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EDITORIAL

Development of capacity for research ethics review in low-  
and middle-income countries: need for a systems approach
Vijayaprasad Gopichandran

In their paper in this issue of Public Health Action, 
Denholm et al. describe the developments in the 

area of public health research in the Pacific Islands but 
decry the lack of adequate capacity for ethical review 
of research. They point out that a better capacity to 
reflect local health priorities and values, overall re-
search capacity building and strengthening of systems 
beyond research ethics are the advantages of establish-
ing local ethics committees in this region.1

Research ethics committees were established world-
wide in the early 1980s, initially as committees to for-
mally endorse research for scientific journal publica-
tions. Although their role has gradually strengthened 
in high-income countries,2 the development of local 
capacity for research ethics review lags behind in 
many low- and middle-income countries. Reasons for 
such ill-developed ethical review capacity includes 
lack of resources, limited legislative framework for eth-
ical oversight, lack of expertise in bioethics, confusion 
over which ethical guidance to follow among the lit-
any of recommendations and the over-burdening of 
limited existing research ethics committees.3–5 Even 
those research ethics committees that are well estab-
lished in these areas are fraught with problems of ex-
cessive focus on the scientific and technical basis of 
research rather than participant protection, inconsis-
tent funding to conduct the meetings and poor atten-
dance of members in the committee meetings. There 
is a distinct advantage in following a systems ap-
proach to strengthening research capacity and ethical 
review capacity in these regions.

In their project report on a systems approach to 
the protection of research participants, the Institute 
of Medicine of the United States recommend that, ‘…
all research involving humans takes place in settings 
or through organizational affiliations where the cul-
ture, announced and exemplified by the leadership, 
emphasizes the highest ethical standards and dedica-
tion to the welfare of every study participant.’6 This 
emphasis on a systems approach has distinct 
advantages.

Conduct of ethical research is largely dependent on 
the overall research culture and ethos of the country. 
Political commitment of the country to encourage 
ethical conduct of research is essential to create such a 
research environment. Political commitment should 
encourage the establishment of health research sys-
tems, as proposed by the World Health Organization.7 
Such a health research system has four components: 

stewardship, financing, resource generation and 
knowledge production. The component of steward-
ship within this health research system comprises eth-
ical review and an oversight mechanism in addition to 
good governance mechanisms. It is important that 
ethical oversight is integrated into this health research 
system and that it does not stand alone as a vertical 
component. As this health research system will be 
complex-adaptive, strengthening of the ethical review 
and oversight mechanism will lead to the overall 
strengthening of all the components.8

In addition, building up the ethical review capacity 
in these countries would reflect a political environ-
ment of freedom, social protection, transparency and 
general accountability, all of which can foster public 
trust in the health research system. It can also em-
power people and the civil society.7 Development of 
such enabling environments to conduct ethical re-
search will attract international collaborative research, 
further strengthening the health research system.

The world is faced by an ever widening inequity in 
health in different regions. Strengthening of local 
health research systems is therefore an ethical impera-
tive to achieve global health equity. Unless good qual-
ity, locally relevant ethical research comes from low- 
and middle-income countries, the target of global 
health equity cannot be achieved. Strengthening local 
ethical review capacity in low- and middle-income 
countries is therefore an ethical obligation.9 Further-
more, in addition to strengthening the research out-
puts from these countries, such an ethical review ca-
pacity may also lead to a complex adaptive response 
of overall health systems strengthening.

References
1	 Denholm J T, Bissell K, Viney K, et al. Research ethics commit-

tees in the Pacific Islands: gaps and opportunities for health 
sector strengthening. Public Health Action 2017; 7: 6–9.

2	 Aksoy N, Aksoy S. Research ethics committees in Turkey. In: 
Song S Y, Koo Y M, Macer D R J, eds. Bioethics in Asia in the 
21st Century. Christchurch, New Zealand: Eubios Ethics Insti-
tute, 2003.

3	 McPherson C C. Research ethics committee: getting started. 
West Indian Med J 2001; 50: 186–188.

4	 Kimura R. Ethics committees for ‘High Tech’ innovations in 
Japan. J Med Philos 1989; 14: 457–464.

5	 Kass N E, Hyder A A, Ajuwon A, et al. The structure and func-
tion of research ethics committees in Africa: a case study. PLOS 
MED 2007; 4(3): e136.

6	 Committee on Assessing the System for Protecting Human Re-
search Participants. Responsible Research: a systems approach 
to protecting research participants. Federman D D, Hanna K E, 
Rodriguez L L, eds. Washington DC, USA: The National Acade-

http://dx.doi.org/10.5588/pha.17.0010



Public Health Action Development of capacity for research ethics review    2

mies Press - Institute of Medicine, 2002. https://www.nap.edu/read/10508/
chapter/1 Accessed January 2017.

7	 Pang T, Sadana R, Hanney S, Bhutta Z A, Hyder A A, Simon J. Knowledge for 
better health: a conceptual framework and foundation for health research 
systems. Bull World Health Organ 2003; 81: 815–820.

8	 Hyder A A, Dawson L, Bachani A M, Lavery J L. Moving from research ethics 
review to research ethics systems in low-income and middle-income coun-
tries. Lancet 2009; 373: 862–865.

9	 Chopra M. Addressing health systems strengthening through a health eq-
uity lens. BMC Health Serv Res 2013; 13 (Suppl 2): S13.

Public Health Action (PHA)  The voice for operational research.
Published by The Union (www.theunion.org), PHA provides a platform to 
fulfil its mission, ‘Health solutions for the poor’. PHA publishes high-quality 
scientific research that provides new knowledge to improve the accessibility, 
equity, quality and efficiency of health systems and services. 

e-ISSN 2220-8372
Editor-in-Chief:  Dermot Maher, MD, Switzerland
Contact:  pha@theunion.org
PHA website:  http://www.theunion.org/what-we-do/journals/pha
Article submission:  http://mc.manuscriptcentral.com/pha


