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This is an edited version of Martin’s welcome 
speech at today’s President’s Week event.  
A recording will be available from Tuesday 
16 June here: bit.ly/socitmpresweek2020

See more

President’s Week day 3: Wednesday 10 June 
Theme: Ethical use of emerging technology and data

Welcome to St Albans. This evening, I would like to be 
playing cricket in the beautiful Verulamium Park, with 
the backdrop of the Roman wall and mediaeval cathedral, 
then retiring to The Six Bells, a 500-year-old pub just down 
the road. But times are different and arguably ethics, 
our theme for today, has never been more relevant.

There are examples from the pandemic such as 
homeworking, that have raised issues concerning 
people management, surveillance and control, use 
of personal devices, safeguarding of data and 
responding to the increase in cyber threats.

We have seen a relaxation in regulations on data-
sharing in places like South Korea, which has dealt with 
the moral ambiguity around privacy and public benefit 
being in conflict by coming to a point of consensus for 
the wellbeing of the population. In the UK, we have 
seen the combining of data from local and central 
government using the UPRN standard, a locational 
reference for properties and land, to help track vulnerable 
people and to target services with their consent.

On the collection, analysis, presentation, interpretation 
and use of data it is so easy to mislead. Earlier on 
in the pandemic we had Her Majesty’s Government 

in England targeting 100,000 Covid-19 tests a day. It 
included testing kits in the data, so the number was 
a mixture of some fulfilled tests and some test kits 
only being sent out. On modelling and prediction, 
there are questions being asked about the early work 
done by Imperial College London over transparency, 
bias and gaps in data, the need to retain human 
intelligence and reliance on a narrow scientific base.

The early thinking on being ethical by design, developed 
in Socitm with our Local CIO Council, includes 
questions that help us to determine what are the right 
purposes, the right conditions and the right tasks and 
tools to use in the context of data and technology.

Martin Ferguson 
Socitm Director of Policy and Research
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Recordings of today’s events 
will be available from 
Tuesday 16 June here: 
bit.ly/socitmpresweek2020

Tim Berners-Lee article on 
universal internet access: 
bit.ly/2XRZn0O

Socitm report on Barking and 
Dagenham: bit.ly/3cMygbH

Oxford Internet Institute Digital 
Ethics Lab: bit.ly/30rNbVY

Alan Turing Institute: turing.ac.uk 

See more

Day 3 session on ethics

Involving communities in 

system design can lessen bias

Public sector organisations 
should involve communities in 
designing systems as a way to avoid 
biased algorithms, Wednesday’s 
session on ethics heard.

William Barker, Socitm’s associate 
director and practice lead on digital 
ethics, said this means changing the 
way consultations work. “We ask 
people to say something but the 
decision has already been made on 
what will happen,” he said adding 
that the public sector needs to 
switch from “we’ll listen to you but 
will do this anyway” to engagement 
that genuinely influences decisions.

Greater public involvement should 
lessen bias, in areas such as race 
or gender, as diverse groups are 
more likely to spot problems 
than homogenous ones. Such 
involvement can support core 
ethical principles including justice, 
the autonomy of users and the 
explicability of systems (see box).

Work to tackle algorithmic bias is 
part of both ‘ethics by design’ and 
‘ethics of use’, the latter focusing 
on how service users and staff use 
digital technology. In both, it makes 
sense to consider ethics early on, 
although this often does not happen: 

“We tend to apply the technology 
then ask the questions,” said Barker.

A third area of societal ethics 
involves considering how digital 
technology impacts on society, 
with Tim Berners-Lee, the inventor 
of the world wide web, making a 
case for universal internet access 
that is particularly relevant given 
widespread dependence on remote 
learning and working during the 
coronavirus pandemic. Barker said 
that local public services can play 

a particularly important role in 
this area by undertaking ‘ethical 
digital place-making’ with systems 
tailored for their areas, such as 
Barking and Dagenham’s use of 
data to target resources and engage 
people within the London borough.

Despite the phenomenal pace of 
change and the demands of coping 
with the pandemic, Barker said that 
ethical considerations have to be 
embedded in how organisations 
develop and use technology. “It’s 
more than just a tick-list,” he said. 

“It is how we can get these ethical 
considerations into our operational, 
intellectual and systematic DNA.”

Five core ethical principles

 › Beneficence: do good. Benefits of work should outweigh 
potential risks. Digital, data and technology that interact 
with people’s wellbeing, finances, relationships and 
health particularly require robust ethical principles.

 › Non-maleficence: do no harm. Risks and harms need to 
be considered holistically, rather than just for the individual 
or organisation. Privacy and security risks require social 
and organisational design, not just technological.

 › Autonomy: preserve human agency. To make 
choices, people need to have sufficient knowledge and 
understanding. It is important to involve stakeholders and 
interest groups in ethical risk assessment and design.

 › Justice: be fair. Specific issues include algorithmic 
bias and equitable treatment. Consider whether a 
technology could produce or magnify unequal 
outcomes, and if so how to mitigate this.

 › Explicability: operate transparently. Be ready to 
explain a system’s working as well as its outputs. 
Make all stages of the implementation process 
open to public and community scrutiny.
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President’s Week 2020 
Agenda for Thursday 11 June

If you haven’t already, register now:

socitm.net/book-event-presidents-week

Theme: Modernising ICT and service delivery

10:45 Socitm’s Vice-president welcome
Alison Hughes, 
Vice-president, Socitm

11:00 Business as usual, but not the usual business

Mark Woods, 
Director of 
Technology and 
Innovation, Splunk

11:45 Break

12:00

Panel session – Looking forward: how do we reset, 
reform and recover in a sustainable manner?

Alison Hughes, Vice-president, Socitm; Adam Thilthorpe, Director for Professionalism, BCS, 
The Chartered Institute for IT; Enza Iannopollo, Senior Analyst, Forrester; Jo Miklo, Head of 
Digital Efficiencies/Interim Business Manager, Leeds City Council; Mark Nicholas, Chief Social 
Worker, Senior Clinical Lead for Citizen Health Technology and CP-IS, NHS Digital; 
Matthew Wallbridge, Director, Socitm Advisory; Jo Powell, Head of Sales, Public Sector, O2

13:00
A word from Advisory – “Towards digital, 
data and tech – what are the implications 
for ICT service delivery?”

Andrew Rogers, 
Director, Socitm 
Advisory

13:40 Finish
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