Research Ethics Committees (RECs) |

Introduction: The essence of research ethics is similar to the function of RECs and is founded
upon the principles of the Belmont Report (Respect for Persons/Autonomy, Beneficence/Non-
Maleficence, and Justice). Accordingly, the specific roles of RECs are to ensure the following:

a. securing the informed consent of potential subjects and ensuring that the information
given to such individuals are in language understandable to the subject (autonomy)

b. protecting the privacy of individuals and maintain the confidentiality of data (autonomy)

c. minimizing the risks and perform a risk/benefits analysis (beneficence/nonmaleficence)

d. ensuring that there are adequate provisions for safety monitoring (beneficence/non-
maleficence)

e. when some or all of the subjects are likely to be vulnerable to coercion or undue
influence, additional protections are in place to protect the rights and welfare of these
subjects (beneficence/non-maleficence)

f. Selection of subjects is fair and conforms to distributive justice (justice).

Please provide a brief response to each of the following questions:

1. You have just been appointed chair of your faculty’s REC, list which individuals you would
recommend to serve on the committee and state the reason for your selection.

2. Why do we need research ethics committees (RECs) to have as its primary purpose the
protection of the rights and welfare of human research subjects?

3. Do you think a country should have a National Ethics Committee to review protocols? If
not, explain why not. If yes, what protocols should a national committee review? What
specific functions could a local institutional research ethics committee provide that a
national committee could not?

4. RECs have been developed to protect research subjects. Paternalism is defined as an action
that overrides a person’s autonomy for his or her own good. Some commentators maintain
that if subjects are able to give valid informed consent, then RECs should not be



paternalistic by rejecting research that poses undue risks to such individuals. The claim to
support this position is that competent individuals are in the best position to determine
which risks are reasonable for them, hence RECs should not override autonomy by rejecting
research that might be acceptable to some individuals. Do you think that RECs should
sometimes take a paternalistic position and reject research that might be too risky, even if
competent individuals can provide valid consent?



