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1.0 Welcome 
Congratulations on your appointment to a human 
research ethics committee! You will be joining a 
community of members of more than 200 HRECs 
who review human research projects for 
universities, hospitals and other research 
institutions. 

Through your appointment process, which is likely to 
have included an interview and given you an 
opportunity to ask questions, you will have some 
idea of what the committee does and what its 
functions are within the institution. You will 
probably also have an idea of the logistics of 
receiving agenda papers and attending meetings. 
Further, depending on the category of membership 
to which you have been appointed, you are likely to 
have some background understanding of committee 
work generally. 

In these resource sheets, it is not our intention to 
redo the orientation you have already experienced. 
Rather, it is to offer some practical assistance in the 
early months of your committee membership. The 
sheets are deliberately brief and designed to be easy 
to read and of practical help. They are intended for 
members of ethics review bodies who have no 
previous background in either human research or 
ethics. They may however be a value if you have 
some of that experience. 

2.0 About 

2.1 Who are members 

Although you are not appointed to represent any 
constituency or community group, you have been 
appointed because your experience and 
qualifications fit one of the specified categories of 
membership. So, if you are not the committee chair, 
you will have been appointed as a layperson 
(community member would be a better term), 
someone with a caring profession background, 
someone who performs a pastoral community role, 
a lawyer or a person with current relevant research 
experience. 

.

2.2 Why these 
categories of 
members? 

Behind the membership 
composition of 
Australian human 
research ethics 
committees lies the 
idea that this combination of experience and 
perspective is likely, together, to generate decisions 
about human research that will be well informed 
and well balanced. Accordingly, your contribution to 
committee decisions is regarded as essential. 

That is why committee decisions “must be informed” 
by an exchange of opinions from each of these 
categories of members. Accordingly, unlike many 
committees, your responsibility is to either attend 
meetings and contribute or provide your contribution 
in advance of meetings you cannot attend. 

3.0 Role 

3.1 What is expected of each member? 

Your experience and qualifications will give you a 
different personal perspective from other members.  
However, you and all other members should: 

• Be able to communicate well – by listening, 
appreciating the views of others and 
formulating and expressing a considered 
opinion 

• Have an interest in ethics and some capacity 
to understand ethics and human research, 
although a formal qualification in ethics are 
not expected 

• Have sufficient time to read agenda papers 
and attend or provide submissions to 
meetings you can’t attend. 

In the second resource sheet, we will offer some 
suggestions about expectations of each category of 
HREC member. 
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3.2 What is the task of members? 

The answer, simply put, is to decide whether, in your 
personal opinion, a research proposal submitted to 
the committee meets the requirements of the 
National Statement and, in your opinion, is ethically 
acceptable. 

This probably sounds deceptively simple – because it 
is usually more complex. 

Research proposals come in the form of formal 
applications setting out a research question and the 
methods to be used to answer that question: like an 
activity plan. 

On the other hand, the National Statement (we will 
talk more of this in a future resource sheet) contains 
a set of standards of what counts as ethically sound 
human research. Accordingly, your task as a 
committee member is to decide whether a research 
proposal meets the standards and, if it is, in your 
view ethically acceptable. 

Doing this requires you to imagine the activity 
described in the application actually happening and 
asking yourself at least these four (simplified) 
questions: 

• Is there value in doing this research in the 
way that is described? 

• Is it fair that the people to be invited be 
involved?  

• Will the risks of involvement be justified? 

• Will those people treated with respect? 

Your role is a bit like being a member of a jury to in a 
non-criminal case. The jury’s role is to learn the facts 
of the case at hand, the principles of law that apply 
and the tests that to determine the outcome of 
applying the law to the facts. For example, a jury 
deciding whether a car driver negligently caused 
injury to another driver needs to understand what 
happened, what are the rules of law, what the test 
of negligence is and then decide whether that test is 
satisfied on the facts of the case. 

The task of ethics review of proposed research is 
similar. The application is a hypothetical fact 
situation that needs to be understood, the ethics 
standards are the equivalent of the law that 
identifies critical questions such as: are risks to 
participants justified by research benefits? Does the 
recruitment process ensure that participants can 
reach a free and informed decision whether to 
participate?  So, and ethics committee member’s 
task is how to answer those questions. This always 
requires, as the national statement reminds us, 
deliberation, judgement and an appreciation of 
context. 

In a later  resource sheet, we’ll offer some 
suggestions about reading applications and 
preparing for meetings. 

4.0 Suggested reading 

4.1 The National Statement 

National Statement on Ethical Conduct in Human 
Research (2007 updated 2018) 

(i) The discussion about the core 
principles/values in Section 1. 

(ii) The discussion about the formation 
and operation of HRECs in Chapter 
5.1, especially paragraphs 5.1.26 - 
33 

(iii) The discussion of review body 
member responsibilities in Chapter 
5.2, especially paragraphs 5.2.2 – 4, 
5.2.30 - 33 

4.2 Research Ethics Monthly 

Reflections on chairing a human research ethics 
committee 

Research Ethics Review as a Box-Ticking Exercise 

4.3 Other 

Holiday funny – Human research ethics committee 
member New Year’s resolutions 
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