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2019 REVISION OF THE AIATSIS GUIDELINES FOR 
ETHICAL RESEARCH IN AUSTRALIAN INDIGENOUS 
STUDIES 
 

The Association of Australian Medical Research Institutes (AAMRI) is the peak body for 
medical research institutes (MRIs) across Australia. Our 52 member MRIs range from 12-
1000 full time equivalent (FTE) employees in size and undertake over one-third of all 
government funded medical research on a broad spectrum of human health issues. Their 
research ranges from fundamental biomedical discovery through to clinical research, 
including clinical trials, with many of our members undertaking substantial research 
programs on the health of Aboriginal and Torres Islander people. 

AAMRI strongly supports the development of the new AIATSIS Code of Ethics for Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander Research (the Code). The Code is thorough, well thought through 
and provides a solid framework for undertaking ethical Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
research. AAMRI would like to offer the following points for consideration as part of the 
consultation on the latest draft. 

1 Move from guidelines to a code 

On the first page of the document it is mentioned that the Guidelines are being renamed and 
will instead be a Code. The stated reason for this is that compliance with the principles is not 
optional. While this change is positive, the language used in the document does appear to 
provide a great deal of discretion as to whether or not compliance with parts of the Code are 
mandatory. For example, the use of the word ‘should’ throughout the document rather than 
‘must’ does leave it open to interpretation as to what applies and what is optional. 

To some extent this is a product of trying to produce a multi-disciplinary Code that can be 
applied across different disciplines and different types of research. To avoid confusion, it is 
suggested that as far as possible the Code should be made clear as to which parts are 
suggestions and which parts are mandatory. 

2 When is ethical review required? – use of non-identifiable 
data and archival research 

Within the section outlining when ethical review is required it is noted that the National 
Statement exempts from review research involving the use of existing collections of data and 
records that contain only non-identifiable data. Similarly, it notes that desktop or archival 
research does not require review. This is followed in the Code by the suggestion that 
researchers should take a precautionary approach and seek advice where necessary as 
relevant ethical issues can still arise in this kind of research. 
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Research findings from existing data collections, desktop or archival research can have 
significant impacts on communities even where such data is being used retrospectively and 
in a non-identifiable way. The Code could be made stronger here to require an appropriate 
level of collaboration and consultation with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
communities that have contributed to the development of data collections, or other 
secondary research material. Researchers could also keep track of any new research being 
generated from Indigenous intellectual property through the use of non-identifiable data and 
archival research, and ensure they fulfil intellectual property responsibilities as outlined 
elsewhere in the Code. 

3 Responding to the impact research has had on colonisation 

The Code acknowledges the importance of researchers recognising the impact colonisation 
has had on Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people, as well as the role research has 
played in this process. The Code could also point out the necessity for researchers to ensure 
their actions do not further contribute to the negative experiences Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander have endured. Furthermore, the document could recognise that researchers 
have an opportunity through their research, and their engagement with Indigenous 
methodologies and knowledge, to advocate for positive changes within their own research 
organisation. This includes through preventing the colonisation of Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander research and ensuring that such research reflects the priorities of Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander people. 
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