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Agenda for Ethics Research in “Horizon 2020” 
 
Horizon 2020 demonstrates the need for innovative scientific research and innovation in a wide range of 

disciplines in order to tackle these challenges successfully. In this Statement the LERU members present 

ethics as essential in the success and scientific quality of Horizon 2020. Ethics offers the theoretical and 

practical tools to deal with the role of values in scientific and societal challenges. In this way ethics plays 

a crucial role in fostering responsible research and innovation.  

 

Introduction 

The proposals for Horizon 20201 show the need for innovative scientific research in a wide range of 

disciplines in order to tackle the major societal challenges that have been identified in the Europe 2020 

strategy2. LERU has already presented its view on the positive role that the Social Sciences and Humanities 

can play in this process3. The present statement elaborates further on that Advice Paper and presents 

ethics as an essential discipline to deal with the normative dimensions of the themes and topics 

mentioned in Horizon 2020. The claim that ethics is essential to foster responsible research and innovation 

is further elaborated in this statement and ideas are presented on how this can be operationalized. In the 

Annex, specific ethical questions related to the themes of Horizon 2020 are presented with best practice 

examples in ethics research with a multidisciplinary character. 

 

Ethics and the normative dimensions of Horizon 2020 

Horizon 2020 has ambitious aims that not only presuppose empirical claims, e.g. with respect to natural 

resources, available technologies or existing infrastructures, but also set specific goals, e.g. regarding 

sustainability, health and well-being, food production, the bio-based economy, and resource efficiency. 

These goals show that the research themes are not ends in themselves, but means to realising European 

commitments to human rights and values. These rights and values presuppose normative claims about how 

humans should treat one another, what makes for good society, and how responsible governments and 

businesses should behave. Ethics, being a normative discipline that offers theories and tools for 

systematic reflection on normative claims and questions, can play a central role in three ways, namely 

by:  

 

 Enabling better research design  

Research can benefit from awareness of normative presuppositions and (future) ethical issues at 

an early stage. Clarity about the conceptual difficulties involved in key terms (e.g., privacy, 

biodiversity or the market) and about the normative dimensions of a research topic can 

facilitate finding the most apt scientific models to tackle societal challenges and to improve the 

quality of science. For example, awareness of the normative assumptions related to quality of life 

                                                 

1 http://ec.europa.eu/research/horizon2020/index_en.cfm?pg=h2020-documents 
2 European Commission. Communication from the Commission. Europe 2020. A strategy for smart, sustainable and 
inclusive growth. COM (2010) 2020. 
3 LERU (2012), Social sciences and humanities: essential fields for European research and in Horizon 2020, June 2012. 
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and autonomy is essential to design research in the fields of aging or to study fundamental 

mechanisms that underlie addictions. This contributes to high quality research and the possibilities 

to valorise the research results in the context of the grand societal challenges. 

 

 Translating fundamental commitments into research practice 

Ethics reflects on fundamental rights and normative concepts such as dignity, freedom, equality, 

solidarity, justice and sustainability while contributing to the translation of these normative 

anchor points in the context of practical research. For example, ethics helps to bridge the gap 

between the fundamental right of freedom and practical questions on guaranteeing consumer 

choice. Furthermore, it contributes to a better understanding of why themes like sustainability 

and privacy should be given due attention.  

 

 Enhancing debate and building frameworks and guidelines to increase public trust and acceptance 
and ensure that ethical norms are not violated 

Ethics can enhance the quality of a discussion by critically assessing the validity and acceptability 

of the arguments being put forward. It can also develop defensible guidelines to ensure that 

important ethical norms are not violated and to help resolve concrete value conflicts (for 

example, between sustainability and social justice or between security and privacy). Finally, 

ethics helps to ensure that scientific projects are not thwarted by low levels of public acceptance.  

For example, research and the consequent public debates on technologies, such as biotechnology, 

and new techniques such as animal cloning showed the need to deal with ethical and 

socio-cultural diversity in public debates and the relevance of practical frameworks to discuss and 

evaluate research results.     

 

In short, ethics contributes to responsible research and innovation from the early stages of design to the 

later stages of application and translation of research.  

 

Ethics from the start 

Normative dimensions and the need for ethical research were recognized and have received ample 

attention in earlier European Research Framework Programmes. Nonetheless, LERU argues that there is 

room for improvement in Horizon 2020. In previous framework programmes the contribution of ethics 

tended to be restricted to the end of the research chain, and ethics mostly played a role in formulating 

constraints on scientific developments or focused on problems of public acceptability.  

 

Notwithstanding the relevance of this role of ethics, we underline that attention to normative questions 

should be broadened and occur at all stages of scientific inquiry. Since the Horizon 2020 project itself and 

the decisions to be taken in it raise normative questions, we emphasize the need to address these 

questions from the very start of the research process. Therefore, LERU proposes that: 

 

a. systematic reflection on the normative dimensions of scientific and societal challenges will be 
embedded in the structure of Horizon 2020 itself. Ethics should not only form part of the Social 
Sciences and Humanities sections, but should be recognized and included in all parts of Horizon 
2020. The experience of the LERU members is that ethics is of added value to societal challenges 
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if it is directly related to research in the fields of health, agricultural, energy, or climate and 
sustainability. 

 

b. attention to the normative questions should be taken into account from the very start. For 
example, ethics should have a prominent role in the setting of scientific objectives which help to 
identify potential societal problems or low levels of acceptance in an early phase.  

 

Multidisciplinary approach 

To make this proposal operational, LERU urges a multidisciplinary approach in which ethics and other 

scientific disciplines interact continuously and systematically.  

On the one hand, attention to the normative dimensions of one’s research field must be seen as part of 

the professional responsibility of scientists for responsible research and innovation. At the same time, the 

contribution from science is essential for well-informed and evidence-based ethical reflections or 

decisions. Therefore, ethical reflection should not take place without cooperation with and active 

participation of partners from the involved scientific disciplines.  

On the other hand, ethics offers the practical and theoretical tools to take the lead in the process of 

clarifying conceptual difficulties of central topics and in the reflection on normative problems. It is 

important that this role of ethics is recognised in Horizon 2020. 

Therefore, LERU recommends that: 

 

a. the normative dimensions of scientific and societal challenges are addressed in a multidisciplinary 
way; 

b. the independent role of ethics be recognised. As an independent body of expertise ethics can be 
of added value to natural and life sciences, but also to other disciplines such as law and social 
science.  

 

The experience that the LERU member institutions already have with this multidisciplinary approach (see 

the Annex) shows that such a close cooperation between experts leads to an improved understanding of 

the problems at stake and to an awareness of options for the future that otherwise may remain 

foreclosed.  

 


