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What are Ethics? 

Briefing Paper No. 6 

Plain language material 

 

Ethics is a term or word that includes a whole set of values around 

how to behave appropriately, and to treat people in ways that show 

respect for them. It is a term that researchers use when talking about 

how they plan to do the research if they are working with people.  

All universities have ethical clearance processes and ‘ethics committees’; and all researchers have 

to work with these processes and seek approval from the committees. In Australia, many 

organisations (such as professional anthropological, archaeological and historical bodies, and film 

and archives organisations) also have ethical standards and requirements that are set out in 

documents which may be called ‘protocols’, ‘guidelines’, or ‘codes’. 

A key aspect of working ethically is for researchers to understand and respect that Aboriginal and 

Torres Strait Islander people also have their own protocols for behaviour – which are effectively 

local ethical guidelines. 

There are two important documents that researchers working with Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander people have to follow. These are the National Statement on Ethical Conduct in Human 

Research (National Health and Medical Research Council et al. 2007), and the Guidelines for 

Ethical Research in Indigenous Studies by the Australian Institute of Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander Studies (AIATSIS 2011). 

Ninti One has a protocol, first developed by the Desert Knowledge Cooperative Research Centre, 

for working with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people in research. This is called the 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Research Engagement Protocol. It sets out the steps that are 

to be followed in a collaborative and ethical project and can be found here: 

http://www.nintione.com.au/resource/Aboriginal-Research-Engagement-Protocol_template-for-use.pdf  

This protocol was modelled on a set of protocols that were developed for the Central Land Council, 

that provide guidance for people wishing to visit Aboriginal communities, or work with Aboriginal 

people, as to how to respect and protect Aboriginal people’s rights in their cultural and intellectual 

property and Aboriginal knowledge. The Central Land Council document is called ‘CLC Protocols 

and the development of Protocols for Projects and research in the CLC region’. These can also be 

http://www.nintione.com.au/resource/Aboriginal-Research-Engagement-Protocol_template-for-use.pdf
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viewed here: 

http://www.desertknowledgecrc.com.au/resource/DKCRC-Report-8-CLC-Protocols.pdf  

 

Ethical conduct in research includes the following principles: 

Respect      equality   responsibility  

research merit and integrity  justice   free prior informed consent 

collaboration 

 

Among these values respect is central. This involves recognising that each human being has value 

in himself or herself, and that this value must inform all interaction between people. Respect in 

research means having regard for the welfare, beliefs, perceptions, customs and cultural heritage, 

both individual and collective, of those involved in the research. 

 

The AIATSIS guidelines refer to the following principles in ethical research: 

A) Consultation, negotiation and mutual understanding. 

This means that researchers must work with the community, ensuring that community members 

understand what the research is about and have plenty of opportunity to change the research topic 

to make it more useful or relevant to them where necessary. Negotiation about the project is 

ongoing and consent to work with it is not a one-off event. See also Briefing Paper No. 7 on Free 

Prior Informed Consent. 

 

B) Respect, recognition and involvement 

Researchers must recognise that Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander culture and knowledge must 

be respected and valued, and that these cultures and knowledges can make significant 

contributions to the research. Working with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people as 

collaborators and acknowledging their input through joint authorship are the most effective ways to 

ensure this. 

 

C) Benefits, outcomes and agreement 

Research with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people and in their communities should benefit 

them locally and more generally. There should be ongoing discussion about the outcomes of the 

research as it progresses, and the agreement that was negotiated at the outset should be 

monitored. 

 

http://www.desertknowledgecrc.com.au/resource/DKCRC-Report-8-CLC-Protocols.pdf
http://www.nintione.com.au/resource/BP7_Free-Prior-Informed-Consent.pdf
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