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Students who are intending to undertake human subject research (e.g., interviews, questionnaires, studies of human behaviour, focus groups, etc.) are required to complete the following ethics protocol (or application for ethics approval) to be considered by the Ethics Committee before approval of the research proposal is granted by the Graduate Research Awards Board of the ACT.  You should read the National Statement on Ethical Conduct in Human Research, which can be downloaded from the NHMRC website at 

http://www.nhmrc.gov.au/publications/synopses/e72syn.htm
The ethics protocol is in three sections:

· Section 1 is a coversheet, which records your contact details, the details of your supervisor and the title of your project. 

· Section 2 is a checklist of yes/no responses, which identify key issues.

· Section 3 is the proforma, which provides the Ethics Committee with more detail about your project and particularly your interaction with research subjects. 

Please complete and submit all three sections to the Dean.

Where relevant, sections of the National Statement are referenced for your information (eg, NS2.1) and you should read these as background to your response.

Ethics approval and approval of your topic and supervisor will not be finalised until copies of all necessary materials have been received by the Ethics Committee.

Approval may be granted for initial stages of your study, with additional information (such as research tools) to follow for approval by the Ethics Committee once they are developed.

The ACT does not accept liability for any material included in the research that has not gained the approval by the Ethics Committee.

Every candidate has the right of appeal and/or complaint.  These should addressed in the first instance to the Chair of the Ethics Committee, care of the ACT.  If you are unhappy with the process of the Ethics Committee in handling your complaint then it will be forwarded to the Board of Delegates, which has the final say in all matters relating to the ACT.

Section 1

The supervisor’s suitability to supervise this project needs to be given.  Do not just give a list of what they have generally done.  CVs for regular staff members at ACT affiliated colleges are held by the ACT office.  For everyone else, including a new staff member, a CV must be attached to the application.

Section 2: Checklist

Most of these questions are straightforward.  However, the following should be noted:

1.
Research involving participation of Aboriginal, Torres Strait Islander or Maori people has special regulations attached to it.  You need to read the Guidelines for Ethical Conduct in Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Health Research, available for download from the NHMRC website.


The National Statement also has a smaller section on this issue (see Chapter 4.7)

2.
The following two questions are often answered incorrectly.  

A.
Does the research involve a dependent relationship between the researcher and any of the research subjects?

Dependent relationships are about pre-existing relationships between participants and researchers or between participants and others involved in facilitating or implementing the research. These relationships may compromise the voluntary character of participants’ decisions, as they typically involve unequal status, where one party has or has had a position of influence or authority over the other.
The National Statement (ch 4.3) gives clear guidelines on dependent relationships.  They include situations where unequal power relationships exist between participants and researchers or where participants occupy junior or subordinate positions in hierarchically structured groups.  Examples include students and teachers; employees and their employers or supervisors; ministers and congregational members; etc.  Where participants are in a relationship of dependency with researchers, researchers must take particular care throughout the research to minimize the impact of that dependency.  Details should be given at 3.7 and 3.9 in Section 3.  Where a researcher has a pre-existing relationship with potential participants, it may be appropriate for their consent to be sought by an independent person.

B.
Could the research place research subjects in a vulnerable situation? 

Vulnerable situation:

This could include, but is not limited to, the following:

· psychological harms: including feelings of worthlessness, distress, guilt, anger or fear related, for example, to disclosure of sensitive or embarrassing information, or learning about a genetic possibility of developing an untreatable disease;
· examples of risks to non-participants include the risk of distress for a participant’s family member identified, or the possible effects of a biography on family or friends. Some social research may carry wider social or economic risks; for example, research in a small community into attitudes to specific subpopulations may lead to unfair discrimination or have effects on social cohesion.
Research in which the only foreseeable risk is one of discomfort or inconvenience is deemed ‘negligible’ or ‘low risk’.  Discomfort and inconvenience can be defined as:

· discomfort, which can involve body and/or mind. Discomforts include, for example, anxiety induced by an interview. Where a person’s reactions exceed discomfort and become distress, they should be viewed as harms.

· Inconvenience, which may include filling in a form, participating in a street survey, or giving up time to participate in research.
You should read Chapter 2.1 of the National Statement and also their glossary section for further clarification.

Section 3: Ethics protocol proforma

Please keep your responses as brief as possible while providing enough information for the members of the Ethics Committee to gain a good understanding of what your research will involve.  The National Statement on Ethical Conduct in Human Research provides advice about what the Committee requires (your postgraduate coordinator should have a copy of this or you can check out the NHMRC website at http://www.nhmrc.gov.au/publications/synopses/e72syn.htm”).  You should access this document before you draw up your proposal.  Remember that members of the Committee might not have the same background in your area of study that you have.  Your responses should be written in plain English for a non-expert audience.

The suggested length of responses is a guide only.  Simple, uncontentious research might be adequately explained more briefly.  Research projects with a number of component parts or which involve possible risks to the research participants will require more detailed explanation.

Some questions might not be relevant to your study, for any that are not simply write N/A.

Appendices: 

Appendix 4: Information Sheet
The researcher must include an opening statement similar to the following:

My name is (insert name) and I am undertaking research for the purpose of my (insert award name) thesis/major project with the Australian College of Theology  I am being supervised by (insert name) through (insert name of sponsoring college).

Withdrawal of participants:

There is a difference between withdrawal of participation and withdrawal of data obtained from those participants.  Research candidates must be very clear in their information to participants and in their submissions for approval that data obtained from participants would not necessarily be withdrawn when the participant withdraws.  There is a point in the research when it is impossible to withdraw such data and participants need to be made aware of that.

Contact details:

Contact details for the candidate’s supervisor, their sponsoring college and the ACT must be included on all information sheets.  Contact details for the researcher should also be provided.  Where possible such contact details should be work or mobile numbers.  At no time should private phone numbers or addresses be given out unless prior permission has been given by the person concerned.
Counselling:
In most cases, if not all, counselling should be offered to all participants in the unlikely event that the participation process results in negative reactions and/or unwanted emotional distress.  If no separate consent form is being used, then contact details of suitable counselors should be included on this form as well.  Counselors should, where possible, be of the same gender as the person being counselled and be wholly independent to the candidate’s research group.  This may involve having counselors of both genders to be on hand in case they are needed.
Also, if the research is being done with a particular cultural group it would be wise to have counselors from that same cultural background.  Refer to Chapter 4.8.16 of the National Statement.  Although this refers to study done in other countries, it is just as relevant in Australia’s multicultural society.

Appendix 5: Consent Form
Where used, the consent form should contain the same contact details as those provided on the Information Sheet, as well as details of counselors (see above).

(((((((((
ref: boards/ethics/forms/guide to ethics protocol

february 2010


