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Research questions

� How do human research ethics committee 
(HREC) members and health researchers 
understand research ethics?

� How do they address ethical issues in 
practice?
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Overview of presentation

� Brief history – ethics review process in Australia 

� Human research ethics in practice (HREP) 
project

� Focus on findings from health researchers 
� Argument: 

� Ethics is integrally embedded in the research 
practice of health researchers
� Rather than being governed by abstract ethical 

principles or codes of ethics

� Conclusion
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Brief history - ethics review in 
Australia
� 1966: NHMRC produced first Statement on Human 

Experimentation (biomedical)
� 1976: HRECs est; NHMRC regulations extended to 

“investigations on human behaviour”
� 1999 & 2007: National Statement on the Ethical 

Conduct of Research Involving Humans (NHMRC)
� National Statement guides the conduct of all research 

involving humans in Australia (all disciplines and 
research areas)

� All research involving human participants requires 
approval by a properly constituted HREC

� Primary role of HREC to protect welfare and rights of 
participants
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Human Research Ethics in Practice 
(HREP) project

� Qualitative research design
� Based on 85 individual interviews to date with:

� 32 HREC members (clinical, lay, legal & religious)
� 53 health researchers (clinical, lab biomedical, 

epidemiology & social health: all active researchers)
� Interviews conducted in Melbourne and rural regions of 

Victoria, Australia
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HREP study – health researchers

� For health researchers, ethics is deeply 
embedded in their research practice –
‘ethical habitus’
� View of research ethics
� Approaches to thinking about research ethics
� Resources used when faced with ethical 

problems in the field
� Role of National Statement
� Perceived role of HRECs
� Relationship with HRECs
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Health researchers: views on research 
ethics
� Take research ethics seriously
� View ethics as an integral part of research design 

and practice
� Research ethics considered at all stages of research; 

not just the ethics application
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� Applies to all categories of health researchers
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Health researchers: approaches to 
thinking about research ethics

� Although health researchers were familiar with the 
language of ethics (principles), emphasis placed on:
� Participants as ‘real people’ not guinea pigs
� Relationship of trust with participants; inherently about 

ethics
� Treating participants with respect
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� “Imaginative identification”
� “Would I want this to be done to my mother?”
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Resources used to address ethical 
problems in research practice

� Previous professional practice, particularly clinical 
training and experience

� Previous relevant research experience 
� Research context eg vulnerable groups
� Consultation with colleagues
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Resources used to address ethical 
problems in research practice
� Individual integrity - conflation of personal and 

professional integrity
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“Ethical habitus”

� For health researchers, ethics embedded in 
individual research practice
� particular dispositions and beliefs that are 

contextual (Bourdieu)

� Health researchers do NOT tend to draw on:
� Abstract ethical principles
� National Statement (unless working in particular 

situations)
� Professional codes of ethical practice 
� HRECs



14

Perceived role of HRECs from health 
researchers
� Protect participants
� Act as gatekeeper
� Check that benefits of research outweigh risks
� Ensure compliance with legislation
� Protect institution’s interests
� Useful check to see if research is going to be 

appropriate and understandable for lay members of 
community

� Forces you to clarify and clearly articulate research 
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Perceived role of HRECs: 
On methodology and ethics

Health researchers claim that:
� Sound methodology is necessary for ethical research
� HRECs should evaluate methodology

but some researchers question:
� the extent of this claim
� how prescriptive HRECs should be about 

methodological issues
� whether HRECs have the appropriate expertise to 

assess methodology of applications
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Concerns about transparency of HREC 
from health researchers

� Importance of transparency for health researchers:
� HREC membership

� HREC often perceived by researchers as a ‘faceless’
committee (akin to grant review committees)

� HREC review process (‘black hole’)
� Decision-making process of HRECs

� Access to HREC members
� Value direct personal communication with HREC 

� eg being able to attend meetings or consult with 
HREC members, but not always possible
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Relationship between HRECs and 
health researchers

� Mixed responses regarding relationships 
between HRECs and researchers

� Some researchers consider HREC 
review to be adversarial process:
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Relationship between HRECs and 
health researchers

� Other researchers consider HRECs and 
ethics review process it as collegial
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Conclusion

� Human research governed by:
� Complex system of research ethics review
� National Statement & other equivalent guidelines
� Professional/institutional codes of ethics
� Ethical principles

� However, these do not necessarily dictate what actually happens in 
research practice 

� For health researchers, ethics deeply embedded in all aspects of
research practice (“ethical habitus”)

� Of importance to health researchers:
� Personal and professional experience and integrity
� Individual worldview
� Research context

� Existing sources of tension and mistrust between HRECs and health 
researchers

� Need to address these tensions and address the notion of trust that 
underlies the research enterprise


