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Research

• Ethical imperative to research epidemiology, natural history, 
pathophysiology, clinical manifestations, and preventative, 
diagnostic, and therapeutic interventions; and social 
consequences

• Urgency and complexity

• As of July 20,  482 therapeutic agents and 156 vaccine 
candidates in the pipeline

• https://www.bioworld.com/COVID19products#vac

https://www.bioworld.com/COVID19products#vac


BIOETHICS AT THE NIH

Challenge: Speed vs Rigor

• WORLD NEWS, FEBRUARY 19, 2020 / 9:56 AM / 5 MONTHS AGO

• Speed science: The risks of swiftly spreading coronavirus research

• The emergence in China of a new human coronavirus that is causing an 
epidemic of flu-like disease has sparked a parallel viral spread: science –
ranging from robust to rogue - is being conducted, posted and shared at 
an unprecedented rate.

• While speedy scientific analysis is highly useful if it’s good, flawed or 
misleading science can sow panic and may make a disease epidemic worse 
by prompting false policy moves or encouraging risky behaviour.

https://www.reuters.com/news/archive/worldNews






Lessons,  Speed vs Rigor

•Both are important

•Evaluate the trade-offs

•Avoid compromising ethics or science



Averting ethical or scientific compromise

•Ethical standards/principles

•Priority setting

•Coordination/collaboration

•Public engagement
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Guided by ethical standards

• “… the best public health policies are guided by and embody 
rigorous ethical standards at all levels. Integrating ethics 
throughout public health emergency response can serve a 
problem-solving function by anticipating, identifying, and 
addressing ethical concerns in the early stages of 
emergencies. 

• Presidential Commission for the Study of Bioethical Issues, Ethics and Ebola: Public Health 
Planning and Response, 2015. 
https://bioethicsarchive.georgetown.edu/pcsbi/sites/default/files/Ethics-and-
Ebola_PCSBI_508.pdf

https://bioethicsarchive.georgetown.edu/pcsbi/sites/default/files/Ethics-and-Ebola_PCSBI_508.pdf
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Research Priority Setting

• At every level

• Social and scientific value

• Feasibility/capacity

• Transparent and fair process

• Flexibility



World Health Organization
Global Research Roadmap





Priority Setting



Priority Setting - institutional level

• Feasibility and capacity

• Competing priorities

• Researcher, staff, participant safety

• Process



Coordination and collaboration

• Partnerships

• Collaboration

• Pooling resources

• Sharing data



Coordination

• “Fortunately, the global scientific community has a long tradition of 
transcending political and economic differences to coordinate or 
consult on major scientific challenges for the health and welfare of 
the world, and to push the frontiers of knowledge beyond what one 
country can do on its own.”  

Dr. M. McNutt, testimony to the US Congress, 3/6/19.

https://www.nationalacademies.org/ocga/testimonies/116-session-1/maintaining-us-leadership-in-

science-and-technology

https://www.nationalacademies.org/ocga/testimonies/116-session-1/maintaining-us-leadership-in-science-and-technology


Public engagement and trust

https://www.pewresearch.org/science/2020/05/2
1/trust-in-medical-scientists-has-grown-in-u-s-but-
mainly-among-democrats/ps_2020-05-21_trust-in-
scientists_00-01/

https://www.pewresearch.org/science/2020/05/21/trust-in-medical-scientists-has-grown-in-u-s-but-mainly-among-democrats/ps_2020-05-21_trust-in-scientists_00-01/


Based on IAP2, International Association for Public Participation, 2018.

https://www.slc.gov/can/wp-content/uploads/sites/8/2020/04/Best-Practices-for-

Engagement-During-COVID-19.pdf

https://www.iap2.org/
https://www.slc.gov/can/wp-content/uploads/sites/8/2020/04/Best-Practices-for-Engagement-During-COVID-19.pdf


Rigorous and expeditious research
Averting ethical or scientific compromise

•Ethical standards/principles

•Priority setting

•Coordination/collaboration

•Public engagement


