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1.0 National Statement (2007 
updated 2018) 
Here is a reproduction of paragraphs 5.1 .29-30 of 
the National Statement which sets out the minimum 
membership for Australian HRECs: 

5.1.29 The minimum membership of an HREC is eight. As 
far as possible:  

(a) there should be equal numbers of men and 
women; and  

(b) at least one third of the members should be from 
outside the institution for which the HREC is 
reviewing research.  

5.1.30 This minimum membership is:  

(a) a chairperson, with suitable experience, whose 
other responsibilities will not impair the HREC’s 
capacity to carry out its obligations under this 
National Statement;  

(b) at least two lay people, one man and one 
woman, who have no affiliation with the institution 
and do not currently engage in medical, scientific, 
legal or academic work;  

(c) at least one person with knowledge of, and 
current experience in, the professional care, 
counselling or treatment of people; for example, a 
nurse or allied health professional;  

(d) at least one person who performs a pastoral care 
role in a community, for example, an Aboriginal 
elder, a minister of religion;  

(e) at least one lawyer, where possible one who is 
not engaged to advise the institution; and  

(f) at least two people with current research 
experience that is relevant to research proposals to 
be considered at the meetings they attend. These 
two members may be selected, according to need, 
from an established pool of inducted members with 
relevant expertise. 

Paragraph 5.1 .33 adds the requirement that, 
wherever possible one or more of these members 
should be experienced in ethical decision-making. 

1.1 Where did these categories come 
from? 

When ethics committees were first advocated in 
Australia in the 1970s, the only requirement was  

.

that at least one 
member should have no 
association with the 
institution responsible 
for the research being 
reviewed. In the next 
decade, specification 
increased to require a 
minister of religion, a 
lawyer, a medical graduate with research experience 
and a laywoman and a layman (both of whom to 
have no association with the research institution).   

In 1996, the report of a review of Australian ethics 
committee system recommended  a minimum 
membership of seven comprising the chairperson, a 
member with knowledge and experience of human 
research, a member with knowledge and experience 
of professional care counselling or treatment of 
people, a minister of religion or equivalent, a lawyer 
and a lay man and laywoman. Since then, 
recognition of the widening scope of research 
reviewed by human research ethics committees 
prompted the addition of a second researcher 
member to the minimum. 

As we noted in our first source sheet, the minimum 
membership ensures a variety of relevant opinions 
in the ethics review of human research and is 
thought to better ensure a balanced judgement of 
ethical acceptability. 

2.0 Role 

2.1 What is expected of each category? 

LAY MEMBERS 
Being independent of the research institution, these 
members are expected to have a perspective that is 
independent of both the institution and research 
professions and is likely to focus on the welfare of 
research participants. In general terms, such 
members would be expected to express perspectives 
broadly similar to those of the Australian 
community.  Often, institutions may  also appoint 
members who reflect the views of particular ethnic 
communities where they are frequently drawn on  
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for research participation. In Australia it is now also 
common for committees to include Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander members to ensure that 
research processes adequately respect the interests 
of those communities. 

Although lay members are useful reviewers of 
information and consent documentation, it is 
probably disrespectful to confine their contributions 
to committee decision-making in this way. 

PROFESSIONAL CARE AND COUNSELLING MEMBERS 
Appropriate backgrounds for such members will 
depend on the kind of research that a committee 
regularly reviews. For example, social workers or 
psychologists may be most appropriate where most 
research is in the social and behavioural sciences, 
whereas medical practitioners or nurses are likely to 
be appropriate in committees reviewing clinical and 
medical research.  These members would be 
expected to draw on their professional experience of 
providing care, counselling, nursing or medical care 
to inform their assessment of the impact of 
proposed research on such participants. 

PASTORAL ROLE MEMBER 
Appointed because of their experience and 
involvement in community life, these members 
would be expected to complement other opinions in 
the committee about the way that people like those 
they have worked with would accept and respond to 
proposed research. 

LAWYER 
Importantly, this member does not have a role in 
providing legal advice to the committee, to 
researchers or to the institution. Rather, it is through 
their legal training and practice that brings a 
commitment to clarity and substance in the 
justification and provision of reasons for decisions 
that these members can be of most value to a 
committee. 

MEMBERS WITH RESEARCH EXPERTISE 
Because ethics review committees need to be 
satisfied as to the scientific and methodological 
soundness of research applications, these members 
are necessary to assess applications for that quality. 
There will be times when they recognise that their 
expertise does not extend to new issues to be 

examined in a research proposal and that external 
expertise will be needed 

3.0 Suggested reading 

3.1 The National Statement 

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

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

(ii) The Preamble and Historical 
discussion in the first few pages of 
the National Statement 

(iii) The discussion about the matters to 
be considered by research ethics 
reviewers in NS Sections 1-4. 

3.2 Research Ethics Monthly 

Clergy service to HRECs: the useful paradox within 
secular governance of research involving human 
participants 

Professional Development across the Term of an 
HREC Committee Member 

Research Ethics Review as a Box-Ticking Exercise 

Why do we need Category D appointments on 
HRECs and how should we find suitable people? 

3.3 Other 

Justice in human research ethics. A conceptual and 
practical guide. 

Reasoning “Uncharted Territory”: Notions of 
Expertise Within Ethics Review Panels Assessing 
Research Use of Social Media 

The value of respect in human research ethics: a 
conceptual analysis and a practical guide 
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