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Ethical norms are so ubiquitous that one might be tempted to regard them as simple common sense, but 
the numerous ethical disputes and issues in our society indicate that ethics is far more complex. 
 
A plausible explanation of these disagreements is that all people recognise some common ethical norms, 
but different individuals interpret, apply and balance these norms in different ways in light of their own 
values and life experiences. 
 
NSTF survey on perceptions of ethics and professional integrity in SET 
The NSTF survey on perceptions of ethics and professional integrity in SET showed that the 
overwhelming majority of organisations associated with the respondents were reported to have structures 
and measures in place to promote ethical practices, but there was less certainty about the effectiveness 
and enforcement of such existing measures. The audience suggested that a further survey be conducted, 
making a clear distinction among the various types of organisations. 
 
Progress in establishing guidelines, codes, structures and procedures 
Many of the forum participants confirmed that there had been progress in their institutions in establishing 
structures for ethics, but it is difficult to objectively measure whether there has been progress in fostering 
ethical mindsets. Ethical compliance is not achieved simply through a checklist. Critical reflection is 
required on how to respond when confronted with ethical dilemmas. It needs to be explored whether 
people do what is right because it is right, or because the rules require it. 
 
Role of the Department of Science and Technology (DST) 
Scientists create ethical dilemmas by developing knowledge that people do not know how to deal with 
(e.g. cloning, nanotechnology). Concerted efforts are required to respond quickly to ethical issues as they 
arise. The involvement of the DST in developing ethics guidelines is acknowledged and appreciated. This 
role of the department should continue, in conjunction with other departments or stakeholders where 
relevant. 
 
Plagiarism 
Plagiarism has become widespread, from primary school upwards. School children are encouraged to 
find information on the internet but are not taught to cite. There is thus a need to curb the damage done at 
school level among university students. It is also necessary to teach students positive reasons for citing 
the work of others (such as ‘standing on the shoulders of giants’, and becoming a better-focused 
researcher). 
 
Undergraduate students 
Ethics should be developed as a fundamental concept in all tertiary curricula.  
 
Postgraduate students 
For postgraduate students, ethics education should include research ethics principles, with a focus on 
awareness, knowledge, critical reflection, application, integrity and moral accountability, as well as 
national and international guidelines. Effort is required to bring ethics education to postgraduate students. 
It should not be taken for granted that they understand all the implications of research ethics at their level. 
 
Postgraduate supervisors 
Universities often seem to overestimate the ethics awareness of postgraduate supervisors. There is a 
need for more training in postgraduate supervision at universities. For postgraduate supervisors, ethics 
education should include an in-depth understanding of research ethics principles. Supervisors should be 
able to provide guidance on project ethics to postgraduate students, be role models of integrity and have 
the ability to instil ethics in postgraduate students.  
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Ethics educators 
Ethics education is a specialist field requiring specialist knowledge and skills. Lecturers who present 
research methodology courses are often expected also to teach research ethics. They are specialists in 
research methodology but not necessarily in research ethics. Research ethics education for postgraduate 
students thus often tends to be at a low level, without reflection and critical reasoning. Ethics education 
scholarship should be recognised as a specialist area. 
 
Research Ethics Committees 
Research Ethics Committees (RECs) can contribute to raising awareness of ethics, and perhaps 
providing advice on areas to be addressed in an ethics curriculum, but should not be expected to become 
involved in formal ethics education. 
 
Serving on an REC tends to be a thankless job. Institutions need to give recognition to REC members.  
 
Recognition of the role of individuals in research teams 
In research teams and publications, some members may not be recognised and given credit, particularly 
junior professionals. Research organisations need to be alert to power hierarchies and senior personnel 
not sharing credit or giving acknowledgement where it is due, and taking steps to prevent this. 
 
Professional associations 
Professional associations have an important role to play in developing codes of ethics for their members. 
The health professions have a long history of requiring professionals to adhere to codes of behaviour, 
and the engineering profession, in particular, has made significant progress in this regard in recent years. 
The South African Institution of Civil Engineers (SAICE) young members’ panel plays a role in spreading 
the word about professional ethics, and this provides an example that other professional associations 
could follow. 
 
South African Council for Natural Science Professions (SACNASP) 
There has been resistance among professional scientists to register with SACNASP, more so among 
academics than those in industry. Academics claim that they are ethical and do not need to register. They 
have to be convinced that it is for the greater good. 
 


