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This study aims to provide a comprehensive overview of Research Ethics Committees (RECs) In Chinese universities, encompassing both medical and non-medical
studies, such as social, psychological, educational, and behavioral research. The primary objective Is to identify major challenges faced by existing RECs in Chinese

universities and draw meaningful implications from the findings.

METHOD

This study investigated a group of Chinese universities known as "Double First-

Class," comprising 42 comprehensive universities. The information collection
process consisted of three steps.

1.

Searches were conducted on Baidu, the largest Chinese search engine, as well

as Bing, using keywords such as (research/scientific/science and
technology/medical/biomedical/academic/human
participants/animal/experiment/animal welfare/education/social science) *
(ethics/review/board/committee) *(university name) to identify relevant
university webpages concerning RECs or institutional review boards (IRBS).
hen the university websites were visited, and the homepage search engine
was utilized to further investigate pertinent information using the
aforementioned keywords.

. The webpages of all faculties and secondary schools within the universities

were manually examined to validate and supplement the information
obtained in the previous steps.

DISCUSSIONS

(1) Insufficient attention paid to research ethics review. There is a lack of
government regulatory emphasis. Then, insufficient attention from funding
agencies Is another concern. Finally, the lack of attention from university
management is also evident.

(2) Inadequate ethics review systems and regulations. First, there Is an
absence of comprehensive ethical frameworks and regulatory mechanisms In
disciplines other than medical science. Second, there Is no registration or
certification mechanism for RECs in China.Third, the review process lacks
standardized operating procedures (SOPs), resulting in low consistency In
review outcomes and an inability to ensure procedural fairness. The fourth issue
pertains to the Improper composition of REC members, with insufficient
representation from non-disciplinary experts such as legal, sociological, and
especially ethical professionals, as well as underrepresentation of female and
community representatives.

(3) Inadequate education and training. There is a lack of a regular ethical
training system specifically targeting researchers, REC members and other
stakeholders.

(4) Challenges faced by RECs Iin non-medical fields. Existing non-medical
RECSs In these searched universities are limited to fields which involve human
experimental research and quantitative studies, and therefore are not establihsed
In other social sciences and humanities.

RESULTS

® All universities have established their RECs. However, these committees
exhibit diverse characteristics in terms of their structure, name, affiliation, and
administrative arrangement.

® A standardized format for RECs has not yet been established.

® Among the 42 Double First Class universities, only 28.6% (12 universities)
explicitly require ethical reviews for non-medical disciplines. These non-
medical RECs are either constituent units operating under the purview of the
university-level RECs or autonomous review committees established within
schools or departments.

® The foundation of RECs aligns with the two pivotal milestones: the
foundation of the National Science and Technology Ethics Committee
Formation Plan in 2019, and the issuance of "Opinions on Strengthening the
Governance of Science and Technology Ethics" in 2022.

Strategies and Recommendations for Establishing RECs in Chinese
Universities:

(1) Strengthening top-level design and implementation. Drawing on the
successful establishment of medical RECs Iin Chinese medical institutions and
leveraging the country's strong governance capabilities, a top-down mechanism
that I1s led by the government, supported by professional associations and
Implemented by research institutions can be devised.

(2) Enhancing the research ethics review process In universities. For
Instance, It is important to clarify the relationships within university RECs and
refine the ethics review processes and documentation requirements.

(3) Providing ethics education. It Is imperative to extend ethics education to
various stakeholders, including REC members, staff, faculty, students, and
other administrators.

(4) Accelerating the development of RECs In non-medical fields. First,
research activities In non-medical disciplines also Involve with human
participants. Second, from a pragmatic aspect, establishing RECs for non-
medical sciences Is beneficial for Chinese researchers and their studies.
Moreover, the establishment of RECs contributes to the growing awareness of
citizens' rights and protection.

This study does not recommend directly applying a universal model of RECs. Instead, it emphasizes the importance of drawing lessons from multiple models to drive
beneficial reforms. Furthermore, regardless of whether it iIs medical or non-medical research, ethical review encounters differences in the application of ethical principles due to
varying cultural backgrounds.
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