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The team
Answer the question, “Why are we the ones to solve the problem we identified?”

Konstantin Genin
Understanding the 

(topological) complexity of 
scientific problems. 

Interactions between 
morals and methodology.

Vlasta Sikimic Sander Beckers
Data-driven approaches to 
optimizations of scientific 
reasoning. Fairness and 

privacy in AI-assisted 
education.

Formalizing notions of 
actual causation, harm, 

responsibility, and 
explanation.

Sebastian Zezulka
Fairness in algorithmic 
prediction of long-term 
unemployment in the 

German context.



Morals and Methodology
Methodological questions depend on ethical questions.  

● Unethical experiments ought not to be performed;
● Unjust algorithms ought not to be implemented. 



Morals and Methodology
As researchers advance methods, ethicists race to install new guardrails.  
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Morals and Methodology
As researchers advance methods, ethicists race to install new guardrails.  

?



Morals and Methodology
But ethical questions also depend on methodological ones. 

● RCTs in medicine and social science raise a variety of ethical issues, but are 
justified by their epistemic advantages, esp. for causal inference.

● As techniques for causal inference from observational data progress, there is 
pressure to reconsider the ethics of RCTs. 



Morals and Methodology
Methodological progress should lead to moral progress. 



Morals and Methodology
The goal of the Ethics and Epistemology research group is to approach the issue 
from both sides:

● How exactly do methodological constraints express themselves as ethical 
constraints?

● How exactly should ethical constraints be expressed in methodology?



The Randomized, Controlled Trial (RCT)

“The RCT is the introduction of scientific method 
into the process of comparing treatments” 



The Randomized, Controlled Trial (RCT)
Attempts to discover the relative effectiveness of a new intervention over standard 
treatment or placebo. Patients are assigned to the different “arms” of the trial by a 
randomization device.

● Widely considered the “gold standard” research design;

● Typically necessary for FDA, EMA approval;

●  Raises a number of tricky ethical issues.



A call for RCTs for ML models in Clinical Settings



A Proliferation of ML methods for Causal Discovery
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A Proliferation of ML methods for Causal Discovery



The Trouble with Randomization
Randomization comes into prima facie conflict with therapeutic obligation: 

“A physician should not recommend for a patient therapy such that, given present 
medical knowledge, the hypothesis that the particular therapy is inferior to some 
other therapy is more probable than the opposite hypothesis” (Marquis, 1983).



The Trouble with Randomization
Randomization comes into prima facie conflict with individualized treatment: 

“Although a patient who has been enrolled as a research subject in a RCT may 
benefit from the therapeutic effects of the treatment being tested, the fact that the 
treatment cannot be entirely tailored to that patient’s special needs seems to 
violate the physician’s obligation of unqualified fidelity to his patient’s health” 
(Schafer, 1983).



The Tragic View of Clinical Research
The discussion around clinical equipoise presupposes

● There is some valuable epistemic good secured by randomization;

● Any trial methodology which secures this good must inevitably come into 
conflict with the requirements of individual treatment.



The Tragic View of Clinical Research
The job of clinical ethics is to reconcile clinicians to this tragic situation: 

“These clinical instincts, while understandable and laudable, have the potential to 
obscure the true nature of clinical research, as investigators and participants alike 
try to convince themselves that clinical research involves nothing more than the 
provision of clinical care. One way to try to address this collective and often willful 
confusion would be to identify a justification for exposing research participants to 
net risks for the benefit of others.” (Wendler, 2021).
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Between Morals and Methodology
But is the tragic view right?

● What is the valuable epistemic good secured by randomization?

● Is there really no methodology that reconciles this good with the ethical 
requirements of individualized treatment?



Thank You!


