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What’s the protocol? Canadian university  
research ethics boards and variations in  

implementing Tri-Council policy 

Abstract
This article is concerned with the differences in REB policy and application processes across Canada as they impact multi-ju-
risdictional, higher education research projects that collect data at universities themselves. Despite the guiding principles 
of the Tri-Council Policy Statement 2 (TCPS2) there is significant variation among the practices of Research Ethics Boards 
(REBs) at Canada’s universities, particularly when they respond to requests from researchers outside their own institution. 
The data for this paper were gathered through a review of research ethics applications at 69 universities across Canada. The 
findings suggest REBs use a range of different application systems and require different revisions and types of oversight for 
researchers who are not employed at their institution. This paper recommends further harmonization between REBs across 
the country and national-level dialogue on TCPS2 interpretations. 
Keywords: research ethics, university ethics, higher education, social science research, harmonization

Résumé
Cet article étudie les différences entre politiques institutionnelles en matière d’éthique à la recherche et les procédures 
d’évaluation qui encadrent les travaux des comités d’éthique à la recherche (CER), en particulier lorsqu’il s’agit de projets de 
recherche en sciences sociales menés dans des universités de différentes provinces. Malgré l’adhésion générale aux princi-
pes directeurs du deuxième Énoncé de politique des trois Conseils (EPTC2), les pratiques des CER diffèrent, en particulier 
lorsqu’il s’agit de répondre à des chercheurs issus d’autres universités. Cette étude s’appuie sur une analyse des demandes 
d’évaluation soumises aux CER de 69 universités canadiennes. Les résultats suggèrent que les CER utilisent différents mé-
canismes de dépôt, exigent différents niveaux de révision et supervisent différemment les études dirigées par des chercheurs 
d’autres établissements. Cet article recommande une plus grande harmonisation des procédures des CER canadiens.
Mots-clés : d’éthique à la recherche, harmonisation, l'enseignement supérieur, science sociale

Introduction
“Whose policies ought to be followed? What is the mor-

al force of one policy against another? When studies 
are pursued across multiple jurisdictions, how should 

conflicting moral guidance be reconciled?” 
(Kimmelman, McDonald, & Avard, 2011, p. 7)

Academic researchers across Canada can attest to the 
vigilant precision of research ethics boards (REBs) in 

scrutinizing the safety of research proposals involving 
human participants. Many institutions develop support 
systems and offer workshops to ensure professors and 
students are adequately trained to file applications with 
their REB. However, despite the comprehensiveness 
of REB systems within institutions, there is significant 
variation among institutions. For example, some insti-
tutions require researchers to submit a full literature 
review while others do not. Likewise, some institutions 
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ensure their researchers complete the Tri-Council’s on-
line course on ethical research while others do not. This 
article examines the practices of university REBs across 
Canada and considers how federal-level policy is imple-
mented differently at different institutions. Variations in 
REB requirements have significant implications for na-
tional social science research on higher education and 
raise questions about who is responsible for research 
design and dissemination. 

Since the first edition of the Tri-Council Policy State-
ment (TCPS) was published in 1998, there has been in-
creasing synchrony of research ethics standards across 
Canada. The Tri-Council, comprised of the Canadian 
Institutes of Health Research (CIHR), the Natural Sci-
ences and Engineering Research Council (NSERC), and 
the Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council 
(SSHRC), requires institutions to be compliant with 
TCPS guidelines in order to receive federal grants and 
safeguard quality research. In the university sector, all 
public universities have a Research Ethics Board (REB), 
often a division of the office of the Vice President Aca-
demic or Research, which is charged with ensuring re-
searchers appropriately adhere to the TCPS guidelines 
as they design, conduct and conclude their research. It is 
in this translation from TCPS guidelines to institutional 
policy that a noticeable disjuncture occurs. The TCPS 
documents set out standardized principles but there are 
significant differences among university REBs’ practices 
as they enforce these principles in the evaluation of na-
scent research proposals. 

This disjuncture was particularly noticeable for our 
higher education research team throughout the 2017–
2018 academic year as we applied for permission from 
REBs across Canada to disseminate a survey and con-
duct interviews with professors at provincially funded 
universities. Although our home institution had approved 
our ethics application, we thought it prudent to seek REB 
consent from the 69 institutions at which we planned to 
recruit participants. This process of applying for consent 
to conduct our study took place over a 10-month period 
and revealed noticeable differences in what university 
REBs in Canada require from researchers outside their 
institution, or external researchers, in order to conduct 
their study ethically. Some institutions required a more 
detailed explanation of the research proposal than our 
home institution had done originally while others re-
quired nothing at all. These discrepancies piqued our 
interest in the standardization or harmonization of ethics 

application processes in Canada, whereby efforts are 
made to establish the same practices across institutions. 
We developed a side-study to our survey by observing 
the variations in ethics application protocol as we com-
pared the responses, requirements and revisions at par-
ticipating institutions. 

It is the side-study, analyzing differences in REB ap-
plication processes, that is the focus of this paper, spe-
cifically the translation of TCPS guidelines into policy at 
Canadian universities. Discrepancies between applica-
tions are particularly noticeable for researchers of high-
er education. As higher education scholars, our sites of 
research are frequently universities, and our research 
participants are the faculty, students and staff who form 
the academic body. A necessary step in accessing this 
academic body is ethical approval from the REB at the 
sample institution. Data collection that involves partic-
ipant recruitment at more than one university often re-
quires separate REB approval from each institution. In 
these cases, the subtle distinctions among REB policies 
require researchers to submit and revise multiple appli-
cations to proceed with their research. While the com-
plexity and diversity of these requirements are inconve-
nient and produce time delays, they also raise questions 
that go beyond any individual project, including issues 
around survey ownership, the “location” of online sur-
veys, the impact of technology on REB work, and the 
overemphasis on consent, rather than data collection, 
when revising protocols. 

It is important to state at the outset of this article that 
the study, from which the experiences described below 
were drawn, was a low-risk, social science study that 
required REB permission at multiple universities in Can-
ada, institutions which were themselves the research 
sites. Studies of this nature are a small minority among 
the types of studies REBs are regularly asked to review. 
However, in the last 15 issues of the Canadian Journal 
of Higher Education, 21 studies matched this profile, 
having collected data at more than one university, and 
these studies likely conducted multi-jurisdictional ethics 
reviews. The advancement of harmonization across Ca-
nadian REBs would certainly be of direct benefit to high-
er education researchers. This paper advocates for more 
harmonization of REB practices in the social sciences.

http://journals.sfu.ca/cjhe/index.php/cjhe
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The Development of Ethics  
Standards in Canada
The codification of ethics standards in the original 
Tri-Council Policy Statement (TCPS) of 1998 was an 
important step in establishing collaboration across the 
different research councils (TCPS2, 2018) and requiring 
compliance from university REBs. Prior to 1998, research 
involving human subjects was discussed in the policy 
documents of the Medical Research Council Guidelines 
on Research Involving Human Subjects (1987) and the 
Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council 
Guidelines (1979), an offshoot of the Canada Council 
documents of 1976. However, these main documents 
were underused by researchers and REBs since their 
guidelines had little capacity to require compliance. 
Furthermore, until the TCPS, the Natural Sciences and 
Engineering Research Council (NSERC) had no guid-
ing policy documents. While REBs were still very active 
in regulating research at their respective institutions, 
this was largely an autonomous, unregulated process. 
McDonald (2009) points to four factors that made this 
deficit very acute by the early 1990s and called for the 
creation of a unified policy for Canadian research ethics: 
technological advances in research and research stor-
age (i.e. computers, internet); the voices of marginalized 
participants who raised new ethical questions about re-
search (i.e. HIV, women’s health); the global adoption of 
the USA’s Common Rule, which Canadian researchers 
were increasingly required to comply with to receive NIH 
funding; and the domestic expansion of Canadian med-
ical research to consider health research more broadly, 
later resulting in the emergence of CIHR. 

Led by these pressures in the medical sciences, 
the Council Presidents created the Tri-Council Working 
Group on Ethics (TCWG) in 1994 which was tasked with 
reviewing current policy and suggesting future directions 
for national ethics standards. By 1996, TCWG had writ-
ten the Code of Ethical Conduct for Research Involving 
Humans, or “The Code,” which was taken across Can-
ada for consultation and review at different universi-
ties (Palys, 1996). Critics suggested that this process 
revealed the deep divides between disciplinary under-
standings of ethical standards (Grover, 2004; van den 
Hoonaard, 2011; Tilley, 2008) and left social scientists 
with a “substantially altered document” that did not re-
flect their input (McDonald, 2009, p. 17). The final docu-

ment, the Tri-Council Policy Statement: Ethical Conduct 
for Research Involving Humans (TCPS) was formally ad-
opted in 1998, with updates encoded in 2000, 2002, and 
2005 (Davies, 2008). The TCPS linked REB practice to 
a common standard by requiring institutions to comply 
with its articles in order to receive their Tri-Council fund-
ing. In 2008, 2010 and 2018 new drafts, entitled TCPS2, 
were developed that updated several areas, revised ter-
minology and expanded the protection of research par-
ticipants with a particular focus on Indigenous commu-
nities. Currently, the TCPS2 is an online document that 
is updated and revised when new ethical contingencies 
emerge.

The Social Science Critique of REB 
Practices
Despite the transparency and dynamic evolution of the 
TCPS document, it garnered significant critique during 
the early 2000s in the Canadian literature on research 
ethics, particularly from scholars in social science fields 
and qualitative researchers. During the consultation 
phase of TCWG, those in the social sciences argued 
the new policy standards constructed a particular con-
ception of ethical research that was heavily dictated by 
medical research, specifically around issues of harm 
and consent (Grover, 2004). Further criticism suggested 
a medical bias in ethics review processes had implica-
tions for what type of research is sanctioned, what meth-
ods are privileged, and what types of questions guide 
research (Chaiton, Paquet, & Wilson 2000; Porter, 2008; 
Tilley, 2008). Even those who helped craft the TCPS doc-
uments described “how pervasive the power of medically 
oriented research ethics codes is in taking ownership 
away from the social sciences of their own ethical con-
ceptions of research” (van den Hoonaard, 2018, p. 2). 
Likewise, Porter (2008) argues that the TCPS standards 
have been “imposed on the social science and human-
ities (SSH) research community with little sensitivity 
to the distinctive problems of SSH research” (p. 495). 
To tackle policy discrepancies, social scientists in New 
Brunswick hosted the Ethics Rupture Summit with the 
intent of re-framing REB policies to account for social 
science methodological approaches. 

Scholars contend the challenges they encounter 
within REB policy are not esoteric or merely inconve-
nient. Rather, when REB policies are not contextualized 

http://journals.sfu.ca/cjhe/index.php/cjhe
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to the field of research they govern, they might produce 
unintended changes in researcher behaviour and in the 
research itself. For example, standard data collection 
methods in qualitative social sciences, such as partic-
ipant observation, may become too difficult to carry out 
(how does one get “permission” from everyone in large 
groups and even passers-by?). Another example might 
be requirements to destroy data by a certain date, in 
which case a longitudinal study might become impossi-
ble (McDonald, 2009). 

The opposite critique of ethics reviews comes from 
Grover (2004) who suggests ethics reviews are too re-
searcher-focused. She argues the dominant principle of 
academic freedom underpins REB policies and was giv-
en priority in TCPS documents. She suggests that ethics 
policies should operate within a human rights frame-
work that protects participants, rather than an academic 
freedom framework which protects the researcher. Both 
views are reflected in the international literature which 
suggests REBs face the challenging task of protecting 
both researchers and participants from the unexpected 
impacts of research (Morrow & Richards, 1996; Powell 
& Smith, 2006). The international literature confirms 
tensions in REB practices both outside and inside the 
social sciences, and points to an epistemological differ-
ence between fields of research—a conflict that exists 
among social sciences scholars themselves (Tierney 
& Blumberg Corwin, 2007). As inter-disciplinary social 
scientists, higher education scholars are often caught 
within these epistemological debates over what types 
of research should be conducted and how REBs can 
authentically guide that process. Moreover, higher ed-
ucation researchers occasionally find themselves in a 
position where their research findings critique the very 
institutions that uphold their academic freedom. Given 
this unique positioning, higher education scholars would 
benefit from collaboration with REBs that is based on a 
deeper mutual understanding. 

A separate critique of the ethical review processes 
at Canada’s universities relates to questions of aca-
demic freedom and surveillance. Several studies posit 
the notion of ethics creep, the phenomenon of REBs 
expanding their administrative reach and increasing 
their control of emerging research (Guta, Nixon, & Wil-
son, 2013; Haggerty, 2004; Tilley, 2008). Guta, Nixon, 
and Wilson (2013) position the “expanding reach of eth-
ics review within a neoliberal apparatus” and link it to 
broader “changes to academic, institutional, and com-

munity cultures” (p. 303). Haggerty (2004) compares the 
stringency of social science ethics with the flexibility of 
journalism ethics, pointing to the dramatic expansion or 
creep of the regulatory systems in the former. He argues 
that social scientists are severely limited by over-regula-
tions throughout the ethics review process in contrast to 
their colleagues in journalistic fields.

The above debates over the TCPS guidelines seem 
to suggest two options when considering the challenges 
social scientists encounter in obtaining ethics approval: 
either social scientists are working within a system that 
is not designed for them or they are experiencing the ef-
fects of ethics creep where increased risk management 
is limiting methodological innovation. Each of these per-
spectives captures only one angle of the challenges so-
cial science researchers face in this context. Our study 
extends these perspectives by using a post-hoc analy-
sis to reflect on our recent lived experience conducting 
research across Canada. We identify a third challenge 
specific to researchers applying for ethics approval at a 
university that is not their own. To explore this angle, we 
ask the following questions:

1. What are the different application processes for 
researchers who apply for ethics approval at a 
university that is not their own? 

2. What type of revisions are researchers required 
to implement?

3. What might the areas of divergence and con-
vergence suggest about the construction of eth-
ical research at different institutions?

Methods

Conducting a Review of Ethics  
Applications
The importance of the above questions was highlighted 
in the ethics application phase of a recent multi-juris-
dictional study that collected data from university faculty 
via a large online survey. The study was conducted by 
the Canadian chapter of the Academic Profession in 
the Knowledge Society (APIKS) project, an international 
collaboration of 32 countries surveying faculty for their 
perceptions of academic work. The Canadian team was 
tasked with selecting the Canadian sample of faculty and 
distributing the bilingual (English and French) survey, 
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followed by interviews at select institutions. For feasi-
bility, 69 institutions across Canada’s 10 provinces were 
invited to participate in the APIKS survey. In order to in-
crease response rates, the proposed study asked the se-
nior administration at the university to send out the email 
invitation and survey link to their faculty list through their 
own email system. Over a period of 10 months (June 
2017–April 2018), the research team sought ethical per-
mission to conduct this low-risk social science study at 
the 69 sample institutions. 

At the sample universities, the first point of insti-
tutional contact was an email letter sent to the relevant 
ethics officer at the REB at each university. Attached to 
the email was the full, approved ethics application from 
University of Toronto and the approval certificate. The 
email message requested that the receiving REB accept 
these documents in lieu of their own application process, 
and where this was not possible, to specify the process 
of review required by the institution for an externally 
approved research project. Institutional REB responses 
varied significantly from those that accepted the Univer-
sity of Toronto documents in lieu of their own, to those 
who required a full review. 

Throughout this process, a detailed Excel spread-
sheet was created to document the correspondence, eth-
ics requirements, application submission and revision 
requests from each institution. These entries were later 
analyzed for trends and variations among institutions in 
order to better understand REB approaches across Can-
ada. These findings were presented at the annual con-
ference of the Canadian Association for Research Ethics 
Boards (CAREB) in April 2018, where the research team 
received important feedback to further the analysis. The 
following findings draw on publicly available information 
and institutional names have been removed to ano-
nymize the data. 

Limitations
This study is not a comprehensive examination of all 
ethics practices across Canadian REBs. Rather, the 
findings draw on the experiences of one research team, 
comprised of members from three universities in three 
provinces and proposing a low-risk study. The research 
questions above were formed post-hoc as a reflective 
analysis of our lived experience with pan-Canadian 
ethics reviews. Furthermore, at institutions with REB 
sub-committees responsible for medical or social sci-

ences, our research team only interacted with the social 
sciences committees. It is also important to note that 
the numbers associated with each response below may 
not be reflected in another research team’s experiences 
since there was evidence that individual ethics officers 
or REB directors may have made contextual choices to 
expedite our study due to its low-risk nature. Although 
limitations exist regarding the applicability of these find-
ings, there is an international body of research on ethics 
policies that is steadily growing—much of which uses 
document analysis as the main approach to data collec-
tion. Our findings contribute to broader discussions on 
the production of ethical research (Christensen & Prout, 
2002; Powell & Smith, 2006).

Findings from a Review of REB 
Practices

Variation in Reception of Externally  
Approved Applications
Across the 69 REBs that were approached for this study, 
there are significant differences in how each receives 
externally approved research. In the provinces of Alberta 
and British Columbia, recently adopted harmonization 
policies require institutions to accept research protocols 
that have been approved at other universities in their 
province. A researcher who wishes to collect data at an-
other institution in the same province first approaches 
their own university’s REB. Once they obtain an approval 
certificate, an officer at their own institution’s REB con-
tacts the other university’s REB to inform them of the ap-
proval. Under this process, the researcher only requires 
the approval certificate from their own institution to pro-
ceed with their research. Furthermore, the researcher 
is not required to contact the second institution’s REB, 
saving time and effort for both the researcher and the 
ethics officers at the second institution. Unfortunately, 
the location of our research team in a different province 
added some complexity to this process since our own 
REB was not informed of these rules nor connected to 
the harmonization systems of Alberta and British Colum-
bia. Rather, we encountered four main responses when 
we sent our initial invitation email to each REB with the 
attached protocol and approval certificate. 

http://journals.sfu.ca/cjhe/index.php/cjhe
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The first response, as Table 1 indicates, was encoun-
tered at two institutions and stated that external research-
ers are ineligible to apply for ethics approval at the insti-
tution, since the institutions view external researchers or 
online research as outside their mandate. The text from 
University A’s online information form is very clear: “If you 
are a non-[University A] researcher you are ineligible to 
submit a [University A] research ethics application to the 
[University A] Research Ethics Board…” These institu-
tions viewed our work as outside their jurisdiction and 
accepted our home institution’s certificate. 

For our study, this response allowed us to immedi-
ately begin the recruitment and data-collection portion 
of our research, since those institutions were allowing 
us to operate on the approval certificate of our home 
institution. Although this was not a common response 
from REBs, it provides an example of REBs limiting their 
scope to the activities of their own professors, and ac-
cepting the authority or ability of other REBs. This pro-
cess also suggests scope-of-practice boundaries, where 
REBs have delineated clearly the research for which 
they are responsible. Establishing the scope-of-practice 
at an REB may offer one way to limit ethics creep, since 
REBs are not taking undue action on each application 
that comes their way. 

The second response, from 22 institutions (32%), 
was to accept the University of Toronto ethics protocol 
and approval certificate, delegating it for review by the 
REB chair or an ethics officer. At these institutions, the 
process of gaining ethical permission was often quite 
quick, allowing the research team to begin data collection 
within two or three weeks. Although these universities 
did not require their own paperwork to accompany the 
project, the University of Toronto documents remained 
on file at the institution so a record of the research was 

permanently available in the files of the REB. 

The researcher must submit to the [University B] 
REB ethics protocol approved by his/her institution 
and the certificate of approval from the said insti-
tution when the collaboration of individuals affil-
iated with [University B] is required for the project.  
(University B, Ethics Protocol Form)

 The third type of response was from 19 institutions 
(27%) that required a cover letter or short form to ac-
company the approved protocol and certificate from the 
University of Toronto. In some cases, the institution also 
asked for the revision materials associated with the orig-
inal review. When the necessary documents were pro-
vided, they were then sent for delegated or expedited 
review. Below is an example of this type of response:

If the project for which you require [University C] REB 
approval has already been reviewed and approved by 
another TCPS-compliant institution, rather than sub-
mit a new REB application on [University C] forms, 
Research Ethics tries to make the process of multi-ju-
risdictional review easier for researchers by accept-
ing submissions as follows:
1. The first page of the [University C] research eth-

ics application form (section 1, with the admin-
istrative information complete)

2. The full application to the other TCPS-compliant 
institution

3. The review material from the other institution’s 
REB

4. The approval letter from the other institution’s 
REB

 (University C, Ethics Protocol Form)

Table 1. Comparing the responses of REBs to externally approved research

Response Number of Institutions Percentage

Do not consider external researchers or on-line 
research to be in their mandate

2 3

Accept externally approved application in lieu of 
local application

22 32

Short form for externally approved research 19 27

Full Review 26 38

TOTAL 69 100

http://journals.sfu.ca/cjhe/index.php/cjhe
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The final type of response, at 26 universities (38%), 
was to require the research team to complete the full eth-
ics application. At these institutions this did not appear 
to be an intentional policy choice, but rather the result 
of systems that were not designed to review external-
ly approved research in an efficient manner; where the 
application forms had not been created with a section 
to address externally approved research, the default 
process required external researchers to complete the 
whole application. The completed application did not 
necessarily go through the full review process, however. 
At 18 of those institutions there was a delegated review 
of the application form. However, while the time-to-ap-
proval was smooth, the process of completing 26 appli-
cations took five months and the dedicated time of three 
research assistants.

Variation in Ethics Application Systems
After the research team determined whether an ethics 
application was necessary, full or partial applications 
were submitted at the 45 institutions which required 
them. Throughout the application process, the variation 
in application forms and application systems became a 
subject of interest and, for the purposes of this article, all 
69 submission systems and applications were examined 
for patterns, even where an application was not neces-
sary. The first point of variation across institutions was 
the application system. The systems used by university 
REBs in Canada differ between those that accept appli-
cations via email and those that create an online account 
for researchers. In fall 2017, 29 of the 69 (40%) university 
REBs were using an online account system to register 
proposed research projects and facilitate the ethics appli-
cation process. The choice of online application servers 
differs among institutions as shown in Figure 1 below. 
Across Canada, the ROMEO platform is the most widely 
used, with IRISS or the francophone NAGANO also used 
at select institutions.1 In contrast, 10 institutions have on-
line application systems linked to the academic research 
portal where faculty can manage their project funding and 
ethics in one account. In these cases, it is common for 
students to still use a Word Document or PDF form and 
submit their application by email since they are not eligi-
ble to access the faculty research portal. Within a year of 
this study (2017), two further universities launched on-
line platforms and it is expected that more institutions will 
move in that direction in coming years. 

For external researchers, application submission 
through ROMEO presents few barriers. The registration 
process can be accessed without directly contacting the 
REB and most institutions have set up their ROMEO 
template to accommodate expedited or delegated re-
views for external researchers. Institutional research 
portals pose a somewhat greater challenge for an exter-
nal researcher. In some cases, a campus identification 
number is needed and this often requires the researcher 
to liaise with the department of information services at 
the university. Other institutions require the external re-
searcher to download a secure virtual network on their 
web browser each time they wish to access their appli-
cation. This can be a tech-intensive process requiring 
multiple communications with either the REB or the in-
stitution’s information technology support unit. Further-
more, external registration in these platforms occasion-
ally expires, requiring the researcher to register again. 
While none of these limitations ultimately prevents 
ethical approval, encountering these small barriers at 
multiple institutions can lengthen the application-to-ap-
proval timeline significantly. In the case of our research 
project, we initially estimated that it would have taken 
approximately three months for our team of researchers, 
including valuable support from graduate students, to 
communicate with REBs and receive approval. Instead, 
the process took 10 months.

These complexities of the online application systems 
also pose an added level of difficulty for the ethics offi-
cers who are employed at the REBs. Troubleshooting the 
registration or technology details of the online accounts 
is beyond the scope of their own work portfolio and they 
must rely on their information technology supports to an-
swer the queries of researchers. In our correspondence 
with ethics officers at dozens of institutions, it became 
clear that they are often the main face of the institutional 
REB for external and internal researchers alike and find 
themselves faced with the challenge of liaising between 
the researcher and the technology support team when 
they themselves have little control over the technology 
systems.

The technological requirements of REB application 
systems are not discussed in the TCPS2 (2018) docu-
ment. The two places technology is addressed in TCPS2 
includes Article 6.10, which suggests face-to-face or 
technology-assisted meetings for the Research Ethics 
Boards, and in the TCPS2 review documents which 
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outline the challenges of data storage in an era of tech-
nological advances (Pre-ethics, 2018). While the latter 
indicates researchers need to be wary of where their 
data is stored, there is little guidance indicating where 
the information provided in ethics applications should be 
stored or who should have access to it. Overall, for exter-
nal researchers, application systems that do not require 
an online account or that have a delegated process for 
externally approved research provide the most efficient 
process for applying for ethics. 

Variation in Ethics Applications
While the TCPS2 sets the standard for research ethics 
in Canada, there is still significant variation among the 
types of information REBs require from researchers on 
their application forms. The left column of Table 2 shows 
the common categories of information required at all in-
stitutions across Canada. In contrast, the right column 
lists the categories of information that are occasionally 
encountered at individual institutions. 

While all institutions require researchers to provide 
the information listed in the left column of Table 2, it is 
surprising to note that the items in the right column are 
only required at certain institutions. In some cases, these 
items are closely linked to TCPS2 and the Tri-Council 

expectations and in others they are not (TCPS2, 2018). 
For example, only three institutions across Canada re-
quire external researchers to provide evidence that they 
have completed the online ethics tutorial offered by the 
Tri-Council on the subject of TCPS2. Likewise, TCPS2 
(2018) mandates that “researchers shall demonstrate to 
their REBs that they have a reasonable understanding 
of the culture, values and beliefs of the population to be 
studied” (p. 22). Yet not all institutions ask researchers 
how they will address the specific cultural contexts of 
their participants. Alternatively, nine institutions do ask 
researchers to outline how they will address participants 
with limited literacy, since reading the consent form is a 
key step toward participant protection. Yet, nowhere in 
the TCPS2 document are varying levels of literacy noted 
as a key ethical concern. Ultimately, few of the institu-
tion-specific requirements in the right column are par-
ticularly arduous to fulfil since any valid research project 
should have on file items such as a literature review and 
citations. However, taken as a whole, they lengthen the 
approval timeline and highlight the lack of harmonization 
across Canadian REBs. 

Local Principal Investigators
For external researchers, the variation in application sys-

Figure 1. The number of REB’s using online application platforms
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tems and categories is a time-consuming exercise that 
delays data collection. A significantly greater barrier to 
approval exists at institutions where external research-
ers can only apply for ethics under the oversight of an 
internal principal investigator (PI). This requirement ex-
ists at three institutions and applies to studies that wish 
to use institutional resources to collect data. In the case 
of the APIKS survey, the institutional resource our study 
proposed to use was the university email system, with 
which a senior administrator would invite professors to 
complete the online survey. For this reason, a faculty or 
senior staff member from the university was required to 
approve the study and formally submit the study through 
their account in the online system on behalf of the re-
search team. In the case of our study, this person was 
not provided automatically by the office that had agreed 
to send out the survey and several weeks were spent 
recruiting an internal collaborator. For external research-
ers, this requirement decreases the chances of success-
fully receiving study approval, particularly for those who 
lack a personal contact at the university. New relation-
ships need to be formed to recruit an internal collabora-
tor. Our correspondence with members at one of these 
institutions suggested that faculty were largely unaware 
of this requirement and were understandably hesitant to 
support a study with which they were unfamiliar. 

The requirement of the local PI also raises signif-

icant ethical questions for that individual; should a re-
searcher take on administrative responsibility for a 
project of which they know little? In the case of ethical 
misbehaviour, is the internal researcher liable for the 
actions of the external researchers or responsible only 
for ensuring that the researchers are making ethical or 
appropriate use of institutional resources? In light of the 
fact that very few institutions across the country require 
an internal researcher and the challenge it poses for 
internal researchers, this requirement should be reas-
sessed at institutions where it is practiced. 

Variation in Requested Revisions and the 
Ethical Implications of Ethics Revisions
Despite the differences in ethics application systems 
and questions across the country, only 15 institutions re-
quired revisions to the protocol following the 45 reviews. 
All but one of these revisions addressed the language 
in the consent form and recruitment letter. The other re-
quired a survey appreciation page to conclude the sur-
vey. There were no requests to revise the survey tool it-
self, the recruitment processes or the sample population. 
The revisions to the consent form were implemented 
cumulatively, resulting in a very robust consent form be-
ing used for data collection by the end of the study. The 
most common request for revisions asked us to include 

Table 2. Comparing the categories of data required on REB application forms

Required on all institutions’ REB forms Required on some institutions’ REB forms

Contact Information Number of Institutions

Funding Agency Citations used in research proposal 2

Study Overview/Rationale Cultural Considerations 4

Methods Dissemination of Findings 15

Data Security Indigenous Research 6

Consent Literacy of Participants 4

Deception/Debriefing Literature Review 9

Benefits Other REB Approvals 15

Reimbursement Secondary Data Analysis 2

Conflict of Interest TCPS2 Certificates 3

Risk Level Transcription Processes 4
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the local REB’s contact information on the informed con-
sent page. The rationale for this requirement was that 
the institution itself was sending out the survey on our 
behalf and participating professors should be aware the 
study was approved by their own REB and have a link 
to that office if concerns should arise. However, it was 
only possible to fulfill this requirement by making cus-
tom versions of the online survey for each institution that 
wanted their REB contact information listed. This pro-
cess resulted in 18 versions of the survey in both English 
and French.

The most complicating revision we encountered—at 
only one institution—was the requirement that we add 
their university’s logo to our survey’s informed consent 
page. While it is likely we were being asked to comply 
with the same standards as internal researchers who 
are affiliated with the university, this raised significant 
questions for us about the ownership of the survey and 
whether the logo might mislead participants as to the or-
igins and authorship of the survey. 

The above revisions—including contact information, 
new statements on the consent form and institutional lo-
gos—were required by a secondary REB on an appli-
cation that had already received approval. These led to 
ethical concerns for our team about how many amend-
ments we should make on the primary application at the 
home institution. Each time a university REB required a 
revision be made to the application at their institution, 
this altered the original protocol that had been approved 
by the University of Toronto. Was the research team re-
sponsible to file amendments at the University of Toronto 
noting every change requested by another institution? 
Furthermore, as an iterative process, ethics approval at 
one institution may have occurred months after the first 
round of applications were approved. Did we likewise 
have an obligation to report any later changes in the con-
sent form to the REBs across Canada at which we were 
approved earlier? In the end, the research team submit-
ted only four official amendments to our home institu-
tion’s REB, but we had numerous conversations with the 
University of Toronto REB personnel to inform them of 
the ongoing complexity of our ethics applications across 
Canada.

Discussion
The findings of this review of ethics applications across 

Canada indicate low levels of harmonization among in-
stitutional REBs when faced with an application that has 
been approved at a different institution. Despite the guid-
ing principles of TCPS2, there is significant variation in 
the application systems, information requirements and 
expected revisions of university REBs in Canada. For 
both external researchers and the ethics officers that 
manage their applications, these discrepancies present 
extra work and lengthy delays in application approvals. 
In many cases, additional challenges are encountered in 
the technology of the application system or the require-
ment for an internal investigator–challenges which the 
researcher and the ethics officer are unable to resolve 
without third party involvement. The following section 
reflects on these findings and considers the strength 
of TCPS2 in facilitating harmonization and the broader 
conceptual approach to social science ethics in Canada.

TCPS Chapters 6 and 8
The variance in REB responses to the application of ex-
ternally approved research is perhaps not surprising in 
light of responsibility and autonomy individual REBs are 
given in Chapter 6 of TCPS2, which states that “each 
institution is accountable for the research carried out in 
its own jurisdiction or under its auspices” (TCPS2, 2018, 
p. 1). Simply put, Chapter 6 makes institutions respon-
sible for research taking place on their campuses and 
research conducted elsewhere by their researchers. 
Thus, institutions are responsible for reviewing research 
on their campus, whether it is conducted by those within 
their institution or those outside. It is interesting to note 
that this study found a discrepancy over what is consid-
ered on campus. While the majority of institutions con-
sidered the online survey of faculty used in the APIKS 
study to be on campus, two did not. Online surveys add 
to the complexity of what research is considered within 
an institution’s jurisdiction. Data from the USA suggests 
REBs are unprepared to assess the ethical implications 
of online surveys related to data storage, sampling or 
survey design (Buchanan & Hvizdak, 2009). Our re-
search confirms that even the foundational principle of 
jurisdiction is called into question with online research 
tools. 

Once institutions determine whether research 
is “within their jurisdiction or under their auspices,” 
(TCPS2, 2018, p. 1) the decision of how to receive exter-
nally approved research has little oversight from TCPS2. 
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At present, Chapter 8, in which multi-jurisdictional re-
views are addressed, affords REBs significant auton-
omy. Chapter 8 suggests guidelines for REBs when 
they encounter “…a research project conducted by a re-
searcher affiliated with one institution, but that involves 
collecting data or recruiting participants at different insti-
tutions” (TPCS2, 2018, p. 18). The introductory caveat of 
Chapter 8 places the responsibility on institutions when 
multi-jurisdictional research is undertaken. Chapter 8.1 
states:

Where research involving humans requires the in-
volvement of multiple institutions and/or multiple 
REBs, an institution may establish one or more, or a 
mix of models for research ethics review as described 
below. Institutions may also establish other models 
or arrangements that are appropriate for the research 
under review within their jurisdiction or under their 
auspices. The ultimate responsibility for approving 
alternative research ethics review models for poten-
tial use by REBs and researchers remains with their 
individual institutions. (TPCS2, 2018, p. 1)

According to this guideline, a number of arrange-
ments between institutions can be made to accept re-
views but if institutions should choose to implement an-
other system that is in accordance with TCPS2, they are 
allowed. 

Our study aligns with scholars who have argued the 
discrepancies in REB practices result from misinterpre-
tations of the TPCS2 policy documents. Bakker (2006) 
contends that the specialized language of REB process-
es adds complexity rather than clarity to ethics reviews. 
Ells and Gutfreund (2006) present numerous quotes 
from the TPCS2 documents which are shown to be in 
conflict with REB practices. They recommend 

…qualitative researchers and REBs refer to the text 
of the TCPS and interpret it in the context of specific 
research projects. We advise REBs to think beyond 
the medical model, and qualitative researchers to 
quote relevant passages from the TCPS in their pro-
tocol submissions to justify the procedures they pro-
pose. (pp. 361–362)

However, our findings suggest the increasing com-
plexity and anonymity of the online REB systems stand 
as barriers to these suggestions, and only researchers 

with extensive time to engage in a dispute could chal-
lenge these issues. 

Consent and Ongoing Ethical Processes
The opening quotation in this paper suggests that a 
deeper philosophical question is embedded in the dis-
crepancies among REB protocols, asking, “What is the 
moral force of one policy against another? When studies 
are pursued across multiple jurisdictions, how should 
conflicting moral guidance be reconciled?” (Kimmelman 
et al., 2011, p. 7). Yet our study found the scrutiny on 
our application was focused solely on the nuances of the 
consent form, with no changes suggested for the data 
collection protocol. While a study which posed a greater 
risk to its participants may have experienced more in-
tense scrutiny, ours did not. Thus, although the concep-
tual discussion on ethics considers questions of moral 
force or conflicting moral guidance, these questions may 
not be fully relevant to all ethics processes. Ethics officers 
have a large volume of complex work managing studies 
across their respective institutions and these philosophi-
cal debates appear detached from their work. Rather, the 
literature suggests REB processes are less concerned 
with the nature of research than they are with protect-
ing researchersand thus universitiesthrough detailed 
consent forms (Christensen & Prout, 2002; Powell & 
Smith, 2006). Scholars argue that undue emphasis is put 
on consent without any monitoring of ongoing research. 
Ethics professionals might offer the caveat to the above 
observation that any research with a higher risk-factor 
would have been scrutinized more severely. However, if 
the low-risk nature does not demand in-depth scrutiny of 
the data collection methods themselves, perhaps that is 
also evidence to confirm that approval certificates and 
consent forms that have already been approved at a sep-
arate institution should be accepted more readily. 

Decentralized Ethics Reviews
Higher education researchers who encounter difficulty 
acquiring ethics permission at multiple universities are 
prone to critique REB practices rather vocally. Yet the 
applications at each REB are reviewed by faculty mem-
bers. These positions provide an opportunity for faculty 
to enter the REB space and contribute to the refinement 
of practice. Van den Hoonaard (2018) argues that the 
ethics process should be decentralized, allowing schol-

http://journals.sfu.ca/cjhe/index.php/cjhe


Canadian University Research Ethics Boards and Variations in Implementing Tri-Council Policy                                                                                                                           
G. K. Stephenson, G. A. Jones, E. Fick, O. Bégin-Caouette, A. Taiyeb, & A. Metcalfe   

Canadian Journal of Higher Education  |  Revue canadienne d’enseignement supérieur 
50:1 (2020)  

79

ars to determine and regulate the ethics standards in 
their particular disciplines. Under this approach, social 
scientists within a particular field would both develop 
and regulate their own standards of ethical practice in 
a way that is tailored to protect their unique participants 
and advance their distinct methodologies. Van den Hoo-
naard (2018) refers to this process as allowing social 
scientists to own their own ethics since faculty are the 
ones who sit on REBs. This perspective is confirmed 
by Taylor and Patterson (2010), whose research on so-
ciology departments highlights the distinct ways faculty 
understand ethics, and calls for more faculty consul-
tation on protocols. Many REBs already have special-
ized review boards comprised of faculty from medical, 
animal and social science fields who review their own 
fields. Narrowing the scope of these boards would take 
this decentralization one step further, allowing for disci-
pline-specific understanding of ethical research to guide 
scholarly inquiry. 

Provincial Coordination
The nature of REB practices across Canada may be a 
mirror on the nature of governance of Canadian univer-
sities. Perhaps the fractious and highly decentralized 
(institution-to-institution and province-to-province) ap-
proach to ethics is simply reflective of the broader lack 
of a federal coordinating role in governing education 
in Canada. While the TCPS2 is a federal document, it 
is indicative of collaborative federalism. It hearkens to 
shared interests agreed upon collectively, but implement-
ed locally. Thus, while harmonization efforts at the fed-
eral level may be a lofty goal, there is certainly room for 
provincial agreements along the lines of those in Alberta 
and British Columbia. Once strong provincial harmoni-
zation is in place, coordinating bodies from each prov-
ince would be central agents able to share policies and 
practices with one another. Lastly, REBs are not the only 
departments attempting to coordinate inter-provincially. 
Our colleagues in professional disciplines have similar 
challenges with ensuring credential recognition between 
provinces—as teachers are very aware. Learning from 
other professions may be a helpful key to harmonizing 
REB practices across institutions and provinces. 

Areas for Further Research
Numerous scholars across Canada have examined the 

disconnect between social science paradigms and REB 
practices. This growing body of research is an import-
ant step towards reshaping REBs to address the unique 
context of social science research. At the same time, 
there is significant room for more inter-institutional re-
search on harmonization practices. Several areas for 
further research have emerged from this review of eth-
ics processes. To what extent is REB practice explicitly 
linked to broader university goals? Is there evidence that 
particular types of institutions are more likely to experi-
ence ethics creep? What is the administrative location of 
REBs within the university and does this placing impact 
their scope? What are the main levels/determinants of 
ethics practice for a particular REB (i.e. TCPS2, provin-
cial, global)? Answering these questions and others like 
them is an important step to understanding the national 
landscape of Canadian ethics and how institutions as-
sess multi-jurisdictional social science research. 

Conclusion
The findings of this article highlight the significant vari-
ation that exists in REB policy and practices across uni-
versities in Canada for multi-institutional research proj-
ects. The history of ethics policy development in Canada 
has left social scientists questioning whether their sys-
tem is oriented too heavily toward the medical sciences. 
At the same time, the TCPS approach is a relatively new 
compliance model in Canada and institutions have sig-
nificant autonomy, leading to ongoing adjustments and 
improvements in REB practices.  

For researchers who embark on multi-jurisdictional 
projects, the differences in REB processes lengthen the 
application-to-approval timeline and increase the cost 
of conducting research. According to our calculations, 
the ethics review process for the APIKS study took three 
research assistants and the principal investigator a cu-
mulative total of 550 hours and more than 25,000 dollars 
in grant money to complete. Luckily, we did not require 
annual renewals. Although our study did reach comple-
tion, increased harmonization might encourage more 
scholars to undertake pan-Canadian research on higher 
education. 

This article offers several suggestions to aid the har-
monization of REB processes across Canada, the most 
important being that REBs accept ethics certificates 
from other TCPS-compliant institutions. Furthermore, 
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REBs would benefit from the development of standard-
ized categories for applications and the establishment 
of decentralized ethics boards that tailor their reviews 
to specific disciplines. At a national level, those who 
consult on TCPS protocol might consider establishing 
guidelines to assist REBs in sharing best practices for 
implementing technology and systematic improvements 
related to REB applications. Ultimately, more nation-
al-level discussions are needed to clarify the different 
interpretations of TCPS2 guidelines. There is significant 
room for improvement in the harmonization among uni-
versity REBs, both inter-provincially and federally. The 
harmonization agreements that have been developed in 
Alberta and British Columbia provide a helpful example 
for other provinces to consider. Furthermore, there is an 
increasing interest among scholars in examining and 
improving the REB practices in their institutions. The 
findings of this review as well as many of the studies 
referenced in this paper offer important suggestions for 
improving REB practices and increasing dialogue on 
ethical research practices across Canada. 
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