that context.
u

Researchers should be aware of any cultural
sensitivities prior to arrival at a crisis.

u

Ill-prepared research teams can cause harm participation might re-traumatise. Research teams in
disaster situations need skill and experience with
vulnerable groups (not novice researchers)

u

Seek social scientific input and place-based (local)
knowledge.

Community engagement is important to ensure that
people have the opportunity to participate in decisions
on goals and processes of proposed research that will
potentially affect them.

Human
research
participants

Research on human subjects during emergencies must meet
the ethical standards for the conduct of research under other
circumstances.
The principles and values embodied in international ethics
guidelines include:
u

Informed consent – Consent should be informed, explicit,
voluntary and documentable, and should be provided
without undue inducement.

u

Risk-benefit assessment – Risks and benefits must be
clearly delineated. Disaster situations should not mean
tolerance of increased research risk.

u

Beneficence – Researchers have a moral duty to pursue
actions that promote well-being and minimise harm (e.g.
access to vaccine in a pandemic)

u

Confidentiality – Security of personal data and identifiable
information on participants must be ensured

Research
dissemination

u

Scientists have a duty to disseminate research
findings and to counteract misuse and
misapplication of their research by others.

u

Researchers are encouraged to share verified data
and research findings as quickly and widely as
possible – enabled by pre-publication mechanisms**

u

In emergency situations, priority should be given to
the use of scientific research findings for public
welfare and public decision making (e.g. to crisis
managers, local communities, etc) over norms
governing scientific publication.

**e.g. see WHO protocol: Developing global norms for sharing data
and results during public health emergencies. Geneva: World Health
Organization; 2015. http://www.who.int/medicines/ebolatreatment/blueprint_phe_data-share-results/en/

Providing
advice

u

Follow ethical principles of collaboration,
transparency, respect, humility

u

Be open to opinions from others – including
diverse fields; seek multidisciplinary advice

u

Be honest about what is not understood, and
transparent about where differences in
opinion lie

u

Work towards consensus where possible:
speak with one voice to avoid confusion

Communicating
with the public
and media

u

Ideally, science will speak with one credible and
authoritative voice to provide informed messages to the
public. If no such authoritative scientific voice is
present to provide answers, the void will be filled by
multiple, possibly conflicting voices.

u

It is important to have a trusted source communicating
any relevant scientific and technical information to
ensure that messages are accurate, understandable, and
promote public welfare.
q

Ensure the authority and reliability of individual scientists
and groups of scientists

q

Ensure all credible sources share the same facts

q

Openly coordinate and collaborate with other credible
sources to release communications

Potential
recommendations

u

Establish liason positions between
disaster research teams and crisis
managers – both national scale and
international

u

Establish national registries of
researchers involved in emergency
situations, and project details

u

Establish cooperation/collaboration as a
measure of impact

u

Support frameworks, tools and
processes for international data sharing

u

Develop mechanisms for pre-publication
of essential research (beyond public
health emergencies)

Role for
science diplomacy
(FMSTAN/SPIDER)

u

Agreement on principles

u

Encouraging the application of
diplomatic skills within science
teams for cultural awareness

u

Improving collaboration and
cooperation between international
science teams

u

Working towards systems that
recognise ethical conduct and
assistance of scientists in providing
advice and conducting impactful
research
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