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1.0 The task 

By now your first agenda papers will have arrived, 
whether in hardcopy, which is much less frequent 
now or in softcopy from a server. 

It is likely that you will have between a week in 10 
days before the meeting is scheduled and that this 
will include at least one weekend. 

Preparing for meetings and dealing with a large 
agenda becomes a personal matter: each member 
develops her on his own strategies and these are 
based on their experience, expertise and how 
meetings are conducted and the different roles that 
members are given.  In this resource sheet, we offer 
some suggestions about developing those personal 
strategies. 

In the course of your appointment, you probably had 
the opportunity to ask questions about the way 
meetings proceed or were provided with 
information about this. Accordingly, you will know 
whether the committee uses appointed discussants 
to lead the discussion of each application or whether 
it is the practice of the chair to summarise the issues 
to commence that discussion. Some committees use 
multiple discussants and assign them specific 
aspects on which to lead discussion; other 
committees have no such structure but simply 
respond to the chairs invitation to comment. Some 
committees use a structured discussion, for 
example, using each of the four key principles of the 
national statement: the merit of the research, the 
Justice of the recruitment and conduct of the 
research, the risks to participants and their 
justification and the respect shown to participants in 
their recruitment and consent strategies - as 
subheadings. The point of mentioning this variety is 
that your preparation should take into account how 
your meetings are conducted and the contribution 
you expect to make or will be expected to make at 
the meeting. 

1.1 Time 

Sufficient time to prepare for a meeting can only be 
assessed once you have scanned the full agenda, in 
the light of the role you are expected to play at the 

meeting which will also 
reflect your category of 
membership. For 
example, it is unlikely 
that as a lay member or 
caring profession 
member or pastoral 
care member, you will 
be expected to provide 
an analysis of the research methodology to be 
employed. 

It is important to remember not every individual 
project is the same: Some projects can be 
considerably more complex than others.  Bear in 
mind the more familiar you get with a design, the 
more quickly you’ll be able to read proposed 
designs that utilise that design. 

However, there are some common-sense steps.  

First, scan the whole agenda to get a sense 
of the quality and the variety of content, 
that is, new applications, variations and 
amendments, adverse events, progress or 
final reports (If they are included in the 
meeting agenda, as some committees only 
provide this material to a committee when 
the report has raised a need for committee 
level discussion). 

Second, make an assessment of which 
application or which aspect of which 
applications you can add value because of 
the expertise of your category of 
membership. For example, if you are the 
lawyer member, you are more likely to add 
value in identifying potential legal issues in 
projects involving privacy or guardianship 
issues but will be less likely to add value to 
the evaluation of the emotional risks 
presented to participants. 

However, it is important to bear in mind that 
even on issues that appear to be outside 
your expected expertise, a well prepared 
application should explain the research  
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methodology or emotional risks and avoid 
technical language. If this has not been done 
and the methodology or risk descriptions are 
unclear, members who do not have research 
expertise will often be the most valuable 
because they will ask for the clarification 
that is not there. 

Third, having identified those applications to 
which you think you can add value, read 
these first. Then, read the applications to 
which you think you can add less value, 
identifying those areas that are not clear to 
you and where you would need to seek 
clarification understand the research plan. 

Fourth, one practical strategy that is 
commonly resorted to when members know 
they have a limited time to prepare is to 1st 
read the participant information sheet for a 
project. The values of doing this are several. 
Because information sheets should provide 
potential participants with an account of 
why the research is being done, how it will 
be done, what is expected of them, to what 
risks they will be in exposed and how the 
information they give will be used, all in 
language intelligible to a layperson, 
information sheet should give you a quick 
but reliable outline of the project. Further, 
passages in information sheets that are 
vague or difficult to understand can direct 
you to those parts of the application for 
clarification.  

This comparison can identify shortcomings 
in the information sheet, for example, where 
the description of risks in the information 
sheet omits material that is in the 
application.  

Further still, an information sheet can 
provide a reliable indication of the relative 
expertise and experience of the researcher: 
simply written concise yet comprehensive 
information sheets show experience which 
in turn gives an ethics review committee 
confidence that a researcher is likely to 
understand what is involved in conducting  

ethically sound human research. 

1.2 Making notes 

Notes you make on matters on which you wish to 
comment or ask questions or believe you can add 
value should also enable you to relate those 
comments quickly to identify passages in the 
application or information sheet. Tempting as it is to 
rely on memory, annotating your notes with 
references to the relevant passages is likely to be a 
more reliable method of making comments. This 
allows other members to quickly identify and 
respond to your contribution. 

Accordingly, dividing your notes into: your summary 
of the project, your identification of matters that 
need clarification or further information, linked with 
references to relevant parts of the application to 
and, as specifically as you can, the question that in 
your opinion is likely to generate the information or 
explanation needed. 

It is vital to remember that an important objective 
of research ethics review is facilitating the conduct 
of ethical research.  It is NOT catching what’s wrong 
with a project, protecting participants from 
researchers, or safeguarding the reputation of the 
institution. 

This may sound a burdensome process, but in time 
you will develop your own and more efficient 
strategy. Nonetheless, in our opinion, beginning this 
way is likely to start a constructive approach to it 

1.3 Committee as a team 

Finally, it continues to be important to bear in mind 
that you have been appointed to a specific position 
as a member of the committee that intern has been 
designed to reach decisions drawing on the 
combined expertise of all members. Good 
committee decisions are, like all good team 
performances, are joint efforts. 

One component of your notes (see 2.2 above) might 
be (through the Chair) asking another member of 
the committee of their views, insights or reactions to 
a component of the project you noticed in your 
reading.  It might be normal or reasonable practice, 
then again it might not. 
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