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1. Purpose
This Policy provides a framework for professional practice and decision-making on ethical issues as they
arise in the work of the University within research, innovation, learning and teaching.
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2. Scope
This policy relates specifically to the academic activities of i) research and innovation and ii) learning
and teaching. It does not apply to ethical issues relating to the wider strategic interests of the
University including business partnerships and matters of procurement or investment. This business is
the responsibility of the University Executive Board and/or governors, is normally negotiated at
institutional level, and can be contrasted with innovation projects that are typically managed at faculty
or department/school levels.
Most ethical judgments result from a process of values-informed debate in which various principles and
considerations contribute to the final outcome. Some of these values stem from the University whilst
others originate outside the University; for example those relating to subject disciplines that draw their
self-identity from their own professional ethical codes as promulgated by
their professional associations or accrediting bodies. Some ethical judgments are guided or constrained
by legislation such as management of personal data, or research involving vulnerable groups such as
adults lacking mental capacity.
This policy relates to engagement with people, the environment and data. The University has a
separate Working with Animals Policy that defines the terms of reference for our Animal Welfare and
Ethical Review Body (AWERB). It intends to continue to work closely with the National Centre for the
Replacement, Refinement and Reduction of Animals in Research (NC3RS).
The University has adopted the UKRIO Code of Practice for Research, and it requires staff and students
to adhere to the key principles of integrity contained therein. Any member of the University who
believes that there may have been a breach of research integrity should refer to the Procedure for the
Investigation of Allegations of Misconduct in Research and seek advice from the Director of Corporate
Governance. The University will invoke its staff or student disciplinary procedures in relation to
breaches of research ethics, integrity and governance.
This Policy applies equally to research and innovation work carried out through any University
subsidiary company, any teaching delivered by partner organisations, and any teaching accredited by
the University.
Specific advice and guidance for adhering to this policy can be found on the ethics page of the
University website.

University of Portsmouth | Ethics Policy

June 2020 | 5 of 21

3. Values
Values are the shared, fundamental beliefs held by the University as a community of learning; they
should be seen as a reflection of the culture of the institution. Values comprise the normative
foundation upon which all of the University’s policies and practices should be built.
The University’s Strategy and Vision describes the University as ambitious, responsible and open.
The University’s Strategy and Vision includes a commitment to “act with integrity for the greater
good” and to “insist on upholding the highest academic and professional standards”. As matter of social
responsibility the University reserves the right to refuse funding from organisations that do not share
its values, and requires members of its community to exercise due diligence when entering into
agreements with such organisations.
Our commitment to acting with integrity for the greater good and upholding the highest academic and
professional standards requires that all members of the University treat one another appropriately and
fairly, and that communications of all kinds are not offensive. Issues relating to harassment and bullying
are covered in the Dignity and Respect Policy and policies on communication are embodied in Staff’s
and Students’ Email Policies.
Innovation, creativity and freedom of academic enquiry and expression are enshrined both by law and
the need to ensure openness and respect in relations within our community. Provided that these
requirements are met, the University will support staff and students seeking to publicise the results of
research and scholarship that has been carried out as a part of their roles within the University. The
University expects staff and students to share its values and requires that they do not associate the
University, or other members of it, in matters which reflect their own opinions on topics that are not
the outcome of work carried out as part of their roles in the University (see the External Speaker
Policy).
Some of the implications of these values are the subject of other policies. These include those in the
area of Equality and Diversity, such as The Equality and Diversity Policy Statement that details the
University’s commitment to the strategic plan and includes values of being ‘serious about inclusivity’
and being ‘committed to improving social mobility’. The University also has a Declaration of Interests
Policy that provides a framework to help ensure that staff and governors do not place themselves in a
position where their professionalism, integrity, impartiality and honesty might be questioned or where
the activities of the University are brought into disrepute.
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In October 2019, Universities UK launched an updated Concordat to support research integrity that sets
out a national framework for good research conduct and its governance. The University supports the
principles of the Concordat and of other agencies that seek to promote the highest standards of
research conduct, such as those embodied in the UKRI Policy and Guidelines on the Governance of
Good Research Conduct.
The Board of Governors is responsible for ensuring that the University retains the highest levels of
academic and professional integrity and that we deliver our obligations in relation to corporate social
responsibility.
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4. Ethics, Integrity and Governance
4.1

Research & Innovation

Within research and innovation, Ethics, Integrity and Governance represents three different
perspectives that together ensure high quality and successful work. Ethics refers to engagement with,
and the work of, Ethics Committees. These play a key role in identifying and coming to an opinion on
issues that may arise within projects or protocols. Ethics review considers how the widely accepted
ethical principles of Autonomy, Beneficence, Non-maleficence and Justice (see
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-09483-0_348) are applied within the proposed work. The
University’s arrangements for Ethics Review are described in sections 5 and 6.
Integrity refers to the virtues that staff and academics apply as they conduct their work. Common
virtues relating to research and innovation include rigour, accuracy, originality, honesty, transparency,
collaborative working, openness and creativity. These virtues form the basis for informing specific
behaviours such as how data is gathered, handled and analysed, how collaborations are managed, how
results are reported, and how expert opinion is provided. In recognition of the wide range of academic
fields, methodologies and approaches the University encourages academic communities to consider
the virtues applicable to their work and how to promote integrity in all activities. Staff are encouraged
to engage with their wider academic communities to develop and promote research integrity in their
areas of study.
Governance refers to the duties that the University and its staff fulfil when conducting research and
innovation activities. Duties are often defined by wider laws (such as arrangements relating to clinical
trials, research involving human tissue etc.) and policies such as those published by research and higher
education funders or professional and learned societies. Governance duties are often defined in the
wider range of University policies and therefore form part of each staff member’s contractual
relationship with the University. Where research and innovation activities are being conducted
(including when research or innovation activities are conducted for educational purposes) responsibility
for ensuring governance duties are met lies initially with the member of staff responsible for the
project/student, followed by their department/school head, followed by Dean of Faculty, and
ultimately PVC research.
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4.2

Learning and Teaching

The University embraces the following general principles governing its learning and teaching activities,
aiming to maximise students’ potential, and encourage democratic participation in civil society:
Teaching methods and styles should be adapted to be inclusive, taking full account of the diversity
of students
b) Learning and assessment requiring public engagement must undergo an ethics review
c) Students should be encouraged to develop informed opinions
d) When teaching involves the use of material that might be reasonably expected to cause offence or
distress, students should be informed in advance and given the opportunity to opt out
e) Ethics-related matters are regularly considered in the course review process
a)
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5. Ethics Review
All research and innovation activities undertaken by staff and students of the University (and by others in
collaboration with us) requires an ethics review prior to starting. Ethics reviews should be proportionate by
taking into account work having no material ethical concerns, and projects intended to provide a learning
experience rather than advancing knowledge.
Ethics reviews are complex but at the minimum should:










Assess whether activities aim to maximise benefit for individuals and society whilst minimising risk
and harm to participants, and that staff/students are acting with due regard to their social
responsibilities in conducting and disseminating their research.
Assess whether activities respect the privacy, autonomy, diversity, values, and dignity of
individuals, groups and communities. Reviews should ensure work is not discriminatory and takes
into account the needs, experiences and beliefs of different groups within society where
appropriate.
Wherever possible ensure that participation is voluntary and appropriately informed; consent is
provided by the participant or, in the case of a minor, a person with parental responsibility. In the
case of adults lacking capacity, researchers must act in accordance with the Mental Capacity Act
2005.
Ensure activities are conducted with integrity and transparency, employing the most appropriate
methods for the purpose with lines of responsibility and accountability clearly defined.
Ensure independence of research & innovation, and where conflicts of interest cannot be avoided
they should be made explicit.
Ensure that confidentiality when it is assured, is respected, and due regard is paid to the security
and ethical use of personal and sensitive information, adhering to the requirements of the Data
Protection Act 2018.
Ensure that all Research & Innovation, including work that does not involve human participants,
takes account of the following general principles:
a. Acting with due respect for the environment, taking account of sustainability and its continuing
integrity
b. Ensuring sensitive data is managed with care and due regard to legal constraints
c. Ensuring Technological innovation aims to improve the quality of life for mankind
d. Abiding by legal, institutional and accepted practices, procedures and protocols in the treatment
of animals
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5.1

Research

Any research involving NHS patients and/or their relatives or carers requires the submission of the project
to the appropriate NHS Research Ethics Committee (REC) prior to the recruitment of any participant. There
are other circumstances where ethical review by a NHS REC is legally required such as in relation to the
human tissue act or mental capacity act. Further details can be found in Governance arrangements for
Research Ethics Committees (DH 2012). Some other studies might need to be reviewed by other external
bodies including the Ministry of Defence REC (for research relating to military personnel), Her Majesty’s
Prison and Probation Service (for research involving prisoners), and the National Social Care Ethics
Committee. Some charities or funders may also have their own ethics committees. Faculty ethics
committees should be notified of successful applications to external committees and receive copies of the
application documents and favourable opinion letter, but need not formally review these studies. As a
matter of good practice, Faculty ethics committees should offer advice and support to researchers seeking
external reviews.
All research and innovation activity not subject, as a matter of law or policy to external ethics review, must
be subject to internal review prior to the recruitment of any participant. It should be noted that review
must be proportionate to the risks and burdens associated with the research. Normally, formal review by a
faculty committee is only necessary for staff research and innovation, and work undertaken by research
students, involving human participation. Ethics review of undergraduate and taught postgraduate research
can be undertaken by a departmental ethics committee following procedures and guidance promulgated
by the relevant faculty ethics committee. Where a team conducts research, the leader of the team or
principal investigator is responsible for ensuring that the project is subject to independent ethics review. All
other research activities must be reviewed using the online review system.
For the purposes of research governance and ethics, the supervisors of undergraduate and taught
postgraduate students take the responsibility of principal investigator.
5.2

Innovation

Many innovation projects do not include significant ethical issues as they centre on work such as product
development and evaluation. Projects of this nature need not be reviewed by full committee, but staff
undertaking them should use the online review system.
Some innovation projects require ethics review by full committee as a result of significant ethical issues. It
is not possible to produce a definitive list of what comprises significant ethical issues but obvious examples
would include activities involving sensitive issues, work for organisations which might be regarded as
ethically contentious, where our reputation might be jeopardised, and any activity which might be
regarded (perhaps covertly) as seeking UoP endorsement of a product or service.
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5.3

Learning and teaching

Ethics should be a part of the curriculum and explicitly included in teaching and in course materials
wherever ethical questions and decisions are relevant to a subject’s activity. Every student in a programme
should have opportunities for reflection and debate on relevant ethical issues. AdvancedHE has published
further guidance regarding partnerships with students in learning and teaching regarding ethics.
Ethical choices and issues may arise in relation to the learning, teaching and assessment methods adopted,
including students’ experiences on placements and in work-based learning contexts. Members of staff need
to be alert to any potential for pedagogic practice to treat students, or ask students to treat others, in ways
that are unethical.
Ethical issues that may be relevant in teaching include:
The design, conduct and dissemination of research
The impact of subject matter on individuals or identifiable groups including but not necessarily
limited to those groups directly specified in legislation on equality and diversity
c) The understanding and analysis of the context and mechanisms of choice between alternative
policies or practices
d) The impact of applications of the subject matter on the environment
e) The impact of the subject matter on creativity, freedom and autonomy
f) The understanding of historical and cross-cultural differences in ethical consideration and
standards
a)
b)

Teaching should encourage open debate on how ethical issues might be identified and resolved.
All undergraduate and postgraduate students involved in research projects are required to consider the
ethical dimensions
of their work and to follow the sections of this Policy relating to research governance, ethics and integrity.
General advice can be obtained from their supervisor, departmental ethics representative, Chairs of the
relevant faculty ethics committees, or from the University Ethics Advisor.
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6. Roles and Responsibilities for Ethics
Review
University Ethics
Committee

Research Ethics
Subcommittee

BAL FEC

Department
Ethics
Committees

6.1

CCI FEC

Department
Ethics
Committees

HSS FEC

Department
Ethics
Committees

Science FEC

Department
Ethics
Committees

Technology FEC

Department
Ethics
Committees

University Ethics Committee

The University Ethics Committee takes a broad overview of the ethical issues relating to the academic
activities of the University, recognising that some funding, such as those relating to the University’s wider
strategic interests (business relationships, partnerships, trading, investment and procurement) will need to
be considered by the University Executive Board. The University Ethics Committee reports to the University
Research and Innovation Committee and Academic Council. It is chaired by the Pro Vice- Chancellor,
Research and Innovation. There is representation on the Committee from the Board of Governors in
recognition of the ethical responsibilities of the Board. Membership and terms of reference are available
online. The University Ethics Committee is responsible for ensuring that values and principles referred to
above are applied in all parts of the University.

University of Portsmouth | Ethics Policy

June 2020 | 13 of 21

6.2

Research Ethics Subcommittee

Recognising that ethics review of research and innovation requires specific procedures and expertise, the
University Ethics Committee delegates responsibility for these aspects to a subcommittee. The
subcommittee directly supervises the faculty Ethics Committees and takes responsibility for proposing and
managing operational aspects of research and innovation
ethics review. It also reviews appeals of opinions provided by faculty ethics committee. The research ethics
subcommittee is chaired by the University Ethics Advisor and is composed of the chair (or nominated
representative) from each faculty ethics committee along with other co-opted members where necessary
and a representative from Research and Innovation Services. Terms of reference are available online.
6.3

Faculty Ethics Committees

There are ethics committees in all five faculties whose primary role is to provide a review of research and
innovation projects in their faculty:






Faculty of Business and Law
Creative and Cultural Industries
Humanities and Social Sciences
Technology
Science

Any research or innovation activity carried out by staff in central departments should be referred to the
University Ethics Advisor who will recommend a suitable pathway for review.
Faculty ethics committees have the same terms of reference and constitution, available online. Every
academic department is represented in the relevant faculty ethics committee. Faculty committees must
meet at regular intervals and have a mechanism for review of urgent or short-notice cases. They consider
the principles outlined in this document and primarily review research and innovation project protocols.
The University Research Ethics subcommittee and University Ethics Adviser ensure that faculty committees
operate equitably and follow similar procedures.
Clear guidance regarding necessary documentation and the process of ethics review can be found on the
University’s website. Application forms for ethics review by a faculty ethics committee can be found on the
website. There are also links to templates and guidance documents.
If an applicant is sure that their research poses no ethics issues, for example it does not
a)
b)
c)
d)

involve human participants
impact on the integrity of the environment
impact on our cultural heritage
include any sensitive issues

the online reviewing system should be used.

University of Portsmouth | Ethics Policy

June 2020 | 14 of 21

The favourable opinion of a faculty ethics committee provides assurance that if the research is conducted
in line with the documents reviewed by the Committee, it will be deemed as ethically acceptable. The
Committee is not empowered to give permission to conduct research. Governance permissions (as
described in section 4.1) will need to be obtained within the normal line management structures. If there
are any substantial changes to the research protocol or documents submitted for ethics review these must
be reported to the committee and further review sought.
Researchers may appeal the decision of a faculty ethics committee to the Research Ethics Subcommittee
who will implement a formal appeal process. The decision of the Research Ethics Subcommittee is final.
6.4

Department/Schools

All academic departments and schools must have a member of staff on the relevant faculty ethics
committee who can also act as an initial point of contact regarding ethical issues arising within their school
or department. Departmental representatives must liaise with their faculty ethics committee and the
University Ethics Advisor where appropriate. Some departments may need to expand this role into a
departmental ethics committee. These committees are sub-committees of the relevant faculty ethics
committee and may review studies at undergraduate and taught postgraduate level only. Terms of
reference are available online.
Many subject areas within the University will have available requirements, guidelines or a code of practice
on ethical issues
that have been developed by regulatory authorities, professional bodies, learned societies or subject
associations. Where
such external documents are available, the department may make an explicit resolution to adopt the
guidelines or code for the discipline or profession, either in whole or in part, and should communicate this
decision for ratification, together with a copy of the relevant documents, to the University Ethics
Committee. Members of staff are encouraged to consult published guidance produced by regulatory
authorities such as the Human Tissue Authority. However, the University would not expect individual
members of staff to make direct contact with these authorities. If specific advice is required it should be
sought in consultation with the University Ethics Advisor.
6.5

Supervisors

Supervisors of undergraduate and taught postgraduate students are responsible for providing appropriate
ethics guidance and take all reasonable precautions to ensure that student research is conducted ethically.
Supervisors must take the role of principal investigator and therefore closely support the student who
should be regarded as a co-investigator. Supervisors should not normally provide an independent ethics
review of their students’ work unless agreed in advance by the University Ethics Committee.
Supervisors of postgraduate research students should provide guidance and assistance to ensure ethical
design, conduct and dissemination of their student’s research. Supervisors are required to ‘sign off’ their
students’ applications to ethics committees, but cannot provide an independent ethics review.
Postgraduate research students should be regarded as principal investigators.
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6.6

Researchers

All staff and students involved in research are accountable to society, to the University, and where
relevant, to their profession, funders of the research and any research volunteers. This includes
cooperation and compliance with governance procedures, seeking ethics review as required, and the
subsequent adoption of ethically approved research methods that are appropriate to their discipline.
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7. Training
Training for staff, and undergraduate and postgraduate research students, will include discussions of
research ethics, governance and integrity issues, and the relevant codes of practice of the University and
external bodies. Members of research ethics committees will receive additional training appropriate for
their roles.
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8. Management and Communication
The implementation of this Policy requires that:
Managers in all areas of the University are responsible for considering how to address the governance,
ethics and integrity dimensions of research, innovation, learning and teaching activities.
Heads of Department and Deans are responsible for ensuring that necessary ethics committees are in
place, that they report to the University Ethics Committee, and that staff and students are informed of
ethical issues in their subject areas.
All members of the University community (governors, staff and students) have the right to raise ethical
considerations, seeking advice if necessary from their departmental ethics representative, Chair of the
relevant faculty ethics committee, University Ethics Adviser or the Director of Corporate Governance.
Any member of the University community who has concerns about any aspect of conduct and practice
should seek the advice of the Director of Corporate Governance. Members of the community are reminded
that the University has a Whistle Blowing Policy that protects members of staff who wish to report some
danger, fraud, or other illegal or unethical conduct in the workplace from any detriment.
All researchers and research groups must include consideration of ethics, integrity and governance matters
in their work.
Heads of Department and Deans are responsible for ensuring that local codes, guidelines and procedures
are communicated effectively and are supported by appropriate administrative arrangements and
documentation.
The University will employ an Ethics Adviser whose job is to manage and scrutinise the University’s
processes to:
a)
b)
c)
d)
e)
f)
g)
h)

Establish best practice in ethical standards relating to research & innovation and learning &
teaching, across the University.
Meet the requirements of the UUK Concordat, RCUK and other external funding bodies regarding
ethics, governance and integrity matters
Advise the University Executive Board where appropriate on ethical issues
Chair the research ethics-subcommittee
Develop, implement and oversee new policies, procedures and practices relating to research ethics,
integrity and governance
Provide strategic guidance, general advice and support concerning ethics to those undertaking
research and innovation activities
Coordinate training of staff and students in relation to this policy
Ensure the University ethics procedures are broadly consistent with external national and
international standards and procedures
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