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Abstract
University human research ethics application procedures can be complicated and daunt-
ing, especially for international students unfamiliar with the process and the language. We 
conducted focus groups and interviews with four research higher degree and 21 Master’s 
coursework international students at an Australian university to gain their views on the 
human ethics application process. We found the most important influences on their experi-
ence were: the time it took to do an application; support from supervisors, peers and oth-
ers; their own language skills; and their lack of familiarity with research ethics procedures. 
To improve the experience of international students undertaking research involving human 
research ethics applications, we recommend universities provide guidance on institutional 
ethics review processes, concepts and terminology, with translations in a range of lan-
guages, together with guidance on how to conduct research ethically within and outside 
the students’ own countries. We also recommend curricula be developed to further stu-
dents’ understanding of the importance of ethical research practice, and that these curricula 
be embedded in undergraduate and postgraduate degree programs and reflected in course 
learning outcomes.

Keywords Human research ethics committee · Ethics review · Postgraduate student · 
Supervisor · Higher education

Introduction

Until the advent of COVID-19, international student mobility had been steadily increas-
ing in many countries (UNESCO Institute of Statistics, 2020). For some countries, income 
from international students had become a key part of institutional revenue. In 2019 Aus-
tralia, for example, hosted over 758,000 students from other countries—442,000 in higher 
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education (Australian Government Department of Education, Skills & Employment, 2019). 
Over 37% of international higher education enrolments in Australia were from China. 
There has been a tendency to view such “sojourning students” (Marginson, 2014, p. 15) 
from a deficit perspective, in which students struggle to adapt to their new environments 
and are seen to be in need of acculturation advice (e.g. Warner & Miller, 2015). A more 
positive viewpoint, however, is to regard them as experiencing “self-formation” (Margin-
son, 2014, p. 7) and gaining “new values and beliefs” (Marginson, 2014, p. 12) in their new 
institutional cultures. Such growth allows students to demonstrate graduate attributes such 
as the ability to work independently (Oliver et al., 2018). One way in which independence 
may grow and new values can be formed, particularly for postgraduate students, is through 
conducting research.

Postgraduate students in Australia may conduct research during different programs—as 
part of a one year honours dissertation following their undergraduate degree; as part of a 
Master’s degree by coursework; or as part of a research higher degree leading to a research 
MA, MPhil or PhD. Of course, if drawn from a range of source countries, international 
postgraduate research students can also contribute to diversity in the research community, 
helping all students build their abilities and join transnational networks that would enable 
them to operate in a global environment.

In Australia, universities have responsibility for ensuring that research conducted under 
their auspices is ethically acceptable, safe and of an appropriate level of quality, and under-
taken in accordance with the National Statement on Ethical Conduct in Human Research 
(National Health & Medical Research Council, 2007, updated 2018). Approval is required 
when conducting any activity involving human research. The task of reviewing projects 
falls to Human Research Ethics Committees (HRECs) when the research has a greater than 
low level of risk; for some categories of research and in some institutions, this responsibil-
ity also extends to projects deemed to be low risk (Moore & Richardson, 2013). This puts 
a significant onus on each HREC to uphold high standards, sometimes leading to accusa-
tions that HRECs are overstepping their mark, making their level of control problematic 
(Israel et al., 2016). In particular, those unfamiliar with the guidelines, policies and proce-
dures followed by HRECs may see the process as one of obstructive red tape. The issues 
are compounded for international postgraduate students, as their own experiences of ethics 
application processes are often vastly different from those they need to follow in Australia.

Difficulties in gaining ethics approval are a common experience, but instruction of 
postgraduate students in research ethics processes and their understanding of the issues 
involved remain under-researched (Fisher et al., 2009) and “contentious” (Smith, 2016, p. 
95). In this study, we seek to add to our understanding of the perspectives of international 
students in applying for research ethics review in Australia in order to support both stu-
dents and their institutions in developing responsive review systems and nurturing ethical 
practice.

Literature Review

The intricacies and frustrations of the ethics application procedure, especially for qualita-
tive researchers, are acknowledged by many academics in a range of different countries 
and institutions. In Canada, Petillion et  al. (2017) argued frustrations were likely to be 
heightened among students who “often feel quite lost in tackling their first ethics applica-
tion” (2017, p. 142). Brindley et al.’s (2020) study of seven doctoral level trainee clinical 
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psychologists in two British universities was particularly jarring—all described the experi-
ences that they and their peers had had with ethics review as generally negative, expressed 
by one participant as “horror stories” (p. 99).

A perceived lack of transparency around the specific steps involved and a lack of policy-
based decision-making by HRECs can lead candidates to believe they have no means of 
anticipating areas within their application which are likely to need further development. 
This points to a need for capacity building for both reviewers and applicants in working 
through the ethics application process. This is an important point—the problem is a shared 
one and institutions do need to create an appropriate ethical framework where one does not 
exist at a national level, and provide professional development and appropriate guidelines 
for all those with a stake in research ethics review.

While Australia is one of the few countries to have a national statement that covers ethi-
cal conduct in all human research (Israel, 2015), the availability of resources designed to 
help postgraduate students engage with the ethics of research, and to do so in a way that 
would inform their engagement with the National Statement and with HRECs, varies mark-
edly between institutions. A lack of institutional attention to this (and this is far from just 
an Australian issue, see for example Hyytinen and Löfström (2017) on Finland) can lead 
students to view the ethics review process as one of following rules or ‘jumping through 
hoops’ rather than developing the ethical imagination to work effectively as a researcher. 
Of course, the hoops are important, and throughout the literature there is a reported lack 
of knowledge about the inner workings of HRECs, particularly their evaluation processes, 
and even of processes deliberately designed by universities to meet the needs of students 
undertaking research within coursework (Wynn, 2015).

However, the ethics review process cannot in itself promote the development of 
researchers who are capable of responding to ethical challenges as they arise in their 
research. As part of her work on the difficulties faced by student researchers in obtain-
ing ethics approval for human research, Wynn (2015) interviewed 40 ethics administra-
tors, HREC chairs and members, and researchers drawn from 14 Australian universities. 
She found most interviewees believed “it’s not ethics review that produces ethical research 
practice, but rather the process of reflecting on ethical research practice, combined with 
good supervision for students. Thus, some argued, institutions needed to re-orient them-
selves away from a punitive, policing approach to ethics review to an approach that builds 
capacity for ethical thinking” (n.p.).

The possibility that international postgraduate students will have engaged with con-
cepts of ethical research in their previous studies will vary between countries, institutions 
and disciplines. We ought to be wary of overgeneralising between institutions, let alone 
between countries, as the development of regulatory oversight and its relationship with 
local ethical traditions may contrast markedly. Macfarlane and Saitoh (2008, p. 185), for 
example, noted that in Japan, research ethics was a “relatively new concept” for many of 
their 13 interviewees, all of whom were academic staff members. Jordan and Gray (2013) 
found that only half the academics that they approached in disciplines that conducted 
human research at the University of Hong Kong were even “somewhat familiar” with key 
research ethics principles (p. 132). In China and Indonesia, the two countries most repre-
sented by students in our own study, there are likely to be no human research ethics com-
mittee procedures for social research undertaken by university students. Students from 
countries with a less developed research ethics tradition may therefore face challenges 
when undertaking coursework that assumes knowledge, skills or attributes relating to ethi-
cal practice in research.
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Cultural norms may also have a bearing on students’ understanding of the eth-
ics approval process. Participant consent, for example, requires participants to make 
informed and voluntary decisions. Consent is sought in a way that protects individual 
autonomy. However, individual autonomy is constructed differently according to various 
cultural norms. For example, Chinese culture is often characterised as valuing collectiv-
ist and hierarchical relationships more and offering less individual autonomy than West-
ern cultures (Katyal, 2011; Zhai, 2009). As a result, international students’ views about 
who needs to consent to research and on what basis might vary from those of the HREC. 
For instance, an Indonesian government education official might be used to directing 
teachers and students to undertake particular activities and find the requirement that 
each be allowed to make their own decision about participating in research to be quite 
novel. Students may therefore encounter difficulties adapting to differing cultural expec-
tations. Indeed, we cannot take education in ethics for granted among Australian gradu-
ates either. Although Australian universities generally value graduate attributes such as 
global citizenship and the need for ethical and inclusive engagement with communities, 
cultures and nations (Oliver et al., 2018), institution-wide attributes are often pitched at 
a high level of abstraction. Even when the need for application of ethical principles is 
specifically identified as a graduate attribute, research is rarely identified explicitly as 
a context within which ethics needs to be applied (e.g. Charles Sturt University, 2021). 
Conversely, where universities have published graduate attributes specific to postgradu-
ate research students, attention to research ethics may be more explicit (e.g. James Cook 
University, 2020).

Given the unfamiliarity that students may have with research culture in general and ethics 
applications in particular, supervisors play a key role in helping students become confident 
researchers and navigate the demands of a thesis. Students’ assumptions of what supervisory 
relationships offer include feedback on academic progress (Warner & Miller, 2015), emo-
tional support (Devine & Hunter, 2017) and the facilitation of student research projects that 
retain authentic interests (Kenny & Fluck, 2018). Griebling et al. (2009) at the University of 
Cincinnati noted that the level of esteem with which a supervisor holds the ethics approval 
process can have a significant impact on shaping student attitudes. However, there is no con-
sensus on the standards of supervisors and the expectations that students may have of them 
(Johnson et al., 2000), and the variation may be particularly noticeable when it comes to 
international students (Jin & Cortazzi, 2006). As a result, it is difficult to trace what support 
supervisors actually offer their students in the ethics process, whether this meets interna-
tional students’ expectations, and whether these expectations are legitimate.

In addition to supervisors, peers can play a vital role in the student research experi-
ence. Stracke and Kumar (2014), for example, highlight how peers can not only provide 
emotional support but also motivate others to work more independently. More specifically, 
Brindley et al. (2020) point to peer support during the research ethics application process 
as being generally empowering.

Even with support in the application process, however, the time it takes to gain HREC 
approval can delay data collection. This can be particularly troubling for international 
postgraduate students under pressure to complete due to the timeline for their course or 
restrictions on their visa or scholarship. The study that formed the basis for Monaghan 
et al.’s (2013) work at the University of Limerick in Ireland, for example, was delayed due 
to a prolonged ethics approval process, causing emotional distress to the researcher, who 
risked losing the trust of her proposed participants. Griebling et al. (2009) also found that 
academics at a university in the United States expressed concern over the amount of time 
taken to gain ethics approval, and the impact this could have on student research projects.
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Another issue for students from any background relates to language. Academic language 
uses a specific style, and the language used when writing an ethics application is a spe-
cialised sub-set of this. Technical phrases such as ‘incidental findings’, ‘disclosure policy’, 
‘burden of risk’, ‘publicly-available data’, ‘pseudonymised data ‘ and ‘distress protocols’, 
even when explained in an ethics form, present a challenge to researchers writing an appli-
cation. To be blunt, some of these phrases used by ethics bureaucracies are so arcane that 
they tax even those (like the fourth author) who specialise in research ethics. To understand 
and use the quasi-legal style seemingly required by such forms can test the skills of any 
novice researcher, especially those for whom English is an additional language. This can be 
particularly challenging for students whose first language may not have a vocabulary that 
matches the ethical terms used in research ethics. It is thus important to provide students 
with training and advice on both the need for ethical research conduct and the nitty-gritty 
of writing an application.

Research Problems

Three major problems therefore exist for international students when faced with human 
research ethics applications in the Australian university context. First, they face challenges 
in the ethics application process due to their unfamiliarity with the process and the time it 
can take. Secondly, they may have unrealistic expectations of supervisors’ support when 
writing human research ethics applications. Thirdly, they may experience difficulty in com-
pleting the human research ethics application form due to language issues.

In order to address these problems, this project brought together the empirical work of 
two Master’s coursework students to explore international postgraduate students’ experi-
ences of the ethics application process in an Australian university, including issues relating 
to time; how supervisory and peer relationships affect international postgraduate students 
when applying for ethics approval during their study in Australia; and, finally, what the 
impact of formal education, particularly in relation to specialised terminology, might be on 
a candidate’s avoidance or completion of the process of ethics review.

Methodology

The study used a grounded theory approach. Four interviews and three focus groups were 
conducted with students at an Australian university undertaking Master’s degrees by 
coursework (n = 21) and research higher degrees (n = 4) in order to gain insight into their 
experiences of the human research ethics approval process in 2019 (see Table 1).

The student researchers used participant interviews and focus groups to gather data.1 
Open-ended interview questions based on an analysis of the relevant literature and the 
researchers’ own experiences were shared between researchers and enabled answers to be 
compared across interviews to promote integrity within data analysis. Focus groups were 
used for the coursework Master’s students as these participants were completing their first 
research project in Australia and it was hoped a group environment of their peers might 
make it easier for them to share negative experiences or disclose confusion related to the 

1 Link to FigShare for interview and focus group questions: https:// doi. org/ 10. 25909/ 14233 910.
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process. All interviews and focus groups were conducted in English, except those for the 
nine Chinese Master’s students, whose sessions were conducted in Mandarin, a language 
spoken by one of the researchers on the team.

Data Analysis

Following transcription of participant interviews and focus group sessions, NVivo was 
used to collate the results of manual coding. An initial set of data-driven codes was 
assigned to the participants’ responses. These codes were descriptive, thematic and ana-
lytic in nature. At the completion of initial coding, data within each node were queried to 
identify frequently occurring word patterns to inform the formation of themes. After the 
interview content was arranged beneath nodes, the most significant themes were analysed 
in more detail.

Results

Themes that emerged from interview transcripts are presented in order of their frequency 
of occurrence.

Time

The majority of respondents who explained factors that would prompt them to avoid pur-
suing a project dependent on HREC approval cited time as a contributing factor. Three 
coursework Master’s students, for example, commented:

Participant 5 (Coursework Master’s, Indonesia) – Yes, absolutely. I think so because 
firstly because of anxiety that I won’t get approval from the university and then sec-
ondly that I won’t receive the approval in time, that’s also another consideration.

Participant 8 (Coursework Master’s, Indonesia) – There are a lot of steps to follow 
and we need to wait for our ethics to be approved before we can commence our study 
. . . If I had a shorter time then I might avoid research that requires ethics approval.

Table 1  Demographic 
information for 25 interview 
and focus group participants 
in a study on international 
students’ experiences of the 
ethics application process at an 
Australian university

Home country Academic Program Number of 
participants

Indonesia Master’s coursework 7
Myanmar Master’s coursework 3
China Master’s coursework 9
Sri Lanka Master’s coursework 1
Vietnam Master’s coursework 1
Russia Research higher degree 2
New Zealand Research higher degree 1
Uganda Research higher degree 1
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Participant 11 (Coursework Master’s, China) – I would have included more schools 
as my research cohort but then I would have had more rounds of ethics approval 
amendments, I was concerned that I could not finish in time.

One RHD student even changed their research design in order to get HREC approval 
more quickly:

Participant 6 (RHD, New Zealand) – I’ve been dealing with an external health boards 
ethics process too so once I got the ethics from the external place, it has actually been 
easier to get through the university’s ethics board process. But actually, I have had to 
change the ways that I have approached things just to make it easier to get through.

Participants within our study admitted that they had been told before they started their 
research how long it would take to receive ethics approval. Nevertheless, some participants 
misinterpreted this information as an exaggeration meant to highlight that it would be a 
lengthy process. As a result, they were underprepared when the advice turned out to be 
accurate.

If it were possible to direct support or instruction towards one or more aspects affecting 
candidate ability to successfully navigate these forms without having to revise and resubmit, 
we might increase the possibility that RHD students can start data collection earlier in their 
candidature. This, in turn, might improve the likelihood that international students complete 
their studies within the period covered by scholarships and visas. Given full-time doctoral 
students in Australia are expected by their universities to complete within four years, and 
that Australian Government research training funding is normally only available for up to 
four years (Australian Government Department of Education, Skills & Employment, 2020), 
“timely completion is imperative” (Mason et al., 2020, p. 246).

Supervisor Support

The Australian Code for the Responsible Conduct of Research (National Health & Medical 
Research Council, 2018) places responsibility on RHD supervisors to mentor their students 
on responsible research conduct (Responsibility 15). The guide supporting the Code on 
RHD supervision is more explicit in relation to research ethics:

Supervisors  are responsible for overseeing research proposals developed by those 
whom they supervise, including providing any necessary advice regarding steps that 
could be taken to maximise the likelihood that proposed research will be assessed 
as having academic or scientific merit and as being ethically appropriate. (National 
Health & Medical Research Council, 2019, p. 4)

Not surprisingly, then, the second theme most frequently mentioned by students was 
supervisor support. In Griebling et al.’s (2009) Cincinnati study, interaction with a supervi-
sor was referenced across the entirety of a project: initiating the research ethics paperwork 
process; providing feedback throughout the drafting of paperwork; correcting misconcep-
tions; and providing advice based on prior experience.

Seven candidates, from both the coursework Master’s and RHD cohorts, reported posi-
tive supervisor interactions in relation to completing the HREC application. One course-
work Master’s student, for example, had weekly supervisor meetings at which feedback 
on the application was provided. Those from the RHD cohort demonstrated more inde-
pendence throughout the process, with two completing their own first drafts before sending 
them to their supervisors for modification:
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Participant 2 (Coursework Master’s, Indonesia) – After filling in the form I would 
take it to my supervisor to edit and provide feedback. I did this every week.

Participant 4 (RHD, Russia) – After finishing my first draft I sent it to my supervisor 
and he helped me to modify some things.

Participant 6 (RHD, New Zealand) – I just followed the instructions and once I had 
finished it I gave it to my PhD supervisor. She tweaked it a little bit.

A source of this disparity may arise at the supervisor level. It may be unclear who is 
responsible for helping students write an HREC application and where the boundaries 
between supervisor and student responsibility lie. At many institutions, including the site 
where our research was conducted, doctoral candidates are required to attend workshops 
that provide instruction on a range of processes involved within research, including the eth-
ics review process. However, not all students felt supported by their supervisors, and it is 
perhaps this kind of gap that the 2019 Guide on Supervision is seeking to address.

Peer Support

Within the early stages of a research career, the foundations of academic identity are 
seeded within peer groups. This may be particularly important within international groups 
of students who have developed rapport through shared experiences of studying in a new 
educational context. Peer influences had mixed consequences and were seen by students 
as both positive and negative. Some peers warned their fellow students not to undertake 
research that required ethics review. This should be of significant concern to Australian 
universities, as it threatens the ability of cohorts of international students to achieve gradu-
ate learning outcomes, distorts the research agenda pursued at graduate level and ill-equips 
future generations of researchers in some disciplines to undertake empirical research of 
value to their home countries:

Participant 9 (Coursework Master’s, Vietnam) – At the beginning when I was about 
to find a topic to work on for my dissertation, I was a little confused about whether 
I should look for a topic that would require ethics approval. This was because a lot 
of my friends recommended for me not to choose the one which will deal with the 
ethics approval. They said that it would be very tiring and time consuming and that it 
would be better to work with secondary sources of data.

Participant 5 (Coursework Master’s, Indonesia) – Maybe someday I’ll see what oth-
ers do and then maybe waiting will give me the confidence to try. Because one of 
my friends has waited 2 or 3 months to receive approval. Other people’s experiences 
with the process has had a big impact on me.

Some participants were asked if they would share their own insights of the approval pro-
cess with future students. One student in particular thought this would be beneficial:

Participant 3 (Coursework Master’s, Indonesia) – I think that’s why sometimes our 
friends that enrolled the semester after us, if they are planning to do the ethics then 
they will come and ask us for help, now that we have completed the process.

One respondent explained:
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Participant 2 (Coursework Master’s, Indonesia) – I must tell them that I have been 
through this process, but they will see that it was so long and so difficult.

These comments indicate peer influence could discourage others from undertaking 
research requiring research ethics review.

The type of support sought from peer groups was primarily emotional or linguistic, dif-
fering from the nature of the advice given by supervisors, which was predominantly feed-
back on content. However, the ability of peer networks to provide support was limited; 
to exchange insights, peers needed to be experiencing similar challenges with the HREC 
approval process and have the same language as the student seeking help. The participants 
did not see friends in general as a source of emotional support in completing ethics review:

Participant 2 (Coursework Master’s, Indonesia) – I only had discussions with my 
friends who were also completing the ethics applications at the time. We would dis-
cuss things that we both had trouble understanding. If I spoke to a friend who was 
not completing the forms they would just say ‘I don’t know,’ instead of trying to help 
figure it out.

Participant 3 (Coursework Master’s, Indonesia) – Maybe, also because you and that 
friend speak the same dialect, so it’s easier for us to say what we mean to say.

Other Support

To construct a complete picture of the participants’ attitudes toward education in ethics, we 
asked students about gaps they had encountered in their knowledge. However, participants 
found it difficult to be explicit about concepts they felt they were missing—they did not 
know what they did not know. Some students did not interpret difficulties in engaging with 
ethics review as a gap in their knowledge of ethics, but rather as a lack of knowledge of the 
bureaucracy. As a result, they discussed the resources or support that they would have liked 
to be available, rather than the concepts or practices of ethical research:

Participant 2 (Coursework Master’s, Indonesia) – We needed some information about 
what is actually included within the forms even if it’s not specifically the real form. It 
shouldn’t only be about learning what ethics is but also how to actually do that.

Participant 9 (Coursework Master’s, Vietnam) – If the school or the lecturers could 
calm the student down by providing examples or stories about the process which were 
not scary would help applicant feel more confident through the application process.

Participant 6 (RHD, New Zealand) – The first time around it’s a bit of a maze to get 
through how you are meant to prepare the application and what you are required to 
consider. The first time I actually completed an ethics application I was actually not 
at the university so that was probably harder, I had really no direction. So really it 
was just contacting the ethics committee and really hoping that the contact person 
was helpful.

Two students highlighted the need for examples and practice:

Participant 7 (RHD, Uganda) – I did the online course from the graduate centre. But 
I think that the more practical course, I actually attended it after I had submitted my 
forms. I think that it would have been really helpful before. I had to do quite a num-
ber of revisions.
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Participant 4 (RHD, Russia) [referring to a forthcoming application] – I will find 
internet or uni library resources before I begin my application. I will look for exam-
ples of the paperwork for the same type of study etc. Approved forms and research 
papers. It’s easier to do something if you have an example or if a person has already 
done it and you can have it as a base or just as a base for further development.

Five students reported that the education they did receive increased their confidence or 
ability while completing the HREC application (albeit possibly in relation to compliance 
rather than ethics), typified by comments such as:

Participant 5 (Masters, Indonesia) – I think yes definitely because previously I never 
got that kind of knowledge before. So that is why back here I finally get new insight 
from this university about how to be really careful with our research about using 
ethics and having knowledge about how to conduct the research by having the ethics 
approval.

Language

Many universities are poor at writing policies and procedures in ways that can be under-
stood by students. Even when documents are explicitly directed to cover international stu-
dents or are more likely to be relevant to students for whom English is not a first language, 
they may be drafted in ways that are hard for most students to comprehend. This issue and 
the possible value of providing translation is, of course, not limited to Australia (see Taylor 
and Bicak (2019) on university academic integrity policies in post-secondary institutions in 
the United States).

In our study, many participants expressed how language barriers affected their ability 
to complete HREC applications. This was particularly apparent when the interview was 
conducted in a language other than English. During data collection, the majority of ses-
sions conducted with Chinese participants were conducted in Mandarin at their request. 
This demonstrates a preference towards using a student’s first language when engaging in 
complex discussions, and perhaps students would be more likely to engage with options for 
support provided in their first language.

Several participants expressed difficulty in comprehending and responding to ethics 
application forms in English, and believed that without language support it would be dif-
ficult for international students to complete a successful application. Eight Chinese Mas-
ter’s students had difficulty understanding key components in the ethics application form, 
including ‘consent’, ‘protect the confidentiality of participants’ and ‘recruitment of partici-
pants’. It is revealing that researcher and participants switched to Mandarin in the research 
interview when they sought to explain why they struggled with English terms:

Participant 10 (Coursework Master’s, China) – I found it was difficult to understand 
some ethics concepts in Chinese context because I could not find precise compari-
sons.

Participant 16 (Coursework Master’s, China) – What does ‘consent’ mean in Chi-
nese?
Researcher: ‘Consent’ means zhi qing tong yi.

Participant 16 (Coursework Master’s, China) – Is that like signing your name when 
you have a surgery in the hospital?
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Another student highlighted cultural differences as a consideration in the process:

Participant 8 (Coursework Master’s, Indonesia) – I think that ethics kind of complex 
so it can be challenging especially when considering one culture context compared to 
another cultures

Students also could not understand why ethics forms appeared to be asking the same 
question multiple times:

Participant 7 (RHD, Uganda) – I found that there is lots of repetition in the form 
especially around data management. This was quite confusing and frustrating 
because I was answering the same question more than once.

This student was uncertain whether the form actually was being repetitive or whether 
they simply were unable to distinguish between two different questions. Our own review 
of the ethics application form used at the University of Adelaide also noted repetition. 
Questions 3.6 (What is the participant selection and exclusion criteria?) and 3.7 (Where 
will participants be recruited or sourced from?) are rather similar, because the informa-
tion required in 3.7 may be necessary to respond to 3.6 (for example, only teachers at 
a particular high school will be invited to participate). Again, there appears to be an 
overlap between the second half of Question 3.8 (What materials will be used to recruit 
participants and how will they be used?) and 3.9 (How and by whom will initial contact 
with participants be made?) if recruitment materials are used in the initial contact.

Prior Experience of Ethics Applications

Teaching ethics courses is highly complex due to reliance on culturally constructed 
notions of ethical behaviours. Education in research ethics often evades this problem by 
being highly instructive, focused on completing forms and identifying a single correct 
answer rather than building the capacity to engage in ethical thinking (Allan & Israel, 
2018; von Unger, 2016). Even when courses do seek to achieve the latter, the nature 
of the student body may be such that the course needs to cover a wide variety of disci-
plines and methodologies, and much of the instruction may not appear to be relevant to 
any particular student.

Experiences of the education around ethics approval processes received by Master’s 
coursework students in Australia varied significantly:

Participant 2 (Coursework Master’s, Indonesia) – All I learnt is that ethics is 
something that we need to do or complete or get approval for before we do an 
interview or a questionnaire. I never thought that the form would be like that.

Participant 5 (Masters, Indonesia) – I’ve known about the ethics approval previ-
ously from a course that I have taken previously, that’s why it might seem like I 
am avoiding the ethics stuff, like the ethical approval.

Participant 9 (Coursework Master’s, Vietnam) – Through some of my research 
related courses the lecturer mentioned ethics and the ethics committee. In one 
course there was a guest speaker that the teacher had invited to come, and she 
explained about the ethics forms and the committee and what we needed to do for 
the ethics approval.
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Despite these candidates completing several of the same courses, they found the 
information to have different levels of relevance. Of course, students’ development of 
the knowledge, skills and attributes associated with ethical research could also have 
reflected their level of attendance, completion of additional readings or activities prior 
to the lesson, levels of engagement with lesson content, and the fact that the language of 
instruction was not their first language.

Several participants commented on how the situation in their own countries differed 
from Australia. In some cases, no ethics review had been required; in others, students were 
not expected to write the application:

Participant 4 (RHD, Russia) – In Russia, no. We only need to ask a request to the 
principal.

Participant 7 (RHD, Uganda) – It is a different process. For my Master back in 
Uganda it was involved with a school who processes the ethics on your behalf as 
opposed to here where you have to… In Uganda it is truly the principal investigators 
would take care of that and if it was a student-run project then the faculty would take 
care of that.

Positive Impacts of the Ethics Application Process

Despite the critical comments provided on various aspects of the process, some partici-
pants from both the coursework Master’s and RHD cohorts reported that completing the 
HREC application process for their current project had a positive impact on their research. 
They developed understanding of applied ethical concepts in relation to research, improved 
their understanding of data and privacy policy, built conceptual understanding of project 
design elements, and grew in academic identity and independence.

Participants predominantly commented on elements relating to the feedback which 
accompanied requests for amendments:

Participant 2 (Coursework Master’s, Indonesia) – I really like the way that the feed-
back from the research committee is given. They only highlight the specific areas 
that need addressing. And then if we only focus on that aspect, then we can give the 
feedback amendments back. Sometimes they provide examples within their recom-
mendations which is really helpful too.

Participant 9 (Coursework Master’s, Vietnam) – The forms are really comprehensive 
and the questions that came back were very interesting and made me consider and 
clarify the project in ways I didn’t anticipate.

Some seemed to be developing new values and independence as researchers:

Participant 5 (Coursework Master’s, Indonesia) – I think yes definitely because pre-
viously I never got that kind of knowledge before. So that is why back here I finally 
get new insight from this university about how to be really careful with our research 
about using ethics and having knowledge about how to conduct the research by hav-
ing the ethics approval.

Participant 9 (Coursework Master’s, Vietnam) – Yes of course. I think that there is a 
reason behind why the ethics is so important for researchers here in [Australia]. For 
me I think that the ethics requirement is for my own sake first and then the sake of 
the participants.
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These students realised the value of being an ethical researcher, in line with Marginson’s 
(2014) view of the importance to students of gaining new values during their overseas study.

Limitations

This research was conducted at only one institution and may not reflect practices imple-
mented at other universities in Australia or elsewhere. Although we attempted to facili-
tate discussions that allowed participants to accurately explain their views using their 
first language, or through the support of peers in focus groups, over half the participants 
relied on English to communicate their experiences. This may have restricted the degree 
to which some participants could accurately communicate their experiences.

Recommendations

Several factors appear to have an impact on an international student’s experience of the 
HREC approval process within an Australian tertiary context. These factors include 
time; supervisor, peer and other support; English language skills; and prior experience 
of research ethics procedures. There were also some positive factors arising from the 
process. Many of these themes were summed up by a coursework Master’s student, who 
wrote:

Participant 9 (Coursework Master’s, Vietnam) – Some of the difficulties were 
experienced when completing the form. It is so detailed, which required me to 
understand the question very clearly first… They ask for some protocol but for me 
I didn’t really understand a lot about. The third issue was language used; I didn’t 
realise what form of English was being used. Whether it was British English or 
Australian. But then I did receive a lot of comments related to this. It was a totally 
new concept. For example, they asked me about the storage of the data.

Based on our research, we make five recommendations to improve the support avail-
able to future student researchers. Universities should:

1. provide international students with a clear and concise guide to research ethics review 
processes at their institution.

2. develop clear explanations of terminology and concepts associated with ethical research 
practice. These should be translated into a range of languages used by international 
students at their institutions to assist with the comprehension of fundamental con-
cepts across different linguistic and cultural backgrounds and be linked to appropriate 
resources already available in those languages.

3. resource reflective and ethical practice in research in accordance with the National State-
ment. Students and staff should be informed of, and encouraged to access, the resources 
and support provided.

4. generate resources to help researchers understand how to conduct research ethically in 
line with the regulatory expectations of the country where they are enrolled as students, 
where they are undertaking fieldwork, and where they might intend working on gradu-
ation.
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5. develop curricula that enable students undertaking human research to further both their 
understanding of ethical research practice and the skills required to guide applications 
through research ethics review. This capacity building should occur throughout a stu-
dent’s degree and should be reflected in course learning outcomes.

Conclusions

Students completing their first research project within the Australian higher education con-
text require improved support throughout the research ethics review process and within 
their education on ethical research practices. These students are also the most likely to mir-
ror the attitudes of peers and supervisors in relation to the HREC process. Our research 
found student researchers altered their intended research design or data collection methods 
to try to gain HREC approval more easily, although it was unclear if this was a successful 
strategy.

Unfamiliarity with human research ethics application procedures in Australia was the 
major issue for coursework Master’s students, and eleven participants expressed concern 
that they could not understand the language in the research ethics application form or 
respond in appropriate English. In addition, they were not aware of the functions of the 
ethics committee.

Students appreciated transparent expectations and realistic descriptions of the applica-
tion process. They also sought early access to support materials, including those in their 
first language. The degree to which students needed to be guided through these materi-
als depended on where they were in their research careers. Coursework Master’s students 
required and valued guidance from their supervisors. They sought explicitly taught pro-
grams relating to the concepts of research ethics and review, and wanted peer mentoring. 
By contrast, RHD candidates were satisfied with online policy documents or just-in-time 
training courses provided on the university’s Graduate Centre website. These resources 
were perceived as easily accessible when required.

Enhanced and more consistent ethical research education should develop graduate out-
comes in ethical practice, but should also tackle practical issues in seeking ethics approval 
by providing access to supporting materials, offering opportunities for feedback prior to 
application and developing an understanding about research ethics review. If students are 
to have the freedom to develop as independent researchers not only during their degree 
programs but as future contributors to global research networks, resources to facilitate this 
are vital. In this way, as Marginson (2014, p. 15) suggests, “At the end of the sojourn, the 
student... takes home a transformed self.”

Authors’ Contributions All authors contributed to the study conception and design. Material preparation, 
data collection and analysis were performed by Kristy Davis and Liwen Tan, supervised by Julia Miller and 
with advice from Mark Israel. The first draft of the manuscript was written by Julia Miller based on Master’s 
dissertations by Kristy Davis and Liwen Tan, and all authors commented on previous versions of the manu-
script. All authors read and approved the final manuscript.

Declarations 

Consent for Publication All participants gave written consent for their de-identified information to be used 
for any future research by any researcher. All authors listed have consented to this publication.

434



Seeking Approval: International Higher Education Students’…

1 3

References

Allen, G., & Israel, M. (2018). Moving beyond regulatory compliance: Building institutional support for 
ethical reflection in research. In R. Iphofen & M. Tolich (Eds). The SAGE handbook of qualitative 
research ethics (pp. 276–288). Sage.

Australian Government Department of Education, Skills and Employment. (2019). End of year summary 
of international student data 2019. https:// inter natio naled ucati on. gov. au/ resea rch/ inter natio nal-  
stude nt- data/ pages/ defau lt. aspx

Australian Government Department of Education, Skills and Employment. (2020). Research training pro-
gram. https:// www. dese. gov. au/ resea rch- block- grants/ resea rch- train ing- progr am

Brindley, R., Nolte, L., & Nel, P. W. (2020). We were in one place, and the ethics committee in another: 
Experiences of going through the research ethics application process. Clinical Ethics, 15(2), 94–103. 
https:// doi. org/ 10. 1177/ 14777 50920 903454

Charles Sturt University. (2021). Graduate learning outcomes. https:// www. csu. edu. au/ divis ion/ learn ing- 
and- teach ing/ home/ csu- curri culum/ gradu ate- learn ing- outco mes

Devine, K., & Hunter, K. H. (2017). PhD student emotional exhaustion: The role of supportive supervision 
and self-presentation behaviours. Innovations in Education and Teaching International, 54(4), 335–
344. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1080/ 14703 297. 2016. 11741 43

Fisher, C. B., Fried, A. L., & Feldman, L. G. (2009). Graduate socialization in the responsible conduct of 
research: A national survey on the research ethics training experiences of psychology doctoral stu-
dents. Ethics & Behavior, 19, 496–518. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1080/ 10508 42090 32752 83

Griebling, S., Zayas, V. R., Borders, C., Moore, E., Sokol, A., Brydon-Miller, M., Gerlach, J., & Norman, 
C. (2009). Exploring the relationship between faculty, students, and the social and behavioral ethics 
review committee through action research. Journal of Empirical Research on Human Research Ethics, 
4(2), 27–36. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1525/ jer. 2009.4. 2. 27

Hyytinen, H., & Löfström, E. (2017). Reactively, proactively, implicitly, explicitly? Academics’ pedagogi-
cal conceptions of how to promote research ethics and integrity. Journal of Academic Ethics, 15(1), 
23–41. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1007/ s10805- 016- 9271-9

Israel, M. (2015). Research ethics and integrity for social scientists: Beyond regulatory compliance. Sage.
Israel, M., Allen, G., & Thomson, C. (2016). Australian research ethics governance: Plotting the demise of 

the adversarial culture. In W. van den Hoonaard & A. Hamilton (Eds). The ethics rupture: Exploring 
alternatives to formal research-ethics review (pp. 285–316). University of Toronto Press.

James Cook University. (2020). JCU higher degree research graduate attributes policy. https:// www. jcu. 
edu. au/ policy/ resea rch- educa tion/ gradu ates- attri butes- of- resea rch- higher- degree- progr ams- policy- 
and- proce dure

Jin, L., & Cortazzi, M. (2006). Changing practices in Chinese cultures of learning. Language, Culture and 
Curriculum, 19(1), 5–20. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1080/ 07908 31060 86687 51

Johnson, L., Lee, A., & Green, B. (2000). The PhD and the autonomous self: Gender, rationality and post-
graduate pedagogy. Studies in Higher Education, 25(2), 135–147. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1080/ 71369 6141

Jordan, S. R., & Gray, P. W. (2013). Research integrity in Greater China: Surveying regulations, percep-
tions and knowledge of research integrity from a Hong Kong perspective. Developing World Bioethics, 
13(3), 125–137.

Katyal, K. R. (2011). Gate-keeping and the ambiguities in the nature of ‘informed consent’ in Confucian 
societies. International Journal of Research and Method in Education, 34(2), 147–159.

Kenny, J., & Fluck, A. (2018). Research workloads in Australian universities. Australian Universities 
Review, 60(2), 25–37.

Macfarlane, B., & Saitoh, Y. (2008). Research ethics in Japanese higher education: Faculty attitudes 
and cultural mediation. Journal of Academic Ethics, 6(3), 181–195. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1007/ 
s10805- 008- 9065-9

Marginson, S. (2014). Student self-formation in international education. Journal of Studies in International 
Education, 18(1), 6–22. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1177/ 10283 15313 513036

Mason, S., Merga, M. K., & Morris, J. E. (2020). Typical scope of time commitment and research outputs 
of thesis by publication in Australia. Higher Education Research & Development, 39(2), 244–258. 
https:// doi. org/ 10. 1080/ 07294 360. 2019. 16742 53

Monaghan, L. F., O’Dwyer, M., & Gabe, J. (2013). Seeking university Research Ethics Committee approval: 
The emotional vicissitudes of a ‘rationalised’ process. International Journal of Social Research Meth-
odology, 16(1), 65–80. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1080/ 13645 579. 2011. 649902

Moore, T., & Richardson, K. (2013). The low risk research ethics application process at CQUniversity Aus-
tralia. Journal of Academic Ethics, 11(3), 211–230. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1007/ s10805- 013- 9180-0

435

https://internationaleducation.gov.au/research/international-student-data/pages/default.aspx
https://internationaleducation.gov.au/research/international-student-data/pages/default.aspx
https://www.dese.gov.au/research-block-grants/research-training-program
https://doi.org/10.1177/1477750920903454
https://www.csu.edu.au/division/learning-and-teaching/home/csu-curriculum/graduate-learning-outcomes
https://www.csu.edu.au/division/learning-and-teaching/home/csu-curriculum/graduate-learning-outcomes
https://doi.org/10.1080/14703297.2016.1174143
https://doi.org/10.1080/10508420903275283
https://doi.org/10.1525/jer.2009.4.2.27
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10805-016-9271-9
https://www.jcu.edu.au/policy/research-education/graduates-attributes-of-research-higher-degree-programs-policy-and-procedure
https://www.jcu.edu.au/policy/research-education/graduates-attributes-of-research-higher-degree-programs-policy-and-procedure
https://www.jcu.edu.au/policy/research-education/graduates-attributes-of-research-higher-degree-programs-policy-and-procedure
https://doi.org/10.1080/07908310608668751
https://doi.org/10.1080/713696141
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10805-008-9065-9
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10805-008-9065-9
https://doi.org/10.1177/1028315313513036
https://doi.org/10.1080/07294360.2019.1674253
https://doi.org/10.1080/13645579.2011.649902
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10805-013-9180-0


 K. Davis et al.

1 3

National Health and Medical Research Council. (2007, updated 2018). National Statement on Ethical Con-
duct in Human Research. https:// www. nhmrc. gov. au/ about- us/ publi catio ns/ natio nal- state ment- ethic al- 
condu ct- human- resea rch- 2007- updat ed- 2018

National Health and Medical Research Council. (2018). Australian Code for the Responsible Conduct of 
Research. https:// www. nhmrc. gov. au/ guide lines/ publi catio ns/ r41

National Health and Medical Research Council. (2019). Supervision: A guide supporting the Australian 
Code for the Responsible Conduct of Research. https:// www. nhmrc. gov. au/ file/ 14815/ downl oad? 
token= jBku5 dGD

Oliver, B., & Jorre de St. Jorre, T. (2018). Graduate attributes for 2020 and beyond: Recommendations for 
Australian higher education providers. Higher Education Research & Development, 37(4), 821–836. 
https:// doi. org/ 10. 1080/ 07294 360. 2018. 14464 15

Petillion, W., Melrose, S., Moore, S. L., & Nuttgens, S. (2017). Graduate students’ experiences with 
research ethics in conducting health research. Research Ethics, 13(3–4), 139–154. https:// doi. org/ 10. 
1177/ 17470 16116 677635

Smith, J. (2016). Reflections on teaching research ethics in education for international postgraduate students 
in the UK. Teaching in Higher Education, 21(1), 94–105. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1080/ 13562 517. 2015. 
11159 68

Stracke, E., & Kumar, V. (2014). Realising graduate attributes in the research degree: The role of peer sup-
port groups. Teaching in Higher Education, 19(6), 616–629. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1080/ 13562 517. 2014. 
901955

Taylor, Z. W., & Bicak, I. (2019). Academic honesty, linguistic dishonesty: Analyzing the readability and 
translation of academic integrity and honesty policies at US postsecondary institutions. Journal of 
Academic Ethics, 17(1), 1–15. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1007/ s10805- 018- 9321-6

UNESCO Institute of Statistics. (2020). Global flow of tertiary-level students. http:// uis. unesco. org/ en/ uis- 
stude nt- flow

von Unger, H. (2016). Reflexivity beyond regulations. Teaching research ethics and qualitative methods in 
Germany. Qualitative Inquiry, 22(2), 87–98. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1177/ 10778 00415 620220

Warner, R., & Miller, J. (2015). Cultural dimensions of feedback at an Australian university: A study of 
international students with English as an additional language. Higher Education Research and Devel-
opment, 34(2), 420–435. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1080/ 07294 360. 2014. 956695

Wynn, L. L. (2015). Teaching research ethics network. https:// www. teach ing- resea rch- ethics. com/ keyre searc hfind ings
Zhai, X. (2009). Informed consent in the non-western cultural context and the implementation of universal 

declaration of bioethics and human rights. Asian Bioethics Review, 1(1), 5–16.

Publisher’s Note Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to jurisdictional claims in published maps and 
institutional affiliations.

436

https://www.nhmrc.gov.au/about-us/publications/national-statement-ethical-conduct-human-research-2007-updated-2018
https://www.nhmrc.gov.au/about-us/publications/national-statement-ethical-conduct-human-research-2007-updated-2018
https://www.nhmrc.gov.au/guidelines/publications/r41
https://www.nhmrc.gov.au/file/14815/download?token=jBku5dGD
https://www.nhmrc.gov.au/file/14815/download?token=jBku5dGD
https://doi.org/10.1080/07294360.2018.1446415
https://doi.org/10.1177/1747016116677635
https://doi.org/10.1177/1747016116677635
https://doi.org/10.1080/13562517.2015.1115968
https://doi.org/10.1080/13562517.2015.1115968
https://doi.org/10.1080/13562517.2014.901955
https://doi.org/10.1080/13562517.2014.901955
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10805-018-9321-6
http://uis.unesco.org/en/uis-student-flow
http://uis.unesco.org/en/uis-student-flow
https://doi.org/10.1177/1077800415620220
https://doi.org/10.1080/07294360.2014.956695
https://www.teaching-research-ethics.com/keyresearchfindings

	Seeking Approval: International Higher Education Students’ Experiences of Applying for Human Research Ethics Clearance in Australia
	Abstract
	Introduction
	Literature Review
	Research Problems
	Methodology
	Data Analysis
	Results
	Time
	Supervisor Support
	Peer Support
	Other Support
	Language
	Prior Experience of Ethics Applications
	Positive Impacts of the Ethics Application Process

	Limitations
	Recommendations
	Conclusions
	References


