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Allegiances, Relationships and Ethics Committees

Abstract
Human research ethics committees have as their expressed mandate the protection of human
participants in research. However, we often forget that ethics review is a very human group
process. As these committees are social institutions made up of real live human beings, each
member and the group as a whole have multiple, often hidden, relationships and allegiances that
can create conflicts of interest that affect the ethics-review process. These relationships and
allegiances include those with external agencies, including the institution, research sponsors, the
community, government, and professional or other personal affiliations and relationships. Just as
important, and possibly more so, they include relationships and allegiances within the committee
itself and those in the lives of committee members. Based primarily on interview and
observational data, this paper explores some of these relationships and allegiances and their
potential effect on the outcome of the review process. It highlights the need to see the ethics-
review process as a very human social process and not simply the mechanical application of rules,
guidelines, or principles. As a very human endeavour, the web of relationships and allegiances
associated with the ethics-review process have the potential to affect the nature and quality of the
behaviour of all who are involved. It is sometimes the nature of these relationships, rather than
the nature of the research, that is more critical to the nature of the review process and its
outcome. Efforts to encourage reflection on the web of relationships and allegiances can be an
important step in addressing the potential effects of conflicts of interests.
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Introduction

A conflict of interest is a state of affairs in whithe performance of one's primary obligation.(e.g
protection of human participants in research) isanflict with, or perceived to be in conflict wjth
the satisfaction of secondary interests (DuVal,Z0Recently, conflicts of interest have been one
of the most common topics of discussion in relatithe research ethics-review process (e.g.,
Campbell, 2004, Elliott, 2005; Kopelman, 1999; Satel avin, 2000; Sharav, 2003; Shimm &
Spece, 1996; Wilson, 2004)Most of the literature on this topic focuses oedival researchers
and their relationships, and allegiances, in paldictheir relationships and allegiances with drug
companies, and the potential financial conflictst ttan result (e.g., M. Barnes & Florencio, 2002;
Groeger & Barnes, 2003; Moynihan, 2005). Littlettus literature focuses specifically on the
research-ethics committeas a group and the members as individuals or tieid to identify or
explore their potential conflicts of interests begidhose already outlined for researchers. The
literature that does focus on committees and theimbers generally deal with 1) committee
members who are also researchers who have apgplisdiefore the committee (a continuation of
the focus on researcher applicants) and 2) potemtidlicts of interest between the committee, its
members and the institution they serve, even thalgltommittee is supposed to be independent
of the institution (e.g., Chalmers, 2000; Emanuébiginer, 1995; Emanuel et al., 2004; Israel,
2004; Lowman & Palys, 2000; McDonald, 2000; VandessStory, Poustie, Griffiths, &

Marwood, 2004). The small amount of work on cotdliof interest associated with committees
and their specific members (e.g., Chalmers & Rd#898; McDonald, 2000; Van Essen et al.,
2004) focuses on some of these more obvious dtedses not generally address the full complex
web of real and potential, often hidden, relatiopstand allegiances involved in the ethics-review
process or the potential effect these may haveoonrittee deliberations.

This paper uses data from a five nation study (ralist Canada, New Zealand, the UK, and the
US) of the ethics-review process to identify sorag kelationships and allegiances and how they
can affect the deliberations and decision-makirg@sses of all committee members, often

L1t was, in fact, the core theme of the Australational conference where a version of this paper
(Fitzgerald, 2005a) was first presented.

2 Human research ethics committees are know byrdiffenames (e.g., HRECs in Australia, REBs in Canada,
IRBs in the US) and may have different labels initasbns within a country. Here the term “ethics
committees” will be used as a generic term for ¢hasmmittees that conduct an ethics review of apptins
related to human research.
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without members being consciously aware of howehetationships and allegiances are involved.
In doing so, it does not suggest that these relsltips and allegiances are necessarily bad, an
overarching theme in the conflict of interest kteerre, but it does highlight the need for committee
members to make a conscious effort to identify atdress the most important ones so they can be
conscious of the potential effect they can havémn they respond to the applications before
them. To borrow from John Barnes (1979, p.179)€"€bnscientious and ethically-aware
[committee member] should not become so fully ogdijin paying attention to the interests of
others that he loses sight of his own." Thus thisgs encourages committee members (and
researchers) to engage in the kind of deep reflepirocesses often associated with “qualitative”
data analyses (see also Guillemin & Gillam, 200%) encourages the use of a variety of training
exercises in committee educational endeavoursaittifyy the personal and cultural assumptions,
values, beliefs, attitudes and relationships thiténce them as committee members and citizens
of the world. This approach seems reasonable daeeept that the beliefs, values, relationships,
allegiances, etc that members bring to the culnalal of ethics-review committee member are
cultural and get enacted in culturally specific w#g.g., Christakis, 1992; Pels, 1999; Weisz,
1990), and that some of the conflicts that arighiwicommittee meetings and between
committees and researchers are really conflictsimthe domain of culture and the cultural
production and use of knowledge. This assumptiatetlies the project upon which this analysis
is based.

Method

This paper is based on ethnographic research spatime years 2002 to 2005 on the ethics review
process in five countries: Australia, Canada, Nealand, the UK, and the US
(http://www.ethicsproject.coni/It is based on the observation of 29 human streview

committee meetings, some by a single observer Hr@ by two members of the research team,
data from 212 formal interviews/discussions witly keakeholders in the ethics-review process
(e.g., researchers — experienced and studentseathiomittee members, chairs and ethics
officers’; policy makers), informal interviews, the collertiof information and documentation on
instrumental cases volunteered by key informamig,extensive reviews of the literature and
policy documents. It also involved full participastiservation as a researcher involved in the
development and submission of ethics applicationsas an advisor to students and colleagues
engaged in the review process. Data analyses iedlsdveral approaches with the primary
method being the use of several forms of deepatéfie iterative techniques common to the
ethnographic process (e.g., Davies, 1999; Fitzdel#197; Fitzgerald, Paterson, & Azzopardi,
1997; Guillemin & Gillam, 2004). In fact, as indted in the next section, analyses involved a set
of processes that emerged and evolved over timgeddtb this process was the opportunity for
some key informants, particularly some who providath specific to the issues addressed here, to
reflect on and respond to the manuscript and idaddnterpretations presented.

Web of relationships

Early in the research in an attempt to make sehsere of the data obtained | began to outline
the various kinds of relationships involved in thgiew process. | did this as a way to begin to
understand the ethics-review process as culturealtaral process. My outline turned into a
diagram developed using Powerpoint as one way taggthe complexity of the data. The
development of such diagrams is often used in gtaphic and other research as a way to help
conceptualise relationships between key comporassisciated with the topic of interest, in this
case the nature of relevant social relationshipsally the diagram was based mainly on
Australian committees under the 199&ional Statement (Commonwealth of Australia, 1999),
but it was informed by early work on the ethicsiesvprocess in the US. As the research
progressed and brought in other countries, it le@s lvefined. The version presented in Figure 1 is

8 “Ethics officer” is used as a generic term foreagmn who is responsible for administrative adésit
associated with the ethics review of human rese#ghin, these people can be identified using &taof
labels, even within a country. Many committeessaeved by a single ethics officer, many of whonsdo
part-time. In other institutions there might beeyaV people who provide administrative assistandae
committee with the nature of this assistance vargmmewhat from institution to institution.
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still based primarily on the Australian system, thé research suggests it is generally applicable t
the other four countries involved. The identitiésome of the people involved may differ, but the
diagram reflects the kinds of people commonly sepan ethics committees: researchers,
community or lay members, lawyers (sometimes agéasy sometimes they just happen to also be
lawyers), ministers or significant leaders fronekeint cultural groups in the community served by
the committee, one or more administrative suppeoipte (ethics officers). Some ethics officers,
whether or not they are voting members, particifratbe discussions; others do not. In some
places there is a requirement or expectation beatommittee will include people from the key
populations involved in the research the commit@@monly reviews.

Based on

Australian

Committee requirements
1999-2003

| == primary direction of
responsibility/accountability

Figure 1. Web of Relationships & Allegiances

One of the things developing this diagram highkghtvas the complexity of what | will call a

“web of relationships and allegiances.” This diagnaakes explicit several things that are often
beyond everyday conscious awareness; in fact tiheysa seem too obvious to bear mentioning.
First, the ethics-review process is a very real@mplex human process; second, as these
committees are social institutions made up of liealhuman beings, each member and the group
as a whole have multiple, but not always the saelationships and allegiances and these directly
and indirectly affect their roles and perspecti@esommittee members and, thus, the ethics-
review process in general. This is not a mattécan” affect, but “does” affect, even when people
might want to believe otherwise. We are never &eeutside influences or the nature of internal
relationships within any group in which we act.

This web of relationships and allegiances suggestsmber of arenas in which there is the
potential for conflicts of interest. These are diotd that may move the emphasis of reviews from
the expressed mandate of the protection of humditipants in research and in some cases
compliance with regulations to other, sometimesenp@rsonal, issues. Again, this does not mean
that these potential conflicts are necessarily lprohtic; however, it does suggest the need to be
fully aware of them. In fact, being aware of theeeflicts and the potential they have on the
decision-making process may actually enhance thieweprocess. An explicit awareness can be
used to encourage the exploration of the rangéhadad dimensions and potential concerns and the
source of these concerns. In some cases simplypabidging the conflict or the potential web of
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conflicts and how it may or may not be affecting firocess is all that is needed. In other cases,
steps may have to be taken to address and comérplatential effect.

Individual and committee level

The web of relationships at the individual and cdttea level is one of the most important
influences on the ethics-review process becausesattview is not the mere application of
guidelines or regulations, even though some peeplé to approach reviews with this as their
primary aim. Members of the committees are reapfewvho at the individual level can have
personal and professional relationships across reactprs that can influence the work of the
committee, including how the committee interpretd applies guidelines and regulations and
develops and applies its policies and procedungsh Sctions are not culture-free, nor are they
free of individual influences such as the poweindfvidual identities and personalities and
personal experiences. As Barnes notes for res@gagdmeral, the review “process is thus one in
which several different parties are involved whimgerests and obligations are partly parallel and
partly divergent" (J. A. Barnes, 1979, p. 87).

And, there are the interpersonal relationshipsiwithe committee itself. If members of
committees do not come to the committee with preslipexisting relationships with other
members, such relationships develop during theseoof their shared interactions. In some cases
these are relationships marked by respect, evendship. In other cases, the relationships are
marked by previously existing tensions or poweratahces or these may develop within the
context of committee work as people’s ideologiedygs, beliefs, biases, etc are revealed. These
points, while seemingly obvious, are neverthelesgiwexploring for they have significant
potential to affect the way ethics committees woelspond to the applications before them, and
they affect the results of their deliberationsother words, people may play out their interpersona
relationships within the committee and with theeggshers involved during the review process.
Sometimes things like this seem so obvious thatiewd to overlook them. In this paper and in the
exercises | suggest, | want to raise them to thel lef conscious awareness.

The various sectors in the diagram may have awctdfieough particular individuals. The most
obvious, and the topic of much of the conflict mierest literature, is how the sectors relate to
researchers on the committee who generally haatiaeships and allegiances to most of the
sectors (e.g., the institution, sponsors, theifgesion and other researchers, the community,
government as research or institutional funderd,the committee). However, just as important,
and possibly more so, are relationships and alegisof each committee member within the
committee itself that are in addition to or sepafabm those at the macro level, including
relationships and allegiances associated with b&itigens” of the community to use John
Barnes’ term. As Barnes has noted: "Research hatharal dimension whenever it impinges on
creatures with whom we have moral relations" (JBArnes, 1996, pp. 180-181).

The nature of the required membership of ethicgemeecommittees (the requirement to have a
diversity of people) means that there are goingetpotential conflicts of interest. If personal
issues are added, then the potential is even higlvery member comes to the committee with his
or her own baggage, some of which we call experfikey also come to the committee with other
often seemingly unrelated bodies of knowledge, es|beliefs, etc — and particular interaction
styles. Despite protestations to the contrary, @aember brings with him or her a personal agenda
that goes beyond the protection of humans whoraa\ed in research. Some members are more
conscious of these agendas within themselves 4 otembers than others, as demonstrated in
some of the discussions | had with ethics committeenbers. Every member has a personal
reason for being on the committee and a partiditdory leading up to becoming a committee
member. Some are members by choice and othersdwristance, for example some people are
put on these committees by department chairs @r @itiministrators in the institution. Some
become members because they were nominated byemtar former member. Some are
specifically approached because of their particelquertise and asked to become members. Some
choose to become members because of prior expesiavith the review process or because of
some particular concern or interest and others a@nads in institutional or local newspapers and
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in this way self-select to become members of theroitee. And, as one chair told me, if a
researcher complains about the committee, theljkalg to get an invitation to become a member.
The reasons behind why people become (and rema&mbmrs of the committee and the history of
their becoming a member influence to varying degithe nature of the meeting and review
process, this very human form of interaction.

Some of these agendas have been obvious in ourvalises, for example when certain issues
come up and every member of the committee turasparticular member. At times it almost
seems as though this action has been choreogréglcadse all heads seemed to turn towards the
person in unison. For example, in some meetingswioe example, issues related to women or
other identified participant groups, aspects obinfation sheets, or technical issues related to the
“science” of a particular application arose it vediwious as observers who was either considered
the expert in this area or for whom it was a miégsue. In turning to this person the committee
was both acknowledging that this was this perstin&ie” or area of expertise and it served to
give this person the opportunity to speak. Whenimpressions were tested by asking members
about such situations, our conclusions were comfitnfror example, most committees have a
member who has particular issues with some aspéttoomation sheets/consent forms. After one
meeting | was told that Jaheeally has a thing for the way these documentswaiteen and always
has something to say so they always give her aortyrgty to have her say. However, as she can
go on and on about things like grammar they givetinge to mention a few things and then
suggest she give her comments to the ethics offizeanother case, every time a project involved
women heads turned to one particular woman. Laemas identified as a “feminist” with strong
feelings about the role of women in research apdptbtections afforded to them.

More often these influences affect the review pssand the nature of the interactions during the
meeting in more subtle ways; ways that may be beya consciousness of the members
themselves. For example, members have roles ouisitieir professional and committee roles
and thus allegiances to other sectors. Many menaverparents and all are citizens of the
community. This fact often came out in discussiatated to research involving children, in fact
second only to research involving drug compani@gesearch involving children in raising the
emotional tone of a discussion. When such reseaastbeing reviewed we would hear statements
like: “I would never allow my child to participate this researchf “If | was approached to

include my child in this research | would ...” “Agarent | would want to know this research was
happening in my child’s school. | think the resésns must obtain parental consent. | would need
to know about this in case some problem came @pvedirds. I'd know where it came from.”

In the last case, the children involved were teerggnd the topic was something that teenagers
regularly talk about. | confirmed this by talkingtome of my students and other young people
who were the same age or a few years older thatatbet population in this and related studies.
So the risks involved seemed no greater than ttihese young people encounter in every day life.
In fact my young informants told me that the kimdgjuestions | suggested might be asked were
pretty mild compared to the kind of talk that is@mal in their everyday conversations with one
another. “Oh, we talk about that all the time.”

Other examples include responses to research eijle with particular diagnoses, illnesses, or
experiences. Members would make comments likas ‘@bout time someone did research on this
topic. When my [father, mother, friend, ...] wasnb one was doing research on this.” Or
alternatively, “Oh no, not another project on ... fidhbave just been too many studies on this. The
people must be sick of them by now.” “If my [fathenother, friend, ...] was asked to participate
in one more of these studies they would be vergtips| remember when my [father, mother,
friend, ...] participated in a trial like this. It wdwonderful, horrible, etc].” In other words, kal
about experiences outside of those directly relaigte application and their role as a committee

* Not her real name.

5 These are just a few examples. Nearly every ctt@enhas its Jane. Attention to information shasts
consent forms regularly takes up significant pogiof the meeting time.

% Most quotes are a synthesis or paraphrase of catsmede during meetings.
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member (i.e., past committee discussions or caseswed by the committee) often came into
discussions and judgements of particular applioatend the response (good or bad) was coloured
by these other first and, often, second-hand egpees.

Two more examples might suffice to make the cabes& are important examples because one of
the duties of the commiittee is to consider the igpé&ssues related to potentially vulnerable
populations. | say potentially vulnerable becadsas about vulnerability are themselves socially
and culturally constructed. Thus, for examplepalbple who have experienced a mental iliness are
not incompetent to make decisions about partiaigati research (e.g., Michels, 1999; Prentice,
Gold, & Carpenter, 2005; Roberts & Roberts, 1988hough data collected for this project
suggests that for many committee members havingteda mental illness makes a person
eternally vulnerable, an assumption based on @llturderstandings of mental illness in western
societies.

Although | could use research with people with rakilliness as a key case example, the one |
want to use deals with drug users and how the gstsams of the committee members based on
other relationships, allegiances and experiencesffact their judgement about how such
research should be conducted and whether or sbbiild be approved. This situation came up
several times in discussions in committees and kéthinformants and it came up in more than
one country. Committee members often used theimagtons about the lives of people who use
illegal or recreational drugs to make decisionsualsach things as whether the committee will
accept the proposed recruitment strategy or gfts (Ritter, Fry, & Swan, 2003). Monetary
awards, even modest amounts like $5-10, are ofiealtowed. Even food vouchers have been
disallowed. “They’ll just sell them to get money firugs.”

Key informants who work with drug users find suasamptions naive and uninformed. One key
informant told me that he once took a person whe rearesentative of the proposed participants,
a person who was also a representative of oneedfrjanisations to be involved in the research,
to the meeting with him as a community represevga{iin another situation, the committee itself
included a person from the target population aember of the committee.) In this situation
applicants can choose to come to the meeting twskistheir research. Whether or not researchers
can attend committee meetings varies (FitzgeraMu&, 2004). However, this was one of the few
cases where a key informant reported taking hlseolown community representative to a
meeting. After the committee members got over thisicomfort with this person and had raised a
number of questions this outside community repriagime told the committee members to “put
aside their middle class values and get real.atlleast one case the representative told the
committee that many of these people are poor astdrjying to survive. The issues the committee
were raising were not relevant to this populatibime community involved wanted the research
and supported it and the concerns the committeevieael not concerns. Perhaps more importantly,
key informants and this representative made thetpthat these people wanted to be valued for
their contribution to the research and to be tbatith respect, including being treated as adults
capable of making their own choices. As noted abowe minor concern raised by the committee
was paying the people $5 to participate. Membeth®tommittee were concerned that the
participants would use the money to buy drugs. pbison and others said that was ridiculous,
particularly given the amounts of money being déseul.

The key informants involved in this discussion, amahy others, talked about the
ultraconservative approach of some committeeswhan faced with situations they do not
understand or do not have information on that caemimembers “revert to stereotypes and
misinformation from the media or whatever.” In@thvords, they draw on other bodies of
knowledge related to experiences associated whigr atectors in the web of relationships and
allegiances. In one of these cases the key infarmas also using the case to make the argument
that community representatives on committees arala@ys representative of the communities
that might be involved, that they are often frodifferent class — and culture. Although
committees can use outside experts, this optionti®ften used, even in relation to methodology
or the “science” of the research. In fact, evideotesing outside experts to inform the
committee’s deliberations was exceptional.
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People are not always aware of how much other coes of the web affect their behaviour in
particular contexts. This is because they do noés&arily reflect on such things, unless they come
up in situations like interviews with people likeemresearching the ethics-review process or when
unexpected conflicts occur during a meeting thaberage the more reflective members to think
about why this situation occurred or, in some casen committee members take part in
educational workshops or retreats that encouragfe ilection. Addressing internal conflicts of
interest requires some reflection on the interestgendas particular members bring to the
meeting and the review of particular applications.

Good committee chairs do this well and, thus, dtencable to manage such conflicts in ways that
enhance the process rather than bog it down. Theyw khe committee members and are aware of
the interests that members bring to the committekvehen appropriate use these interests to
enhance discussion. They might ask a particularleetior that person’s thoughts. However, they
also use this knowledge to try to avoid “soap bgkiny particular members. They provide
opportunities for these people to present thewsjebut use a form of controlled discussion and
final decision making that acknowledges dispar@tevs and still lets the committee come to a
reasonable conclusion. They lead and manage thgngeeocess. They often do this by using
consensus decision-making processes and may acagevthe person’s concerns verbally at the
meeting and in the minutes, and, if of relevanad significance, they may pass on the concerns to
the researchers involved. The good use of thesks kihskills and their smooth integration into the
meeting are essential and have a significant impadtoth the nature of the meetings themselves
and the decisions the committee makes. The impmatahthe chair and the skills this person
brings to the position cannot be overemphasized.

These internal real and potential conflicts of i seem less problematic in committees made up
of members who know one another and have a sharsg ©f their roles and some mutual respect.
These are committees where the members have haddimork out their relationships with one
another. Over time the committee may have conslia@rainconsciously configured the

committee so it is made up people who have comldtiberaction styles — or they may have
developed conditions that predispose them to wbgtlB91) refers to as “groupthink.” On the
other hand, some of the committees actually usenpiat conflicts to great advantage and
negotiated the resolution of such conflicts in & Weat the committee’s decision is balanced and
well informed.

However, when these conflicts are not addressed;dmmittee can lose sight of its purpose and
the researchers have to deal with the resultrieftem the committee that in effect are a means
for the committee to deal with its internal conflicOne example is when the discussion evolves to
the point where it is really a discussion basedamething that arose from the discussion and not
from the application itself, a discussion that rhaye gotten off topic and the researcher is asked
to resolve a problem that is actually a discus#ianis related to one or more members’ areas of
interest or internal or personal conflicts, but hitle do with the submitted application. Thusgth
researcher gets a decontextualised question tHasnittle sense when the researcher was not
privy to the discussion and cannot find the basigie question in their application or, in some
case, the issue has been addressed in the applitati the committee lost sight of this as their
discussion meandered into new areas that actuadllf dith members’ concerns that are unrelated
to the application.

Another method used by committees is the “Let’'sthskresearcher” approach. This is a common
ploy used by some people, most often chairs, to atdiscussion that is not likely to be resolved
with more discussion. It can be used so these often-packed meetings can move on. Thus some
of the points in the letters researchers receiganat about ethical issues in relation to the
proposed research, but reveal the internal cosftiEthe committee and problems it may have
dealing with these conflicts. This point alone nmkeme of the seemingly inexplicable comments
in letters to researchers make sense by contesituglihem into this complex web of relationships
and potential conflicts of interest.

© Maureen H. Fitzgerald 7
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Macro Level

Now let us briefly turn to other sectors on thegdéan (Figure 1). The diagram highlights the
major relationships and allegiances involved. Theskide those with external agencies, including
the institution, research sponsors (which can lwegonent, drug companies and other
organisations), the community, government itsetfause it sets the guides for ethics review —
and because it may directly or indirectly fund tesearch, and professional or other personal
affiliations and relationships. The size of eacimdm indicates something about the magnitude of
its importance in this context. The overlappinglomains indicate the areas where there is most
likely to be shared or conflicts of interests. Emeows and their size suggest the direction and
magnitude of the relationship. They could easilypbesented as two-way arrows to emphasise the
conflict of interest potential. Thus the strengthihe potential conflict is not necessarily of the
same magnitude, but the arrows are only an indinaif the relative strength and pull of the
relationship. Each committee and each applicatidvetreviewed may evoke slightly different
configurations and different magnitudes of potdntiluence.

Each sector on the diagram is worthy of seriousiciamation. | will highlight just one to
demonstrate how important each can be. | have ohtbseone that seems to be particularly
common in the literature and discussions in conamét conflicts related to sponsors of research,
mainly drug companies. Drug companies have mostiogr been demonised in the contemporary
literature and the review process (Fitzgerald, 2)0However, drug companies are not the only
sponsors of research. Much research is sponsorgdugrnment and private organisations, each
of which sets an agenda for the kind of researualilisupport and in this way influences the
research agendas of researchers, most of whonependent on these funds for their research and
for their standing in the academic context (grdirm particular organisations have greater
saliency than others). In recent years there has Agush in academic organisations to develop
“partnerships with industry” and researchers avearded within the institution for developing
them. Thus the sector here called “sponsors” cdarige and diverse, including organisations that
can affect all aspects of human life. Some of ttsggmsors and their agendas will resonate with
committee members and be consistent with their agendas (the Cancer Council, the Heart
Assaociation, etc). On the other hand, some spomags the ire of some committee members,
drug and tobacco companies being the most commam@es. Drug companies are likely to
evoke the more obvious conflicts of interest. Assult, it may be even more important for people
to identify those sponsors with whom they sharagenda because people are less likely to
guestion their motivations and those of the resesrcin relation to the research proposed.

Macro and Micro Level Intertwined

That conflicts of interest influenced decision-nrakbecomes obvious in listening to the
comments, stories, and explanations committee menmvesent in their discussions of the
applications before them. They relate personal epees with the sponsor (or other sectors on
the diagram) and those of family, friends, andezdlues. They raise issues as consumers and
citizens. They talk from their experiences as p@reormer patients or research participants, and
researchers. They engage in the everyday talkexfyday people presented with a particular
stimulus. They bring in everyday experiences amikgise. It is clear when they are positively
inclined towards a particular sector and when ga@ynot. Their comments may or may not be
supported by potentially verifiable information amay reflect an individual perspective or sense
of conflict that is not necessarily generalisafileey may also reflect the difficulty in staying up-
to-date with current standards or guidelines otiqadar kinds of research or research with
particular populations. These comments, stories,eaplanations can have a significant impact on
the outcome of an application review. In this wagyt become potential conflicts of interest for the
member, but they may also reveal conflicts of e$eamong the committee members.

The interests of the most vocal, those with paldity good skills at debate and persuasion, or the
most emotional, can often affect the outcome ofrélwew process, particularly when the
discussion establishes a moral conundrum for thalmees of the committee. In this case it is the
introduction of a real or potential conflict of @mest within the group that is important. Thus
internal conflicts of interests can mirror thoséhet macro level.
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Conclusion

This paper highlights the need to see the ethigigweprocess as a very human social process and
not the mechanical application of rules, guideljr@sprinciples, even if sometimes it appears to
be or appears to need to be the mere applicatiamex or guidelines. As a human endeavour, the
structure of the system and the review procest, itgi¢h its complex web of relationships and
allegiances, has the potential to affect the naancequality of the behaviour of all who are
involved and, in fact, does affect them. It is stimes the nature of these relationships, rather tha
the nature of the research, that are more critictiie nature of the review process and its
outcome. With a heightened awareness of this walegealop a better understanding of the ethics-
review process, and its products, including letéard other communications with researchers, and
what the process does and does not, what it casambt, accomplish.

The discussion presented here suggests a needifoties that allow people to identify the
potential conflicts of interest that influence thieiteractions within committees, with researchers,
and, perhaps more importantly, the decisions thakemThe need for training of committee
members has been highlighted both in the literadnkin interviews conducted for this research.
Many people become members of committees witle Idtino preparation, but a particular history
and agenda. Some committees provide regular opptets for committee members to enhance
their knowledge and skills related to the ethicgew process. Many of these activities are
oriented towards knowledge and understanding of taoapply the relevant guidelines, regulations
or laws. There is a need to expand the kind of ianog available to current and potential members
of ethics committees and the researchers who swpplications to them at the local and national
level.

Based on the premise presented here, | would eagewducational efforts to include the
opportunity for people to explore the values, bisliassumptions, etc about research and the
nature of knowledge production, and the web ofti@ighips and allegiance that bear upon
consideration of ethics applications and the etbfaonducting particular research projects. One
model for such an effort can be drawn from the wtbdt has been done in the area of developing
cultural competency among healthcare workers (Bigzgerald, 2000; Fitzgerald, Mullavey-
O'Byrne, Clemson, & Williamson, 1996)These efforts often begin with exercises thatvall
people to identify and challenge some of the bgliedlues, assumptions that underpin their
attitudes and behaviours. In this case, it woulgdmicularly important to be sure the exercises
focus particularly on the web of relationships afidgiances of each member and the committee
as a whole and how these affect the review pro€gigen the diagram that initiated my reflection
in this area, it would be reasonable to suggesitbaple engage in a mapping exercise where they
identify those entities that have the most obviodisience on them, with facilitators encouraging
people to move beyond the obvious. The secondoparich an exercise might then involve
identifying some of the beliefs, values, and atti#fs of each of those sectors and how these might
influence decision-making. Although it would be ionfant for such activities to take place within
a group setting, particularly among members ofrarodtee, this is an exercise the individuals can
do for themselves. It might also be interestingdeople to try and develop maps that they think
reflect the relationships and allegiances of thelleagues within the committee and the
researchers who submit applications to the comenilis consciousness raising exercise might
help people, committee members and researchees #dikdentify the factors that influence their
decision-making and the potential conflicts thagimiarise within committees or between
committees and researchers. This might enable mfmened decision making and help people
highlight the factors that influence their decisioBecision-making in ethics committee meetings
is greatly influenced by many factors. It is nohgly the application of guidelines and regulations
or even ethical principles. Even if it was, thesigeo factors would still influence the interpreteti

of those guidelines, regulations and principles.

"] am indebted to a member of the audience atahéecence when | first presented a version ofhajser
for asking me how to address this issue. At the tinis was the first thought that came to me. Upon
reflection and after discussing the idea with k&fgimants, it seemed more and more relevant arfdlusea
potential strategy. In fact, it seems some comestready use exercises like this in their edooati
activities.

© Maureen H. Fitzgerald 9
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