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Building the field: ethics in health
systems research
Members of the Future Health Systems (FHS) consortium have spearheaded important
and previously unexplored work on the ethics of health systems research (HSR). FHS has
contributed empirical knowledge on understanding how researchers are dealing with the
ethics of HSR on the ground, as well as conceptual thinking, including exploring issues of
justice, health capabilities, and responsiveness. The work has engaged new actors, built
a movement of parties interested in the issues, and influenced the agendas of global
institutions such as the World Health Organization.

Background
During FHS Phase One, Dr Adnan Hyder of Johns
Hopkins University (JHU) brought together work
on health systems and ethics through research
documenting research-to-policy processes. In the
inception period of FHS Phase Two, Dr Hyder wrote
a concept note on the ethics of HSR, inviting others to
collaborate. With support from colleagues, he started
conceptual thinking on ethics of health systems and
ethics of HSR, and published two conceptual and
philosophical papers in the American Journal of
Bioethics (Hyder et al, 2014) and Health Systems
(Krubiner and Hyder, 2014).

In Feb 2014, JHU hosted a second meeting on ethics
in HSR with additional funding from the Wellcome
Trust, bringing together colleagues working on
ethics from Africa, FHS and the Wellcome Trust. This
meeting resulted in the publication of a call to action
on the ethics of HSR in low- and middle-income
countries (LMICs). A follow-on meeting was held in
Geneva in September 2014 with additional support
from the Brocher Foundation, which included
AHPSR, pharmaceutical companies, and colleagues
from the UK, Europe and Asia, broadening reach
and creating movement in the field.
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(e.g. University of Oxford, KEMRI),
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panel session on the ethics of HSR priority-setting,
investigating the relationship between different
levels – global, national, local – of priority-setting
for HSR and what might be ethically required for
priority-setting at those levels.

ethical guidance for HSR from a global justice
perspective, including guidance on how equityoriented HSR projects should be structured, and
how consortia governance should be organised to
advance health equity.

Empirical work from FHS has been published in
peer-reviewed scientific journals and a supplement
in Developing World Bioethics was published in
2016, including papers emanating from earlier
workshops, a critique of Dr Hyder’s 2014 paper,
and several new contributions highlighting the
relevance of the topic to others beyond the
original audience.

Empirically, Dr Pratt has led studies during her
tenure with FHS to understand how researchers
deal with ethics of HSR on the ground and to
test proposed ethical guidance linking HSR to
global justice against practice. This has included
case studies of the FHS MANIFEST project
in Uganda and FHS Phase Two governance
processes, and a broad-based survey of health
systems researchers and HSR consortia leaders
to assess what ethics challenges they face
when doing HSR, how they resolve them, and –
tangentially – whether they consider their work
to be HSR.

What changes took place?
Ethics of HSR, particularly in its application to
LMICs, has emerged as a new field as a result
of this work. Changes are taking place among
global actors and institutions, including the WHO
AHPSR, other researchers, and professionals in
LMICs.

How FHS contribute to the
changes?
FHS has contributed to empirical findings as
well as conceptual work on ethics of HSR.
Conceptually, the thinking that has emerged
from various meetings, in which FHS played a
key role, has led to several key publications, and
different elements of ethics in HSR have been
explored more deeply, including issues of justice,
health capabilities, and responsiveness. A main
focus of this work, led by Dr Pratt, was developing

What next?
Conceptual work will continue to address indepth issues, such as inclusiveness and the
operationalisation of a capability framework.
Dr Pratt was awarded a three year fellowship
on a topic emerging from FHS work on citizen/
community engagement in research prioritysetting for HSR projects and consortia. This highly
competitive “Discovery Early Career Researcher
Award” by Australian Research Council will
allow Dr Pratt to work on urgently-needed
ethical guidance for engaging research users
and beneficiaries when setting priorities for HSR,
particularly around issues of power and diversity.
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