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THE AUSTRALIAN NATIONAL UNIVERSITY 

ETHICS IN HUMAN EXPERIMENTATION COMMITTEE 

1995 ANNUAL REPORT 

INTRODUCTION 

The Ethics in Human Experimentation Committee reports to the Vice-Chancellor who 
established the Committee in 1986. All members of the University who wish to conduct 
experimental research involving human subjects are required to submit to the Committee 
written proposals relating to the intended research. 

In formulating the composition, functions and guidelines of the Committee, the Vice­
Chancellor has been guided by the National Health and Medical Research Council guidelines as 
well as the resolutions of the Boards. 

COMPOSITION 

The Ethics in Human Experimentation Committee is composed of men and women reflecting 
different age groups and including at- least the following: 

• a laywoman not associated with the University 
• a layman not associated with the University 
• a minister of religion 
• a lawyer 
• a medical graduate with research experience 
• a psychologist with research experience 
• a social scientist with research experience 

A layperson in this context is one who is not closely involved in medical, scientific or legal 
work. 

Members of the Committee and its Chairman are appointed by the Vice-Chancellor for periods 
of three years. The Committee may recommend to the Vice-Chancellor the co-option of 
additional members as appropriate. The majority of the committee members are drawn from 
the academic staff of the University. 



e The current composition of the Committee is as follows: 

Professor Frank Jones 
Sociology Program, RSSS 
(Chair) 

Dr Peter McCullagh 
Division of Clinical Sciences, JCSMR 
(Medical Sub-Committee) 

Mrs Jenny Carlin 
(Medical Sub-Committee and Laywoman) · 

Mr Peter Bayne 
Law Faculty 
(Lawyer) 

Mrs Alison Robinson 
(Laywoman) 

Dr Don Rowland 
Dept of Sociology 
Faculty of Arts 
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(Sociological Sub-Committee) 
Dr Valerie Braithwaite 
Compliance Project 
Urban Research Unit, RSSS 
(Psychological Sub-Committee) 

Rev Colin Dundon 
Director 
St Marks National Theological Centre 

Mr Matthew Hardy 
(Sociological Sub-Committee & 
Layman) 

(Psychological Sub-Committee & Minister of Religion) 

The Executive Secretary to the Committee is Ms Rachel Vance, Legal Office. 

In particular appreciation is noted for the work performed by our lay members who have 
served on the Committee, and who have given a great deal of unrewarded time and enthusiasm 
to their onerous duties. 

FuNCTION 

The primary function of the Committee is to consider the ethical implications of research 
proposals submitted to the Committee by members of the University staff and students for all 
experimental research projects involving human subjects. 

GUIDELINES 

The Ethics in Human Experimentation Committee seeks to: 

• conform with the NH&MRC Statement on Human Experimentation and 
Supplementary Notes on research in particular fields that may be published from time 
to time; 

• take account of local cultural and social attitudes in making decisions; 
• ensure that procedures relating to obtaining informed consent are observed; 
• require that no members of the committee adjudicate on proposals in which they may 

be personally involved; and 
• accept that while researchers have a duty to advance knowledge by research, in 

considering protocols balance the rights of individual subjects of research against the 
expected benefits to human knowledge or to the community. 
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e ORGANISATION AND PROCEDURE 

For the purpose of considering research protocols the Committee is divided into three sub­
committees: medical, psychological and sociological, consisting of one lay person and one 
member of the University. Each protocol is commented upon by the relevant sub-committee 
and the lawyer member whose views are then co-ordinated by the Chairperson. The 
Committee meets three times per annum and from time to time for discussion. 

Individual researchers are responsible for ensuring that research protocols are submitted to the 
Committee. In the case of The National Centre for Epidemiology and Population Health and 
the Department of Psychology, there are standard procedures whereby protocols are submitted 
for approval. Departmental Heads, Deans and Directors have responsibility for ensuring that 
researchers are aware that relevant research projects are forwarded to the Committee. 

STATISTICS 

Number of 
Protocols Approved Approved with Not 
Submitted: as submitted Condition Approved 

1992 Total: 64 
Psychology 42 34 8 0 
Medical 8 4 4 0 
Sociology 14 6 7 1 

1993 Total: 77 
Psychology 49 39 9 1 
Medical 9 7 2 0 
Sociology 19 14 4 1 

1994 Total: 80 
Psychology 27 23 3 1 
Psych.Hon 32 28 3 1 
Medical 9 9 0 0 
Sociology 12 7 5 0 

1995 Total: 94 
Psychology 31 30 1 0 
Psych. (Hon) 19 19 0 0 
Psych. (Sci Com) 16 16 0 0 
Medical 9 6 3 0 
Sociology 19 3 14 2 

NB : The 1994 statistics for Psychology show the figures for Fourth Year Honours and 
Graduate Diploma protocols separately as Psych. (Hon). The 1995 statistics show a further 
breakdown, separately listing Fourth Year Honours Psych. (Hon) and Graduate Diploma in 
Scientific Communication Psych (Sci. Com). 
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The statistics show a steady increase in the number of proposals being assessed by the 
Committee. In 1992 the Committee assessed 64 whereas in 1995 the number had increased to 
94. Contact from other Institutional Ethics Committees have indicated similar trends and many 
are currently reviewing their procedures and resource allocation to handle the increased 
workloads. 

SURVEILLANCE 

The Committee' s surveillance function is fulfilled by sending the researcher a form to complete 
approximately 12 months after the protocol has been approved, seeking information about any 
changes to the research procedure which may have affected the ethical considerations and 
about the results of the research project. 

Traditionally forms were sent out annually at the start of the year for all protocols approved in 
the year previous to the last. For example in February 1996 the Committee sent out forms to 
all researchers whose proposals were approved in 1994. However as the number of proposals 
has steadily increased over the last few years undertaking this task only once a year has 
become unrnanagable. Therefore a new system involving forms being sent monthly has been 
set up to stagger the load over the twelve months with researchers receiving the form on the 
aniversary of their approval. 

COMMENTS ON ETiilCAL ASPECTS OF PROTOCOLS 

The Committee most frequently comments on matters relating to confidentiality and informed 
consent. In a few cases protocols were thought to be unacceptable as submitted to the 
Committee. Most of those were subsequently approved following alterations to aspects of the 
project which had previously not met ethical standards. 

The Committee has had occasion to make comments on: 

• inadequately completed forms requesting approval; 
• the need for more information to be provided with consent forms 
• security of personal data and confidentiality issues 

COMMITTEE ACTIVITIES 

ACT Network of Institutional Ethics Committee 

In April 1994, the Chair of the Committee attended the inaugural meeting of the ACT Network 
oflnstitutional Ethics Committees, convened by Professor Malcolm Whyte, the Chair of the 
Ethics Committee of the Australian Institute of Health & Welfare. This network comprises 
representatives from ten such committees in the ACT. It provides a useful forum for the 
interchange of experience across a range of institutional settings. 
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9 workshops 

A workshop on Institutional Ethics Committees, sponsored by the NMHRC, was attended by a 
member of the Committee. One of the major issues discussed at that workshop, namely the 
difficulties that can arise when a research proposal is considered concurrently by a number of 
Institutional Ethics Committees, has been a subject for ongoing discussions by an informally 
constituted network of ACT Committees. This has met on two or three occasions each year 
and is likely to be a useful means of co-ordinating procedures between ACT Institutional 
Ethics Committees. 

Raising Awareness of the Committee's Exist .nee 

In July 1995 the Committee wrote to Deans and Directors seeking information on local 
procedures for submitting proposals to the Committee for ethics approval. The existing poster 
for the Ethics Committee was also updated with current contact details and distributed to 
Deans and Directors asking them to display on notice boards. 

GENERAL COMMENT 

The Committee seeks to give all protocols individual attention and to deal with each on its 
merits within the NH&MRC guidelines. Protocols are dealt with as expeditously as possible. 
A response is normally made within two weeks of the protocol being submitted. 

While the committee has only on a few occasions found research protocols to be ethically 
unacceptable, it has made specific comment on a large number of research protocols and 
approved many subject to certain conditions being met. The Committee believes that its work 
does much to make researchers more reflective about the ethical aspects of their research. 




