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1.0 Origins 
Researchers have been conducting research 
involving humans, previously usually referred to as 
subjects, for centuries. Among the earliest medical 
examples is the research conducted in the late 18th 
century by Edward Jenner on smallpox. Jenner had 
noticed in his practice as a doctor that milkmaids 
appeared to be immune to the prevailing smallpox 
epidemic and speculated that this might be due to 
their having previously contracted cowpox.  To test 
this theory, he injected cowpox into children –and 
here, he apparently drew on his own personal 
experience of being used in research as a child. 

For centuries, little attention had been given by 
either professional organisations or governments to 
the propriety of such research: doctors were not 
questioned about what they did, usually with their 
patients.  After all, at this time, medicine was largely 
ineffective, making it difficult to distinguish 
experimentation from therapy. Doctors were 
expected to abide by their professional clinical 
obligations in any activity, whether it was therapy or 
research. 

It was the revelations of atrocities conducted by 
German doctors in prison and concentration camps 
during the Second World War, revealed in the 
Nuremberg trials in 1945–46 that confronted the 
absence of agreed standards for the conduct of 
research. In response, the military tribunal at 
Nuremberg included what has become known as the 
Nuremberg code in its judgment of more than 20 
German doctors. 

There is a wealth of material about the Nuremberg 
trials and subsequent events in human research 
since the 1940s, most of which tells stories of 
substandard or unethical practice. 

2.0 But what does unethical 
mean and what is ethics? 

At its simplest level, human research involves a 
relationship between a researcher and a human 
subject, now more commonly referred to as a 
human participant. That relationship involves a 

fundamental ethical 
dilemma. This is that if 
research is to generate 
new information about 
or better understanding 
of the human condition, 
the research needs to 
involve, be done on, 
humans. However, 
there is no legal obligation on people to participate 
in research and no right on the part of researchers to 
demand participation. 

So, if human research is to proceed, some 
arrangement needs to be reached between a 
researcher and each potential participant. In other 
words, it is only through the human relationship 
between researcher and participant that research 
can proceed. 

Since the very early contributions of Greek 
philosophy, there have been attempts to explain and 
provide guidance on how humans should conduct 
relationships with one another. It was to these 
ancient (and more recent) philosophical sources that 
researchers and commentators went to find the 
standards that should inform and govern 
relationships between researchers and participants. 
This field of inquiry is known as ethics, an English 
word derived from the ancient French “ethique”, in 
turn derived from the Latin “ethice” in turn derrived 
from ancient Greek “he ethike techne”, which has its 
original source in the Greek word “ethos”.  All of 
these terms refer to relationships between and 
among human beings, of which that between a 
researcher and a potential participant is another 
example.  Ethics, as part of moral philosophy, is the 
exploration of the meaning of terms like good, bad, 
respect and responsibility. 

Human research ethics is a particular context of 
applied ethics – the application of those ethical 
values and principles to the relationships between 
researchers and participants in research. 

Accordingly, although credit is frequently given to 
the Nuremberg code as the origin of modern human 
research ethics, examples can be found in earlier 
times of medical practitioners recognising that their 
relationships with participants in research projects 
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were not quite the same as their relationship with 
patients. They began to develop ideas about what 
the researcher-participant relationship should look 
like. 

The evolution of the key ethics principles in the 
Australian National Statement is complex and we 
will not attempt to summarise it here. However, we 
are confident in saying that the four key principles 
rest on solid historical ground. 

Those four principles can be summarised briefly (and 
we will devote more space to these in later resource 
sheets) as  

• research merit and integrity - research needs 
to be able to demonstrate that it will have 
value in order to justify participation of 
humans 

• justice –  involvement of humans in research 
and its outcomes needs to be fair  

• beneficence – risks to humans from 
involvement needs to be justified by the 
value of the research and  

• respect – the unique value of each human 
being is recognised especially through 
ensuring that they are given the freedom to 
decide whether or not to participate. 

3.0 Human research ethics and 
ethics review 

The relationship between these principles of human 
research ethics and human research ethics review 
arises from a particular characteristic of the 
relationship between researchers and potential 
human participants in their research. 

This is that researchers enter into that relationship 
with the aim of conducting research to generate 
new information or understanding. That aim, 
however worthy, can influence the way in which 

researchers relate to people in seeking their 
participation and in relationships with participants 
once research has commenced. 

An important function of human research ethics 
review is to provide, as it were, a circuit breaker on 
the potential for the researchers’ aims to affect their 
communication and relationship with participants. 
Ethics reviewers, being independent from the 
research enterprise, can exercise an unbiased 
assessment of the planned communication between 
researchers and potential participants and the 
subsequent relationship between researchers and 
participants during the conduct of a research 
project.  They do this by reviewing a researcher’s 
plan and advising the researcher and the responsible 
institution whether the plan is, or how it could be 
amended to be, ethically acceptable. 

4.0 National Statement (2007 
updated 2018) 

About human research ethics 
https://www.nhmrc.gov.au/about-
us/publications/national-statement-ethical-conduct-
human-research-2007-updated-2018#toc__95  

The elements of ethical design 
https://www.nhmrc.gov.au/about-
us/publications/national-statement-ethical-conduct-
human-research-2007-updated-2018#toc__417  

5.0 AHRECS material 

The Resource Library 
https://www.ahrecs.com/resources  

The Research Ethics Monthly 
https://www.ahrecs.com/blog  

The subscribers’ area 
https://www.ahrecs.vip  
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