
Introduction to Data Ethics

Key concepts, principles, and practical considerations for responsible data work.

1. What Is Data Ethics?

Aspect Description

Definition
The study of moral principles that guide the collection, analysis, sharing, and use of

data.

Goal Ensure that data practices respect human rights, promote fairness, and avoid harm.

Scope
Includes personal data, public datasets, algorithmic models, and the broader data

ecosystem (hardware, platforms, policies).

2. Core Ethical Principles

Principle Meaning Typical Questions

Respect for

Persons

Honor autonomy, privacy, and

informed consent.

Have individuals consented to data

collection?

Beneficence Maximize benefits, minimize harms.
What are the potential positive and

negative impacts?

Justice Distribute benefits and burdens fairly.
Are any groups disproportionately

affected?

Transparency
Make processes, purposes, and

limitations clear.

Can stakeholders understand how data

are used?

Accountability
Assign responsibility and enable

oversight.

Who is answerable for decisions

derived from the data?

Data Stewardship
Treat data as a shared resource that

must be protected.

Are security and preservation

measures in place?

3. Common Ethical Challenges

Challenge Example Mitigation Strategies
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Privacy breaches
Unauthorized sharing of health

records.

Strong encryption, access controls,

anonymization.

Bias &

discrimination

Facial?recognition models

misclassify darker skin tones.

Diverse training data, bias audits,

fairness metrics.

Informed consent

gaps

Using social?media posts for

research without user notice.

Clear consent forms, opt?out

mechanisms, public disclosures.

Data ownership

disputes

Companies repurposing user?

generated content.

Explicit licensing terms, user?centric

data rights.

Surveillance &

profiling

Government use of location data for

predictive policing.

Legal safeguards, independent

oversight, impact assessments.

Algorithmic

opacity

Black?box recommendation

engines.

Explainable AI techniques,

documentation, model cards.

4. Ethical Frameworks & Guidelines

Framework Origin Highlights

EU General Data Protection

Regulation (GDPR)
European Union

Lawful basis, data minimization, right

to erasure.

Fair Information Practice

Principles (FIPPs)
U.S. Federal agencies

Notice, consent, access, integrity,

security.

OECD AI Principles OECD
Inclusive growth, transparency,

robustness, accountability.

IEEE Ethically Aligned Design IEEE
Human?centred values, well?being,

accountability.

Data Ethics Canvas
Open?source (Data

Ethics Project)

Structured worksheet for project?level

ethical analysis.

5. Practical Steps for Ethical Data Work

1. Define the Purpose

Write a clear, concise purpose statement.
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Verify alignment with organizational mission and societal good.

2. Conduct a Data Impact Assessment (DIA)

Identify data sources, flows, and stakeholders.

Evaluate privacy, bias, security, and legal compliance risks.

3. Apply the “Five?Safes” Model

Safe Projects – Legitimate, beneficial aims.

Safe People – Trained, authorized users.

**
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