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n the spring of 2018, the Society for American 
Archaeology (SAA) initiated the process of updating 
and revising the SAA Principles of Archaeological 

Ethics. As part of this process, the SAA created the Task 
Force on Revising the SAA Principles of Archaeological 
Ethics: Stage Two (TF-2), which would collect, organize, 
and analyze results from a survey (see Rakita and Gordon, 
this issue, for more details about the work of TF-2). This 
survey was available online between April and June of 
2020 and was open to SAA members and nonmembers. 
Consisting of 31 questions, the survey received responses 
from 1,542 people (including 1,112 SAA members). A key 
objective was to gauge reactions and attitudes of respon-
dents toward the current SAA Principles of Archaeological 
Ethics. This article reports the survey results relevant to 
those principles, which can be found at https://www.saa.
org/career-practice/ethics-in-professional-archaeology  
and which are reprinted in this issue of the Record. We 
first summarize the respondents’ demographics, and 
how they are using the principles. We then summarize 
reactions to each of the nine principles and responses 
to questions about how the principles address situa-
tions and concerns. These data provide an indication 
of the overall level of satisfaction with the current SAA 
Principles of Archaeological Ethics. Finally, we conclude 
with some guidance for considering future revisions of  
the principles.

In addition to this article, there is also a detailed descrip-
tion of our qualitative data analysis methods and statistical 
methods in our online supplementary materials (http://
doi.org/10.17605/OSF.IO/643C8). These materials include 
a compendium of R code used to produce the figures pre-
sented here (e.g., Marwick et al. 2018), the full text of the 

survey responses (excluding personal data), and the full 
report submitted to the SAA Board of Directors.

Demographics of Respondents

Multiple correspondence analysis of demographic variables 
demonstrated that there is limited demographic diversity 
among the respondents to this survey (Figure 1), with most 
respondents clustered in the age groups of 40 years and older 
and Caucasian (non-Hispanic) ethnicity. We speculate that 
younger members of the Society may be underrepresented in 
the responses. This is a problem because younger members 
are also in our data more often associated with the LGBTQIA+ 
community and nonbinary gender identity than are older 
members, so small numbers of younger respondents also 
mean limited LGBTQIA+ and nonbinary respondents. In 
light of the high frequency of Indigenous themes through-
out responses to questions in this survey, Native Americans, 
who made up only 1% of respondents, are another important 
demographic category that is underrepresented.

As a baseline for establishing the representativeness of 
this survey about the principles, we can compare demo-
graphic variables to values obtained from the SAA 2020 
Member Needs Assessment (MNA; https://ecommerce.
saa.org/SAA/SAAdocs/Survey2020/ExecutiveSummary.
pdf, 839 responses). Note that the MNA excluded non- 
responses before computing percentages, unlike this survey. 
This means that ordinal comparison is more meaningful than 
the direct comparison of percentage values. Ethnic represen-
tation is similar for the two surveys with the MNA reporting 
“White or Caucasian” (83.5%) and “Latino or Hispanic” (5.8%) 
as the top two groups, compared to “Caucasian (non-Hispanic)” 
(51%), followed by “Hispanic/Latino(a)” (3%) for this survey. 
Current place of residence was dominated by the United States 
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Figure 1. Multiple correspondence analysis summarizing demographic diversity among survey respondents (each data point is one respondent). The 
horizontal axis mostly captures variation in the age and gender of the respondents, with younger, non-male respondents appearing on the right. The 
vertical axis mostly represents the ethnicity variable, with most respondents identifying as Caucasian (non-Hispanic).
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and Central/South America in both surveys (MNA: 89%, 2%; 
this survey: 61%, 2%). Representation of work settings is also 
similar, reporting the top three categories as academics (43%), 
CRM (13%), and government (14%) in the MNA, compared to 
this survey with academics (28%), CRM (11%), and govern-
ment (9%). The age of respondents is skewed to people over 40 
in both the MNA (62%) and this survey (47%). The wording of 
questions about the sexual identities of respondents differed 
between the MNA and this survey. In the MNA, 84% identify 
as heterosexual, and 63% in this survey identify as male or 
female (who may also identify as homosexual). In the MNA, 
9% identify as homosexual/pansexual/bisexual/asexual, and 
6% in this survey identify with the LGBTQIA+ community. 
Overall, the demographic profile of respondents to the 2020 
SAA Ethics Survey is similar to the 2020 MNA. However, 
because both surveys represent a relatively small fraction of 
the roughly 7,000 members of the SAA, we cannot be sure this 
is capturing SAA demographics accurately.

Use of the Principles
About a third of respondents stated that they had never used 
the SAA Principles of Archaeological Ethics (Figure  2). 

The most commonly selected purpose for consulting the 
principles was “To refresh or gain personal knowledge of 
ethics” or both “To refresh or gain personal knowledge of 
ethics” and “For teaching or training purposes” (Figure 3).

Our qualitative data analysis identified four key themes in 
the 77 free text responses, with the theme of “Derivation” 
being the most prominent. Many respondents stated they 
consulted the principles to draft similar documents for 

Figure 3. Themes in the free text responses to the question about how 
the principles are used. For definitions of the themes, see our online 
supplementary materials (http://doi.org/10.17605/OSF.IO/643C8).

Figure 2. UpSet plot of the respondents to the multiple-choice question 
about how respondents have used the principles.
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other organizations or events (Figure 3). We also noted an 
evaluative use of the principles, with some respondents 
finding a gap between their expectations about how the 
principles should have guided the SAA leadership, and the 
leadership’s actions in response to the events of the 2019 
SAA Annual Meeting (Wade 2019).

Respondents who mentioned consulting other documents 
were most frequently using the principles together with the 
equivalent documents of the American Anthropological 
Association (AAA) and the Register of Professional 
Archaeologists (RPA) (Figure 4). The AAA provides exten-
sive supporting documentation for its code of ethics, or 
“Principles of Professional Responsibility” (ca. 4,600 

words, compared to the SAA principles at ca. 870 words). 
The RPA differs from the SAA and AAA with its formal 
grievance procedure that allows for the investigation of com-
plaints regarding the professional conduct of a member who 
has violated the RPA’s Code of Conduct of Standards and 
Research Performance (ca. 1,700 words). Another 119 orga-
nizations were referenced by respondents. These include 
state and regional archaeological societies and associations 
and associations of other scientific communities.

The Nine Principles
The survey included one question for each of the nine cur-
rent principles, with the prompt “I feel that this principle 
and its description adequately applies to archaeological 

Figure 4. Other organizations mentioned by respondents. Only those mentioned by more than five respondents shown here. A total of 121 
organizations were mentioned by 1,542 respondents.
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practice and its ethical challenges today.” The majority of 
respondents (79%–89%) agreed or strongly agreed with this 
statement for all nine principles (Figure 5). Disagreement 
was highest for Principle No. 9 (12% strongly disagree or 
disagree, Safe Educational and Workplace Environments), 
Principle No. 2 (10.4%, Accountability), and Principle No. 
5 (8.7%, Intellectual Property [IP]). Respondents who also 
submitted a text response about the principles agreed less 
frequently (48%–70%) that the principles were adequate 
(Figure 5). Key themes that were ubiquitous in the free text 
responses to all the questions about the nine current prin-
ciples were Indigenous people, sexual harassment, and 
open science. To assist the SAA in identifying opportuni-
ties to improve its documentation on ethics, we focus here 
on those three principles where disagreement was highest. 

Responses to Principle No. 2 (Accountability) varied sig-
nificantly by ethnicity, with African Americans and Native 
Americans disagreeing more than other ethnic groups 
that the “Principle and its description adequately applies 
to archaeological practice and its ethical challenges today” 
(Figure 6). Among the 341 free text responses, recurrent 
themes identified by qualitative data analysis were enforce-
ment, Indigenous people, and conflicts of interest. A 
common sentiment in the free text responses was that the 
principle was too vague and that Indigenous, descendant, 
and local communities should be in a special category of 

“affected groups” where collaboration is mandatory before 
and during fieldwork. 

Qualitative data analysis of the 331 free text responses to 
Principle No. 5 (IP) found that the most frequently men-
tioned theme was open science, a result also independently 
supported by our semantic network of high-frequency 
word co-occurrence (Figure 7). This theme often co-occurs 
with mention of Indigenous people, IP and copyright, and 
expression of concern about how to enforce sharing data. 
Many respondents expressed concern that data availability 
and sharing standards in archaeology were not up to date 
with other fields, and that Indigenous groups were not 
properly involved in decision making about archaeological 
data. There were no significant differences in responses to 
this question by any demographic category. 

The 329 free text responses to Principle No. 9 (Safe 
Educational and Workplace Environments) varied signifi-
cantly by the age of respondents (Figure 8). Generally, 
agreement with “This principle and its description ade-
quately applies to archaeological practice and its ethical 
challenges today” increased with the age of the respon-
dents. Former members of the SAA disagreed significantly 
more than SAA members, suggesting that issues sur-
rounding this principle may negatively affect membership 
retention. Qualitative data analysis found that the theme of 

Figure 5. Summary of the Likert-type responses to the prompt “I feel that this principle and its description adequately applies to archaeological 
practice and its ethical challenges today” for each of the nine principles: (a) all survey respondents; (b) only the subset of respondents that also 
submitted a text response on the principle. 
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Figure 6. Plots of mean disagreement (5 = Strongly Disagree) by demographic category for the Likert-scale responses about Principle No. 2 
(Accountability). Each gray data point is a single respondent; red circles indicate mean values. Solid red circles indicate significant differences 
between categories. Only categories with five or more respondents are shown here. 
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sexual harassment, and concerns about how archaeologists 
can be protected, was prevalent throughout the 329 free 
text responses for Principle No. 9. The free text responses 
indicate a perception of the SAA as ineffective at maintain-
ing safe environments, with frequent reference to the 2019 
annual meeting. Concern was also expressed in the free 
text responses about how to ensure safety in field locations 
where U.S. law does not apply.

We analyzed correlations among the Likert responses 
(strongly agree, agree, etc.) to all of the questions about 
the nine principles to investigate latent factors that might 
underlie how people think about archaeological eth-
ics (Figure 9). We found two broad groups among the 
respondents: (1) those that value relationships intrinsic to 
archaeology—for example, between archaeologists, and 
between archaeologists and the archaeological record; and 
(2) those that value extrinsic relationships—for example, 
between archaeologists and the public, Indigenous and 
descendant communities, and other groups that are not 
mostly composed of archaeologists (Figure 9). 

These latent factors map on to the dominant themes in 
the free text responses to the nine principles. For exam-
ple, the intrinsic relationships latent factor corresponds to 
concerns about sexual harassment and data sharing, while 
the extrinsic relationships factor relates to archaeologists’ 
duties to Indigenous, descendant, and local communities. 
These latent factors help us to see what are the most urgent 
and substantial concerns for the respondents to the survey, 
and may be useful to guide the SAA on where to focus its 
attention on future activities relating to ethics. 

How the Current Principles of Ethics Address 
Situations and Concerns

The survey included three questions about how the prin-
ciples address situations and concerns: “As a whole, the 
SAA Principles of Ethics satisfactorily addresses the eth-
ical situations archaeologists find themselves in today,” 
“The SAA Principles of Ethics adequately addresses 
ethical concerns in the country in which I work, am a 
student, or teach,” and “The SAA Principles of Ethics ade-
quately addresses ethical concerns in the sector in which 
I work.” For these three survey questions, we see higher 
levels of dissatisfaction (16%–19%; Figure 10) compared 
to the individual principles (5%–12%). Disagreement was 
significantly higher among respondents who are in the 
30–39-year-old age category, who are women or nonbinary 
gender individuals, and who identify with the LGBTQIA+ 
community. Generally, members of minority demographic 
groups in the SAA are less satisfied with how the current 
principles address their situations and concerns.

The higher proportions of disagreement for these “situa-
tions and concerns” questions compared to the questions 
about the individual nine principles are noteworthy. It 
suggests a distinction between responses to the individual 
principles as mostly responses to the concepts or aspiration 
of the principles. On the other hand, responses to these 
three “situations and concerns” questions are more about 
the application and practical use of the principles. While 
many respondents generally approve of the principles (see 
Figure 5), there is less satisfaction among respondents 
with how effective the principles are at addressing situa-
tions and concerns (Figure 10). This contrast highlights 
the need for interpretive and supporting documentation 
that discusses specific examples and more concrete stan-
dards of practice for typical situations and concerns (e.g., 
Thulman and Booth 2020).

“Indigenous communities” was the most common theme 
throughout the free text responses to the three “situations 
and concerns” questions. Respondents advocated for a greater 
role of Indigenous communities in the archaeological pro-
cess. There were a small number of contrary responses that 
expressed concern that higher levels of Indigenous commu-
nity involvement in archaeology might have negative effects. 
This concern has been noted in previous discussions of 
archaeological ethics. For example, Wylie (1999:329) noted 

Figure 7. Semantic network of high-frequency word co-occurrence in the 
331 free text responses about Principle No. 5.
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Figure 8. Plots of mean disagreement (5 = Strongly Disagree) by demographic category for the Likert-scale responses about Principle No. 9 (Safe 
Educational and Workplace Environments). Each gray data point is a single respondent; red circles indicate mean values. Only categories with five 
or more respondents are shown here. Solid red circles indicate significant differences between categories.



March 2021  •  The SAA Archaeological Record            37

ETHICS SHOULD CONCERN EVERYONE: SOLICITING MEMBERSHIP FEEDBACK

that some SAA members have long been hostile to what they 
consider to be a breach of their “rights and interests as scien-
tists” resulting from the involvement of Indigenous groups.

A second prominent theme in the “situations and concerns” 
responses was enforcement, especially with respect to local 
laws and norms. Generally, the theme of enforcement was 
reflecting concerns about the lack of consequences for 

archaeologists who do not follow the principles in ways 
expected by others in the Society. This theme occurs with 
themes of Indigenous communities and sexual harassment, 
and a desire for more specific guidance about best practices.

Discussion and Conclusion
Many of the tensions described by Wylie (2005) that sur-
rounded the initial drafting of the SAA Principles of 

Figure 9. (a) Dendrogram showing Item Cluster Analysis (ICLUST) results of Likert-type responses to the nine principles. Variables that 
cluster together have more correlated responses and indicate similar degrees of practical importance to respondents. (b) Results of latent variable 
exploratory factor analysis of the nine principles, grouped into the two dominant latent factors identified by confirmatory factor analysis. Latent 
factors are meaningful but not observable factors that structure the data. The two groups indicate underlying variables inferred from the survey 
responses that influence how people responded to the individual principles. Communalities represent the fraction of the variance in the observed 
variable that is accounted for by the latent factors. For more details about these analyses, see our online supplementary materials (http://doi.
org/10.17605/OSF.IO/643C8).

Figure 10. Summary of the Likert-type responses for statements about whether the principles adequately address situations and concerns that arise 
in archaeological practice. The full text of the statements is “As a whole, the SAA Principles of Ethics satisfactorily addresses the ethical situations 
archaeologists find themselves in today,” “The SAA Principles of Ethics adequately addresses ethical concerns in the country in which I work, am a 
student, or teach,” and “The SAA Principles of Ethics adequately addresses ethical concerns in the sector in which I work.”
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Archaeological Ethics remain evident in the responses to this 
survey, including who should have access to and control over 
archaeological sites and materials. This makes it challenging 
to identify future directions for the text of the principles that 
will be unanimously supported by the SAA membership.

Nevertheless, our results suggest that most survey 
respondents would support updates to the text that give 
a special role in the archaeological process to Indigenous, 
descendant, and local communities (e.g., Watkins 2012). 
For example, Principle No. 2 currently uses the phrase 
“A commitment to make every reasonable effort, in good 
faith, to consult actively with affected group(s),” and a min-
imalist edit might change this to “Must consult actively 
with Indigenous, descendant, and local communities.” 
Principle No. 5, on intellectual property, could similarly 
be edited to require consultation with Indigenous, descen-
dant, and local communities to determine who has access 
to and control over the knowledge and documents result-
ing from the archaeological process.

A second prominent theme in responses to this survey that 
could be incorporated into the text of the principles with 
minimal edits is open science, including data availability 
and data sharing practices. Principle No. 7 on Records and 
Preservation was drafted before the appearance of many 
of the technologies, standards, and repositories for digi-
tal data sharing and archiving that are now ubiquitous 
in many scientific communities. These new technologies 
have led to the appearance of new norms in many scientific 
communities. For example, several prominent econom-
ics and political science journals require all papers to be 
accompanied by an archived compendium of digital files 
of the data and code used to generate the results presented 
in the paper. Principle No. 7 could be edited to state that, 
unless it would put people or the archaeological record 
at risk, archaeologists should deposit their digital data 
records in nonprofit online repositories for unrestricted 
access by others and long-term storage.

Sexual harassment and bullying were major themes in the 
free text responses to this survey. Principle No. 9 on Safe 
Educational and Workplace Environments currently rep-
resents these concerns. Meyers (this issue) discusses the 
origins of Principle No. 9 in 2016, and related subsequent 
SAA actions for addressing sexual harassment. Meyers’s 
review and the results of this survey indicate that there is 
an unmet need to manage this issue to ensure the future 
of archaeology as a discipline, especially concerning the 
inclusion of women and LGBTQIA+ people (Clancy et al. 
2014; Meyers et al. 2015, 2018; Nelson et al. 2017; Radde 
2018; VanDerwarker et al. 2018). This accumulation of 

evidence makes the current wording of the principles 
appear insufficient for the extent of the problems and 
damage that have been caused by sexual harassment and 
assault in archaeology. Principle No. 9 should be edited to 
directly and concretely state that harassment of any kind is 
unacceptable to the archaeological community. That said, 
revisions to this principle will likely not be sufficient to 
satisfy concerns about sexual harassment. The main issue 
with this theme was not that it is missing from the prin-
ciples, but rather that the SAA has had no enforcement 
mechanism (or has not employed available mechanisms) 
to satisfactorily manage grievances and to punish or cen-
sure violators.

While concerns about racism were not as prevalent as 
sexual harassment in the survey responses, they often 
co-occurred in the text responses and were frequently 
accompanied by related broad structural and systemic 
issues such as gender and economic inequality, colonial-
ism, and classism. Three respondents noted surprise at the 
absence of mention of racial harassment and discrimina-
tion in Principle No. 9 on Safe Educational and Workplace 
Environments. The principle currently lists sex, gender 
identity, sexual orientation, ethnicity, disability, national 
origin, religion, or marital status. We speculate that 
“Race” may have been avoided here by the original authors 
of this principle in favor of “Ethnicity” as a more anthro-
pologically precise term to reference issues that typically 
intersect with racial discrimination.

However, the recent increase in public and scholarly discus-
sions of racism due to the protests in 2020 about the killing 
of George Floyd and violence against Black Americans gen-
erally have solidified “racism” as the term of reference to 
long-term systemic discrimination against Black people 
that has resulted in disproportionally disadvantaged social, 
economic, educational, and political conditions (e.g., Ike et 
al. 2020). This shift in public discourse on racism suggests 
that Principle No. 9 needs some editing to expand the list 
to include race. This would be a minimal step the SAA can 
take to show recognition of the extent and negative effects 
of racism on the archaeological community. After reviewing 
examples of lists of common types of harassment in numer-
ous other codes of conduct, we propose this updated list for 
Principle No. 9: age, body size, disability, gender identity 
and expression, physical appearance, race, religion, relation-
ship status, or sexual orientation. This includes race and 
other targets of harassment that have emerged in academic 
and professional communities in recent years.

The information received from this survey has given sub-
stantial insight into the attitudes and sentiments of both 
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SAA members and other stakeholders on archaeological 
ethics. Our analysis and interpretations of survey responses 
demonstrate the need for revision of the SAA Principles 
of Archaeological Ethics. Revisions are especially neces-
sary to provide archaeologists with updated guidance on 
interpersonal relationships, Indigenous communities, and 
open science. Our results also indicate demands for sup-
porting documentation, and for concrete consequences for 
demonstrated violations of the principles.
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