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1. Introduction

The rapid development and integration of Artificial Intelligence (AI) tools – including generative AI, natural language processing, and related technologies – into academic research presents both exciting opportunities and significant ethical, legal, and regulatory challenges. As these tools become embedded across research activities, from literature reviews and data analysis to content generation, their responsible and transparent use is essential to maintaining the integrity, reproducibility, and credibility of research outputs.

This guidance applies to the full spectrum of AI in research, encompassing generative AI, machine learning, deep learning, symbolic AI, and other established approaches. While some examples relate to generative AI, the principles outlined apply equally to all AI usage, including long-standing methods such as large-scale data analysis in physics, genomics, and medical imaging. The guidance will be reviewed annually and updated as required. 

The University of Birmingham is committed to ensuring that AI is used responsibly, transparently, and in line with the highest standards of academic, ethical, and legal integrity. Reflecting the University’s values of integrity, innovation, inclusivity, and excellence, this guidance supports researchers to use AI in ways that enhance efficiency, creativity, and rigour while upholding human oversight and scholarly responsibility.

The document provides structured guidance to help researchers navigate the evolving role of AI in research, ensuring that its use aligns with institutional principles and sector-wide expectations. The University recognises its responsibility to create an environment that enables ethical AI use through clear governance, practical training, accessible support, and a culture of openness, critical thinking, and reflective practice.

The guidance addresses key areas including human oversight, transparency, data protection, intellectual property, and responsible tool governance. It is grounded in the principle that AI should support, not replace, human scholarship. Researchers remain accountable for the accuracy, originality, and integrity of any content shaped or generated with the help of AI.

This guidance also highlights the importance of compliance with institutional and external policies such as data protection legislation, intellectual property law, and ethical approval procedures for research involving human participants or sensitive data. By adhering to these principles, the University seeks to ensure that AI enhances the quality and impact of research while safeguarding transparency, integrity, and public trust.

This guidance is not intended to supersede, take precedence over, or remove any requirement to comply with existing University Ordinances and Regulations. Rather, it is designed to provide contextual guidance on the use of AI in research, supporting researchers in meeting their obligations under those Ordinances and Regulations. This document should be read in conjunction with the relevant University Ordinances and Regulations, the University’s Codes of Practice (including but not limited to the Code of Practice for Research, IT policies, and Code of Ethics), and any other policies, procedures or guidance as may be issued by the University from time to time. Any special standards of work performance or conduct imposed by law or by the University from time to time in relation to particular categories of research, for example clinical research, are deemed to be included in this guidance in its application to persons engaged in that research in the University.









2. Definitions

	Term
	Definition

	Artificial Intelligence (AI)
	Artificial intelligence is a field of science concerned with building computers and machines that can reason, learn, and act in such a way that would normally require human intelligence.

	Data Protection Impact Assessment (DPIA)
	A DPIA is a process designed to help you systematically analyse, identify and minimise the data protection risks of a project or plan.

	Data Protection Laws
	Any law which relates to the protection of individuals with regards to the processing of Personal Data including Regulation (EU) 2016/679 (known as the General Data Protection Regulation or GDPR), the Data Protection Act 2018 and all legislation enacted in the UK in respect of the protection of personal data, and any code of practice or guidance published by the Information Commissioner’s Office.

	Data Management Plan (DMP)
	A Data Management Plan is a document that outlines how research data will be handled throughout a project, from creation to long-term storage or sharing.

	Deployer [of AI]
	A natural or legal person, public authority, agency or other body using an AI system under its authority except where the AI system is used in the course of a personal non-professional activity.

	Intellectual Property (IP)
	Intellectual Property refers to legally protected outputs of research, such as data, software, publications, and inventions, which can be owned, shared, or commercialised.

	Intellectual Property Rights
	All intellectual property rights throughout the world for the full term of the rights concerned and including all extensions and renewals of such rights, whether or not such rights are registered or capable of registration, including, without limitation, copyright, database rights, patents, rights in inventions, know-how and technical information, design rights, registered designs, trade marks (including business and brand names, domain names, devices and logos) and the right to apply for any of the foregoing anywhere in the world.

	Funder
	The individual(s) or organisation(s) which pays wholly or partially for the conducting of a research project.

	GDPR
	The General Data Protection Regulation means Regulation (EU) 2016/679 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 27 April 2016 on the protection of natural persons with regard to the processing of personal data as it forms part of the law of England and Wales, Scotland and Northern Ireland by virtue of section 3 of the European Union (Withdrawal) Act 2018 and as amended by Schedule 1 to the Data Protection, Privacy and Electronic Communications (Amendments etc) (EU Exit) Regulations 2019 (SI 2019/419).

	Misconduct in Research
	Misconduct in research is a failure to comply with the provisions of the Code of Practice for Research, as outlined in detail in section 13.1 of the Code.

	Personal Data
	Any data or information or any combination of
data relating to an identifiable person who can be directly or indirectly identified in particular by reference to an identifier. These identifiers can include a name, an identification number, location data, an online identifier or to one or more factors specific to the physical, physiological, genetic, mental, economic, cultural, or social identity of that person.

	Registered Student
	Any person currently registered for the receipt of instruction in the University. It includes both undergraduates and postgraduate Registered Students.

	Researcher
	Researcher means:

· All Staff, Emeritus Professors and Registered Students of the University who are undertaking or involved in any aspect of research at any level;
· External research collaborators who are undertaking or involved with research in connection with, or as part of, the University;
· Where someone collaborates with the University to conduct research, but is not connected with or part of the University, they will also be expected to abide by this Code or an equivalent code provided by their employer.

	Research Publications
	Journal articles, conference papers, monographs, book chapters, edited collections formally published with an ISBN for an academic audience, and formal reports which communicate research outcomes authored or co-authored by a Researcher. This includes pre-prints, Author Accepted Manuscripts and Post-Review Manuscripts.

	Risk
	The combination of the probability of an occurrence of harm and the severity of that harm

	Special Category Data
	Personal Data revealing racial or ethnic origin, political opinions, religious or philosophical beliefs, or trade union membership, and the processing of genetic data, biometric data for the purpose of uniquely identifying a natural person, data concerning health or data concerning a natural person’s sex life or sexual orientation.

	Staff
	All persons employed in the service of the University. For the purpose of this Code, the term “Staff” also extends to honorary staff (e.g. honorary lecturers) engaged by the University, visiting staff and other individuals engaged by the University to provide services to the University.




3. Scope Of The Guidance - Use, Development, And Deployment Of AI In Research

This guidance applies to all researchers at the University of Birmingham who engage with Artificial Intelligence (AI) in the context of research, whether by using existing tools, developing new models, or deploying AI systems in real-world environments. While much of this document focuses on the responsible use of AI to support research activity, the University recognises that some research projects involve creating or operationalising AI technologies themselves.

Examples of non-generative AI use include classification of telescope imagery, analysis of large-scale genomic datasets, pattern recognition in gravitational wave signals, and machine learning for environmental modelling. These established methods often raise similar reproducibility, transparency, and ethical considerations to those discussed in relation to generative AI.

Researchers involved in the development of AI systems – such as designing model architectures, training models on bespoke datasets, generating synthetic data, or contributing to general-purpose AI – must be mindful of the distinct responsibilities this entails. These may include managing bias and discrimination, ensuring data protection, anticipating misuse, and promoting explainability.

Research involving the development of AI tools that may be classified as medical devices should also take account of the relevant regulatory frameworks, including the UK Medical Devices Regulations 2002 (as amended) and applicable MHRA guidance. Researchers developing or testing AI systems intended for clinical use should ensure early engagement with appropriate governance and regulatory teams to confirm whether the tool falls under medical device classification and to plan for compliance with associated approval or registration requirements.

Similarly, deployment of AI systems, particularly in high-impact domains such as healthcare, education, climate modelling, or finance, requires careful consideration of safety, reliability, fairness, and accountability. Researchers must evaluate the downstream implications of their models and ensure appropriate safeguards are in place.

This framing reflects principles set out in the EU AI Act, which distinguishes between different types of AI lifecycle roles, including developers and deployers. Researchers are therefore encouraged to go beyond traditional academic good practice and incorporate principles of responsible innovation, ethical data stewardship, and AI governance into their work. Further guidance for researchers involved in developing or deploying AI technologies is included in the later sections of this guidance document.
These principles apply to both experimental and applied research and should be integrated into project planning, research governance submissions, funding proposals, and outputs.

4. Responsible Development And Deployment Of AI In Research
Researchers involved in the development or deployment of AI models – regardless of discipline – are expected to uphold the same core standards of academic and research integrity as all other researchers, while addressing the additional responsibilities associated with creating or operationalising AI systems. Key expectations include:
· Researchers must ensure reproducibility across all forms of AI by documenting tools, datasets, preprocessing steps, parameters, training configurations, and known limitations in sufficient detail to enable replication. These expectations apply equally to established machine learning methods and to newer generative approaches.
· Model developers must consider the potential for bias in training data and algorithmic behaviour. They should assess likely impacts on individuals, groups, and society – especially when outputs could influence real-world decisions or public understanding.
· Where personal, sensitive, or identifiable data is used to train or test models, researchers must comply with data protection legislation. A DPIA is required where risks cannot be mitigated at source.
· Deployed models – particularly those used in high-stakes areas like healthcare, law, or public services – must be subject to robust validation, safety testing, and monitoring for unintended outcomes.
· Researchers must familiarise themselves with their responsibilities under existing and future regulations (including the EU AI Act given its extraterritorial reach), including risk classification, transparency obligations, and technical documentation requirements. This is especially relevant for research involving general-purpose or high-risk AI systems.
· When sharing trained models or tools publicly, researchers should include ethical usage guidelines, licence conditions, and information about limitations or appropriate contexts of use.
5. AI Inputs And Outputs
Researchers should distinguish clearly between AI inputs—the data, prompts, or other materials provided to an AI system—and AI outputs, which are the results the system generates. Inputs may include personal, confidential, or unpublished research information, and must therefore be handled in accordance with data protection, confidentiality, and intellectual property requirements. Outputs, meanwhile, should not be accepted uncritically: researchers remain responsible for assessing their accuracy, originality, and appropriateness before incorporating them into any research process or output. Both inputs and outputs should be managed transparently and in line with ethical and legal obligations to ensure responsible and trustworthy use of AI in research.

6. Key Principles Of This Guidance

Human Oversight, Responsibility, and Intellectual Contribution

· At the University of Birmingham, research is enabled through an environment that supports our researchers to excel. Within this, research must remain fundamentally human-led, with AI tools used to support, not replace, scholarly judgement, creativity and critical thinking.
· A human researcher must be accountable for every substantive claim, interpretation, and output, and must be able to outline their intellectual contribution, particularly where AI tools have been used.
· As far as is reasonably practicable, researchers should verify all AI-generated content for accuracy, validity, and appropriateness within the context of the research. In all cases, researchers must be transparent in their use of AI-generated content.
·  Researchers should reflect on how AI has influenced their thinking or development of their arguments and acknowledge this appropriately.
· AI tools cannot be credited as authors or co-authors on any research output. The responsibility for the content rests fully with the named human researcher(s).
· Researchers must take care to avoid plagiarism when using AI tools, including unacknowledged paraphrasing, unattributed reproduction of existing content, or presenting AI-generated text as original scholarship. AI outputs must never be used to bypass proper citation or ethical authorship standards.
· Reproducibility must be a key consideration: researchers must take all practical steps to ensure that others could reasonably reproduce and validate findings.
· Examples of inappropriate use include generating false or unverifiable content, using AI to fabricate data or references, or failing to disclose substantive AI involvement in research outputs. More information can be found in the University’s Code of Practice for Research.
· Misuse includes not only the generation of false or unverifiable content, but also over-reliance on AI tools to the extent that human expertise, critical thinking, or domain understanding is undermined.
Transparency And Acknowledgment

· Researchers should use only University-endorsed AI tools to ensure compliance with licensing, data protection, and information security requirements.
· Use of unapproved or externally hosted tools should be justified and recorded in project documentation such as Data Management Plans or ethics submissions.
· Clear and consistent disclosure of AI tool use is required at all times, and including but not limited to:
· Research applications;
· Research publications;
· Theses and dissertations;
· Data management plans; and
· Ethics applications
· Disclosure should include:
· The name and model/version of the AI tool used;
· The purpose and scope of its use; and
· The extent of human oversight and editing
· Where appropriate, this should include transparency around AI inputs, and AI outputs.

Ethical Integrity And Research Governance

· All AI use in research must comply with existing ethical frameworks (e.g., Concordat to Support Research Integrity, University Codes of Practice).
· All University research projects must undergo local ethical review through one of the University Research Ethics Committees, including declaring and justifying any AI involvement.
· Oversight arrangements should be proportionate to the type and context of AI use. Their remit should cover both generative and more established AI methods, recognising that mature, well-governed collaborations using conventional AI may require only light-touch oversight. By contrast, emerging applications, novel methodologies, or higher-risk uses may merit closer scrutiny to ensure alignment with ethical, legal, and trusted research principles.
· Researchers must consider potential harms and unintended consequences arising from the use of AI tools in research. This includes risks to individuals, communities, public trust, and the research ecosystem itself. A precautionary and responsible approach must be taken, particularly when research involves marginalised or vulnerable groups.
· Researchers must not use AI to produce deceptive, false or unverifiable content, except where this is a justified element of the research. In such cases, its use must be clearly disclosed and subject to appropriate ethics review and approval.

Data Protection And Information Security

· Individuals should familiarise themselves with the University’s Data Protection Policy.
· As a general rule, personal, confidential, or sensitive data must not be entered into AI tools without:
· Clear justification (including consideration of locally-hosted versus cloud-based tools)
· Data minimisation
· Data Protection Impact Assessments (where applicable)
· Data Management Plans should include a section on AI, detailing:
· What tools are used
· What data is input
· How privacy and security risks are mitigated
· Use of third-party AI tools should consider University security protocols and legal obligations.
· Where AI tools are used to support or make automated decisions that may have legal or significant effects on individuals, researchers must also comply with Article 22 of the UK GDPR. This guidance reiterates that any such processing requires human oversight, transparency, and appropriate justification within the project’s ethical review and governance processes.

Intellectual Property And Licensing

· Researchers must not input sensitive, proprietary, or IP-sensitive content into AI tools without evaluating the risks associated with doing so.
· Generated outputs must be assessed for ownership, licensing, and potential reuse implications.

Application-Specific Guidance

· The University will provide tailored guidance for specific uses, including:
· Literature review: verify citations, avoid fictitious references
· Writing assistance: disclose use, verify accuracy, avoid over-reliance
· Translation and language support: disclose use, verify accuracy and nuance, particularly for technical or culturally sensitive terminology
· Code generation: test outputs, acknowledge assistance
· Data analysis and visualisation: confirm outputs with traditional methods
· Synthetic data: explain use and potential bias
· Idea generation: treat AI suggestions critically
· Grant writing: attribute ideas carefully, consider funder policies
· Each use case should include verification, authorship, and disclosure expectations.

Training, Education, And Supervision

· Researchers will receive clear, practical guidance on the responsible use of AI.
· Training should promote critical digital literacy and support researchers to develop their own reflective judgement about when, how, and why to use AI tools responsibly. This includes recognising limitations, questioning outputs, and understanding social and ethical context.
· AI literacy should be embedded in research skills development programmes, including (but not limited to) mandatory sessions for PGRs and tailored training for supervisors.
· Supervisors of Postgraduate Researchers (PGRs) must advise on integrity, disciplinary norms, and documentation of AI tool use as part of the PGRs development.

Sustainability And Environmental Impact

· Researchers should familiarise themselves with the environmental costs of AI tools.
· The University may consider promoting efficient or lower-impact alternatives where feasible.
· This could include support for using local compute over cloud-based platforms and developing carbon impact estimations for high-intensity AI usage.
Compliance With External Policies

· Researchers must remain compliant with the policies of:
· Funders
· Publishers
· Professional societies
· National and international data/ethics bodies
· The University will maintain and regularly update a central resource summarising relevant external policies on AI in research.
Dual-Use And Trusted Research Considerations
Researchers should be aware that certain AI methods, whether generative or not, may have potential dual-use implications, including applications in defence or security contexts. In many cases, these uses may not be immediately apparent to the researcher. Where there is any possibility of sensitive application, guidance should be sought from the University’s trusted research and ethics processes. This principle extends to fundamental AI research in areas such as optimisation algorithms, computer vision, and natural language processing, where methods developed for academic purposes could be repurposed in ways that raise security or ethical concerns.

7. Helpful Links

· UKRI policy - Use of generative artificial intelligence in application preparation and assessment
· European Commission policy – Responsible Use of Generative AI in Research 
· EU Artificial Intelligence Act
· Russell Group policy - Principles On The Use Of Generative AI Tools In Education
· UK Research Integrity Office (UKRIO) policy - Code of Practice for Research 
· UKRIO policy – Embracing AI with Integrity
· Jisc – A Primer to Generative AI
· University of Birmingham policy - Student and PGR guidance on using GenAI tools ethically for work
· University of Birmingham policy – Code of Practice for Research
· University of Birmingham policy – Data Protection Policy
· University of Birmingham Library Services – Introduction to AI Tools for Researchers
· University of Birmingham Library Services – Responsible AI tool selection for researchers
· University of Birmingham Library Services – AI tools licensing review guidance
· Information Commissioner’s Office – Accountability and Governance
· Information Commissioner’s Office – UK GDPR Guidance and Resources
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