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DURHAM UNIVERSITY 

 

Introduction 
 
1. The purpose of this report is to provide assurance to Council and Senate on the University’s 

Ethics Framework.  
 
 
The role of the Ethics Advisory Committee 
 
2. The role of the Ethics Advisory Committee is to: 

 
• provide, in support of Council’s responsibility for the ethical governance of the University, 

assurance to Senate and Council on the operation of the University’s Ethics Framework  
 
• monitor and review the University’s Ethics Framework in the light of the University’s 

developing ethics experience and the external ethics environment and propose changes as 
required 

 
• provide advice to Senate and Council on ethical issues as the Committee deems 

appropriate or as requested by these bodies 
 
• review cases referred to the Committee by the Chairman or Chairwoman of an ethics sub-

committee 
 

The Ethics Advisory Committee (EAC) also provides advice to schools/departments and 
faculties on ethical review best practice. 
 

3. In common with other HEIs, the University Ethics Framework is designed to incorporate best 
practice on ethical review in order to meet the ethical review requirements of research 
sponsors and to ensure ethical probity in the behaviour of the Institution as a whole. 

 
4. EAC devolves the ethical review of academic activities to Ethics Sub-Committees operating at 

department/school or faculty levels for the following reasons:  
 

• the diversity of subject matter: a single, centralised committee would not have the breadth 
of knowledge and understanding among its membership to review, robustly, all applications 
for ethical review 

 
• the growth of professional / academic codes of practice in certain disciplines 

 
• the volume of projects (research, teaching and learning, and other) to be considered 

throughout the University is too large for a single, centralised committee to handle 
 

• the need for ethical review to be part of the academic culture 
 
5. EAC’s Standing Orders were last reviewed by the Council Governance Task Group as part of 

the wider review of governance arrangements in 2005 and were re-formatted to reflect the new 
“house style” for Standing Orders; their substance did not change. 

 
6. In accordance with the CUC (Committee of University Chairs) Code of Practice the governance 

arrangements of Council and its sub-committees are under review during 2010. EAC will be 
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considered as part of the Council Effectiveness Review which is scheduled to conclude by the 
start of the next academic session. 
 
 

Academic Ethical Review in 2009/10 
 
7. The University currently has 14 Ethics Sub-Committees comprising 3 Faculty and 11 

Department/School Ethics Sub-Committees. The most active faculties are those of Science 
and Social Sciences & Health whereas Arts & Humanities generates few cases.  

 
8. The devolved ethical review arrangements are monitored by EAC  through: 

 
• reports from the Faculty Pro-Vice-Chancellors (delegated to Chairs of Faculty Ethics Sub-

Committees) on how each faculty is implementing the Ethics Framework and any issues 
arising; 

 
• consideration of the Standing Orders of the sub-committees to check that they are properly 

constituted  
 

• appropriate and timely review of the ethics framework and processes 
 

9. Ethical review committees must be properly constituted and operating effectively if they are to 
satisfy the requirements of external stakeholders (typically project sponsors such as the 
Economic and Social Research Council (ESRC) and the National Institute of Health (NIH) in 
the USA). To meet these requirements committees must meet essential criteria, for example 
membership should: 

 
• be multi-disciplinary 

 
• be comprised of men and women 

 
• include at least one external/lay member unaffiliated to the University to ensure 

independent input 
 
Each Faculty has a Faculty Ethics Sub-Committee to meet these requirements. 
 

10. All departments/schools are required to maintain procedures to allow the monitoring and 
consideration of ethical issues. Departments/schools facing substantive ethical issues are 
required to establish an Ethics Sub-Committee with membership as per the University 
requirements. The Faculty progress reports (June 2010) confirm that the following discipline-
specific ethics sub-committees are currently in operation: 
 
a) Faculty of Science 

 
• Department of Psychology 
• School of Engineering & Computing Sciences 
• School of Biological & Biomedical Sciences 

 
b) Faculty of Social Sciences and Health  

 
• Department of Anthropology 
• School of Applied Social Sciences 
• Department of Archaeology 
• Durham Business School 
• School of Education 
• School of Government & International Affairs 
• School of Medicine & Health 
 



(Ethics Peer Review Groups operate in the Department of Geography and Durham Law 
School). 

 
c) Faculty of Arts and Humanities 

 
• Department of Theology and Religion 

 
11. To date the Ethics Advisory Committee is not aware of any ethical review issues reported 

through the devolved arrangements that would prejudice either the University’s reputation or 
the University’s finances. 

 
 
Review of the University Ethics Framework 2009/10 

 
12. In 2009/10 a Research Governance Working Group, approved by Research Committee, 

reviewed a range of University policies and procedures addressing research conduct, research 
ethics, compliance, and training. The Group was established in response to external 
developments in the national HE sector which promote good practice in research conduct and 
research ethics.   

 
13. The Research Governance Working Group, chaired by the PVC Research, drew membership 

representation from key stakeholders including Ethics Advisory Committee and Research 
Committee, and has met five times this academic session to review and make 
recommendations in the following areas:  

 
• Data Protection and Confidentiality (October 2009) 
• University Ethics Framework (October 2009) 
• Ensuring Sound Conduct in Research (March 2010) 
• Training and Communication (April 2010) 

 
14. The Working Group considered the governance and administrative arrangements for the 

University Ethics Framework including regulation, accountability and alignment to good 
practice. Recommendations have been made to University Officers, sections and Committees 
as appropriate; and the Group’s work has contributed to proposals which will inform the Council 
Effectiveness Review.  A final meeting is scheduled for summer 2010 to review progress to 
date and to follow up on any outstanding issues. 
 

15.  As a result of the Working Group’s activities Research Governance training sessions are 
scheduled in Michaelmas 2010. The sessions (covering research ethics review, data 
protection, good research conduct, and communication) will address a training need identified 
by the Ethics Advisory Committee and the Faculty Ethics Sub-Committee Chairs, and provide a 
consultation opportunity to identify researcher training needs. 

 
 
Conclusion 
 
16. The University Ethics Framework is in place and its efficacy is subject to appropriate review to 

ensure that a) the requirements of internal and external stakeholders continue to be met and b) 
the framework is informed by current best practice across the sector. 

 
17. In accordance with the CUC Code of Practice the governance arrangements of the Ethics 

Advisory Committee will also be reviewed by the close of this academic session via the Council 
Effectiveness Review. 

 
 
 
The Very Reverend Michael Sadgrove 
Chairman, University Ethics Advisory Committee 
June 2010 


