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CHECKLISTS AND BACKGROUND INFO: 
HTTPS://WWW.IFLA.ORG/NODE/61910
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WHY ARE ETHICAL ISSUES IMPORTANT?

• How parliamentary research services and libraries handle 
ethical issues affects e.g.

• Service performance, reputation and value of products

• Product quality and authority

• Relations with clients, staff & suppliers

• Career and even health of you and your staff
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WHAT GUIDANCE EXISTS?
• There is no direct reference to “ethics” in either the ‘Guidelines for legislative 

libraries’ or ‘Guidelines for parliamentary research services’

• There are generic ethical frameworks for e.g.
• Library services 

• Academic/professional research in general

• Public servants/officials of parliament

• Procurement (which concerns especially contracted research)

• Management of people etc.

• Useful but not sufficient for our purposes

• As far as we know, the library & research service of only one parliament (Canada) has 
a policy explicitly addressing ethics in general 
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WORK DONE SO FAR

1. Informal discussion identified the issue in 2016.

2. Part of IFLAPARL 2017 programme - practical ethical challenges identified by 
participants 

3. Working group of the Standing Committee took the project forward (Thank you!)

4. Existing policies collected and analysed

• First conclusion: not productive now to lay down universal rules, but useful to 
identify ethical issues and to collect examples of ‘solutions’

• Idea of ‘checklists’ so that services can self-assess

5. First draft checklists were introduced, discussed and assessed at IFLAPARL 2018

6. Revised final draft circulated in May 2019
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KEY POINTS

• The checklists cover issues which practitioners have identified as significant 
concerns, actual or potential. It is not a document based on theory.

• The checklists are not systematic: we tried to avoid duplicating generic guidance and 
we eliminated some points of low interest to most IFLAPARL members. There is more 
attention to parliamentary research services as libraries have comprehensive generic  
professional ethics frameworks to refer to.

• Some issues will be more or less relevant to particular services. It is highly likely that 
all services have some of these concerns.

• The checklists are a tool to facilitate self-assessment, reflection and dialogue inside 
the service or institution. There is no expectation that results will be published.
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POINTS OF INTEREST IN THE DEVELOPMENT PROCESS

• The terms ‘science’/’scientific’  and ‘evidence’

• Autonomy of library & research services

• Minimum aspiration for use of the checklists to be worthwhile
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‘EVIDENCE’
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PROVIDING EVIDENCE FOR WORK ON POLICY & 
LEGISLATION
• Worldwide, parliamentary library & research services perform a range 

of functions for their institutions, varying from service to service

• The provision of high-quality information to Members for their work on 
policy & legislation is (a) the common, defining, characteristic (b) the 
core activity, the central purpose, even if it is not always the largest by 
volume.

• Adopting the terminology used in the wider world, our most critical task 
is to provide ‘evidence’ for work on policy and legislation.

• Ethical approaches to other functions could vary, but the provision of 
‘evidence’ implies some clear standards, at least as an aspiration 
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PROVISION OF EVIDENCE IMPLIES A PROFESSIONAL 
PRODUCTION SYSTEM – ‘AUTONOMY’

• Non-partisan, objective, high-quality information/research service is a 
professional product

• It implies a professional system to deliver it, with professional criteria 
and methods for the selection/delivery of products, topics, content. NB 
‘professional’ includes a duty to respond to client (Member) need, and 
to work within a defined mission and service objectives  

• A professional production process implies that professional methods 
and decisions are not subject to influence or decision from outside the 
service – a form of autonomy within the institution

• A parallel would be a medical doctor in a hospital administration 
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AN ILLUSTRATION ON ONE ASPECT OF ‘AUTONOMY’, 
FROM THE WORLD OF OFFICIAL STATISTICS
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MINIMUM ASPIRATION

In the delivery of evidence for work on policy and legislation, a parliamentary research or library service should:

1. Observe professional independence and impartiality in defining research methods, selection of sources, undertaking analysis and 
providing expert assessments and opinions. These are professional tasks requiring professional staff working to international
professional standards. While Members and the administration may define the requirements and can hold the service accountable
for quality, to be of value as evidence, the professional process of delivery of information/research should be free from intervention, 
influence, pressure or decision from outwith the professional service. 

2. Provide content based on science and international standards of scholarship. Content based on non-expert opinion/belief, if 
provided, should be clearly distinct and indicated as such.

3. Impartially select sources based on quality and the fair representation of recognised scientific views, coherent with the requirement 
of the request.

4. If analysis/summarising of source content is provided, the sources should be faithfully reflected.

5. Provide analysis and summaries that are balanced and non-partisan, except if the request is for a particular view of an issue. (If such 
requests for scientific support of a ‘partisan view’ are accepted at all; policies vary). 

6. If the request is for a particular (partisan) view of an issue, this should at all times be explicit and transparent especially in public 
communication of the results, and the response should maintain standards on the quality of content, to ensure the reputation of the 
research or library service.
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CHECKLIST 1 - MANDATE

• ‘Constitutional’ documents of the service. What 
is it intended to do? 

• The ethical approach is subordinate to the 
formal constitution of the service.

• Are there ethical principles defined in the 
service constitution?

• The checklist prompts an audit of ethical policies 
already in place. It might lead to reflection on 
how any omissions or weaknesses might be 
addressed.
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CHECKLIST 2 - AUTONOMY

• The ideal is of independent expertise and 
objective information, provided impartially and 
professionally. Existing within a wider 
parliamentary administration, and subject to 
other external pressures, the service can only be 
autonomous, not independent.

• How autonomous is it? How much responsibility 
does it have for an ethical approach?

• Are decisions on recruitment and careers based 
on professional grounds?

• If there is no service autonomy, there is no 
service responsibility for an ethical approach.
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CHECKLIST 3 - ACCESS

• This refers not only to physical and formal access 
to services, but also to how welcome each and 
every Member would feel in using the service, 
and whether services/products are designed to 
be accessible to all Members (e.g. design, 
language, distribution…)

• Access might not be equal – some office-
holders, bodies and purposes might have 
priority - but are priorities/privileges 
transparent and policies applied consistently?

• Is the scope of the service clearly defined? (E.g. 
inadmissible requests)  
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CHECKLIST 4 - PRODUCTION

• Production : anything from answering a library 
request to a research paper

• Are there production standards in place, and do 
they safeguard quality, impartiality, professional 
decision-making and equity of treatment?

• Is confidentiality safeguarded?

• Quality: is production organised and resourced to 
match the promises made? Does justified client 
feedback lead to change?

• Question: is value for money an ethical issue?

• Trade offs between 
economy/efficiency/effectiveness
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CHECKLIST 6 - STAFF

• There are usually generic ethics codes for staff in 
the institution and/or across the public sector. 
No point to duplicate. The checklist covers only 
most relevant issues for our services.

• Are there safeguards against staff misuse of 
privileged information and conflict of interest?

• Are staff required to treat all Members 
equitably? 
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CHECKLIST 7 - MEMBERS

• Power and influence of Members is a reality in 
parliamentary service. Members formally define 
and resource the service, they control its 
mission/objectives and judge its performance. 
The scope for an ethical approach depends on 
these decisions.

• Are there safeguards to ensure that legitimate 
formal powers do not spill over into 
(formal/informal) influences that compromise 
the objectivity, impartiality, integrity and 
professionalism of the service?

• Are there safeguards against Member abuse of 
the service? Or personal abuse of its staff?
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WHAT HAPPENS NOW?

• This is the closure of the ethics checklist project

• Feedback since the final draft was issued in May, including any feedback 
given here, will be considered for future revisions

• A final revision may take place post-Conference. In any case, the aim is to 
keep the checklists as a living document – they should evolve, and there 
should be discussion around them

• We aim to collect policy documents and perhaps case studies (anonymised 
and disguised as necessary) for the Section to share

• Revisions of Section guidance (e.g. ‘Legislative libraries’) should have 
explicit reference to ethical issues.
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THANK YOU!
EMAIL: IAIN.WATT.IFLAPARL@USE.STARTMAIL.COM

LINKEDIN: WWW.LINKEDIN.COM/IN/IAIN-WATT-INFO-RESEARCH

TWITTER: @WATTIAIN
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