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1.0 Approach 
Your own experience of committees or meetings will 
inform your preparation for and approach to the 
first meeting of the human research ethics 
committee you have joined. However, in our 
experience, these committees are not quite like 
other committees. 

At least one important difference is that although an 
ethics committee, like other committees, is 
composed of members who will have differing 
opinions, the additional layer of complexity is that 
the reasons for those differences are as important as 
the differences. That is, community members may 
differ in assessing the risks that a project presents to 
participants not because they disagree what those 
risks are but because, in their opinion, participants 
will attach a greater significance to those risks than 
other members of the committee think. And the 
reason for that assessment, the community 
members experience of a community’s typical risk 
appetite, is part of the qualifications for these 
members’ appointment and for this reason deserves 
respect. 

Another way of describing this is that, although 
these committees are called ethics committees, 
there is no widely shared definition of what ethics 
includes so it is more difficult, particularly for 
committee chairs, to establish clear boundaries of 
what is relevant to committee discussion and what is 
not. For example, in our experience, there continues 
to be recurring debate in some committees on 
whether the proposed research methodology is an 
ethics issue. 

As a result, attending your first meeting can be an 
uncertain experience because you don’t yet know 
how these boundaries have been set. Accordingly, 
perhaps the most valuable skills during most of the 
first meeting are to watch and listen: to the way that 
the chairperson arranges the meeting, to the way 
that individual members contribute from their 
category as community members, researchers, 
pastoral care people etc; and to the attitudes 
between and among members and the degrees of 
acceptance and respect. 

The different nature of 
a research ethics 
committee has probably 
also contributed to the 
wide variety of ways in 
which, in our 
experience, they are 
chaired. Some chairs 
open a meeting or a 
discussion of a new research project with their own 
summary of the issues to be decided while other 
chairs merely open a new application by inviting 
comments from any member.  

A common strategy is to appoint one or more 
members to lead a discussion of a new project. 
Usually, if more than one discussant is chosen, they 
are chosen because of their different membership 
categories and backgrounds. Typically, a researcher 
member will be one discussant who will address the 
research question and assess its degree of novelty 
and the methods intended to answer the question. 
Where the committee process has been preceded by 
a scientific assessment or clinical trials assessment 
committee, there will be less, if any, need for such a 
methodological introduction. 

Another discussant will typically be a pastoral 
member, professional care member or community 
member whose contribution is more likely to focus 
on the intended participant experience and its risks 
and benefits. 

For new committee members, it is valuable to be 
aware of the perspective from which each discussant 
speaks as this will enable you to evaluate their 
contribution.  

Contributing to your first meeting will therefore 
depend very much on the way that it is conducted. 
Some committee chairs will, at some point in the 
discussion of a proposal, specifically ask each 
individual member for their comments or 
contributions while others may issue a general 
invitation for contributions. 

Committees are typically fairly short of time and 
have a full agenda so that all the members and 
particularly the chair will be keen to use the time 
available in an efficient way. Accordingly, avoiding 
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repetition and keeping contributions concise are 
important attributes.  

As a new member, you should also not be surprised 
that the issues you have identified and wish to 
contribute have also been identified in substantially 
the same way by other members.  However, when 
asked for your contribution, rather than saying you 
have nothing to add, it is valuable to indicate that 
you also saw that issue, but either have nothing to 
add or, if you do, it is only to briefly complement the 
contribution previously made. 

It is equally likely that issues that did not occur to 
you, as a new member, have been identified, 
typically by members from different categories. For 
example, professional care members may well have 
knowledge and experience of the psychological or 
emotional impacts of the kind of experience that the 
project will present to participants. 

Nearly all applications come with draft participant 
information sheets and consent forms. Committees 
can devote more time to the examination and 
revision of these than they deserve. In our opinion, 
the important criteria for these documents are 
whether they provide a clearly written account of 
the purpose, methods, demands, risks and potential 
benefits of the research.  The National Statement 
standard is that such documents provide a 
participant with “sufficient information” so that they 
have an “adequate understanding” of these matters.  
Accordingly, if a fair reading of the provided 
documents meets these standards, further 
discussion of other or preferred expressions is often 
unnecessary. 

Throughout the meeting, it is our recommendation 
that you take the opportunity to assess your 
preparation and, in particular, the notes that you 
have made. It is likely that this first meeting will 
prompt a revision of the way you prepare those 
notes so that in future meetings they enable you to 
better locate passages in application forms or 
related documents that are the subject of 
committee discussion. 

One of the difficult tasks facing a research ethics 
committee chairperson is to bring the often 
disparate discussion to focus on the specific 

questions to be returned to the researcher. All 
members should know at the end of discussion of 
each application, what the researcher is to be asked, 
whether this is clarification, further information or 
revised documentation and to whom the 
researcher’s response will be provided, whether to 
an administrative staff member, an executive group 
of committee members for the full committee. 

2.0 Tips 
1. If a mentor has been made available  to you, 

there is value in discussing with them how 
meetings are conducted and how the committee 
typically discusses applications. . 

2. Do a quick read of the applications to determine 
where closer reading is required (see resource 
sheet #3 11). 

3. Prepare notes of any questions you have and 
review feedback you’d like to propose (see 
resource sheet #3 1.2). 

4. Include in your notes anything you particularly 
liked about a project – if only the importance of 
the research topic. 

5. Conduct a general and relatively light read of the 
agenda material that relates to previous 
meetings, (e.g. responses to review feedback, 
variation requests and ethical conduct report).  
Take note of how the committee deals with 
those matters, to inform your preparation for 
future meetings. 

6. Avoid listing all the typographical materials 
instead noting the materials need a proofread 
and give one example. 

7. Don’t be afraid to say you don’t understand a 
component of an application or a point raised by 
another member. 

8. Remember that a key objective of research 
ethics review is facilitating the conduct of ethical 
research. 

9. Listen, learn and enjoy. 
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