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The Ethics of Innovation and the Development of Innovative Projects

Ian Greene1

Previous research has addressed the question of how to anticipate and to evaluate the
ethical implications of the results of innovation.2  This paper, in contrast, addresses the question
of what are the basic ethical principles that ought to govern the development and implementation
of innovative public sector programs or policies.  

Innovation is by its nature experimental, and so there are often risks associated with the
development and implementation of innovative programs. Unless serious attention is paid to
ethical issues surrounding how innovative public sector programs are created and executed, the
result might be a negative reaction by senior administrators and other stakeholders not only to
the program at hand, but to the entire concept of innovation.  

In coming to grips with determining the appropriate ethical principles to guide the
development and implementation of innovative programs, it may be useful to think about how
the process of developing innovative programs is similar to the process of conducting scientific
research.  Both processes involve new activities that it is hoped will contribute to human
progress, and both usually have “champions” whose enthusiasm to achieve particular goals
sometimes leads to temptations to take ethical short-cuts.  It is possible, therefore, that ethical
principles already developed for the conduct of scientific research might suggest appropriate
procedures for the development and implementation of innovative programs.  

In 1998, the three major public bodies for providing research grants in Canada agreed on
a joint statement on ethics involving human subjects.  I argue that several of the general
principles of this Tri-Council Statement on Ethics can serve as a model for thinking about ethical
guidelines for innovation.  I do not advocate the development of a formal code of ethics for those
developing innovative programs or policies, but rather a sensitivity to ethical issues on the part
of those involved in innovation that, it is hoped, will help to advance the enterprise of
innovation.

The article will first explore the meaning of the Tri-Council ethics principles and their
relevance to the process of innovation in the public sector.  Next, the article will discuss the
appropriateness of some of these principles to innovation by referring specifically to two case
studies. 

Development of the Tri-Council Policy Statement on Research Ethics
On August 24, 1992, Dr. Valery L. Fabriquant killed four of his colleagues at Concordia
University in Montreal over a dispute, amongst other things, about attribution for research
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findings.  A subsequent commission led by former York University President Harry Arthurs
found that some of Fabriquant's accusations were justified, and that serious lapses in research
ethics were not unique to Concordia University.  The Fabriquant affair was the major catalyst
that prompted the three major public research funding bodies in Canada -- the Social Sciences
and Humanities Research Council (SSHRC), the Medical Research Council (MRC),3 and the
Natural Sciences and Engineering Research Council (NSERC) – to begin a consultation process
in 1994 to develop a common ethics policy statement with regard to research involving human
subjects.  (Prior to this time, the three funding bodies each had their own ethics guidelines, but
these were somewhat sketchy and not always consistent with each other.)  In 1998, the joint
consultation process culminated in the Tri-Council Policy Statement: “Ethical Conduct for
Research Involving Humans.”  The three councils adopted this policy as a common standard. All
universities and other recipients of funding from the three councils must agree to adhere to the
Tri-Council ethics statement for all the research they sponsor, and not just research funded by
the councils.  Regular ethics audits of institutions receiving funding from the three councils are
conducted by the National Council on Ethics in Human Research.  

Practical ethics involves the application of the relevant ethical principles to a particular
practice.  According to the Tri-Council ethics policy statement, respect for human dignity is the
fundamental principle of ethics from which all the other secondary principles are derived.  I
agree with the Tri-Council approach, and would argue further that respect for human dignity is
also the basic principle of ethics that ought to govern democratic institutions.4  

The Tri-Council policy argues that “An ethic of research involving human subjects
should include two essential components: (1) the selection and achievement of morally
acceptable ends, and (2) the morally acceptable means to those ends.”  Morally acceptable ends
ought to be judged according to the likely benefits that will accrue to a project.  If we apply the
Tri-Council approach to innovative projects, then what must be considered is the likely impact of
innovative programs both on the target group or groups of the program, and on other groups that
will be affected directly or indirectly by the program.  It is important that benefits be distributed
with “equal concern and respect” for all potential beneficiaries, in accord with the basic principle
of respect for human dignity.  For example, it would be unethical for program staff to treat a
program as a means to their own personal ends, or to be in a conflict of interest situation through
their involvement in the program.  (For instance, a public servant who persuaded officials to
contract out an innovative program, with the intention of resigning the government position and
working for the successful bidder, would be in a conflict of interest situation.)  Eleanor Glor
argues that in considering the results of innovative projects from an ethical perspective, we
should ask first whether the project is carried out with transparency, second, whether it will
improve society in general both now and in the distant future, and finally, whether the innovation
will “decrease suffering and increase well-being in the short-term and in the long-term.”  To this
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list might be added what it is hoped will be learned about the successful design of ethical
programs through evaluation of the project.

Once ethical questions about the possible or probable outcomes of innovative projects are
addressed, it is important also to consider what principles must be taken into account when
developing innovative programs - the topic of this paper. 

The Tri-Council Statement on Ethics
The ethical principles from the Tri-Council statement that could be considered relevant to the
development of innovative programs are respect for human dignity, respect for full disclosure of
goals and agenda, respect for vulnerable persons, respect for privacy and confidentiality, respect
for justice and inclusiveness, the balancing harms and benefits, and minimizing harm.  Each of
these will be considered in turn.

1.  Respect for Human Dignity: 
The Tri-Council Ethics Statement explains that “the cardinal principle of modern research ethics
... is respect for human dignity.  This principle aspires to  protecting the multiple and
interdependent interests of the person - from bodily to psychological to cultural integrity.”  This
principle means that it is “unacceptable to treat persons solely as means (mere objects or things),
because doing so fails to respect their intrinsic human dignity and thus impoverishes all of
humanity.  Second ... the welfare and integrity of the individual remain paramount...”

This approach applies equally to innovation:  the central ethical principle in developing
innovative programs ought to be respect for human dignity.  It is important always to remember
that “stakeholders”, “target groups”, “clients” and “sponsors” are all human beings all equally
deserving of respect for their integrity and welfare.
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2.  Respect for full disclosure of goals and agenda.   
The second principle in the Tri-Council statement is “Respect for Free and Informed Consent.”
The parallel principle for the development of innovative programs is respect for full disclosure
of the goals and agenda of innovative projects.  

The literature on public administration is full of references to the need for clear
statements of the goals and objectives of programs.  One reason for this is that without clear
statements of the purposes of programs, they cannot be evaluated properly.5  Another reason is
the ethical need to deal with people honestly.  If an innovative program is billed solely as a
program designed to, for example, improve the quality of life of the physically handicapped,
while a major purpose of the innovation is the cost savings, that billing is not ethically sound. 
The reduction of unnecessary expenditures is a legitimate goal, but if that goal is not accurately
described, then an ethical issue is raised.

3.  Respect for Vulnerable Persons: 
The ethical obligation of equality, stemming as it does from the principle of respect for human
dignity, does not mean rigidly equal treatment.  Rather, it means providing equal concern and
respect, or taking into account an individual=s unique situation when determining how to provide
an equal measure of respect.  Vulnerable persons require special consideration.  According to the
Tri-Council statement:

Respect for human dignity entails high ethical obligations towards vulnerable persons --
to those whose diminished competence and/or decision-making capacity make them
vulnerable.  Children, institutionalized persons or others who are vulnerable are entitled,
on grounds of human dignity, caring and fairness, to special protection against abuse,
exploitation or discrimination.  Ethical obligations to vulnerable individuals in the
research enterprise will often translate into special procedures to protect their interests.

Those responsible for developing innovative programs need to ask whether vulnerable
persons would be affected by the program, and if so, whether appropriate measures have been
taken to ensure that they are treated fairly.  For example, an innovative program to provide
alternative treatment to young offenders would require careful consideration to ensure that the
young offenders who will participate will be brought to understand their legal rights and
obligations to the full extent of their capabilities.  A different strategy would be required to
accomplish this goal with teenagers than with adults.

4.  Respect for Privacy and Confidentiality:  
Respect for privacy and confidentiality are fundamentals of most government programs, whether
or not they are innovative.  Standards for privacy “help to protect mental or psychological
integrity.”  Nevertheless, there are always temptations to brush aside privacy or confidentiality
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safeguards because of expediency, or an excess of enthusiasm to achieve particular ends.6  For
example, in an attempt to publicize the success of an innovative program to help social welfare
recipients find steady employment, a provincial cabinet minister might inadvertently say too
much, and reveal the names of program participants without their permission.

5.  Respect for Justice and Inclusiveness:  
We can adapt the Tri-Council ethics statement to the field of innovation as follows:

Justice connotes fairness and equity, and concerns the distribution of benefits and
burdens [of innovative programs].  On the one hand, distributive justice means that no
segment of the population should be unfairly burdened with the harms of [innovation].  It
thus imposes particular obligations toward individuals who are vulnerable and unable to
protect their own interests in order to ensure that they are not exploited for the 
advancement of [innovative program objectives].  On the other hand, distributive justice
also imposes duties neither to neglect nor discriminate against individuals and groups
who may benefit from advances in [program design].7  (References to innovation are
added.)

It is tempting, when developing innovative programs, to pilot test them on groups that
represent the fewest obstacles to successful implementation.  From an ethical perspective, we
need to ask whether such choices might result in unequal exposure of similar populations to
possible risks.  At the same time, we need to ask whether an innovative program might result in
significant benefits to some individuals or groups that will not be reasonably available to others. 
For example, pilot projects to test the unified family court concept in Canada after a number of
years became semi-permanent fixtures of the justice system, thus providing significant benefits
to residents of the cities hosting the pilot projects and denying the same benefits to other
Canadians.  Distributive justice would augur not for the abolition of the pilot projects, but for a
speedier implementation of the concept in the entire country once the results of the pilot projects
had indicated a large measure of success.  

6.  Balancing Harms and Benefits: 
In their enthusiasm to innovate, government officials may be reluctant to ask what might be the
harmful effects of the proposed new program.  For example, a new program designed to reduce
the recidivism rates of violent offenders by arranging for them to meet their victims and
apologize might occasionally result in harmful psychological consequences for a victim, even
when the victim consents to the process.  Innovators need to play the devil=s advocate in order to
anticipate potential harmful effects of innovative programs, and ask whether in the worst case
scenario, harms might outweigh benefits.  According to the Tri-Council ethics statement, “the
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foreseeable harms should not outweigh anticipated benefits.”  All potential harmful effects need
to be considered, including some that might not be obvious at first glance.  For instance, the
potential for “harming of the reputations of organizations or individuals” must be taken into
account.

7.  Minimizing Harm:  
Even if there appears to be a favorable harms-benefits balance, potential harms of innovative
programs need to be anticipated and the risk of harm must be reduced as much as possible.  

[S]ubjects must not be subjected to unnecessary risks of harm, and their participation in
[a project] must be essential to achieving ... societally important aims that cannot be
realized without [their] participation .... 8

It would be ethically wrong to trick “a person into participating by promising false
benefits.”

Case Studies
Two case studies are considered here that involve the development and implementation of
innovative programs.  In both case studies, ethical issues arose that were dealt with openly rather
than being ignored.  The first case study involves a new program on ethics at York University,
and the second is a participative planning project in the child welfare field in Alberta.

Case Study 1: Certificate in Practical Ethics
The first case study considered here is the development of York University=s undergraduate
Certificate in Practical Ethics.  The certificate was first proposed in the mid-1980s.  Like many
innovative proposals - especially those involving ethics - it ran into considerable opposition, and
it was not until the mid-1990s that the certificate program received enough support from relevant
stakeholders to gain approval by the university=s Senate.  It was tempting for the developers of
this innovative program to take “unethical short-cuts” around the opposition in order to get the
program approved more quickly, but of course it would be particularly unacceptable for a
program about ethics to be developed in an unethical fashion. 

Although the Certificate was developed prior to the development of the Tri-Council
Ethics Statement, respect for human dignity - the central principle in the Tri-Council approach -
and its implications were concepts that the proponents of the Certificate were quite familiar with. 
Conscious ethical choices needed to be made along the road to the approval of the Certificate,
and the seven Tri-Council principles discussed above are useful in organizing a discussion of the
kinds of choices that had to be made.
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1.  Respect for Human Dignity: 
The traditional friction between philosophers interested in pursuing pure or theoretical

ethics, and those dedicated to the possible practical applications of the study of ethics, was a
major source of friction in developing the new program.  Up to the 1980s, theoretical ethicists
often considered the study of  “practical” ethics to be unacademic, and not worthy of pursuit at
the university level.  A previous proposal for an undergraduate program in practical ethics had
been derailed ten years earlier by those who were sceptical about the idea of teaching practical
ethics at the university level, and they were able to secure enough support to prevent a practical
ethics initiative.

For those pursuing the new Certificate initiative, it might have been tempting to attempt
to do an end-run around the anticipated opposition of the theoretical ethicists by adopting
measures such as not giving them notice of the development of the new proposal, or ensuring
that there would always be enough persons supporting the proposal at relevant committee and
council meetings to approve the Certificate proposal in spite of opposition.  Such tactics,
however, would have contradicted the ethical imperative of respect for human dignity. 
Therefore, a strategy was developed to inform potential critics among the theoretical ethicists of
the Certificate proposal, and to attempt to take into account suggestions they might have for
making the Certificate sound from a theoretical perspective.  The result was a suggestion for a
compulsory system of advising students interested in pursuing the practical ethics certificate so
that both their course work and research would be theoretically coherent.  This idea not only
strengthened the proposal significantly, but also served as a model for the development of
subsequent certificate programs in other areas.

2.  Respect for full disclosure of goals and agenda:
Those pursuing the Certificate proposal saw the Certificate as the first in a series of new

initiatives to strengthen the pursuit of practical ethics at York University.  Future initiatives
might include the development of a research centre for practical ethics, and a graduate program
in practical ethics.  Those proposing the certificate had to choose between being open about the
role they saw the Certificate playing with regard to larger goals for the pursuit of practical ethics
- and leaving themselves open to charges of “empire building” - or refusing to discuss the
broader goals in order to help get the Certificate approved more expeditiously.  The certificate=s
“champions” chose to be open about their broad agenda, with the result that Certificate proposal
was delayed in various committees while the implications of the broader agenda could be
considered.  In fact, a new organized research unit, the Centre for Practical Ethics, became a
reality before the Certificate proposal was eventually approved.9  Although avoiding discussions
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of the broader agenda might have speeded up the approval of the Certificate, such a strategy
could ultimately have thrown monkey wrenches into the broader agenda itself.

3.  Respect for Vulnerable Persons
One of the objections raised to the Certificate proposal by student representatives in

various university committees was that by reserving spaces in particular courses in practical
ethics for Certificate students, non-Certificate students wishing to take these courses might by
squeezed out by enrolment pressures.  This was a legitimate concern, and led to a commitment to
monitor the enrolments in the courses required for the Certificate to ensure that non-Certificate
students would not be systematically disadvantaged by the impact of the Certificate.

4.  Respect for Privacy and Confidentiality
Some of those who had concerns about the original Certificate proposal approached the

proposal=s “champions” with their concerns, but because of their positions, wished to remain
anonymous.  The proponents of the proposal made every effort to respect these wishes while
addressing the concerns raised by these persons.

5.  Respect for Justice and Inclusiveness
There was always the danger that a new interdisciplinary program like the Certificate

might be inadvertently billed as the preserve of the disciplines primarily involved in developing
the Certificate, in this case, philosophy and political science.  Students who could benefit from
the certificate in disciplines such as psychology, physical education, and business might, through
neglect, be excluded from the potential benefits of the certificate.  As a result of this concern,
every effort was made, both during the development and implementation stage, to involve
faculty and students from as broad a range of disciplines as possible.  Again, this effort meant
that the approval process took longer, but the Certificate=s proponents considered the additional
wait worth the potential results in terms of inclusiveness.
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6. and 7.  Balancing Harms and Benefits, and   Minimizing Harm
Potential harms that might result from the Certificate were considered not only because

of concerns raised by opponents to the Certificate, but also as a result of brain-storming sessions
by proponents of the Certificate.  One potential harm in particular stood out -- the possibility that
students graduating with the Certificate might present themselves to potential employers as more
“expert” in practical ethics than they really were.  The proponents considered this possibility as a
serious risk.  Therefore, the program designers included disclaimers to try to prevent the possible
mis-use of the Certificate in the Certificate=s official calendar description, and in the student
advising component.

In sum, the way in which the ethical issues raised in the process of development of the
Certificate in Practical Ethics were handled resulted in the process of approval for the Certificate
taking one or two years longer than the Certificate=s proponents would have liked.  However, the
result of a slower but more ethically sound process was nearly unanimous support for the
Certificate when it was eventually approved, and a much better thought-out proposal than the
one originally submitted.

Case Study 2: Participative Planning in Child Welfare Services
The second case for consideration here is an innovative participative planning project

that occurred in the South Region of Alberta Social Services in the mid-1980s.  Like the first
case study, because of the innovative nature of this project it encountered considerable
opposition.  And like the first case study, it occurred prior to the development of the Tri-Council
Ethics Statement.  However, two of the key participants10 in the planning process were familiar
with research ethics, and adopted an ethical approach to the innovation.

In 1984, the Deputy Minister of Social Services for Alberta, Mike Ozerkevich, chose the
South Region of the province for an innovative participative community planning project that
involved Alberta Social Services, more than twenty privately-run child welfare organizations or
service providers, a survey of clients, and related community agencies such as schools and police
forces.11  Most of the recommendations of this planning project, including reallocations in a one-
million dollar budget, were implemented in 1985.  Thirteen years later, in 1998, research
indicated that most of the changes that were implemented remained in effect and were perceived
by service providers as continuing to have a positive impact.

The mandate of the process was to review the child welfare resources in the region, and
to make innovative recommendations regarding the re-allocation of existing funds to better serve
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the needs of children.12  Ozerkevich stipulated that all relevant private and public agencies must
be invited to participate.  As a result, forty social services agencies (government and private)
were represented on the steering group for the process, and an additional 30 agencies were
included in a survey of heads of child welfare agencies. The process also had to involve a strong
research component.  It was not easy to involve so many groups in an innovative planning
process, especially in a situation in which, over the years, a certain amount of distrust had built
up between government and private agencies, and between some of the private agencies
themselves.  Nevertheless, the process resulted in research that included interviews with nearly
100 children in care, their social workers, child care workers, and where relevant their parents
and/or foster parents.  A report resulted that made sixteen major recommendations, three quarters
of which were fully or partly implemented by the government.  The process was judged, by most
participants and clients, to have been a successful.  Part of the reason for the success was a
sensitivity to ethical issues.  The ethical issues that arose will be considered under the headings
developed through the Tri-Council Ethics Statement.

1.  Respect for Human Dignity
Respect for human dignity was front and centre of the planning process, partly because of

the sensitivity of key participants to ethical concerns, and partly because some of the child
welfare agencies viewed other agencies with suspicion -- as running programs more to provide a
source of enrichment to own programs rather than to serve the basic needs of children.  Thus, the
planning process stressed the welfare of the children as an “end in itself”, and possible attempts
to use the children as a “means to an end” - such as to attempts to enrich particular programs -
were identified and rejected.
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2.  Respect for full disclosure of goals and agenda
To begin with, both private and public agencies viewed the planning process suggested

by the Deputy Minister with suspicion because of possible hidden agendas.  For example, there
were suspicions that the government=s real agenda was to use the exercise to cut costs, or that
government agencies would use the process to take work from some of the private agencies.  The
Deputy Minister attended an early meeting of the steering committee to address these concerns. 
He gave his personal guarantee that the planning process would not result in a decrease of the
global budget for child welfare in the region, and that the Minister was open to approval of any
innovation that was backed both by a substantial number of agencies and by research.  This
intervention resulted in the creation of the level of trust necessary for pursuit of the project.

As well, the research ethics protocol of the project ensured that no one would be
interviewed without informed consent in writing.  This was relatively straightforward with
regard to the adults being interviewed, but the question of how to obtain informed consent from
children aged nine to seventeen was a difficult one to resolve.  It was important to provide the
children with an description of the goals of the project and privacy guarantees that they could
understand, and to ensure that they understood that they were free not to participate if they
preferred not to.  Several different approaches were considered before the research team felt
confident that real informed consent could be obtained from the children.

3.  Respect for Vulnerable Persons
Children are vulnerable.  Their special needs had to be addressed both with regard to

their participation in the research component of the project, and with regard to some of the
proposed innovations, the intent of which was to provide more effective child welfare services in
the future.  With regard to the research component, interviews with children receiving child
welfare services were conducted by social work students who already had extensive child
welfare training.  They received intensive additional training intended to help them interview
children in a way that would avoid trauma for the children, and which would also produce results
that were as accurate as possible.  With regard to the proposed innovations in child welfare
services, the involvement of all child welfare agencies in the planning process created a series of
“checks and balances” to ensure that the best interests of the children remained paramount,
rather than the institutional needs of particular agencies.

4.  Respect for Privacy and Confidentiality
The research component of the project dealt with confidential matters, and privacy was

mandated by relevant child welfare legislation.  A number of steps needed to be taken to ensure
that the analysis of aggregate data would not inadvertently result in a leak of confidential
information.  These goals were addressed partly through procedures designed to prevent the
matching of particular names with the data, and partly through oaths of confidentiality taken by
all members of the research team.  As well, the writers of the final report were sensitive to the
way in which they presented the data so that confidences would not be inadvertently revealed.
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5.  Respect for Justice and Inclusiveness
The research component of the project would have been much more straightforward if it

had been decided not to interview children receiving child welfare services.  Several members of
the steering committee, in fact, suggested that children not be interviewed both because of the
problems raised in including them, and because the children were presumed not to have views
that could benefit the planning project.  In the end, it was decided to include the children out of
respect for what their particular perspectives could contribute to the planning process.13  Without
the interviews with the children, a great deal of essential information would have been lost, such
as the extent to which the children and their various care givers differed in their perspectives
about the reasons for the children=s involvement with social services.14

6. and 7.  Balancing Harms and Benefits,   Minimizing Harm
The steering committee considered a number of factors that might result in potential

harms outweighing potential benefits.  For example, the project might result in services that were
re-organized in a way that would make them less effective.  Worse still, the process of gathering
information from children and their often troubled families might result in even more personal
trauma.  A major part of the planning process was to attempt to consider all possible potential
harmful results, and to take steps to minimize the risk of these as much as possible.

Conclusion
This paper has considered ethical issues that need to be taken into account when planning

and implementing innovative public sector programs.  It suggested that the ethical guidelines
developed by Canada=s three public research funding agencies, known as the Tri-Council
Statement on Ethics, might serve as a useful model for thinking about relevant ethical principles
to guide the setting in motion of an innovation.  The paper considered two innovative case
studies -- a new program on ethics at York University, and a participative child welfare planning
project in Alberta -- in which adherence to principles similar to the Tri-Council ethical
guidelines helped to ensure the success of the innovations.  These case studies showed that the
Tri-Council guidelines can serve as a useful ethical template when planning and implementing
an innovative program.

Because innovations are usually controversial, and can sometimes create a fair amount of
dissension, it is important to pay attention to ethical issues that accompany the implementation
of an innovative program.  Unless ethical issues are carefully considered, and appropriate action
is taken to resolve ethical dilemmas, an otherwise good innovative program might be in danger
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of failing.  Even though extra time and effort is often necessary to deal with ethical issues, it is
worth the investment in order to avoid failure.  Unanticipated benefits often result in terms of
strengthening the program design.  It is not always easy to honour ethical principles - chief
among them being respect for human dignity - but it is well worth the trouble.
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