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Abstract 
Among public health researchers two ethical concerns have recently stimulated discussion:  “over-
research” and “ethics dumping”. Over-research refers to a situation where the host community are 
not benefiting from research activity conducted by outsiders.  Ethics dumping refers to doing 
research deemed unethical in a researcher’s home country in a foreign setting with laxer ethical 
rules. We briefly review the origins of these terms and explore their relevance for archaeology, with 
special consideration of Southeast Asia. To minimize over-research and ethics dumping in 
archaeology we propose some modest, specific activities that should be possible for all 
archaeologists to do to increase the benefit of their research to local communities, and to ensure 
their work is consistent with international ethical standards.  

Tóm tắt: “Trong những điểm chung về tính lành mạnh của các nhà nghiên cứu, hai mối quan tâm về 
mặt đạo đức gần đây đã thúc đẩy thảo luận về: “nghiên cứu mang tính lối mòn và sự tha hóa về mặt 
đạo đức”. Nghiên cứu mang tính lối mòn ám chỉ tới một trạng thái mà cộng đồng sở tại không được 
hưởng lợi từ các hoạt động nghiên cứu đã tiến hành bởi người ngoài. Sự tha hóa về đạo đức ám chỉ 
tới việc thực hiện nghiên cứu phi đạo đức không theo một số quy tắc đạo đức ở chính quê hương 
của mỗi nhà nghiên cứu khi thực hiện nghiên cứu ở bên ngoài quốc gia của họ vì các quy tắc lỏng 
lẻo về mặt đạo đức. Chúng tôi sẽ xem xét ngắn gọn một số căn nguyên của các thuật ngữ này và tìm 
hiểu sự liên quan của chúng đối với khảo cổ học, bằng cách xem xét cụ thể ở Đông Nam Á. Để có 
thể giảm thiểu việc nghiên cứu mang tính lối mòn và sự tha hóa về mặt đạo đức, chúng tôi đề xuất 
những hành động cụ thể và trong chừng mực mà các nhà khảo cổ học có thể thực hiện nhằm gia 
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tăng lợi ích nghiên cứu của họ đối với các cộng đồng sở tại, và cũng là để củng cố việc làm của họ 
sao cho phù hợp với các tiêu chuẩn đạo đức quốc tế. 

မဆေီလျာ်ေသာ သေုတတန (over research) ဟဆုိုလိုရာတငွ် သေုတသနြပလပု်ေသာ ိုင်ငံ 

(သို) ေနရာသည် ၎င်းသေုတသန၏ အကျိးေကျးဇးူအား ခံစားခငွ့်မရှိဘဲ 

သေုတသနလာေရာက်ြပလပု် ေသာ အဖွဲအစည်းမ ှ အကျိးအြမတ်အားလံးုကို 

ရရှိခံစားြခင်းကို ဆိုလိုပါသည်။ မသင့်ေလျာ်ေသာ ကျင့်ဝတ်များ (ethics dumping) 

ဆိုသည်မာှ ိုင်ငံတကာကျင့်ဝတ်များကို ေကျာေထာက်ေနာက်ခံထား၍ 

သေုတသနြပလပု်ရာတငွ် ၎င်းတိုထက် ေလျာန့ည်းေသာ ကျင့်ဝတ်များငှ့် သေုတသန 

လက်ခံလပု် ေဆာင်ေသာိုင်ငံတငွ် ကျင့်သံးုြခင်းဟ ု မတှ်ယူိုင်ပါသည်။ 

အေရှေတာင်အာရှိုင်ငံများကို အထးူထည့် သငွ်းစ်းစားြခင်းအားြဖင့် က်ပု်တိုသည် 

အထက်ေဖာ်ြပခဲေ့သာ အေကာင်းအရာများ၏ မလူရင်းြမစ်ငှ့် ၎င်းတိုငှ့် ဆက်စပ်ေနေသာ 

ေရးှေဟာင်းသေုတသနလပု်ငန်းရပ်များကို အကျ်းချံးြပန်လည် သံးုသပ် ထားပါသည်။ 

ေရးှေဟာင်းသေုတသနတငွ် မဆေီလျာ်ေသာ သေုတသန ငှ့် မသင့်ေလျာ်ေသာ ကျင့်ဝတ် 

များအတကွ် ေခတ်မ၍ီ တကိျေသာ လပု်ေဆာင်ချက်များကို အကျ်းချပ်၍ 

တင်ြပလိုက်ပါသည်။ ေခတ်မ၍ီ တကိျေသာ လပု်ေဆာင်ချက်များကို ဆိုလိုရာတငွ် 

ေရးှေဟာင်းသေုတသနပညာရငှ်အားလံးုတို သည် သေုတသနြပလပု်ေသာေဒသအတငွ်း 

အကျိးစးီပါွးတိုးတက်မကို အမနှ်တကယ် အေထာက်အက ူ ြဖစ်ေစရန် ငှ့် ၎င်းတို၏ 

သေုတသနလပု်ငန်းများသည် ိုင်ငံတကာ ကျင့်ဝတ်များငှ့်အညီ တသတ်မတ် တည်း 

လပု်ေဆာင်ရန် ရည်ရယွ်ပါသည်။ 

Keywords:	Archaeology; Southeast Asia; Ethics; Over-research; Ethics dumping | Khảo cổ học; Đông Nam	

Á; Đạo đức; Nghiên cứu qua loa	|	ေသာ့ချက်စကားလံုးများ - ေရှးေဟာင်းသုေတသန၊ အေရှေတာင်အာရှ၊ 
မဆေီလျာ်ေသာ သေုတသန၊ မသင့်ေလျာ်ေသာ ကျင့်ဝတ် 

Introduction 
In this paper we introduce two concepts, “over-research” and “ethics dumping” that have emerged 
in some biomedical research communities outside of archaeology. These concepts give us new 
perspectives to reflect on the integrity of our practice. The focus here is on the relationship between 
archaeologists and allied researchers (e.g. social scientists, geoscientists) from developed nations 
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and their research collaborators in less-developed nations and regions, especially Southeast Asia. 
To date, many of the narratives on this relationship have been framed around colonialism. While 
many of these still shape our interactions in substantial ways, we believe that they may be losing 
their relevance and impact as the colonial periods recede into the past. Another reason for the 
declining relevance of colonialism is that our interactions are not as much defined by issues of 
political and national identity as they were in the past (Glover 1993, 2001), but by research and 
funding priorities, and career advancement requirements.  

This paper will describe over-research and ethics dumping, and review how these concepts are 
manifest in other research communities. We will extend the lessons extracted from this literature 
review to identify what archaeologists and cultural heritage managers can learn, and how we can 
benefit. The aim of this paper is to introduce over-research and ethics dumping as cautionary tales 
to motivate a more equitable distribution of the benefits of research work, and more harmonious 
relationships among stakeholders, in archaeology and cultural heritage management in Southeast 
Asia. To conclude, we will sketch a few recommendations to avoid or mitigate these problems in 
archaeology.  

Over-research 
At a first glance, over-research might appear to refer to situations when many people are working 
on similar problems to the point where we perceive few novel results are possible. Because it 
depends on community perception, it is difficult to identify specific metrics for over-research. In 
Southeast Asia, where the number of archaeologists is relatively small, this common sense of over-
research is generally a minor concern, relative to more intensively researched regions, for example, 
western Europe, southwest Asia or southern Africa. Whitaker (1963) develops this concept of over-
research further, defining it as a condition when the research questions being worked on are so 
remote from any practical benefit they are of very limited interest beyond the academy. 

This is an evergreen concern for archaeology (Childe 1933) because the discipline will never 
directly generate immediate, tangible benefits such as curing an epidemic or eradicating poverty. 
Our problem is that, with a few exceptions,  archaeologists rarely produce a pragmatic general 
benefit to the public because we rarely encounter a narrow neck of causality (Abbott 2004), where 
archaeological work is part of a small number of mechanisms that can be identified and controlled 
in the scheme of causes of phenomena of broad importance to the public. Instead, in our case we 
might imagine it improving people’s quality of life by preserving their landscape (if a development 
project was rerouted when an archaeological site was found). Another pragmatic benefit is the 
generation of meaning, including the production of history and the ending of historical silence for 
communities that have been excluded from written histories (Mrozowski 2012). In regions where a 
European colonial presence was extensive, such as the United States and Australia, archaeology has 
been important for providing evidence for Indigenous groups who are seeking recognition, 
compensation, and autonomy from federal governments (Lightfoot et al. 2013; Lilley 2000). In 
other cases, archaeology can provide local and Indigenous communities with an increased sense of 
belonging, community legitimacy and familiarity with the place they live by showing continuity of 
lifeways from prehistory into the present (Marwick et al. 2013).  

This expanded sense of ‘over-research’ as ‘limited practical benefit’ is one that will be familiar to 
most archaeologists when reflecting on the relevance of the discipline. This sense of the phrase 
seems primarily to be used pejoratively, implying that too much research has been conducted, and 
not enough has been translated into social benefit, or that the social benefits are not widely 
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appreciated. However, what constitutes ‘too much’ research in a more specific, local sense? And, 
what is it about ‘over-research’ that is ethically bad? In most cases of its use, the term is not 
interrogated, but used with its meaning taken for granted. We can get some additional insights into 
how to address these questions from public health research, where over-research has been 
documented to an extreme that might be difficult to imagine in archaeology.  
The	Shatila	Palestinian	refugee	camp	in	Beirut,	Lebanon,	is	a	striking	example	of	over-research	in	
public	health.	It	was	originally	established	in	1949	to	accommodate	Palestinian	refugees	following	the	
establishment	of	the	state	of	Israel	in	1948.	It	is	now	a	densely	populated	neighbourhood	of	multi-
storey	concrete	buildings	in	a	single	square	kilometer,	home	to	more	than	10,000	refugees	(Sukarieh	
and	Tannock	2013).	Because	of	its	eventful,	tragic	history,	and	its	convenient	location	between	
downtown	Beirut	and	the	Beirut	international	airport,	international	researchers	flock	to	Shatila	to	
track	the	effects	of	prolonged	refugee	status	and	cultural	isolation	on	the	community.	Hundreds	of	
researchers	have	visited	and	interviewed	the	residents,	to	the	point	where	some	local	groups	are	
calling	for	a	stop	to	research	being	done	in	the	camps	(Sukarieh	and	Tannock	2013).	

 
Sukarieh and Tannock have interviewed residents to investigate why they want to stop research. 
They found that residents’ expectations about the importance of research have diminished over 
many years of failing to see any benefits. Sukarieh and Tannock’s investigation of this context of 
over-research revealed three concerns. First, poor research quality indicated by researchers with 
incomplete background knowledge and repeating past work. Second, researchers fail to share their 
conclusions and data back to the community that provided them, which they categorise as a failure 
of the researcher’s ethics. Third, residents are suspicious of the political agendas of researchers, 
particularly those coming from countries with governments that are pro-Israel and anti-Muslim, 
such as the USA and the UK. The weak relationship between research activity and improvement in 
the residents’ quality of life leads many residents to conclude that the research is being used by 
politicians to control and suppress them and diminish their political issues. 
 
The example of Shatila conveys a sense of over-research as a situation where repeated engagements 
between researchers and local communities do not lead to any experience of positive change for the 
local community (Clark 2008). To understand how this might be relevant to archaeologists, we will 
draw on Koen et al. (2017) who have provided an extensive analysis of how public health 
researchers perceive the concept of over-research. They analysed concerns about over-research by 
interviewing 24 HIV prevention researchers at two sites of HIV-prevention studies in South Africa. 
They found three themes in how these researchers understood the concept of over-research, and we 
use these here to generate questions about archaeology and over-research.  

Social values 
Over-research implies that socially important concerns of the local community are being neglected. 
In biomedical fields, social value is defined as the ‘relevance for understanding or intervening on a 
significant health problem or because of its expected contribution to research likely to promote 
individual or public health’ (World Health Organization and Council for International 
Organizations of Medical Sciences 2016). There are a wide range of definitions of the social value 
of archaeology and related areas such as heritage and museum studies. European archaeologists 
have been especially active in surveying the communities they work with to identify the social 
values of archaeology. Van den Dries et al. (2015) reported on surveys of residents living near their 
Tell Balata project (Palestine) and Oss (Netherlands) and found that the social values of 
archaeology include strengthening social relationships and interactions through shared experiences, 
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enhancing social inclusion or integration of people into civil society, and adding to people’s sense 
of belonging to their place of residence. The NEARCH (New Scenarios for a Community-involved 
Archaeology) project surveyed 4,516 people in nine European countries to identify public 
perceptions of archaeology and archaeological heritage, and public expectations of archaeology 
(Kajda et al. 2018). They found that archaeology contributes value to society through its 
legitimization of one’s presence in a place, what it contributes to understanding our place in the 
world, and how it helps to make better preparations for the future. In Southeast Asia we are yet to 
see large scale survey studies into the social value of archaeology. To date, we have Lape and 
Hert’s (2011) report on a survey of public attitudes regarding archaeology among 98 community 
members in Timor Leste. They found that the community valued archaeology, but they did not 
collect data on social values. 
 
Taking a more reflexive approach, Holtorf (2018) contemplates how the management of 
archaeological sites at risk of destruction can contribute to a local community’s own cultural 
resilience. Archaeology contributes social value through risk preparedness by inspiring people to 
embrace uncertainty and absorb adversity in times of change. Perry (2019) similarly argues for 
social values of archaeology at personal and community levels. Perry proposes that archaeology 
contributes to personal restoration and transformation, family bonding and community building, and 
supporting and identifying concerns to protect what one perceives as important. Perry claims these 
qualities lead to the cultivation of an ethic of generosity and considerate action, enhancing social 
bonding and mutual respect, and ultimately a role for archaeology in contributing to greater civic 
welfare. 
 
From this wide variety of social values, we can generalise that a failure to create social value results 
from a failure to appropriately disseminate findings to relevant stakeholders in order to facilitate the 
translation of research results into policy and practice. For public health researchers, translation 
should result in positive public health outcomes. But for archaeologists, it is less obvious how we 
can identify a positive outcome when attempting to realise the social value of our work. How do we 
know how the communities we work with will find value in archaeology? Do we know who our 
stakeholders are and how do we ensure that we return our findings and data to them in a meaningful 
way? What impact can our archaeological research results have on planning, policy, social practice, 
and civic welfare? These questions are difficult to give generic answers to because of the great 
variation between one community to another. The most parsimonious approach is direct 
consultation between archaeologists and the communities that we work with, to learn and negotiate 
where value resides, and how it can be given in an authentic way. A complication to this process of 
negotiation is described by González-Ruibal et al. (2018) who note that archaeologists often hold an 
idealised notion of communities as a ‘perfect subject’, holding their heritage as an intrinsically 
valuable part of their identity. González-Ruibal (2019) reports on ethnographic research showing 
that local community members do not always concur with archaeologists' progressive social values, 
and do not always revere their past or their past’s materiality, or feel a strong attachment to the 
material traces in a way that archaeologists would prefer. This highlights the need for directly 
engaging with local communities to identify the most beneficial modes of engagement, provocation 
and education that archaeology can provide. We must be open to the possibility that western 
European notions of the enchantment of archaeology as a social value may not resonate with the 
communities that we work with, and be responsive to their preferences, even indifference 
(González-Ruibal 2019).   
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Scientific validity 
This theme refers to a concern about collaboration between researchers and the coordination of 
multiple concurrent studies with one another, in order to ensure scientific integrity, maximum 
benefit, and minimal fatiguing of local community members involved in the research. It also refers 
to concerns about researchers taking patriarchal ‘ownership’ of a research resource (e.g. region or 
site) under the guise of protecting scientific validity, preventing other researchers from accessing 
the resource. 
 
The international community of archaeologists is relatively small, relative to other disciplines, and 
in Southeast Asia, especially small, so issues of coordination are not highly complex and, these 
issues are usually probably minor. More of a concern in Southeast Asia is perhaps the concept of 
ownership, where some researchers and groups can occupy a site or region for decades. This 
restrictive ownership is evident at multiple levels, for example some local archaeologists may be 
prevented from accessing by more senior local archaeologists.  

Risks, benefits and a favorable risk-benefit ratio 
This theme relates to concerns that research fails to benefit participants and communities in ways 
they can recognise; that benefits to participants and communities were minimal and unfair in 
relation to benefits to other stakeholders, such as the researchers themselves. A related concern is 
about inequitable distribution of benefits between researchers and communities. For archaeologists 
this is a substantial concern. We don’t often think of archaeology as having immediate, direct, 
material benefits to local communities. So this raises the question of how we ought to be benefitting 
the communities that we work with? Among stakeholders, we can see that in some cases the 
researcher from the developed country might benefit greatly from a research activity, such as 
getting a PhD or publications that might advance their career. But what are the benefits to their 
local collaborators? What is the ratio of international archaeologists getting PhDs to local 
archaeologists getting PhDs from the same field work or working on the same site? How does a per 
diem collected by a local scholar compare to a PhD degree obtained by the visiting researcher? 
Career progression in developing countries is often defined by different metrics to the US, Europe, 
the UK and Australia, how can we be sure we offer something equivalent to our local counterparts?  

How to reduce the risk of over-research in archaeology? 
Cross-cutting these three themes are three broader issues. First, over-research is characterised by 
different perspectives on what constitutes fair benefits, different understandings about researcher 
roles and obligations, and different levels of understanding and research literacy between 
researchers and the members of the communities they work with. Second, over-research is 
fundamentally a concern about the relationships between stakeholders involved in research. Third, 
over-research is seen as synonymous with exploitation, where international scholars use their 
relationships with local scholars, community members, and other resources unfairly for their own 
advantage. These issues translate easily into the world of Southeast Asian archaeology. They raise 
questions about how the goals of archaeologists from developed countries align with the goals of 
archaeologists and local communities in the host countries. This alignment can be especially poor 
when visiting archaeologists come from research-focused institutions, such as some large Western 
universities, while local archaeologists are based at governmental organisations focused on heritage 
management and working with substantially smaller budgets. There are substantial practical and 
systemic obstacles to perfect equity in the distribution of benefits from research activities. The 
difference in the organization of universities and processes for public administration from country 
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to country leads to different incentives and expectations about what the ideal benefits from research 
should be.   
 
The risks of over-research need to be prominent in our training and discussions about the politics 
and ethics of archaeological research. The solution is not simply to take the pressure off one area by 
moving on to find other, less-researched communities and locations elsewhere. This cannot be a 
remedy because the typical extractive models of university-based research make the problem of 
over-research a lurking concern regardless of past work at a location. Part of the solution must be 
in-depth and sensitive discussions with local communities about what they expect and require from 
archaeological research. These discussions might reveal that research outcomes that are designed to 
result in scholarly contributions are not, by themselves, enough to sustain positive relationships 
with local communities. For example, increasing the opportunities for involvement in the research 
process by giving community members more active roles in the production and analysis of data, 
improving mechanisms of feedback and dissemination, or even developing the research skills of 
community members may help to ameliorate the risks of over-research (Clark 2008). Making our 
research data openly and easily available (without the need for a request) is also an important, 
concrete step here (Marwick and Birch 2018). That said, over-research will not be entirely solved 
by more engaging, enticing or empowering methods. Alternative archaeological research models 
such as community-based (Atalay 2012; Schaepe et al. 2017) and Indigenous archaeology (Atalay 
et al. 2016; May et al. 2017; Watkins 2001) still bring risks of over-research (cf. Goldstein 2000). 
While these are vital improvements and additions to traditional archaeological research practice, 
they are not a panacea to issues that afflict marginalised and impoverished communities (cf. Pyburn 
and Wilk 2000). Authentic engagement with local community issues sometimes means that no new 
research at all is the most appropriate management of the risks of over-research.   

Ethics dumping 
In our discussion of over-research at the Shatila camp, we noted that one of the concerns about 
over-research was the researchers’ ethics. In that specific case the ethical concern was about 
wasteful, duplicative research that indicated a failure by some researchers to do sufficient 
background work to establish what had already been done. But there are broader ethical concerns 
emerging from the situation where researchers from a developed country come to work with 
communities in less developed contexts. In the public health research community, many of these 
concerns are captured in the concept of ‘ethics dumping’. This phrase was coined by the European 
Commission in 2013, and at its simplest, it refers to doing research deemed unethical in a 
researcher’s home country in a foreign setting with laxer ethical rules (Schroeder et al. 2018). While 
ethics dumping can apply to any kind of research, it is most serious and most often discussed in 
health-related and biological contexts where there are international agreements and frameworks and 
international institutions monitoring their application or enforcement (Floridi 2019). Although 
archaeology has international agreements and oversight organisations relating to looting and illegal 
export of artefacts (Magness-Gardiner 2004), we are not aware of any previous discussion of ethics 
dumping in the archaeological literature (cf. McGill 2014). However, it seems especially relevant to 
archaeologists from the US, UK, Europe, and Australia and similar locations coming to work in 
Southeast Asia, where there is often a high disparity between the resources available to visiting and 
local researchers, and differences between administrative management of ethics in professional 
contexts.   
 
To illustrate what counts as ethics dumping, here are three examples from recent public health 
discussions. Srinivasan et al. (2018) describe how known and effective methods of cervical cancer 
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screening were withheld from 100,000 women in India in a study design that would not have been 
allowed in the US, resulting in the death of 254 women. Tangwa et al. (2018) reported on a clinical 
trial of an Ebola virus vaccine in a sub-Saharan country which had not registered any cases of 
Ebola. The trial was canceled due to public protest about undue inducements (i.e. financial rewards) 
to unnecessary exposure to risk of harm from an untested vaccine in a situation where Ebola was 
not present. Finally, Zhao and Zhang (2018) describe how a US team collecting blood samples from 
villagers in China were accused of violating research ethics principles by not adequately informing 
participants and not sharing benefits fairly with their Chinese colleagues.  
 
We can generalise from these examples to define ethics dumping as referring to two situations that 
we might recognise in archaeology. First, when research participants and/or resources in low- and 
middle-income countries (LMIC) are exploited intentionally, for instance because research can be 
undertaken in an LMIC that would be prohibited in a high-income country. Some archaeological 
examples might include opening an excavation area or volume in the LMIC that might greatly 
exceed the norms prevalent in a developed country. Similarly, the export of artefacts without 
Material Transfer Agreements to specify the terms of the loan and return date, or use of digital data 
without respecting the CARE Principles (Carroll et al. 2020). We may also encounter situations of 
unskilled labour exploitation where people are paid very little or not at all to work on 
archaeological sites.  
 
A second situation is when exploitation can occur due to insufficient ethics awareness on the part of 
the researcher, or low research governance capacity in the host nation (Schroeder et al. 2018). Some 
examples of this that might be close to home for archaeologists include the involvement of people 
who have traditional ownership to the land that the archaeological sites are on. In some developed 
countries it is necessary to directly involve local Indigenous people in archaeological fieldwork to 
receive a permit for field work. For example, this is required in many places in Australia, but in 
many areas in Southeast Asia there are no such official requirements. Another case might be co-
authorship, where local colleagues might be excluded from the authorship list because of different 
norms about what qualified contributors to be included as a co-author. For example, the widely-
used guidelines of the International Committee of Medical Journal Editors (1985) requires 
contributors to designated as authors to meet all four of their criteria for authorship: (1) Substantial 
contributions to the conception or design of the work; or the acquisition, analysis, or interpretation 
of data for the work; and (2) Drafting the work or revising it critically for important intellectual 
content; and (3) Final approval of the version to be published; and (4) Agreement to be accountable 
for all aspects of the work in ensuring that questions related to the accuracy or integrity of any part 
of the work are appropriately investigated and resolved. 
 
The requirement that authors need to fulfil all four criteria can put local researchers in a difficult 
position. While only a few people in a research team might make substantial contributions to a 
manuscript, most manuscript writers know that their local collaborators, among others, made crucial 
contributions that were essential to enabling the research, and that career progression for local 
researchers may depend on them becoming co-authors. Strict adherence to these ICMJE guidelines 
may result in a failure to properly recognise the range of contributions that local researchers make 
to published output. Adherence to these guidelines varies greatly, and there is substantial 
inconsistency between researchers regarding the categories of contributions that merit authorship 
(Patience et al. 2019).  
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A solution to this inconsistency, and the associated problem where local researchers may be 
systematically excluded from authorship, to the detriment of their careers, is a shift from the writer-
centered model of authorship to a contributorship model with a standardized taxonomy of 
contributions. An example of a contributorship model is CRediT (Contributor Roles Taxonomy, 
McNutt et al. 2018). There are fourteen contributor roles in the taxonomy that can be used to 
describe the typical range of contributions to scholarly publication (Conceptualization, Data 
curation, Formal Analysis, Funding acquisition, Investigation, Methodology, Project administration, 
Resources, Software, Supervision, Validation, Visualization, Writing – original draft, Writing – 
review & editing). Contributor roles can be further qualified as a ‘lead’, ‘equal’, or ‘supporting’ role 
for each person. The CRediT model is currently in use by more than two dozen scholarly publishers 
aiming to improve authorship transparency and facilitate formal recognition of a more complete 
range of contributions to research publications (Holcombe 2019). Use of the CRediT model in 
Southeast Asian archaeology may improve ethical practice in international collaborations, and we 
recommend using this taxonomy during discussions about publication planning.    

How to avoid ethics dumping in international archaeology? 
How can we translate an awareness of these concepts into an improvement of our practice as 
archaeologists? International research bristles with ethical challenges and issues that go beyond any 
simple identification of instances of ethics dumping. This makes it difficult to issue a set of simple 
prescriptions that will suit all projects. If we return to a concern about the relationships between 
stakeholders involved in research, perhaps a suitable starting point is to identify relevant 
stakeholders and invest time to understand their needs and the benefits that are of concern to them. 
From there we are well-placed to navigate the challenge of finding the intersection of what benefits 
are desired and meaningful, and what are practical to obtain.  
 
Reflecting on our own modest work in mainland Southeast Asia, we have found three activities to 
be at this intersection of what is requested by the local communities we work with, what is 
meaningful to undertake, and what is practical to accomplish with minimal resources. These 
activities are long established within the US and the UK and similar places (Atalay 2007; Jeppson 
and Brauer 2007; McAnany and Rowe 2015), but we are not aware of their routine use by the 
majority of international archaeologists working in Southeast Asia. Indeed, although these activities 
sound obvious and trite, and only represent a small selection of many possible options, we feel 
compelled to mention them here because of the number of times we have heard local colleagues ask 
why visiting researchers do not undertake these activities that they would be expected to do if they 
were working in their own country. Local archaeologists may find it useful to note the activities 
described here as a starting point to initiate discussions with international collaborators to address 
concerns about over-research and ethics dumping.   
 
First, we include in our fieldwork schedule visits to schools located close to the sites at which we 
work (cf. Corbishley et al. 2008). The aim is to introduce students and teachers to the idea that the 
remote past is worthy of study, and can be studied systematically and empirically. We bring a 
selection of artefacts and hand tools for students to handle, and where the facilities permit, we show 
photos of our fieldwork. We take care to help students understand the difference between research 
and looting. The exact program of our school visit varies greatly depending on the school we visit 
and how the teachers can accommodate us. Sometimes we are speaking to every student in the 
school in an all-school assembly, and on other occasions we are making a brief appearance to a 
single class. Of course, our preference is to present to as many students as possible in our visits, but 
we will accept any opportunity to meet with students that the teachers are able to provide, and tailor 
our presentation to suit the situation. We have found this an excellent opportunity to directly 
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communicate the difference between archaeology and looting, and give instructions to students on 
how they need to report looting to local authorities.  
 
A second activity is pre- and post-fieldwork seminars to relevant local professional communities. 
These events are important to communicate regular updates on results at the start or end of 
fieldwork, to share the new findings with the local research community. This also provides a vital 
opportunity to obtain information from the local community, and to negotiate research priorities 
with input from the local research community. Professional seminars in the host country are 
important for reversing the scientific colonialism when foreign researchers are working in a host 
country, extracting data to be converted into benefits elsewhere (such as degrees, publications, 
prestige, promotions), that are rarely shared equally with the local community. Scientific 
colonialism is defined as when the centre of gravity for the acquisition of knowledge about a region 
is located outside of that region itself (Galtung 1967), and is widely recognised as a core ethical 
challenge for archaeology (Nicholas and Hollowell 2016; Zimmerman 2001).  
 
A third example of an activity that can help to avoid ethics dumping is short workshops in the host 
country for training local colleagues in archaeological science. This is an important way to transmit 
skills across the asymmetrical economic and power relationships that exist among visiting and host 
researchers. Training activities need to be negotiated in detail to avoid becoming a useless courtesy 
(Hymes 1972), because simply offering training may not give the local research community access 
to the contexts where the skills can be used to generate economic and political benefits. With some 
planning, the workshop can be programmed to match the needs and interests of the local 
community, and thus be more beneficial. Topics that we have workshopped with our local 
collaborators in Vietnam and Myanmar include how to do routine archaeological science work 
reproducibly and transparently using free and open source software such as the R programming 
language (Marwick 2018, 2017; Marwick et al. 2017).   
 
It is important to note that avoiding ethics dumping is a responsibility that is shared between 
international and local researchers. One example of our experience of enacting this shared 
responsibility is in-country cultural sensitivity orientations for field school students coming from 
the US to Southeast Asia. These are run by the local co-director and provide instructions to students 
on appropriate behaviour, clothing, and expectations (especially about sensitive topics that are 
rarely discussed, e.g. personal and intimate relationships) when dealing with local people. Because 
we often work in remote locations where foreigners are rarely seen, our presence is already a 
substantial disturbance so it is important to be intentional about minimizing this disturbance. 
Although we also provide pre-departure briefings to orient students to the local culture, direct 
instruction from an authoritative local strongly reinforces to international visitors the definitions of 
ethical behaviours for our specific context.  

Future directions  
Future work on other emerging ethical concerns in archaeology should consider the emerging field 
of geoethics, which is the study of the ‘values upon which to base appropriate behavior and practice 
where human activities intersect the geosphere’ (Peppoloni and Di Capua 2015). This extends the 
scope of ethical concerns beyond artefacts, sites, and people to include the physical environment. 
Geoethics asks if our use of natural resources is proportionate to the social benefits of our research. 
This is relevant to international archaeologists working in Southeast Asia because of the carbon 
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footprint of the air travel needed to move between home institutions, field locations, and 
conferences. Reynolds (2018) has called on all archaeologists to take climate change seriously, and 
immediately change the way we work to reduce carbon emissions. This is especially relevant for 
international archaeologists working in Southeast Asia because climate change is negatively 
affecting LMICs more than the home countries of the visiting archaeologists (Hallegatte and 
Rozenberg 2017). This negative climate effect that international research travel imposes on our host 
communities increases the need and urgency for those communities to directly benefit from 
archaeological work. Providing greater local benefits is important to mitigate the climatic effects of 
scientific colonialism. We anticipate that future work might identify intersections between the 
remedies for over-research, ethics dumping and geoethical concerns for archaeologists working in 
Southeast Asia.   
 
A recently emerging urgent concern in the geosciences that is closely related to over-research and 
ethics dumping is ‘helicopter research’. This is defined by van Groenigen and Stoof (2020) as 
‘where scientists from elsewhere (typically a developed country or non-Indigenous group) conduct 
research in a developing country or on Indigenous land with the help of local infrastructure and 
local knowledge, and proceed to publish those results without strong involvement of the local 
scientists or knowledge owners and without structural improvement of local communities.’ In their 
summary of a special issue of the journal Geoderma devoted to this topic, Groenigen and Stoof 
identify several actions to avoid helicopter research that are relevant as indicators of future 
directions for decreasing over-research and ethics dumping. They recommend: planning for the 
involvement of local experts early on, in the project initiation stage, and highlighting the duty of 
funding agencies to align priorities with local needs; contributing to an enabling environment for 
local research, through capacity building and involving students and young researchers, and the 
supporting development of local laboratory facilities; and creating good support networks to 
catalyse meaningful collaborations. We find these recommendations highly relevant for 
archaeologists who are concerned about avoiding over-research and ethics dumping.  

Conclusion 
Although over-research and ethics dumping are relatively new terms for archaeology, 
archaeologists familiar with postcolonial, indigenous, community-based, feminist and related 
critical approaches to power relationships in archaeological practice will recognise the symptoms of 
exploitation. However, because much of the literature on these approaches has emerged from a 
context of North American archaeologists working with American Indigenous communities, its 
relevance can seem distant and limited to archaeologists working in Southeast Asia. Although both 
Eastern and Western colonial powers were present in Southeast Asia, most contemporary 
international archaeologists do not closely identify with these colonial legacies. Thus, we argue that 
for many researchers, archaeological approaches predicated on decolonisation do not strongly 
resonate or motivate changes in practice.  
 
Through the introduction of new concepts from public health research that are not strongly bound to 
a specific colonial legacy, we hope this paper will invigorate discussions of the ethics of foreign 
archaeologists working in Southeast Asia. Our view is that archaeologists who minimize over-
research and ethics dumping can be highly effective in working towards a more equitable 
distribution of the benefits of research work. That said, even the simple suggestions we have 
provided come at an opportunity cost. Days spent visiting schools and giving talks mean fewer days 
collecting data. The payoff of these activities to the visiting researcher may be undetectable 
according to the traditional metrics of the academic prestige economy: they will likely not result in 



SPAFA Journal Vol 4 (2020) Over-research and ethics dumping in international archaeology 

	

Page 12 of 15 ISSN 2586-8721 

	

	

more publications, citations or grant income. But we have tried to make the case here that they are 
necessary for an ethical practice of archaeology: we should adopt these norms as part of what 
defines us as a professional community, distinct from looters, antique dealers and other non-
scientific engagements with the archaeological record. The opportunity cost involved in avoiding 
over-research and ethics dumping is one we should pay to qualify for membership in the 
professional community of archaeologists working in Southeast Asia for research. We have briefly 
sketched some concrete activities aimed at fulfilling these necessities, and that hint at the potential 
for a more humanitarian and just contribution of archaeology to society. 
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