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Abstract

Background

Emerging technologies and societal changes create new ethical concerns and greater need

for cross-disciplinary and cross–stakeholder communication on navigating ethics in

research. Scholarly articles are the primary mode of communication for researchers, how-

ever there are concerns regarding the expression of research ethics in these outputs. If not

in these outputs, where should researchers and stakeholders learn about the ethical consid-

erations of research?

Objectives

Drawing on a scoping review, analysis of policy in a specific disciplinary context (learning

and technology), and reference group discussion, we address concerns regarding research

ethics, in research involving emerging technologies through developing novel policy that

aims to foster learning through the expression of ethical concepts in research.

Approach

This paper develops new editorial policy for expression of research ethics in scholarly out-

puts across disciplines. These guidelines, aimed at authors, reviewers, and editors, are

underpinned by:

1. a cross-disciplinary scoping review of existing policy and adherence to these policies;
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2. a review of emerging policies, and policies in a specific discipline (learning and technology);

and,

3. a collective drafting process undertaken by a reference group of journal editors (the authors

of this paper).

Results

Analysis arising from the scoping review indicates gaps in policy across a wide range of jour-

nals (54% have no statement regarding reporting of research ethics), and adherence (51%

of papers reviewed did not refer to ethics considerations). Analysis of emerging and disci-

pline-specific policies highlights gaps.

Conclusion

Our collective policy development process develops novel materials suitable for cross-disci-

plinary transfer, to address specific issues of research involving AI, and broader challenges

of emerging technologies.

1. Introduction

1.1. Learning to meet ethical challenges in a changing world

Across disciplines, researchers face challenges in navigating ethical issues regarding emerging

technologies and changing societal context. The dual challenge is that existing strategies for

applying an ethical approach to achieving positive impact in research may not align well with

emerging topics, and that there may not be clear consensus or established cross-disciplinary

resources to support understanding and navigating the ethical dimensions of such work. As

the primary medium of research communication, scholarly outputs serve as a safeguard on

research ethics ‘compliance’, alongside providing an opportunity for learning regarding navi-

gation of existing and emerging ethical challenges.

Recently, a significant body of regulatory and other guidance has emerged in response to

high-profile cases that raised ethical concerns regarding the much-vaunted potential of artifi-

cial intelligence (AI) in the public sphere. These challenges are made more pressing by the rise

of AI, including the latest developments in generative AI technologies and technologies that

may have dual use applications [1]. Four reviews of contributions to AI principle and guideline

development report, 36 [2], 84 [3], 112 [4], and 27 [5] documents respectively. However, it is

unclear how scholarly publishers and research institutions should incorporate these

guidelines.

In this context of AI’s growth and corresponding heightened awareness of the ethical chal-

lenges of emerging technologies, a number of learned societies and publishers are reviewing

their role in promoting ethical practice within research, and positive impacts from research

[e.g., 6–8]. Prominently, NeurIPS–a respected AI, machine learning, and computational neu-

roscience conference–introduced an ‘impact statement’ in 2020, switching to a checklist and

review in 2021 [9]. In their recent report on the role of conferences in fostering ethics, “A Cul-

ture of Ethical AI”, the Ada Lovelace Institute highlights the need for researcher incentives
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regarding ethical considerations of AI research, which permeate the research development to

dissemination cycle [7].

Editors (including conference program chairs) play an important role in promotion of ethi-

cal practice because publication is a key aim for many researchers and serves as an instrumen-

tal aim towards career advancement. If editors incentivise consideration of ethical issues, and

mitigation of risks, this is likely to impact research conduct and expression [1, 7]. However,

despite longstanding relatively procedural requirements regarding ethics, and specifically the

reporting of ethical-oversight approvals and consent processes, understanding the expression

of the ethics constructs and values that researchers work with is a challenge across disciplines

[10]. A recent review of articles that discuss ethical issues in research (i.e., where this is a cen-

tral theme), highlights that descriptive ethics dominates, with a relative lack of clarity regarding

the concepts used or reflection on these [10]. Publications have a role in disseminating knowl-

edge, including regarding the ethical considerations of our research, and ethics committees

expect researchers to turn to the disciplinary literature in aligning their practice with disciplin-

ary norms of ethics. Thus, this gap presents a challenge for, “increasing sensitivity to ethical

issues and how empirical data may be relevant to various ethical principles and problems.”

[11, p.16].

The present paper bridges this gap through systematic analysis of existing editorial policy,

and development of new policies targeting development of ethical sensitivity. While we draw

on broad disciplinary context via a scoping review (not limited by field), we recognise that the

inherent diversity within different scholarly domains requires tailoring to specific areas.

Therefore, this paper provides exemplification through the area of ‘learning and technology’,

targeting emerging issues regarding research ethics and AI applications in education. Our

approach thus draws out general principles for editorial policies regarding the expression of,

and learning about, research ethics, while acknowledging the inherent diversity across disci-

plines, and their distinct challenges.

1.2. Background: Reporting research ethics

1.2.1. Recognising research ethics committees. In the inception, conduct, and dissemi-

nation of research we navigate an ethics ecosystem [12, 13] that includes ethics guidelines and

principles, alongside publication processes such as editorial policy that targets research ethics,

and formal bodies for human and animal research oversight. These oversight bodies include

research ethics committees (RECs), or boards (REBs), and institutional review boards (IRBs).

RECs play a significant role in research ethics internationally, through their role in providing

“ethical approval for study”–to use the refrain commonly seen in journal articles. RECs play

this role in research governance, providing oversight of research conducted against ethical

standards that typically incorporate the Belmont principles [14], alongside providing feedback

to researchers against these values.

While this oversight is grounded in some common values and concern regarding historic

ethical abuses, it is important to recognise that: ‘ethical approval’ from a REC may not indicate

the research is ethical; RECs are sometimes perceived to hinder ethical research [15]; ethics is

bound up with contextual power relationships and historical injustices [16]; and that the scope

of REC reviews is limited, for example, in the US, IRBs are explicitly instructed not to consider

long-range effects that would include the risks of technologies should they be deployed at scale

[for discussion, see 17].

Of significance for editors, ethics guidance and governance also varies internationally, and

it may not be necessary (or even possible) for researchers in some systems to gain formal

approval for research projects, with the nature of review structures, and of what counts as
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‘human research’, varying internationally [18–24]. Editors should thus exercise caution in

imposing requirements or scoping the nature of ‘research’, in ways that could unduly exclude

research, and for example, entrench existing inequities, marginalise voices in research, or

exclude methodological traditions.

1.2.3. Reviews of research ethics publication policies. Given this important role for edi-

tors in research governance, international guidance indicates that scholarly venues should

require processes of consent and ethical approval as part of submission processes. Existing pol-

icies focus on the explicit expression of key ethical principles in publications, often including

discussion of principles connected to the medical research Declaration of Helsinki [25] or Bel-

mont Principles or Common Rule [14]. While they serve different purposes, both include

statements relating to respect for persons, beneficence, and justice, with operationalisation

into publishing often focusing on explicit statements regarding informed consent, and over-

sight or approval of a REC as expressed in recommendations of the International Committee

of Medical Journal Editors [26] and the Uniform Requirements for Manuscripts Submitted to

Biomedical Journals (URMs) [27].

While historically these statements arose from medical research contexts, the Committee

on Publication Ethics (COPE) and World Conferences on Research Integrity (WCRI) have

developed more general material. The WCRI’s Singapore Statement final item flags the signifi-

cance of “societal considerations” and a balance of risks and benefits in research, and COPE’s

“Responsible research publication: international standards” for authors and editors, noting

appropriate REC approval and its reporting, consent, and privacy as key issues, alongside

wider concerns for research integrity and merit [28, 29]. As COPE’s self-assessment for editors

sets out, venues: “must publish clear guidelines on the ethical conduct of research, according

to the research discipline” [30] as part of their policies for COPE Core Practices. However,

despite COPE’s multidisciplinary status, their survey of 656 editors in the arts, humanities, and

social sciences indicated that “28% of respondents were completely unaware of COPE” [31,

p.3]. Even in medical publishing, which has a longer association with the Declaration of Hel-

sinki, a survey of editors of journals (n = 34 respondents) indicates not all give explicit instruc-

tion to reviewers regarding ethics (38% do not), and some (18%) report that they had

published ‘ethically uncertain’ or suspect’ research previously [32].

Several reviews have been conducted regarding journal policies for research ethics, largely

instantiated through their ‘instructions to authors’ (ItAs) and alignment with the Declaration

of Helsinki and International Medical Research statements (requiring ethics approval, and

consent processes) (see Section 2.1). Although these reviews have been executed across disci-

plines, there is no synthesis across them which might aid in identifying areas of strength or/

and strategies being adopted by different disciplines or publishers, particularly in light of

addressing challenges posed by emerging technologies.

1.3. Editorial policy to support learning regarding research ethics

Editors play a role in a wider ecosystem of research ethics and impact [12, 13]. As Gold et al.

put it, “publishing communities (e.g., scholarly conferences) can play a larger role in support-

ing improved ethical practice by defining and communicating the ethical values of their com-

munity’s collective identity and aspirations” [33, p.1]. Recent reports regarding the challenges

of AI as an emerging technology have set out focal areas for editors in fostering ethical practice

in their research communities [7, 34, 35]. To address these, editors have available to them a

range of policy levers, articulated into material resources for their communities, that express

standards and models for change, as Table 1 summarises. Notably, while Table 1 summarises
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proposals targeting issues arising from emerging technologies, most have broader impact in

developing practices for research ethics.

1.4. Research questions and impetus

Central to the policy levers expressed in Table 1 is the issue of how scholarly outputs express

and support learning regarding the navigation of ethical implications of research, particularly

in light of emerging technologies. It is imperative that we have suitable policies and practices

across communities with this learning focus. Our claim is not that current research fails to

consider ethical concepts, but rather, that greater attention would lead to deeper expression in

order to (1) support learning within and across research communities, and (2) develop knowl-

edge regarding the communication and development of these ethical concepts. However, the

ways that publishers, editors, and authors, can support learning regarding ethics has not been

a significant feature of research or policy statements to date. Thus, as Table 2 sets out, this

paper provides an in-depth examination of the ways ethical practice is enacted and communi-

cated in academic publishing so it can be incorporated into processes that enable editorial

Table 1. Foci and policy levers for fostering ethics in research publications.

# Strategy focus Policy lever

1 (1) Prescriptive and reflexive interventions to foster ethical reflection*; Instructions to: authors, reviewers, and guest-editors/editorial-boards regarding

the requirement to include particular issues

e.g. “disclose and report additional information in their papers”^; “review

potential downstream consequences earlier in the research pipeline”^

Submission template requirements (published within article). This might include

supplementary or structured elements, such as notes for practice (already adopted

in some venues), or drawing on the range of resources available such as model cards

or canvases of various kinds etc.

“expand peer review criteria to include engagement with potential

downstream consequences and establish separate review processes to evaluate

papers based on risk and downstream consequences.”^

Submission form requirements (not published, or published as metadata). These

include checkbox confirmations and fields included as part of the submission

process.

2 training for reviewers and researchers*; Training provision alongside instructions to authors, reviewers, etc. This might

include: mentoring or author support particularly for junior authors; worked

‘cases’, examples of practice, or resources to benchmark author statements against;

workshops/tutorials e.g., at conferences, covering aspects of the research-

publication ecosystem and ethics, etc.

3 engagement with stakeholders impacted by tools*; Soft policy to encourage research that engages with stakeholders in the design,

development, evaluation, and implementation of tools. (see 1)

Space within venues for reflection on implementation or ethical engagement (see

4)

4 specifically drawing attention to work that exemplifies technical and ethical

principles*;
Submission categories or types, to spotlight or provide space for particular types of

discussion within articles, or/and dialogue among articles.

“commend researchers who identify negative downstream consequences^;” Awards or other spotlighting mechanisms to highlight key work.

5 incentivise ‘slower’ research to support e.g., rolling submissions and R&R in

conferences (rather than a one-shot speedy output)*;
Policies to foster research: Replicability (e.g. code/data sharing), Replications, and

Replies (e.g., post-publication-review, commentaries re: implementation in

practice, etc.)

6 Space for dialogue regarding the normative concerns of research.

(1) more research on the effects of ethics review processes+;

(2) more experimentation with such processes themselves+;

(3) the creation of venues in which diverse voices both within and beyond the

AI or ML community can share insights and foster norms+;

Venues for dialogue:

1. Materials to actively promote discussion including via editorials

2. Hosting workshops, round-table discussions, etc. on the topic

3. Provision of worked ‘cases’

4. Resources to support consideration of both participant, and societal impacts over

time“normalize discussion about the downstream consequences of research”^

Sources indicated as:

*[7]; +[35, p.1061];

^[34, p.1].

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0309715.t001
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teams to enhance shared understanding and knowledge development of the editorial teams

themselves, alongside researchers and stakeholders, around key ethical concepts.

2. Materials and methods

2.1. Scoping review

Rationale and objective: A search strategy was adopted to identify the range of policies

regarding research ethics, and their instantiation in published works. Scoping reviews provide

a systematic approach to understanding the scope of coverage of issues, while not seeking to

systematically evaluate ’effectiveness’ (per a systematic review) [36–38]. This approach is not

intended to be exhaustive, but rather to capture the scope of coverage through ‘high level’ anal-

ysis, allowing for the identification of clusters and gaps that can inform the focus of future

activities [39]. A strength of the methodology is its ability to identify key features of a diverse

body of research in a connected manner [40]. The scoping review aimed to address RQ1 in

order to provide insight into the range (or menu) of policies being used across venues in differ-

ent fields, to inform our understanding of these existing resources and their gaps (Table 2). A

PRISMA Checklist for scoping reviews is provided (S5 File).

The scoping review was not pre-registered.

2.1.1. Search strategy. 2.1.1.1. Eligibility criteria overview. Editorial materials are some-

times the object of research publications, and occasionally they are published in the form of

statements or editorials in ways that are indexed. More often though editorial policy might be

identified via grey literature or analysis of journal/conference materials (primarily their web-

sites). Research ethics policies known to have addressed emerging technologies (e.g., from the

Association of Internet Researchers (AoIR), material on wearable technologies, etc., see [41])

were considered for inclusion, however these did not typically include policies of relevance for

inclusion as editorial policy. Materials were investigated for both discussion of policies, and

author behaviour or the instantiation of those policies into scholarly outputs. Materials were

reviewed by the lead author and included if they discussed research ethics.

2.1.1.2. Search strategy overview. A search strategy was adopted to combine cross-disciplin-

ary scholarly indexes with searches of target venue websites, and discussion in grey literature.

2.1.1.3. Search terms. Terms and filters varied by source (see S6 File), Scopus terms focused

on research articles in which terms relating to "instructions to authors" and ethics appeared in

the Title, Abstract, or Key terms; Google Scholar searches were for terms relating to “editorial

policy” and “ethics reporting”; COPE resources were searched particularly for terms relating

to ethics, alongside further purposive sampling.

Table 2. Research questions, approaches, and outcomes.

n Research Question Approach Outcome

RQ1 What is the scope of editorial policies
addressing research ethics, and their
instantiation into published works?

A scoping review was first conducted to (a) identify

editorial policies addressing research ethics, and (b)

examine compliance with such policies.

An overview of the range of policies in use (a

‘policy menu’), and the issues they sought to

address (see §2.1)

RQ2 What policies are adopted in a target set of
journals from the discipline of learning and
technology?

We then focused specifically on learning and technology

journals, reviewing the policies in place in that discipline,

and conducting an analysis of references to ethics within

published works in a single year across a subset of journals

(see §2.2)

Analysis provided an in-depth perspective in a

specific context to support operationalisation

(extending the policy menu).

RQ3 What editorial policies for fostering
expression of research ethics are
recommended by an editorial reference group?

Finally, we drew on the ‘policy menu’ and corpus of

published works in the specific discipline to support our

work as a reference group to co-author draft policies

Production of draft policies that may be adapted

across disciplinary contexts (see §2.3)

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0309715.t002

PLOS ONE Editorial policy fostering learning about research ethics

PLOS ONE | https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0309715 October 31, 2024 6 / 18

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0309715.t002
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0309715


2.1.1.4. Quality appraisal. No quality assessment was made of sources retrieved, consistent

with conventional scoping review practice [42].

2.1.2. Venues / sources. Sources were identified (detailed in S1 Fig) through:

1. Searches of scholarly indexes (Scopus; Google Scholar),

2. Searching COPE materials,

3. Purposive sampling including through citation chasing from the Ada Lovelace report,

4. Sampling from a set of Target Journals (see 2.2).

2.1.3. Data extraction. Items were selected from returned results, and purposive sampling

of publishers and venues (1) known to have developed innovative approaches particularly with

respect to emerging technologies and AI (e.g., the NeurIPS policies, addressed to the field of

computational neuroscience, including AI applications), or (2) within the specific discipline,

through analysis of journal policies. Retrieved materials were analysed by the lead author, with

these materials subsequently used in reference group discussion. Analysis included both quan-

titative information (i.e., policy or compliance incidence), and descriptive information, partic-

ularly concerning the discussion of policy need or policy innovations including:

1. Discussion of editorial policies regarding research ethics. This included material reviewing

editorial policies from journals in a specific discipline and their explicit mention of the

requirement to report consent, as well as discussion of novel cases or introduction of new

policies (particularly in the COPE and purposively sampled material).

2. Discussion of compliance with editorial policy regarding research ethics (e.g., reviews of

papers in a specific discipline and their discussion of consent).

Items were imported into the Zotero reference management tool [43] for categorisation,

connection, and data extraction, where:

1. They were ‘Related’ using the ‘related’ function, such that if an item referred to another,

they were linked (e.g., policies linked to published works they referred to).

2. The unit of analysis was identified as content related to research ethics, ranging from a par-

agraph or subsection, to a single bullet point or checkpoint. For many publications, the

abstract contained the relevant information.

3. Units were extracted where they referred to research ethics (correspondingly, item elements

that referred to other aspects of research integrity and merit were excluded, except where

they were clearly linked to discussion of research ethics).

4. Extracted units were coded by strategy focus and policy lever, using an excel export of the

Zotero data (see data file [44]).

2.2. Target journal sampling

Learning and education research faces distinct challenges in consideration of the role of tech-

nology in research, and in learning environments. The ethical component of these challenges,

alongside the potential for positive impact, has been long recognised [45], with recent calls for

clear policy regarding inclusion of ethics statements in one leading AI in Education journal

[46]. As experts in this discipline, we focused on the field to situate our policy development,
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while providing a model for transfer across disciplines. To identify journals of interest the lead

author:

1. Used the SJR rankings for ‘e-learning’ (n = 72 journals), and systematically visited the site

of each in the first and second quartile (n = 36) for screening;

2. Screened venues for whether (1) they were associated with a society (n = 9), and (2) they

had a focus on learning or/and the role of technology in learning (n = 7 of that 9);

3. Identified a journal representing each publisher (where multiple journals were identified

with the same publisher convenience sampling was used based on the lead author’s existing

network);

4. Appended the list with purposive sampling of known journals (n = 6) in the space (adding

two additional ‘self-created’ ethics statements).

This list was used to invite journals to participate (see 2.3), and for extraction of policies,

with a review of pages representing all publishers for references to ‘ethics’ (9 generic boilerplate

materials were identified from publishers: Wiley/ IGI/ Emerald/ PKP/ T&F/ Springer/

Inderscience/ IEEE/ informingscience). Further detail is provided in published data [44].

2.2.1. Paper sampling within target journals. To understand how ‘ethics’ is incorporated

into published works in the field, permission was sought from the subset of journals whose edi-

tors were on the reference group (n = 3, see below), to analyse their published works for the

year 2021. Two searches were conducted with a narrower and broader query, with summary

statistics and a Key Words in Context (KWIC) output created using an R script, in order to

use these materials as stimulus in the expert consultation.

2.3. Reference group consultation

2.3.1. Recruitment approach. A reference group of journal editors was invited to collabo-

rate, with an aim to discuss the issues they encounter, and possible policy directions. Invites

were sent January 26 2023 with a request to respond (with a decision, or request for more

time) by February 7th; editors of n = 6 journals were invited, editors of n = 3 journals accepted.

In discussion with those editors, it was decided to proceed without a further round of invites.

A subset of these editors led consultation with their ‘Editor-in-Chief’ teams, with the full team

contributing to policy development and this manuscript. The invitation made clear that inso-

far as policies might be an outcome, the intent was not to seek a universal mandate, but to

develop adaptable material that would respect the plurality of values and the needs of commu-

nities being served.

Editors of the journals were selected on the following basis: (1) each journal focuses on

learning and technologies; (2) there is some variation in editor location across the journals; (3)

a range of publishers (e.g., Sage), societies, or/and publishing platforms (e.g., the open source

PKP OJS platform) are represented each of which provides their own boilerplate policies for

journals. There was a pre-existing relationship between the lead author and all invited editors.

Of those invited, three journals responded positively and thus form the reference group (n = 6

editors comprising a single representative of two, and the full team of one journal, n = 1 conve-

nor). This process is represented in an adapted PRISMA Flow, S7 File.

2.3.2. Ethical considerations and consent. The editors were invited in the course of their

ordinary duties, with an indication that the work would be collaborative and–subject to

ICMJE authorship guidelines–involve co-authorship. The project was approved under the

‘negligible risk’ category for consensus methods (ETH23-7991 at UTS, ratified at UCL

ExREC0005); participants were provided an information sheet outlining the implied consent
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approach “Your participation in this work will be treated as confirmation that you have read

this information sheet, and consent to participate.” This was also noted at the start of the first

meeting, alongside expectation setting and initial discussion of any ground rules regarding, for

example, use of quotes from our meeting sessions.

2.3.3. Participation approach. The group met for four virtual workshops collectively over

a 6-month period, with sub-group meetings and asynchronous collaboration targeting:

1. Co-developing and promoting an approach to drawing on expertise in learning, to review

and develop practices and editorial policies with AI ethics as a shared initial impetus.

2. Contributing to evaluation of existing, and drafted, policies and development of policies

aiming to produce materials to be adopted/adapted across disciplines.

3. Results

3.1. Scoping review across disciplines

The review identified resources as indicated in the modified PRISMA Flow diagram (S1 Fig,

with further detail of the review process and search terms in S6 File). The subset of these

resources identified in Google Scholar and Scopus searches that reported empirical reviews

addressing ethics policies and reporting is indicated in Table 3.

These papers were reviewed to inform our understanding of the existing policy landscape

and reflections on this for policy development. Where available, policy foci and materials were

extracted from papers even where they were excluded from the numeric summary analyses

provided.

3.1.1. Summary of policy incidence. On inspection of the papers focusing on policy,

those focusing solely on ItA issues outside research ethics, such as conflict of interest state-

ments, were excluded (n = 4); a number were not available (n = 3); some did not report data

applicable for this review (n = 9); one further meta-analysis of systematic reviews of instruc-

tions to authors was identified (row 2 Table 3) [47], however that research did not report on

the policy incidences identified in the papers it reviewed, and thus is excluded in further analy-

sis, leaving n = 50). Analysis of those studies that investigated editorial policy regarding ethics

guidelines indicates that across reviews of journals included (n = 4,440) many (n = 2,393 or

53.90%) do not include explicit statements regarding reporting of research ethics. These stud-

ies incorporate a range of journals, with varied disciplinary and geographic distribution, as

does the number of venues included in any one analysis (one study analysed a single venue,

M = 88.80, SD = 86.86, Median = 68). The average policy incidence in the journals included in

each study was M = 47.86 (47.03%; SD = 60.11), i.e., almost half of journals appeared to have

no explicit policy.

Where reference to specific external standards or guidelines was made, these were checked

for inclusion in our ‘policy menu’, informing later phases. This checking of external resources

is significant because in one review of articles (n = 324) analysing social media data, it was

Table 3. Research ethics policy and reporting incidence in disciplines or journals.

Discipline or journal incidence of ethics:
Reporting via outputs (n = 31) Policies in venues (n = 64)

14 (both)

17 -

- 50

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0309715.t003
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found that, “none of the five main publishing houses ha[d] any specific policies on the use of
[social media] data in research. Rather, all referred to their affiliations with the Committee of
Publishing Ethics (COPE), which on investigation, also had no specific policies.” [12, p.335].

In addition, the included studies investigate a range of issues, and present specific policy

suggestions. An example is that studies in the discipline of psychiatry that may not be unethi-

cal, but might nevertheless be controversial, should explicitly report these issues, and that

reporting guidelines should be extended to foster such discussion [48] In the discipline of ecol-

ogy it is suggested that formal guidance should be developed for authors and reviewers regard-

ing the ethics of research in sensitive areas, and ethical practice in work with Indigenous

peoples or on traditional lands [49]. In clinical research involving photographs that may be re-

identifiable, it is suggested that standards should be established with policy enforcement for

deidentification [50]. While each of these issues relates to particular challenges of the disci-

pline, in each case there are cross-disciplinary lessons in making explicit these concerns. Rele-

vant to our focus (section 3.2), one Spanish language review examined the policies of 214 JCR

indexed education journals and found 11.2% had no mention of ethical issues including issues

of integrity, and animal and human considerations–corresponding to our focus on research

ethics–covered in 23% of journals [51].

3.1.2. Summary of expression incidence particularly as related to emerging technolo-

gies. Of the papers discussing the incidence of expression of ethical concerns in published

works, data could be extracted from n = 26, with two exclusions additional to those described

above, due to different methodological focus. Across this 26, a total of 10,198 documents were

reported as analysed (M = 407.92, SD = 613.41, Median 158). Across these papers, n = 5,212

(51.11% of the total) omitted discussion of ethics, a finding consistent across the papers

(M = 208.48, 44.54%; SD 285.57; Median = 85, 49.04%). Corresponding to journal policies,

many papers do not address key ethics requirements, across a range of disciplines and docu-

ment types.

From these papers, concerningly in consideration of challenges arising from emerging tech-

nologies, one analysis of health technologies research indicates that papers: (1) typically (53%

or 120/227) did not refer to ethical principles, and (2) focused on immediate participant

impacts and the intent of interventions, rather than longer term evaluation of effects when

technologies are implemented [52]. Similarly concerning for any research involving unequal

power relationships or diminished capacity to provide consent, in research with Alzheimer’s

patients–who may have impaired decision-making capacity–almost half of articles reviewed

(n = 125 articles across 62 journals) did not mention participant involvement in consent pro-

cesses [53]. In a further paper of relevance to emerging ethical issues, a recent analysis of 132

articles that used publicly available data for discourse-analysis, roughly a third did not discuss

ethics [54]. Similarly, Badampudi et al., [55] reviewed software engineering journals to investi-

gate how researchers report the ethical issues around consent, confidentiality, and anonymity,

finding that roughly half discussed ethical issues, but very few (6/95) addressed all three issues.

Indeed as noted above, in analysis of 324 articles analysing social media data, only 8% (n = 25)

reported having sought ethics review, and 20% (n = 65) provided a justification for not having

done so, with journals not only providing little policy direction in this regard but instead

pointing to external resources that would provide no suitable guidance to address this issue of

research ethics [12].

3.2. Targeted content analysis

Across the items reviewed, the most frequent focus was on the instantiation of external policy

such as the Declaration of Helsinki or ICMJE guidance into instructions to authors, or/and
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published works in the venues (see Table 1). Other policies mentioned were tangential to

research ethics, including reporting guidelines relating to methodological quality, and integrity

issues such as conflict of interest. Some works appear to highlight gaps in existing guidelines,

but it is not clear if these have been addressed, nor how they might be consolidated to support

learning across disciplines. To further assess the range of policies, non-empirical, and grey lit-

erature sources (including venue policies) were assessed for their alignment with the foci iden-

tified in Table 1.

The data in this section were derived from the scoping review searches, in addition to pur-

posive sampling both of disciplines in which innovations targeting emerging technologies

were known to have occurred, and across a set of journals/publishers (n = 11 sources) within

our specific discipline.

3.2.1. Policy review: Recent innovations. Policies vary with respect to their intent to be

identified or expressed explicitly in other works. For example, the NeurIPS policies make clear

that part of the intent of introducing a prescriptive review checklist, is to foster reflection and

support dialogue in the wider research community regarding the impacts of research. In this

way, it explicitly intends to become part of the discourse regarding those impacts. Early work

has analysed the impact of the NeurIPS changes [9]. Through an analysis of the impact state-

ments the authors highlight that the reviewer statements on the ethics requirement (intro-

duced simultaneously) flag a desire for authors to elaborate further on their REC process and

mention explicitly both what guidelines were followed and how [56]. A recent scoping review

of publications on ethics in the ACM Digital Library–a large full-text index of computing pub-

lications–discussed a range of considerations including studies that provide helpful guidance

in navigating emerging ethical concerns [57].

In many cases, excellent discussion will exist regarding ethical practice that is internal to

research communities, including reflected through published articles. However, this discourse

may not be reflected in editorial policy pages, thus limiting its inclusion in this scoping work.

Nevertheless, the focus of most policy examples is “prescriptive and reflexive interventions”,

largely via instructions to authors and correspondingly to reviewers. Typically, this focuses on

a narrow set of criteria as set out in IJCME or/and COPE, with other examples provided in

supplementary material (S8 File, and published data).

3.2.2. Policy review: Target venues. From each venue, references to ‘ethics’ were investi-

gated in all guidance provided, including searches, and following links in menus or embedded

in guidance to identify discussion of research ethics. These were grouped with respect to the

common policy instruments identified, and the ethics issues addressed (often briefly). Most

guidance was provided via general instructions to authors, or through resources linked from

policy pages, with–from the materials available to us–relatively little coverage in submission

templates or processes, or reviewer materials (see Table 4). Moreover, the focus of discussion

was often out of scope, providing guidance on issues of integrity but not research ethics more

broadly, or/and on only parts of consent, ethics oversight, and consideration of identifiable

data, or the wider set of ethical concerns relevant to research. COPE guidance was mentioned

in many venues, but as noted above, COPE does not provide specific guidance on research

ethics.

3.3. Editorial reference group

The group worked with the materials identified via the scoping review and targeted content

analysis (which included the policies from the journals represented, S8 File), and an analysis of

the published works from those journals for the year 2021, for terms relating to ‘ethics’ used to

create summary statistics and a Key Words in Context (KWIC) output. From this, of the 210
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outputs (excluding 12 editorials), 186 (83.75%) include any references to ethics (which might

include ethics review board, etc.). Uses of these terms were provided to the editors to support

discussion regarding how research ethics is reflected in their journals. Editors were also invited

to consider suitability of current policy, and examples of research or/and research dissemina-

tion where they had seen good practice, or issues that policy development might address.

The reference group was invited to:

1. Discuss the distinctive characteristics of research involving AI particularly in the disciplin-

ary context of education research, as a way of framing our initial discussions in light of a

perceived growing impetus;

2. Identify the set of stakeholders to whom editorial policy might apply and the policy instru-

ments that might be used to foster expression of research ethics;

3. Develop draft materials to this end.

These discussions indicated that much of the concern in the space of editorial policy regard-

ing research ethics for AI could have broader implications, both in considering other emerging

technologies, and in considering wider concerns regarding research ethics and its communica-

tion. There are distinctive features of AI research such as black-box models and their implica-

tions for autonomy and consent. However, policies that would foster expression of ethical

approaches to such issues and their sharing for wider community learning would generally

apply to a wider variety of research. This lens thus provided the framing for four key outputs

developed, with material from the scoping review addressing 1–3 below collated into the draft

of each document, and informing its development:

1. ‘Joint Statement’ (S1 File): This document set out key terms of reference, or a manifesto, for

framing the role of editorial policy in research ethics. The overarching position of this state-

ment can be summarised by two key claims: that editorial policy regarding research ethics

should: (1) Foster ethical practice and expression within our research communities; (2)

Table 4. Overview of editorial policy instruments referring to research ethics.

ItA Submission template Submission process checklist to submit General guidance and linked resources Reviewer materials

Emerald - - - C, R, I -

IEEE - - - - -

Inderscience* C*, G - - - -

Informing Science - - - R -

PKP generic + - - - G -

PKP venue 1 R - R, G - -

PKP venue 2 - - - E -

PKP venue 3 R, - - D G

Springer C, R, D, G - - - -

T&F - - - R, D -

Wiley R, C, D R, C - R, C -

C = Consent, R = REC approval, I = Identifiable data, D = Disciplinary commentary, G = Generic “Ethical considerations should be noted”, E = External link, e.g. to

COPE given but without further detail. Publisher pages are typically provided ‘boiler plate’ to journals, and so were reviewed for target journals whose titles are omitted

here.

*Indicates signed consents must be provided on submission pre-review, this would be unusual in most social science disciplines. +PKP provides the Open Journal

System (OJS) to open access venues with boilerplate text, but is not a publisher.

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0309715.t004
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Support learning about ethical practice and concepts across the communities that engage

with us as researchers;

2. Guidance for Authors (S2 File): This document is grounded in a review of ItAs, and draws

on these and the joint statement to frame author guidance with respect to learning for

ethics;

3. Guidance for Reviewers (S3 File): This document reviewed all checklists and other available

reviewer guidance regarding research ethics, to consolidate, and identify themes in these,

with a framing statement noting the role of reviewers in fostering learning regarding

research ethics.

4. Guidance for Editors (S4 File): This document draws on the entire research project, provid-

ing a summary for editors regarding their role in research ethics, and approaches they

might take in evaluating their practice and developing new policy.

To ensure that the perspectives of both the reference group and their wider editorial teams

were properly represented in the materials, the cohort were invited to co-author a joint piece

(this paper) regarding the shared imperative and outputs. In doing so we aim to share these

materials, to inform further dialogue regarding research ethics and its expression in scholarly

publications.

4. Discussion

Emerging technologies and changing societal context give rise both to novel ethical concerns,

and increased need for cross-disciplinary and -stakeholder communication regarding the navi-

gation of ethics in research. Given the role that journal and conference papers play in commu-

nication to scholarly and stakeholder communities, looking to them for insight regarding

navigation of these ethical issues seems reasonable. However, as analysis arising from our scop-

ing review shows, there are significant gaps in policy across a wide range of journals (57.80%

have no statement regarding reporting of research ethics), and adherence (48.95% of papers

reviewed did not refer to ethics considerations). If not in these outputs, where should research-

ers and stakeholders learn about the ethical considerations of research?

Our analysis of policies, both arising from the scoping review and from the specific disci-

pline of learning technologies, indicates a range of approaches adopted, however with signifi-

cant variation in coverage of ethical concerns, and gaps, and a prescriptive policy focus largely

on ethical oversight. We provide an overview of the state-of-the-discipline, highlighting key

policies to support their uptake. We would also re-iterate a point made earlier in this paper,

that many venues refer to COPE guidance, despite COPE providing limited specific guidance

on research ethics.

Using this review, our reference group meetings noted that (1) many of the issues raised in

light of AI are not specific to AI, and (2) many issues are longstanding. There are some specific

expressions of ethical concern in research involving AI, including concerns regarding: consid-

eration of long-range impacts; adequacy of oversight for research and its outputs in explor-

atory and developmental research stages (e.g., creating an algorithm) vs, in implementation

and deployment stages (e.g., the algorithm being taken up in a product); and the secondary

uses of data for unanticipated purposes. However, these concerns are not always expressed in

frameworks, and highlighting their novel nature may help stakeholders in understanding how

different research contexts give rise to particular ethical concern. To address gaps in existing

policy, we highlighted the potential for a policy shift to emphasise the potential for scholarly

outputs to support learning regarding the ethical issues encountered and their navigation.
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4.1. Limitations

Our approach drew on a scoping review of research regarding research ethics and materials

specifically targeting this issue drawn from journal and conference materials. The intent of this

scoping review was to gain a view of the policies being used and adhered to, and how these

might be drawn on in our reference group. This approach is limited insofar as the scoping

review searches are not exhaustive (nor are they intended to be), the materials review was led

by the first author, and the policy development is from a subset of editors, in a particular field.

Most significantly, the leap from policy creation to implementation in venues, and assessment

of the impact of such policies, is a challenge for future work.

4.2. Conclusion

This paper sought to learn from the existing policy landscape, to practically develop materials

that might be adapted/adopted across disciplines. While our initial impetus was use of AI in

education, our analysis indicated broader potential for addressing longstanding concerns, and

thus the materials developed provide indications for where they may be modified for different

disciplines and contexts, and have broad application in seeking to foster learning and con-

structive dialogue regarding the ethical implications of research and its conduct.
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