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Ethics of genAI in Research



Breakout Rooms



What is ‘ethics’?
There are three distinct - but related - things we can call ‘ethics’:

1. It is one name for an academic discipline, also called moral 

philosophy, which studies the nature of good and bad, right 

and wrong.

2. It is also what we call a system of rules or guidelines which 

are designed to reduce harm and promote social well-being. 

3. It is a way of making choices in your life for which you take 

personal responsibility and justify by your own values and 

beliefs. This is best called ‘being ethical’ or ‘the ethical life’.



If you want some rules ..
Two key messages:
1. Sometimes being 

responsible means not 
using AI at all

2. Transparency is more than 
‘owning up’ - also requires 
understanding and 
explicitly discussing 
limitations of tools



How LLMs work = Stochastic Parrots
- Uses ML trained on an internet’s 

worth of human-human 
conversations

- On that basis generates the ‘most 
likely’ human response to a 
prompt
- Predictions are often good, but it is 

still just guessing a response
- ‘genAI’ usually refers to general 

purpose deployments like 
ChatGPT, Gemini, DALL-E etc.



What genAI is not:
1. Autonomous systems like DAISY, a triage 

robot for A&E
○ Where safety is really important, overall control 

of an autonomous system will lie with GOFAI 
(good old fashioned AI)

2. Solving problems with specialist ML / 
Deep Learning Models
○ E.g. AlphaFold - an ‘algorithm’ built for a specific 

purpose (or my favourite: whoBIRD)

3. Natural Language Processing
○ Using semantic models and LLMs to process 

human speech or text for e.g. sentiment analysis 
or whether a form has been completed correctly



A 2024 Google Gemini Controversy



The mechanical turk



The human elements in genAI
Creating a genAI model involves 3 stages (oversimplified!):
1. Unsupervised ‘deep’ learning from its training data 

(roughly everything anyone has ever said on the internet)
- Think of this like dreaming!

2. Supervised learning (humans ‘correcting’ the answers)
- This edits the craziness out of the dreams

3. Reinforcement learning and fine-tuning (humans 
prompting and giving feedback on good and bad 
answers)
- This is more like active, guided imagination
- For genAI it has to be general purpose 



Limitations of genAI:

“You’re getting at a deeper point where 
hallucination is still an unsolved problem. In 
some ways, it’s an inherent feature. It’s what 
makes these models very creative. ... But LLMs 
aren’t necessarily the best approach to always 
get at factuality, ... There are still times it’s 
going to get it wrong, but I don’t think I would 
look at that and underestimate how useful it 
can be at the same time. I think that would be 
the wrong way to think about it.”



Creativity in action?
Google told Sky News: "Large language models can 
sometimes respond with non-sensical responses, and 
this is an example of that.

"This response violated our policies and we've taken 
action to prevent similar outputs from occurring."

At the time of writing, the conversation between the 
user and Gemini was still accessible but the AI won't 
develop any further conversation.

It gave variations of: "I'm a text-based AI, and that is 
outside of my capabilities" to any questions asked.

https://news.sky.com/story/googles-ai-chatbot-gemini-t
ells-user-to-please-die-and-you-are-a-waste-of-time-an
d-resources-13256734 

What is an ethically acceptable 
error rate for this behaviour? 
0.0000001%?



2024 study showed 
20% of GPs already 
using genAI for 
routine tasks:



Limitations of RAG LLMs:



Human users’ “Automation bias”



Impact on cognitive functions
'Overefficient tools ... 
can upset the 
relationship between 
what people need to do 
by themselves and 
what they need to 
obtain ready-made.' 

Ivan Illich, Tools for Conviviality 
(1973, 51)This suggests that while AI tools offer undeniable benefits in terms of 

efficiency and accessibility, they may inadvertently diminish users’ 
engagement in deep, reflective thinking processes. Younger participants 
who exhibited higher dependence on AI tools scored lower in critical 
thinking compared to their older counterparts. This trend underscores 
the need for educational interventions that promote critical engagement 
with AI technologies, ensuring that the convenience offered by these 
tools does not come at the cost of essential cognitive skills.



Social impact: Water usage
By the end of 2023, hyperscale 
data centres were using 2bn litres 
of water a day, i.e. a glass of 
drinking water for every human 
on the planet. Now likely closer to 
3bn litres.

https://www.thetimes.com/uk/technology-uk/article/thirsty-chatgpt-u
ses-four-times-more-water-than-previously-thought-bc0pqswdr 



Carbon footprints

My entire annual carbon footprint 
without AI is equivalent to ~7 million 
genAI created images 



What about training the models?

ChatGPT4 is said to have 100 trillion parameters, i.e. 500x this model. 
2.5 billion tons is approx. half the (non-data) carbon footprint of Europe.



So what did you all think?
Mentimeter results:

https://www.mentimeter.com/app/presentation/als
pno6bkyxkcir1kjhf5yow7nihpy18/edit?source=shar

e-modal


