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Developing The Virtuous Researcher

Training in research ethics plays a small but growing part in the formal development of academic researchers, especially within masters and doctoral programmes. The focus of much of this training, and attendant codes of practice and university regulations, is on a brief review of principles derived from bioethics that emphasise the rights of human subjects in research, such as confidentiality, anonymity informed consent and beneficence. This dominant agenda has been shaped by the history of biomedical research and the regulatory environment that has evolved in a range of national contexts including the US and the UK. Fear of litigation and a culture of compliance have led to narrowly prescriptive approval procedures governing research proposals in the modern university.
The paper will argue that principalism has a number of shortcomings as a basis for research training and development. These include contradictions between deontic and utilitarian theory contained within sets of principles; the potential depersonalising effect of de-contextualised principles; and insensitivity to ethical issues across disciplines especially where research is less focused on the human subject.
.

The paper will then outline the way that virtue theory can offer an alternative basis for understanding the moral challenges of research resting on an identification of excellences of character. Conceptions of ‘good researchers’ reveals support for and understanding of a broader set of both intellectual and moral virtues such as openness, perseverance, humility and truthfulness (eg Kiley and Mullins, 2005, Pring, 2001). They also focus on the importance of role models and the environment that shapes ethical attitudes (Louis, et al, 2007).
It will be concluded that virtue theory may aid researcher development in a number of ways empowering students to identify their own conceptions of virtue and vice rather than demanding compliance with a set of de-contextualised principles. It may also provide a counterweight to the conventional use of ‘unethical’ exemplars from the world of science (eg Tuskegee syphilis scandal; Alder Hey, etc) that present extreme instances of wrong-doing rather than more fine-grained scenarios based on personal interpretation of virtue and vice within the context of a particular discipline. Researcher narratives illustrating these more fine-grained scenarios will be presented as part of the paper (Macfarlane, 2008).
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