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Research Ethics Committees (RECs)
What is it?
A committee of scientists & non-scientists (REC Members)
supported by REC professionals (REC Staff).

Mission
To safeguard the rights, safety, and welfare of human
research participants.

Role & Responsibility
Ensure human subjects research (HSR):
• Is conducted ethically & responsibly — e.g., risk(s), informed consent,

privacy & confidentiality
• Complies with institutional policies, and local & overseas 

laws/regulations — e.g., U.S. Common Rule, HBRA, Privacy laws (PDPA, GDPR)
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IRB-specific 
GenAI/LLMs

Pre-review Screening | Prioritise Review Efforts
• Screen submission for completeness & potential ethical concerns
• Recommend risk classification (Exempt, Expedited, Full Board)
• Flag gaps/concerning elements (e.g., lack details, policy breach) 
• Extendable to investigators: Improve submission quality

Preliminary Review | Start Point for Human Review
Autonomously generates a preliminary review report that:
• Summarises study aims, design, and ethical considerations
• Identifies relevant precedents and guidelines
• Provides a provisional risk-benefit analysis 

Consistency Checking | Deviation in IRB’s Decision
Evaluate IRB’s proposed clarifications, modifications, & decisions to:
• Past precedents, and relevant institutional policies & guidelines
• Recommendations & guidance from expert ethics/advisory bodies 
• Prompt IRB to reconsider, or for additional justification if not aligned

Decision Support | Inform Analysis on Specific Issues
• LLM or agentic AI leverages online and institutional resources
• Quickly retrieves relevant precedents, guidelines, and literature
• Generates comprehensive fully cited report to inform discussion
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“It could help you handle your more
mundane matters, so that you can
focus on the substantial stuff.”

A Normative Implication

What if there might be good reason(s) for 
IRB-specific GenAI to do the substantial?

Decision Support | Inform Analysis on Specific Issues
• LLM or agentic AI leverages online and institutional resources
• Quickly retrieves relevant precedents, guidelines, and literature
• Generates comprehensive fully cited report to inform discussion

Sci Mag
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Available On Demand
during & after meetings

AREXIS 
AI-enabled Research Ethics eXpert and Intelligence System 
Ethics Application Package
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Should RECs defer to GenAI in Rendering
Ethical Judgements?

P1

P2

P3

P4

C

RECs ought to make appropriate ethical judgments.

The making of such appropriate ethical judgements requires moral expertise.

RECs currently lack the moral expertise to make appropriate ethical judgements.

There are good reasons to believe that certain types of GenAI will have greater moral expertise, 
and therefore will be better at making appropriate ethical judgements than most RECs.

Therefore, RECs should use GenAI with moral expertise to assist them in making appropriate 
ethical judgements. 
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RECs currently lack the moral expertise to make
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There are good reasons to believe that certain
types of GenAI will have greater moral expertise,
and therefore will be better at making
appropriate ethical judgements than most RECs.

Therefore, RECs should use GenAI with moral
expertise to assist them in making appropriate
ethical judgements.

• RECs have a legal remit to render ethical judgments in their oversight of HSR; their reviews (i.e., analyses
& deliberations) inform and shape their ethical judgements, and in turn, directly translate into decisional
outcomes — i.e., approve, require modification, or disapprove

• Obtaining/arriving at appropriate moral judgements is inescapable — or more specifically, a condition
that should be fulfilled – in the REC’s rendering of ethical judgements. [RECs can make ‘inappropriate’ EJs]
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that should be fulfilled – in the REC’s rendering of ethical judgements. [RECs can make ‘inappropriate’ EJs]

• Moral expertise: a specialised set of knowledge and skills (normative analysis, interpretation, and
reasoning) that is necessary — to appropriately & accurately identify, engage, and weigh different (at
times competing) moral considerations from the relevant facts and features of the HSR — to arrive at
appropriate moral judgement(s).

• Scenarios where moral intuitions and/or lived experiences are insufficient: “lethal research” where
voluntary euthanasia is legalised; first-in-country human challenge trial; vaping behaviours where it’s illegal
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voluntary euthanasia is legalised; first-in-country human challenge trial; vaping behaviours where it’s illegal

• Many, if not most, present-day RECs do not have members with moral expertise — i.e., appoint scientists,
lawyers, religious leaders, and laymen, but not (research) ethicists or moral philosophers.

• Given P2, these RECs that lack moral expertise inherently fail to arrive at appropriate moral judgements
(from their ethical deliberations). [Current RECs are inherently at risk of arriving at ‘inappropriate’ EJs]
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• This GenAI has to be: well-constructed/reliable; trained on a comprehensive ethics knowledge base (KB);
and equipped with reasoning capabilities. [Mapping: KB to ‘knowledge’, and capabilities to ‘skills’.]

• Arguably, the KB and capabilities of this GenAI, and consequently its outputs, would be comparable to
those of a human person with moral expertise — e.g., DigiDan, PeterSinger.AI, Savulescu’s personalised
moral guru, Ethical avatars…

• Given P3, relative to this GenAI, RECs that lack moral expertise fail at obtaining appropriate moral
judgements. The depth and quality of moral judgments — including its analysis and reasoning — generated
by this GenAI would be better than the RECs that lack moral expertise. [Converse may not be true —
RECs constituted with exemplars of moral expertise such as Kant, Aristotle, Plato…]
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Possible Objections on Deferring to GenAI

The 🐘 in the Room The Chink in the Armour Cognitive Offloading/Deskilling
• Why is the REC relying/deferring

to GenAI for ethical judgements?
• Why are there no — or so few —

ethicists/philosophers on RECs?
• Shouldn’t the REC recruit (more)?

A Valid Objection
RECs should raise or expand their moral
expertise by appointing ethicists or
philosophers to have a seat at the table.
Claim to defer to GenAI serves only as a
stopgap for the status quo (see deskilling).

Claim is only as good as the
accuracy and reliability of the
GenAI’s outputs — making
appropriate ethical judgements.

But humans too are NOT infallible!
When tired and/or under pressure — don’t recall facts
well, sufficiently, or accurately (applicable to ethicists too).
Clinicians, who form the majority of REC compositions,
must juggle clinical & teaching duties with REC review,
and lack substantial ethical expertise.

Reliance on GenAI will hinder (or
erode) development of crucial skills in
critical thinking and independent
judgment.

Unfavourable Status Quo
RECs lacking moral expertise is
unfavourable and detrimental.
Until moral expertise of RECs have been
raised (i.e., appoint ethicists), RECs should
defer to GenAI as a stopgap in the meantime.
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