O Ethics & Society Review

Ethics Statement Instructions

We believe researchers, engineers, developers, and scientists have a responsibility to society: to anticipate the
negative unintended consequences of our work and to do what we can to prevent or mitigate them.

The ESR process aims to create space for project teams to stop and think about the potential ethical dilemmas
and societal challenges that could follow from their work. By embedding this process into grantmaking, the
ESR strives to help researchers make changes to their projects upstream to prevent negative consequences
downstream.

Get started using the ESR statement template

Helpful Resources

What goes in the ESR statement?

What does the ESR focus on? How is it different from the IRB?

How does the ESR process work?

When does the ESR request that project teams iterate in the process?

ESR statement template

Common concerns and guestions to consider

Proposed mitigation strategies

What goes in the ESR statement?

There are two steps to a successful ESR statement. First, describe the ethical challenges and possible negative
societal consequences of your proposed research. Consider how the decisions you make in your work now
could impact society downstream. What happens when your work leaves the lab? Or when your tool is
released to the public?


https://esr.stanford.edu/document/ethics-statement-template/
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1fTL8haf9iMTMmlKJnf2pm9Ud1GqkmsjaoVAjhpOqVEw/edit?usp=sharing
https://esr.stanford.edu/document/ethics-statement-template/
https://esr.stanford.edu/document/esrs-common-risks-and-mitigations/
https://esr.stanford.edu/document/esrs-common-risks-and-mitigations/

Second, explain what you will do in your research design, publication, software release, and/or public
communication to mitigate those risks. Often, risks cannot be erased, but there are best practices or other
mitigation strategies that can help.

We strongly suggest the following organization for each issue:

Identify: What is the risk? Who could be affected?
Mitigate: Describe the strategy or strategies you will implement within your research to prevent or
mitigate these risks. What commitments are you making?

Example
Risk title: exacerbating inequities among low vision users

Risk: Our tool is intended to serve users with low vision. If we do not consider these users’ perspectives in
our design, these exclusionary practices risk alienating these users and further exacerbating inequities they
already face.

Mitigation: Therefore, we will hold a series of co-design workshops with each of our stakeholder
communities and survey them for feedback on our tool.

Get started using the ESR statement template

The ESR statement should be about one page in length. This is an iterative process, and your initial statement
may not cover everything. After reviewing your grant proposal and ESR statement, the ESR may ask you for
more information. You can preempt some of the ESR’s questions by being specific in your description of the
risks and your proposed mitigation strategies:

v X

Risk title: motivated misuse This tool could be misused by bad actors.
Risk: This tool could be misused to create We will monitor use of the tool to prevent
deep fakes and misinformation. harmful outcomes.

Mitigation: We will monitor tool use through
Google Alerts to become aware of negative
applications as soon as possible, and reach
out to our partners in civil society.

If you'd like further guidance for thinking about potential risks and ways to mitigate them along the research
pipeline, check out our questions to consider and potential mitigation strategies resources.



https://esr.stanford.edu/document/ethics-statement-template/
https://esr.stanford.edu/document/esrs-common-risks-and-mitigations/
https://esr.stanford.edu/document/esrs-common-risks-and-mitigations/

What does the ESR focus on? How is it different from the IRB?

The ESR is not the IRB, and it focuses on different issues. Institutional Review Boards (IRBs) are prohibited from
considering ethical and societal risks that impact human society rather than human subjects. As the U.S. Common Rule
(§46.111) states,

“The IRB should not consider possible long-range effects of applying knowledge gained in the research
(e.g., the possible effects of the research on public policy) as among those research risks that fall within the
purview of its responsibility.”

The ESR exists because much of Al research does not directly involve human subjects as defined in the Common Rule,
and thus is outside of IRB purview, but does impact human society.

Do not discuss issues that should be in IRB scope in your ESR statement: those issues will be reviewed by the IRB when
you submit your human subjects’ protocol.

Any risk directly impacting human subject participants in your research, such as data privacy, physical harms, or fair
compensation for participants in your studies, is not relevant to the ESR. In contrast, the ESR is interested in threats to
privacy, harms, and wages that will arise after this research leaves the lab.

IRB ESR

Focus Risks to human subjects Risks to human society

Time Risks arising during the research (e.g., Risks arising after the research is complete
during the study) (e.g., during wider deployment or

commercialization, in public policy)

Example risks | -Privacy for participants -Privacy for those using the algorithm in
-Impacts on study population during the industry or civil society
study -Impacts on marginalized groups after
-Participant payment deployment

-Impacts on wages and jobs

How does the ESR process work?

The ESR grant review is embedded within the funding organization’s larger grant review process, as illustrated
in the graphic below. Following the merit review, ESR will convene an initial staff panel of advanced graduate
students, postdoctoral fellows, or staff from Stanford, who are trained by the ESR, to assess whether the
ethical and societal consequences at stake in the research require additional review by ESR faculty panelists.
Based on the recommendation of the staff panel, the ESR will either send our positive recommendation to the
grant administrators or we will convene a second faculty panel to provide guidance to Pls for addressing the
risks and mitigations strategies of their work. We aim to work with researchers and utilize their expertise to
identify negative impacts and devise reasonable mitigation strategies. Throughout this process, the ESR
panelists coach researchers by recommending relevant literature, posing guiding and hypothetical questions
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that follow from the research and offering potential mitigation strategies to the identified risks. After the
review process is complete, the ESR submits its recommendations to the funding program and funds are
released to the researchers.
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If a case does arise where the Pls and ESR cannot resolve any differences and, therefore, cannot align on
mitigation strategies, the case will be turned over to granting organization’s executive leadership for a final
decision.

When does the ESR request that project teams iterate in the process?
We've identified five main drivers of requests to iterate from the ESR, fitting into two broad categories.
1. The ESR needs more detail to help researchers with the ethical reflection of their work:

® Researchers do not engage enough with the ESR prompt.
Sometimes ESR statements focus too much on IRB-related issues. The ESR will ask
researchers to think beyond the concerns under IRBs’ purview: what could happen
to humans and society after the research leaves the lab? When the research or its
products interact with social and political systems?

e Panelists need more detail on the research and/or proposed mitigation strategies to
help assess the potential negative consequences of the work.
Limited space can lead to the omission of some key details. The ESR will ask
researchers to focus on providing specific information about their research plans,
especially their proposed mitigation strategies.




The ESR anticipates additional mitigation strategies are necessary for addressing foreseeable ethical
and societal challenges. In each of these cases, the ESR will help researchers brainstorm mitigation
strategies and recommend a potential course of action. Researchers will be invited to respond with

their own considerations and commitments to mitigation.

Panelists identify an additional issue for researchers to consider and mitigate.

[ ]

e Researchers do not propose any mitigation strategies for a risk they have identified or
request help from the ESR to brainstorm mitigations.

e Panelists anticipate that a mitigation strategy researchers propose will not adequately

address the risk in relation to the anticipated benefits of the research.



