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Understanding the composition of Institutional Review Boards (IRBs) is fundamental for anyone involved in
research, especially in academic and clinical settings. IRBs play a crucial role in safeguarding the rights,
welfare, and well-being of human research participants. A common question among students, researchers, and
academic institutions is: who are the members of an IRB? Specifically, can university instructors and
researchers serve as IRB members? The answer is yes, and this article explores the roles, qualifications, and
functions of such members within IRBs to provide comprehensive insights.

What Is an Institutional Review Board (IRB)?

An Institutional Review Board (IRB) is a committee established to review, approve, and monitor research
involving human subjects. Its primary purpose is to ensure that research complies with ethical standards and
federal regulations, protecting participants from potential harm.

Key functions of an IRB include:

- Reviewing research protocols before they commence
- Monitoring ongoing research for compliance
- Ensuring informed consent is obtained
- Assessing risks and benefits of the research
- Protecting vulnerable populations

IRBs are mandated by federal regulations in many countries, including the United States under the Department of
Health and Human Services (HHS) and the Food and Drug Administration (FDA).

Composition of an IRB

Federal regulations specify that IRBs must be composed of a diverse group of individuals to ensure
comprehensive review from multiple perspectives. The regulations require at least five members, including:

- At least one member whose primary concerns are in scientific areas
- At least one member whose primary concerns are in nonscientific areas
- At least one member not affiliated with the institution (community member)

This diversity ensures that the board reviews research ethically, scientifically, and socially.

Roles of University Instructors and Researchers in IRBs

Within the IRB, members often include university instructors and researchers, who bring valuable expertise to
the committee. Their roles include:

- Providing scientific and methodological insights during protocol review
- Ensuring research designs adhere to ethical standards
- Assessing the feasibility and impact of research procedures
- Contributing to the development of institutional policies on human subjects research



Their participation enhances the quality and integrity of IRB reviews, fostering ethically sound research
practices.

Can University Instructors Serve as IRB Members?

Yes, university instructors can serve as IRB members, provided they meet the necessary qualifications and the
institution’s policies permit. University instructors typically possess advanced academic backgrounds,
research experience, and a thorough understanding of ethical considerations, making them suitable candidates
for IRB membership.

Qualifications and Criteria

To serve effectively, university instructors should meet certain criteria:

- Academic credentials: Usually a doctoral degree or equivalent in their field
- Research experience: Proven track record of conducting or overseeing research involving human subjects
- Knowledge of ethical standards: Familiarity with federal regulations and ethical guidelines such as the
Belmont Report, Common Rule, or International Conference on Harmonisation (ICH) guidelines
- Objectivity and impartiality: Ability to evaluate research proposals without conflicts of interest
- Good communication skills: Capable of articulating ethical concerns and participating in deliberations

Many institutions require instructors to undergo training in human subjects research ethics before participating
as IRB members.

Advantages of Having University Instructors on IRBs

Including university instructors in IRBs offers several benefits:

- Expertise in specialized research areas: Instructors often bring deep knowledge of specific disciplines
- Academic credibility: Their scholarly background lends authority to ethical reviews
- Mentorship and education: They can help train new researchers and promote ethical research culture
- Institutional alignment: As part of the university, they understand institutional policies and research
priorities

Can Researchers Serve as IRB Members?

Absolutely, researchers are often key members of IRBs. Their firsthand experience with designing, conducting, and
overseeing research makes them indispensable for effective ethical review.

Researcher Qualifications for IRB Membership

Researchers who serve on IRBs generally possess:

- Extensive research experience: Involving human subjects or related fields
- Knowledge of ethical principles: Understanding of informed consent, confidentiality, and risk management
- Familiarity with regulatory requirements: Knowledge of federal and institutional policies
- Ability to evaluate research protocols critically



Some institutions specify that researchers serving on IRBs should not have conflicts of interest with the
protocols under review.

Roles and Responsibilities of Researchers on IRBs

Researchers contribute to IRB functions by:

- Assisting in protocol review with scientific expertise
- Identifying potential ethical issues or risks
- Ensuring research methods are scientifically valid and ethically sound
- Participating in discussions and decision-making
- Providing ongoing oversight during research conduct

Their insights help balance scientific rigor with participant protections.

Legal and Ethical Considerations for IRB Membership

Federal and institutional policies emphasize transparency, diversity, and independence for IRB members, including
university instructors and researchers.

Key considerations include:

- Conflict of interest management: Members must disclose and recuse themselves from reviews where conflicts
exist
- Training and certification: Many institutions require IRB members to complete human research protections
training
- Diversity of perspectives: Including members from different backgrounds enhances review quality
- Ongoing education: Regular updates on regulatory changes and ethical standards

Inclusion of university instructors and researchers aligns with these principles, strengthening the IRB’s ability
to protect human subjects effectively.

Conclusion

In summary, members of the Institutional Review Board (IRB) can indeed consist of university instructors and
researchers. Their expertise, experience, and understanding of research processes make them valuable
contributors to the ethical review of human subjects research. Universities and research institutions recognize
the importance of having qualified faculty and research personnel serve on IRBs, ensuring that research is
conducted ethically, responsibly, and in compliance with regulatory standards. Whether as scientific
reviewers, ethical advisors, or policy developers, instructors and researchers play a vital role in fostering a
research environment that prioritizes the rights and safety of participants while advancing scientific knowledge.

Remember: If you are a university instructor or researcher interested in serving on an IRB, check with your
institution's policies and training requirements. Your participation not only upholds ethical standards but
also enhances the integrity and societal trust in research endeavors.

Frequently Asked Questions



Who can serve as members of an Institutional Review Board (IRB)?

Members of an IRB can include university instructors, researchers, and other qualified individuals with expertise
in ethics, science, and community representation.

Are university instructors eligible to be IRB members?

Yes, university instructors can serve as IRB members if they have relevant expertise and meet the board's
qualifications for ethical review.

Can researchers also serve as IRB members?

Absolutely, researchers often serve on IRBs to provide scientific and ethical insights during the review process.

What roles do university instructors and researchers play in the IRB?

They contribute their academic and scientific expertise to evaluate research proposals for ethical compliance
and participant safety.

Is it common for IRB members to be both university instructors and
researchers?

Yes, many IRB members hold dual roles as instructors and researchers, ensuring a comprehensive review of
research ethics.

What qualifications are required for university instructors and
researchers to serve on an IRB?

They generally need relevant expertise, experience in research or ethics, and often must complete specific training
on human subjects protections.

Additional Resources
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In the realm of ethical research practices, the Institutional Review Board (IRB) plays a pivotal role in
safeguarding the rights and welfare of human research participants. A common question that arises is: Who
exactly makes up these boards? Specifically, can members of the IRB include university instructors and
researchers? The answer is yes, and understanding the composition of IRBs is essential for appreciating how
ethical oversight is maintained across academic and research institutions. This article delves into the
structure of IRBs, the roles of university instructors and researchers within them, and how their involvement
ensures rigorous ethical standards in research.

---

Understanding the Institutional Review Board (IRB)

The Purpose and Importance of the IRB

An Institutional Review Board (IRB) is a committee established to review, approve, and monitor research
involving human subjects. Its primary purpose is to protect the dignity, rights, safety, and well-being of
research participants by ensuring that studies adhere to ethical standards and regulatory requirements.

The importance of the IRB cannot be overstated. It acts as a safeguard against potential abuses or oversights



in research, especially when studies involve vulnerable populations or sensitive data. The IRB reviews research
protocols before studies commence and continues oversight throughout the research process.

Regulatory Framework and Oversight

In the United States, the IRB’s authority stems from federal regulations, primarily the Common Rule (45 CFR
46), which mandates that institutions receiving federal funding establish IRBs to review human subjects
research. Similar guidelines exist internationally, often aligned with guidelines such as the Declaration of
Helsinki or the International Ethical Guidelines for Health-Related Research Involving Humans.

The composition of an IRB must meet specific regulatory criteria, including diversity in expertise and
perspectives, to ensure comprehensive review. This leads to the question of who can serve on these boards,
including whether university instructors and researchers are eligible and appropriate members.

---

Composition of the IRB: Who Can Be Members?

Regulatory Requirements for IRB Membership

Federal regulations stipulate that an IRB must include:

- At least one member whose primary concerns are in scientific areas (often researchers or scientists).
- At least one member whose primary concerns are in non-scientific areas (such as ethicists, community
representatives, or laypersons).
- A member who is not affiliated with the institution (to provide an outsider’s perspective).
- A member with specific expertise relevant to the research under review.

The regulations do not specify exact titles or roles, allowing institutions some flexibility in selecting members
that fulfill these criteria. This flexibility opens the door for university instructors and researchers to serve
on IRBs, provided they meet the necessary qualifications.

---

Roles of University Instructors in the IRB

Who Are University Instructors?

University instructors are faculty members involved in teaching, research supervision, or academic leadership
within higher education institutions. They often possess deep expertise in their academic disciplines, as well as
experience with ethical considerations in research.

How University Instructors Contribute to IRB Functions

Instructors can serve on IRBs in several capacities:

- Subject Matter Experts: They bring specialized knowledge relevant to the types of research being reviewed,
such as psychology, sociology, medicine, or engineering.
- Ethical Oversight: Their academic experience often includes familiarity with research ethics, institutional
policies, and regulatory standards.
- Educational Advocates: They can help ensure that research proposals include appropriate ethical
safeguards and that investigators understand compliance requirements.

Qualifications and Considerations

To serve on an IRB, university instructors should demonstrate:

- Relevant expertise in the research area under review.
- An understanding of ethical principles such as beneficence, justice, and respect for persons.



- Absence of conflicts of interest related to the research under review.

Many institutions encourage faculty members involved in research to participate in IRB activities, fostering a
culture of ethical awareness.

---

The Role of Researchers in the IRB

Who Are Researchers?

Researchers are individuals engaged in the systematic investigation aimed at discovering new knowledge or
understanding phenomena. They can be faculty members, postdoctoral fellows, graduate students, or other
qualified personnel conducting research involving human subjects.

Researchers as IRB Members

Researchers are inherently suited to serve on IRBs because:

- Expertise in Study Design: They understand the scientific methodology, potential risks, and data collection
procedures.
- Knowledge of Regulatory Standards: They are familiar with ethical guidelines governing their research fields.
- Ability to Assess Risks and Benefits: They can evaluate whether proposed research justifies participation and
adheres to safety standards.

Potential Conflicts and Ethical Responsibilities

While researchers are valuable IRB members, their involvement must be balanced with awareness of conflicts of
interest. To maintain objectivity, institutions often require that:

- Researchers recuse themselves from reviewing their own projects.
- Members disclose any financial or personal interests related to the research.
- The IRB comprises diverse members to offset any biases.

Researchers as IRB Chairs or Members

In some cases, experienced researchers serve as chairs or voting members of IRBs, guiding the review process and
ensuring compliance with ethical standards. Their scientific background helps in evaluating protocols with
complex methodologies or sensitive populations.

---

The Interplay of Instructors and Researchers on the IRB

Complementary Roles

The inclusion of both university instructors and researchers enriches the IRB’s review process:

- Diverse Perspectives: Instructors contribute pedagogical and ethical insights, while researchers provide
technical and methodological expertise.
- Enhanced Oversight: The combination fosters thorough evaluation of scientific validity and ethical
soundness.
- Training and Mentoring: Experienced members can mentor newer IRB members, fostering a culture of ethical
research practices.

Ensuring Balanced Representation

While both groups can serve on IRBs, institutions strive to maintain a balanced and diverse membership,
including community representatives and ethicists, to reflect broader societal values and protect vulnerable



populations.

---

Practical Considerations for Institutions

Selecting IRB Members

Institutions typically establish policies to select IRB members based on:

- Expertise and experience.
- Ethical sensitivity.
- Absence of conflicts of interest.
- Diversity in background and perspective.

In this process, university instructors and researchers are often prime candidates due to their familiarity with
research activities and ethical standards.

Training and Continuing Education

Members, including instructors and researchers, undergo training on regulatory requirements, ethical principles,
and review procedures. This ongoing education ensures that IRB members remain current with evolving standards
and best practices.

---

Conclusion: The Vital Role of Instructors and Researchers in Ethical Oversight

The composition of IRBs is deliberate and strategic, drawing from a pool of qualified individuals—including
university instructors and researchers—to uphold the highest ethical standards in human subjects research.
Their involvement ensures that protocols are scientifically sound, ethically justified, and compliant with
regulatory frameworks.

By understanding that instructors and researchers can serve as IRB members, institutions reinforce a culture of
integrity, responsibility, and respect for research participants. Their combined expertise fosters comprehensive
review processes that protect individuals and advance scientific knowledge ethically and responsibly.

In essence, the collaborative effort of diverse IRB members—ranging from academic instructors to seasoned
researchers—serves as the backbone of ethical oversight in research, ensuring that the pursuit of knowledge
remains aligned with societal values and human rights.
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