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1. Purpose and Scope
Being ‘ethical’ means acting in accordance with a set of core values and principles, in
particular, integrity, compliance with the law, respect for human rights, and avoiding
unnecessary risk to people’s safety and well-being. Imperial College London seeks to
ensure that any potential ethical risks arising from research are limited strictly in
proportion to the importance of the intended benefits of the research.

This framework is intended to support structured and proportionate ethical review by
the Imperial College Research Ethics Committee (ICREC) and the Science,
Engineering and Technology Research Ethics Committee (SETREC). It provides a
common set of ethical principles to guide Committee member’s consideration and
discussion of research applications.

The principles should be applied proportionately, considering the nature, context and
potential risks of the research. Not every principle will have the same relevance or
weight for every application, and the framework is intended to support, rather than
replace the judgement of the Committee.

2. Principles of Ethical Review
The following principles should be considered, where relevant, as part of the ethical
review of research:
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2.1 Autonomy

Participants should be provided with sufficient and appropriate information about the
research to enable them to make an informed decision about whether to take part.
Participation should normally be voluntary and free of coercion or undue influence,
and individuals should not be disadvantaged or penalised for choosing not to
participate.

Participants should normally be free to withdraw at any time without giving a reason
and without a threat of any adverse consequences. Any limitations on withdrawal,
including limitations relating to data that have already been anonymised or
incorporated into analysis, should be clearly explained to participants where
applicable.

2.2 Beneficence

The research must be worthwhile and have the potential to produce beneficial effects
or valuable knowledge that justify the risks and burden associated with the research.
The methodology must be sound so that best results will be yielded. Particular
consideration should be given to methods (e.g. genetic research, interviews,
questionnaires, randomised controlled trial) or subject matter (e.g. recreational and
controlled drugs, human impact on the environment) that may raise additional ethical
issues or are sensitive and therefore need to be managed consistently.

2.3 Non-maleficence

Any potential harm arising from the research must be avoided wherever possible or at
least mitigated by robust precautions and appropriate safeguards.

Protecting the dignity, rights and welfare of research participants, in addition to
considering the safety of the researcher(s). Lines of responsibility and accountability
should be appropriately and clearly defined.

2.4 Confidentiality

The research must not compromise the privacy of individuals whose data is involved
in the work. Personal and confidential information should be appropriately protected
and should only be accessible to those who are authorised to access it, unless the
participant has agreed otherwise or there is another appropriate legal or ethical
justification for disclosure (e.g., in cases where there is an overriding public interest).
Where research is intended to identify participants’ voices or experiences to be
attributed to them, this should be clearly explained and appropriately consented to.

2.5 Integrity
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The researcher must be open about any actual or potential conflicts of interest and
conduct their research in accordance with recognised standards of research integrity.
Researchers should also consider the legitimate interests of participants, researchers,
the College and other relevant stakeholders when designing and conducting the
research.

3. Application of the Ethical Framework

Committee members should use the principles set out in this framework to support
structured consideration and discussion of the ethical issues arising from each
research application.

Ethical review should be proportionate to the nature, scale, complexity and potential
risks of the research. The principles are not intended to operate as a checklist or
scoring system, and the relevance and weight given to individual principles will depend
on the particular research proposal.

While considering an application, the Committee should identify any material ethical
concerns and consider whether these:
¢ Have been adequately addressed within the application
e Require further information or clarification from the researcher
e Can be addressed through appropriate conditions or amendments
e Require further consideration by the Committee before a favourable opinion
can be given

The Committee should consider the application as a whole and balance the potential
benefits or value of the research against the risks, burden and ethical issues identified.

4. Scientific Quality and Ethical Review

ICREC and SETREC are not expected to duplicate appropriate scientific or peer
review.

However, the Committee should be satisfied that appropriate consideration has been
given to the scientific quality of the research and may consider aspects of the design
or methodology where these have implications for its ethical acceptability.

This may include consideration of whether the research methods are appropriate to
the stated objectives and whether exposing participants to risk, burden or
inconvenience can be ethically justified in light of the value and quality of the research.
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Where appropriate scientific or peer review has already taken place, the Committee
may rely on credible assurance of that review while retaining responsibility for
considering any aspects that have implications for the ethical acceptability of the
research.

5. Committee Decisions and Recommendations

Where ethical issues or concerns are identified, the Committee should make clear and
proportionate recommendations to the researcher about how these should be
addressed.

The Committee’s decision should be informed by ethical principles set out in this
framework, taking account of the particular circumstances of the research.

Key ethical issues considered by the Committee, with any significant conditions or
requirements arising from the review, should be appropriately reflected in the
Committee records.

Where concerns cannot be adequately resolved through clarification, amendment or
conditions, the application may require further consideration by the Committee before
a favourable opinion can be given.
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