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Abstract 

In 2011, the Australian National Health and Medical Research Council (NHMRC) initiated an inquiry 
to determine whether there is a need for expanded ethical guidance in the form of a discrete 
guidance document for alcohol and other drug (AOD) research. An issues paper was developed to 
frame the inquiry. AOD researchers, Human Research Ethics Committees and others were invited to 
discuss whether there are distinctive ethical issues facing researchers and Human Research Ethics 
Committees in the AOD setting. Based on the public submissions, the NHMRC recommended that no 
AOD research-specific guidance is required. The inquiry and the NHMRC decision were not widely 
publicized, and we feel there is a need for further discussion. In order to do so, we have analysed the 
public inquiry submissions and described the central themes. Few submissions in the inquiry 
explicitly agreed AOD research warrants a specific guidance framework. Most were concerned that 
the NHMRC issues paper unfairly targeted people who use drugs as complex research participants. 
The inquiry highlights tensions around research governance and ethics review boards dealing with 
illicit and stigmatised behaviours. While we agree that a specific guidance framework for AOD 
research is not needed and could potentially be harmful and restrictive, we are concerned that the 
wholesale rejection of a guidance framework has closed the door to much needed debate. There 
remains, we argue, a need for alternative strategies and tools to support ethical research, inform 
and streamline institutional ethics approval, and engage and protect participants.  
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Introduction 

In addition to Australia's national framework of principles for ethical research, the National 
Statement on Ethical Conduct in Human Research [1], the National Health and Medical Research 
Council (NHMRC) has developed a number of accompanying guidelines that cover activities 
associated with specific fields (e.g. ‘Ethical guidelines on the use of Assisted Reproduction 
technology in clinical practice and research’ and ‘Values and ethics: guidelines for ethical conduct in 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander health research’). In 2011, the NHMRC initiated an inquiry to 
determine whether expanded ethical guidance in the form of a discrete guidance document is 
required for alcohol and other drug (AOD) research. Assisted by an expert Advisory Group—
members of the Australian Health Ethics Committee and two senior Australian researchers—the 
NHMRC developed an issues paper: Ethical Issues in Research into Alcohol and Other Drugs: An 
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issues paper exploring the need for a guidance framework (Issues Paper) [2]. The issues paper 
argued for the distinctiveness of AOD research: ‘it deals with highly stigmatised forms of behaviour’, 
can ‘involve criminal behaviour’, ‘may involve the collection of sensitive personal information’ that 
could cause ‘direct harm to research participants’, deals with a behaviour topic (drug use) that ‘often 
has adverse effects on family members and the wider community’, and finally, involves a behaviour 
where there is disagreement about whether it is ‘a medical disorder, a personal choice, or a 
combination of the two’ [2]. 

AOD researchers, Human Research Ethics Committees (HREC) and others were invited to respond to 
the issues paper and comment on: ‘a) the distinctive ethical issues facing researchers and HRECs in 
the AOD setting; b) whether the Issues Paper identifies the most important new and emerging forms 
of AOD research; c) whether the values and principles put forward by the Issues Paper are adequate 
as a basis for ethical decision making in AOD research; and d) which issues need to be addressed in 
the proposed guidance framework, and whether any issues identified in the Issues Paper should be 
excluded from, such a guidance framework’ [2]. Six specific ethical issues affecting AOD research 
were identified for discussion: participant payment; consent in minors and parental consent; 
dependants of participants; online methods in recruitment and data collection; contingency 
management payments; legal risks of research for participants and researchers; and protection of 
researchers [2]. In 2012, after consideration of the public submissions, the NHMRC recommended 
that no AOD research-specific guidance is required but that some general issues would be 
considered for the development in the National Statement on Ethical Conduct in Human Research 
[1] 

The NHMRC received 27 submissions; the 21 publically available submissions were from HRECs, 
individual researchers, research groups, professional associations and non-government 
organisations (see 
http://consultations.nhmrc.gov.au/public_consultations/submissions/alcohol_drugs ). Only five of 
the 21 public submissions explicitly agreed AOD research warrants a discrete guideline. These 
authors argue that participant payment, consent, legal risks for participants and researchers, and 
risks to researchers (but not the remaining discussion points) are issues significant to AOD research 
and that specific guidance is needed. In four submissions, authors did not explicitly state their 
preference for a guideline. Within the remaining 12 submissions, authors argued that the ethical 
issues raised by the issues paper are not sufficiently different to other human research to support 
discrete guidelines. 

Regardless of their stance on the proposed guideline, authors of submissions were generally 
concerned by the inclusion of generic research methods (e.g. recruitment of minors and online 
research) in the issues paper, and several suggested that AOD research was being unfairly targeted. 
For example, the General Ethical Issues Sub-Committee of Alfred Hospital wrote: 

There is little guidance available on the ethical issues raised by online research processes; 
this is an area of need for HRECs and researchers … however, the issues are not restricted to 
AOD research and are just as significant for other kinds of research. 

Following on from the resistance to labelling AOD research as more ethically fraught than other 
areas of research, many authors were also concerned that separate guidelines would discriminate 
against people who use AOD: 

[N]one of this leads us to think that a national framework, specific to AOD research, is 
sensible or appropriate. It is stigmatising, and has the potential to create more harm than 
good—marginalising both AOD research participants and researchers. (Drug Policy 
Modelling Program) 

The terms ‘stigma’ and ‘marginalisation’ were used frequently in the submissions, and particular 
sections within the issues paper, such as the discussion of potential harm to dependants of 
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participants, were deemed stigmatising of people who use drugs. Further, the terminology used 
throughout the issues paper was criticised for being poorly defined or drawing on stigmatising, 
outdated and overly medicalised language: 

We note that some of the concerns raised in the discussion document (e.g. Section 6.1) are 
based on stereotypical and simplistic understandings of drug users as lacking control over 
their use. (National Drug Research Institute) 

In a broader statement by the Centre for Research Excellence into Injecting Drug Use, 

Throughout the consultation document there is a lack of recognition of the continuum of 
attitudes and behaviours regarding AOD use in Australia, with terms such as ‘dependence’ 
and ‘addiction’ used interchangeably in various sections. While this is in part reflective of the 
differences of opinion about how problem AOD use should be framed (as per 2.1.1e), this is 
not unique to the AOD field meaning that imprecision such as this does not warrant the 
development of a separate guidance document. Rather, stakeholders in the ethics review 
process need to be cognisant of these issues as they apply to AOD research. 

Both the issues paper and inquiry submissions include a number of key ethical concerns that will be 
familiar to AOD researchers. Further, we briefly summarise some of the literature that deals with 
these concerns, discuss why specific guidelines are contentious and go on to discuss alternatives. 

Informed consent and participant payment 

The ability of individuals with drug dependence to give adequate informed consent has been 
investigated and debated [3]. As discussed in the issues paper, differing viewpoints on vulnerability 
and capacity to consent are largely founded in whether ‘addiction’ is perceived as a medical disorder 
or an autonomous choice. Discussions of autonomy and self in biomedical literature identify 
philosophical and scientific tensions but tend to conclude that it is dangerous and unhelpful to label 
all people who are dependent on drugs as being unable to consent [4,5]. This issue is less clear with 
respect to intoxication where it has been argued that obviously intoxicated people should be 
deemed ineligible participants [6,7]. On the other hand, researchers employing observational 
methods defend the ethics of engaging in the lived experiences, and thus drug use, of people who 
use AOD [8–10]. 

Concerns about the decision-making capacity of people who use AOD are not supported by empirical 
data. Testing of consent comprehension and recall suggests people who use AOD possess adequate 
understanding of the consent process [11–14]. Research participants have been shown to possess 
clear views on research responsibility when it comes to consent [15] and share with researchers 
concerns about loss of confidentiality [16] and a common appreciation for the foundational moral 
principles guiding research regulation and scientific codes of conduct [17]. Participants who use 
drugs do not view reimbursements or incentives as coercive, and payments are not correlated with 
increased substance use in the short term [18–21]. This body of research has limitations and would 
benefit from application to broader populations beyond people who inject drugs. However, it does 
demonstrate that people who use AOD possess better comprehension of ethical issues than HRECs 
may anticipate, and overly protectionist ethical protocols in the AOD field may not be warranted 
[11]. Indeed, Bell and Salmon [22] note ‘additional safeguards’ regularly applied by HREC when 
assessing projects involving ‘vulnerable populations’ are applied with little specific guidance, 
meaning committee members resort to assumptions about the vulnerable group. HRECs need 
education, access to these debates and summaries of relevant empirical evidence. 

Legal risks for participants and researchers 

There has also been an ongoing discussion in Australia about the possibility of uncovering illicit 
offences in research, including in AOD research. The National Statement [1] directs that it is not the 
role of a HREC to provide legal advice but notes the possible legal implications of some research. 



4 |  P a g e
 

Chapter 4.6 [1] reviews the ethical and legal implications of research that may uncover illegal activity 
by participants or others, or may discover information indicating future illegal activity. A variety of 
strategies is suggested to protect research participants in these circumstances. Regardless, legal 
obligations to disclose research data to government agencies or courts may be imposed on 
researchers who acquire knowledge of criminal activity in AOD research, thus potentially exposing 
research participants to legal risks [2]. Researchers outside Australia have received requests from 
legal authorities to disclose confidential information, and several have faced legal action when they 
refused [23,24]. We are not aware of similar cases in Australia. However, Fitzgerald and Hamilton 
[25] described facing pressure from criminal justice agencies to hand over confidential information 
and suspended fieldwork while they clarified their legal position. More recently, Clough and 
Conigrave [26] described the risks of prosecution for researchers and participants in the Northern 
Territory should illicit offences be revealed during interviews. We have heard anecdotally about 
HRECs advising researchers to avoid specific questions that may generate information about 
potentially illegal activities. 

The lack of clear guidelines for HRECs when reviewing ethics applications for research that may 
expose illicit activity was noted in several submissions: 

The most challenging area is that of legal risks—where the research collects information 
(including human samples) that could be seen as evidence of illegal activities. On the one 
hand, participants need to be informed about, and protected from, potential legal risks of 
participation; on the other hand, giving undue weight to these risks might make it difficult to 
recruit participants. An over-emphasis on possible legal consequences could potentially make 
it impossible to continue conducting valuable and much-needed research in any field where 
‘legally sensitive’ information might be collected. (General Ethical Issues Sub-committee of 
Alfred Hospital Executive Committee) 

The Centre for Research Excellence into Injecting Drug Use's submission called for consideration of 
legal reform to protect the confidentiality of the research findings. Currently, laws vary across 
jurisdictions. Some researchers may receive statutory protection for data as certain acts 
[Epidemiological Studies (Confidentiality) Act 1981 (Cwlth); Epidemiological Studies (Confidentiality) 
Act 1992 (ACT)] impose a statutory duty to maintain confidentiality of any information concerning 
the affairs of another person where that information was gathered as part of a ‘prescribed study’ 
[27]. The status of the researcher is also relevant as practitioner–researchers are subject to 
mandatory reporting legislation and professional codes of conduct. The legal obligations for 
researchers are complex and unclear to AOD researchers and HRECs. Further discussion of several 
legal issues would be useful: researchers' legal obligations; minimisation of legal risk in research; 
definition of unethical legal situations; and consent processes which adequately communicate 
complex legal risks to participants [2]. 

Community engagement 

Within inquiry submissions, there was a widespread support for consumer consultation and 
community participation in research: ‘What is required is practical guidance, of the sort that might 
be provided by stakeholder input, rather than a new set of guidelines’ (Deakin University). Several 
authors noted drug user organisations already working to further the debate on human rights and 
research ethics through peer ethical review processes and collaborative methodologies [28,29]. 
Australian AOD researchers have also recently argued for an engaged, communitarian approach to 
ethics focusing on core values, such as reciprocity, advocacy and participation within a view of ethics 
as an ongoing and negotiated process [9,30,31]. Although a number of submissions argued against 
formalising (mandating) community-based ethical approval, there was a general consensus that 
community engagement in research is an essential part of ethical research practice. We are not 
aware of any consumer representation on the expert advisory group assigned to developing the 
issues paper and note the absence of drug user organisation in the public submissions. AOD 
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consumers groups and community organisations should be directly engaged in any changes to 
ethical frameworks or development of tools to support ethical practice. 

Where to from here? 

Although the outcome of the inquiry was not, as perhaps intended, endorsement of the need for a 
guidance document for AOD research, the inquiry did demonstrate a number of ethical issues 
concerning researchers and HRECs. As indicated above, many of these topics are ‘live’ ethical issues 
within the AOD sector. This leaves the question of how—without establishing guidelines—we might 
increase the understanding and knowledge of HRECs and researchers about these ethical issues. 
Three key areas strike us as requiring action. 

First, a major theme in the NHMRC inquiry was that many concerns might be well intended, but the 
limited empirical data suggest they are unfounded; informed consent and recruitment payments are 
good examples here [11]. In short, despite the evidence, the inquiry reflects ongoing concern and 
uncertainty about ethical decision making on these issues suggesting the need for education 
materials or training. 

Second, it also is clear that the laws around participant protection and researcher requirements 
when dealing with illicit behaviours, or potentially illicit behaviours, are generally not well 
understood or defined. This is tied into a core ethical principle, participant confidentiality. 
Researchers and HRECs are concerned by the unclear legal situation that a researcher may find 
themselves in if confronted by an illegal behaviour or if asked to reveal information about a 
participant to a law enforcement authority. This is an area ripe for attention; if it is not the role of a 
HREC to provide legal advice to researchers, then where does the legal expertise lie and how can it 
be made available to researchers and HREC? As previously suggested, legal reform in this area 
should be considered. 

Finally, on the surface, much of the antipathy pitched at the issues paper appears focused on the 
concepts and language. The inclusion of matters impacting on research beyond the AOD sector also 
produced consternation. However, the criticisms are no doubt also bound up in ongoing concern 
about the governance of research via ethical review. Indeed, in our discussions with AOD 
researchers, we often hear frustration with an ethical approval process characterised by 
misconceptions of people who use AOD, a lengthy review process and, at times, unreasonable 
conditions. 

Internationally, academics have argued that the regulatory structure of ethics review is clinically 
focused and therefore not always relevant to other types of research [32]; overly bureaucratic [33]; 
and is expanding its institutionalised dominance over all types of research practice [34]. Most 
fiercely, academics argue that the imposition of ethical review boards stalls careers blunts the 
‘essence of many intellectual traditions’ all without evidence that participants' rights or welfare has 
benefited [35]. Further, unlike our national ethical framework, in which core principles tend to be 
broad and somewhat adaptable to context, guidelines have the potential to specifically direct the 
actions of researchers. 

Despite resistance to overly protectionist guidelines, a call for some kind of consensus in approach 
across HRECs also emerged from the inquiry. In several submissions, for example, authors called for 
tools to assist HRECs in interpreting the existing NHMRC framework with respect to AOD research: 

In the absence of obvious gaps in the National Statement, or a clear ethical requirement to 
deviate from the principles articulated in it, there does not appear to be any reason to look 
for new principles or values. Rather, assistance in interpreting the principles and values 
already articulated seems most useful.’ (Deakin University) 
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ACT-HREC does not believe the National Statement requires expansion for the sake of 
addressing any AOD specific research quandary; however, supplementary guidelines would 
be appropriate and beneficial. (ACT Health Directorate HREC) 

One option is to encourage further production of evidence around ethics and AOD research as well 
as harness the knowledge within the AOD research sector to generate case studies. Through both 
evidence and anecdote, case studies help to highlight the limitations of general ethical frameworks 
and improve professionals' capacity for practical reasoning when designing and reviewing research 
[22,27,36]. Case studies of fieldwork dilemmas, for example, expand the range of ethical issues 
beyond our foundational codes of conduct and provide space for practitioners to raise concerns. 
Such studies ‘typically rise out of a researcher's own reflections on fine nuances of judgment in 
circumstances he or she faced’ [37]. Case studies have the potential not only to provide training 
materials or guides for researchers and HRECs but also to encourage us to more formally engage 
with our day-to-day ethical dilemmas in research practice thereby keeping the channels open for 
discussion without creating further rules and restrictions. Critical reviews or fact sheets may be 
equally helpful. 

It is clear from the NHMRC inquiry that researchers and HRECs encounter ethical and legal 
challenges related to AOD research. Some of these issues may not be distinctive of AOD research; 
this should not preclude discussion of these issues and how they play out in the context of AOD 
research. People involved in the ethics review process, whether as researchers, HRECs or community 
members, want to be better prepared for issues involved in AOD research. Researchers should be 
encouraged to engage in thinking through the practice of ethics in AOD research by publishing 
empirical and theoretical accounts or critiques of ethical practice or working on peer ethical review 
processes. The development of strategies and tools to support ethical research, inform and 
streamline institutional ethics approval, and engage and protect participants is an alternative to 
guidelines that should be considered. 

 

References 

[1] NHMRC. National statement on ethical conduct in research involving humans. Canberra: NHMRC, 
2007. 

[2] NHMRC. Ethical issues in research into alcohol and other drugs: an issues paper exploring the 
need for a guidance framework (The Issues Paper). Canberra: National Health and Medical 
Research Council, 2011. Available at: 
http://consultations.nhmrc.gov.au/files/consultations/NHMRC_GuidanceFramework.pdf   
(accessed January 2014). 

[3] Cohen PJ. Untreated addiction imposes an ethical bar to recruiting addicts for non-therapeutic 
studies of addictive drugs. J Law Med Ethics 2002;30:73–81. 

[4] Hall W, Carter L, Morley K. Addiction, neuroscience and ethics. Addiction 2003;98:867–70. 

[5] Walker T. Giving addicts their drug of choice: the problem of consent. Bioethics 2008;22:314–20. 

[6] Power R. Participant observation and its place in the study of illicit drug abuse. Br J Addict 
1989;84:43–52. 

[7] Day C, Topp L. Safety in drug and alcohol research. Addiction 2003;98:1641–3.  

[8] Joseph J, Donnelly MK. Reflections on ethnography, ethics and inebriation. Leisure/Loisir 
2012;36:357–72. 

[9] Higgs P, Moore D, Aitken C. Engagement, reciprocity and advocacy: ethical harm reduction 
practice in research with injecting drug users. Drug Alcohol Rev 2006;25:419–23.  

http://consultations.nhmrc.gov.au/files/consultations/NHMRC_GuidanceFramework.pdf


7 |  P a g e
 

[10] Wright S, Klee H, Reid P. Interviewing illicit drug users: observations from the field. Addict Res 
Theory 1998;6:517–35.  

[11] Anderson EE, DuBois JM. The need for evidence-based research ethics: a review of the 
substance abuse literature. Drug Alcohol Depend 2007;86:95–105. 

[12] Harrison K, Vlahov D, Jones K, Charron K, Clements M. Medical eligibility, comprehension of the 
consent process, and retention of injection drug users recruited for an HIV vaccine trial. J Acquir 
Immune Defic Syndr Hum Retrovirol 1995;10:386–90. 

[13] MacQueen KM, Vanichseni S, Kitayaporn D, et al. Willingness of injection drug users to 
participate in an HIV vaccine efficacy trial in Bangkok, Thailand. J Acquir Immune Defic Syndr 
1999;21:243–51. 

[14] Fureman I, Meyers K, McLellan AT, Metzger D, Woody G. Evaluation of a video-supplement to 
informed consent: injection drug users and preventive HIV vaccine efficacy trials. AIDS Educ 
Prev 1997;9:330–41. 

[15] DuBois J, Callahan O’Leary C, Cottler L. The attitudes of females in drug court toward additional 
safeguards in HIV prevention research. Prev Sci 2009;10:345–52. 

[16] Singer M, Mirhej G, Hodge D, Saleheen H, Fisher CB, Mahadevan M. Ethical issues in research 
with Hispanic drug users: participant perspectives on risks and benefits. J Drug Issues 
2008;38:351–72. 

[17] Fisher C. Addiction research ethics and the belmont principles: do drug users have a different 
moral voice? Subst Use Misuse 2011;46:728–41. 

[18] Festinger D, Marlowe D, Croft J, et al. Do research payments precipitate drug use or coerce 
participation? Drug Alcohol Depend 2005;78:275–81. 

[19] Fry C, Dwyer R. For love or money? an exploratory study of why injecting drug users participate 
in research. Addiction 2001;96:1319–25. 

[20] Thurstone C, Salomensen-Sautel S, Riggs PD. How adolescents with substance use disorder 
spend research payments. Drug Alcohol Depend 2010;111:262–4. 

[21] Topp L, Islam MM, Day CA. Relative efficacy of cash versus vouchers in engaging opioid 
substitution treatment clients in survey-based research. J Med Ethics 2013;39: 253–6. 

[22] Bell K, Salmon A. Good intentions and dangerous assumptions: research ethics committees and 
illicit drug use research. Res Ethics 2012;8:191–9. 

[23] Healy D. Ethics and criminological research: charting a way forward. Irish Probat J 2009;6:171–
81. 

[24] Israel M. Strictly confidential?: integrity and the disclosure of criminological and socio–legal 
research. Brit J Criminol 2004;44:715–40. 

[25] Fitzgerald JL, Hamilton M. Confidentiality, disseminated regulation and ethico-legal liabilities in 
research with hidden populations of illicit drug users. Addiction 1997; 92:1099–108. 

[26] Clough A, Conigrave K. Managing confidentiality in illicit drugs research: ethical and legal lessons 
from studies in remote Aboriginal communities. Intern Med J 2008;38: 60–3. 

[27] Israel M. Ethics and the governance of criminological research in Australia. Sydney: New South 
Wales Bureau of Crime Statistics and Research, 2004. 

[28] Australian Injecting & Illicit Drug Users League (AIVL). National statement on ethical issues for 
research involving injecting/illicit drug users. Canberra: AIVL, 2003. 



8 |  P a g e
 

[29] NSW Users and AIDS Association (NUAA). Establishment of NUAA’s research ethics committee: 
discussion paper. Available at: http://www.nuaa.org.au/files/Policy/NUAAE 
thicsDocumentFinalpdf.pdf  (accessed January 2014). 

[30] Fry C, Treloar C, Maher L. Applied communitarian ethics for harm reduction: promoting a 
dialogue within the field. Drug Alcohol Rev 2005;24:449–59. 

[31] Holland S, Williams A, Forrester D Navigating ethical moments when researching substance 
misuse with parents and their children. 2013 Available at: 
http://qrj.sagepub.com/content/early/2013/01/23/1468794112473495.abstract  (accessed 
January 2013). 

[32] Bosk CL, Vries R. Bureaucracies of mass deception: Institutional Review Boards and the Ethics of 
Ethnographic Research. Ann Am Acad Pol Soc Sci 2004;595:249–63. 

[33] Gillam L, Guillemin M, Rosenthal D. ‘Obstructive and power hungry’? The Australian human 
research ethics process. Monash Bioeth Rev 2006;25:30–8.  

[34] Haggerty KD. Ethics creep: governing social science research in the name of ethics. Qual Sociol 
2004;27:391– 414. 

[35] Bledsoe CH, Sherin B, Galinsky AG, et al. Regulating creativity: research and survival in the IRB 
iron cage. Northwest Univ Law Rev 2007;101:593–642. 

[36] Buchanan D, Khoshnood K, Stopka T, Shaw S, Santelices C, Singer M. Ethical dilemmas created 
by the criminalization of status behaviors: case examples from ethnographic field research with 
injection drug users. Health Educ Behav 2002;29:30–42. 

[37] Vanderstaay S. One hundred dollars and a dead man: ethical decision making in ethnographic 
fieldwork. J Contemp Ethnogr 2005;34:371–409. 

http://www.nuaa.org.au/files/Policy/NUAAE%20thicsDocumentFinalpdf.pdf
http://www.nuaa.org.au/files/Policy/NUAAE%20thicsDocumentFinalpdf.pdf
http://qrj.sagepub.com/content/early/2013/01/23/1468794112473495.abstract

