
                                                                                      
Ethics of research during pregnancy 

Recent evidence suggests that pregnant women are at a higher risk of morbidity and 
mortality from COVID-19, compared with age-matched women who are not pregnant. Yet 
the historical and systematic exclusion of pregnant women from research continues in the 
context of the COVID-19 pandemic, resulting in a lack of evidence for this population. How 
can pregnant women be ethically and safely included in research and what part should 
researchers play in this? What role is there for community engagement to reconcile cultural 
norms and beliefs with the ethical and clinical rationale for research during pregnancy? And 
how do current governance mechanisms and regulation help or hinder the inclusion of 
pregnant women in research? 
 
The 2016 Global Forum on Bioethics in Research (GFBR) meeting focused on the ethics of 
research in pregnancy. The full GFBR meeting report is available at this link. The 
proceedings and case studies are also available in Reproductive Health. This PHEPREN 
and GFBR seminar will reflect on the GFBR meeting conclusions and discuss if – and how – 
pregnant women are being included or excluded from COVID-19 research. See below for 
further background reading and recent literature on the topic. 
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The following questions will form the basis of the seminar’s panel discussion. Seminar 
attendees are invited to submit questions in advance of the seminar when they register or by 
email, or during the live discussion.  
 
1. To what extent are pregnant women being included in current COVID-19 research? 
What are the ethical arguments for inclusion and what are the barriers? 
 
2. How can researchers balance the need to investigate interventions for pregnant 
women’s health in preventing and treating COVID-19 and avoiding risk to them and 
their foetus? 

3. How can research be facilitated in a context in which there are many socio-cultural 
norms about pregnancy that may impact on research efforts (e.g. where a partner or 
other family member may have socially assumed rights with regard to a pregnant woman’s 
decision-making, or where there are cultural views on pregnant women giving blood or 
receiving an intervention)?  

4. What is the role of engagement to explain the ethical and clinical rationale for 
inclusion, and who should be engaged?  

5. How do current governance mechanisms and regulation help or hinder research 
during pregnancy and how should regulatory authorities prepare for the inclusion of 
pregnant women in trials in advance of public health emergencies? 
 

http://www.gfbr.global/
https://www.gfbr.global/wp-content/uploads/2017/04/GFBR-2016-report-ethics-of-research-in-pregnancy-FINAL.pdf
https://reproductive-health-journal.biomedcentral.com/articles/supplements/volume-14-supplement-3
https://epidemicethics.tghn.org/
https://zoom.us/webinar/register/WN_THaQtF_DT5y-qmg-JtI2vw
mailto:epidemicsethics@theglobalhealthnetwork.org
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