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n the spring of 2018, the Society for American 
Archaeology (SAA) organized the Task Force on 
Revising the SAA Principles of Archaeological Ethics: 

Stage Two (TF-2) to survey the community about these 
principles (see Rakita and Gordon, this issue, for more 
details about the work of TF-2). The survey was open to 
members and nonmembers from April to June of 2020, 
receiving a total of 1,542 responses (including 1,112 SAA 
members). In this article, we focus on the results of four 
survey questions concerning the future of SAA’s doc-
umentation about ethics. We first identify the primary 
ethical concerns among the responses, then summarize 
responses on the purpose of the SAA’s ethical document, 
and the types of ethical documents that respondents feel 
would best serve the SAA membership. Finally, we discuss 
how the SAA could respond to ethical concerns that were 
prominent throughout survey responses. We conclude that 
a closer relationship between the SAA and the Register of 
Professional Archaeologists (RPA) could efficiently address 
many concerns. A detailed description of our qualitative, 
statistical, and computational methods is available 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 presented 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.

Primary Ethical Concerns
The survey question “What do you see as being the primary 
ethical concerns in the field today?” received more and lon-
ger responses than any other question in the survey, with 
a total of about 37,000 words in 455 responses. Topic mod-
eling of these responses identified four prominent themes 
(Figure 1). 

The most important theme was engagement with local and 
descendant communities. Qualitative data analysis (QDA) 
further indicated that this theme was concerned with the 
lack of involvement of Indigenous people in archaeological 
projects. The second theme was sexual, gender, and racial 
discrimination and equality. A close reading of responses 
showed that this theme reflects concern about senior 
archaeologists mistreating younger colleagues, and groups 
such as Indigenous communities, women, and minorities. 
The third major theme was cultural resource access and 
protection. QDA revealed concerns about looting and weak 
legal protection of the archaeological record, along with 
the desire for greater data sharing and open science prac-
tices between archaeologists. The fourth major theme was 
stewardship and education. A close reading of responses 
containing these themes shows concern about the failure 
to engage the public in archaeology; concern about delays 
in publication and sharing information; tensions about 
demands for data sharing; open science practices; and 
Indigenous sovereignty over archaeological sites, physical 
collections, and digital data.

The Purpose of the SAA’s Ethical Document
The most frequently first-ranked option in responses to the 
question about the purpose of the SAA’s ethical document 
was “Establish best practices for the profession” (Figure 2). 
This was followed by “Establish and enforce best prac-
tices for the profession.” These rankings were consistent 
across most demographic categories; however, “Establish 
expectations of behavior” was more highly ranked by the 
nonbinary respondents and respondents identifying with the 
LGBTQIA+ community (Figure 3). This pattern suggests that 
these minority populations in the SAA are more concerned 
about behavior and integrity than the majority groups. These 
groups likely rank that purpose higher because they are more 
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vulnerable to negative impacts when behavior by others vio-
lates the principles.

Types of Ethical Document That Would Best Serve the 
SAA Membership

Six types of ethical documents were identified in the 
survey; more details about these can be found in Patricia 
Markert (this issue). The most popular option overall was 
“Separate principles of ethics and standards of practice” 

(Figure 4). The most common pair of options was “Separate 
principles of ethics and standards of practice” and “Ethical 
documents that provide examples.” This indicates a pref-
erence for maintaining the current principles, but with 
regular additions of further documentation that provide 
more details, examples, and interpretation of the princi-
ples. This is consistent with the original framing of the 
SAA Principles of Archaeological Ethics as ethical ideals 
or goals, as “ceilings” of ethical behavior (Lynott 1997), 

Figure 1. Machine learning analysis of the 455 free text responses to the question “What do you see as being the primary ethical concerns in the field 
today?” Main panel: the top 20 topics automatically detected by topic modeling, ranked by their prevalence in the text, and with the seven most 
popular words for each topic shown. Topics at the top are more common in the responses. Inset: plot of topic exclusivity and semantic coherence. 
Topics in the upper right are more distinctive and interpretable. For more details on our topic modeling analysis, see our online supplementary 
materials (http://doi.org/10.17605/OSF.IO/643C8).
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which may be compared to the RPA’s codes and standards 
as the “floors” of professional conduct (Wylie 1996). To 
extend the building metaphor, what are needed now are 
“walls,” the documentation that connects the ethical ideals 
to the reality of practice. 

Preference for types of ethical documents was strongly 
associated with the age of the respondents (Figure 5). 
Younger respondents highly ranked “A living docu-
ment” and “Separate principles of ethics and standards 
of practice,” while older respondents highly ranked “I 
am satisfied with the format of the current principles” 
and “An aspirational code.” This suggests a generational 
gap where older archaeologists are generally more sat-
isfied, but younger archaeologists express a need for 
additional ongoing commentary and interpretation  
of the pr inc iples.  T he “Sat isf ied” opt ion was  
ranked very low by women and nonbinary people and 
respondents identifying as part of the LGBTQIA+ com-
munity, once again showing a negative response from 
minority demographics. 

Respondents in CRM and members of the RPA more 
often highly ranked “I am satisfied with the format of the 
current principles” than respondents in academia, govern-
ment, and nonmembers of the RPA. This may be because 
CRM archaeologists and RPA members are more likely 
to be aware of the RPA’s Code of Conduct and its exten-
sive and detailed Standards of Research Performance. 
Archaeologists who are aware of, and guided by, these RPA 
documents may find that they make up for any deficiencies 
in the less detailed principles of the SAA, and so feel no 
need for any further documentation from the SAA.

Additional Ethical Issues That Should Be Addressed by 
the Principles

Of the 1,012 respondents to the yes/no component of this 
question, 22% answered “Yes.” Machine learning analysis 
of the 409 free text responses to the question “Are there 
additional ethical issues that should be addressed by the 
Principles?” identified four topics that were most abun-
dant: sexual harassment and discrimination, digital data 
and human remains, and Indigenous communities’ rights 

Figure 2. Left: summary of ranks of options for the question about what should be the purpose of the SAA’s ethical document. Right: proportions of 
each option selected as first-ranked, second-ranked, etc.
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(Figure 6). The first three of these also scored highly for 
exclusivity and coherence, indicating they are key topics of 
these responses. 

How to Respond to Concerns Raised in the Survey?
Reflecting on the survey responses, and the history of ethics 
documentation in the SAA, there are several possible mea-
sures available to the SAA to address concerns raised in the 
survey. We present here a selection of what we believe are 
the most practical options that the SAA should consider to 
efficiently address these concerns.

Several concerns surfaced by this survey might be more 
effectively addressed by structural and procedural changes 
in the SAA, rather than edits to the text of the principles. 
For example, a major theme throughout the responses was 
the lack of enforcement and consequences for violators, 
which no amount of updates or additions to the principles 
can address. Precedents for these kinds of action to address 
ethical concerns can be found, for example, in the 1991 
adoption of an editorial policy by American Antiquity and 
Latin American Antiquity not to publish research on looted 
objects (Wylie 1996).

Figure 3. Average ranking of each option for selected demographic categories responding to the question about the purpose of the SAA’s ethical 
document. Vertical axis indicates the proportion of respondents in each category selecting each of the six options presented for this question. The size 
of each data point is scaled to the number of respondents in each category.
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In the past, the SAA Bulletin published a regular commentary 
titled “Working Together” that was a source of concrete ethi-
cal guidance on collaboration (Wylie 1999). The SAA should 
revive this concept in the form of a regular short column in 
the Record focused on applied ethics more broadly. A starting 
point for contributions could be the key themes described in 
this report. This could be handled by a dedicated volunteer 
ethics editor, who might be drawn from the SAA Committee 
on Ethics, who solicits contributions from the membership. 
Other formats could include a web form for people to submit 
anonymous questions about ethics in archaeology, and a blog, 
with social media support, that responds to those questions 
(i.e., an advice column).

The SAA Committee on Ethics is charged with support-
ing ongoing discussion and review of archaeological 
ethics. However, this committee was not mentioned at all 
in responses to the survey, raising questions about the effec-
tiveness and visibility of the committee. The Ethics Bowl, an 
annual debate competition for students that is organized by 
this committee (Chiou and Bardolph 2018), was favorably 
mentioned by five respondents. We recommend this com-
mittee take a more active and visible role in promoting the 
Ethics Bowl, and organizing and sponsoring other meeting 
events, publications, and communications with members. 
The SAA Board of Directors should, according to the bylaws, 

“promote discussion and education about the ethical practice 
of archaeology,” and thus assign this committee with specific 
work tasks that lead to more routine and impactful engage-
ment with the SAA membership on ethical issues that are 
important to them. 

The composition of this standing committee on ethics is 
another area where important improvements can be made 
in response to concerns identified in this survey. Our results 
show that concerns about ethics vary substantially among 
SAA members in different demographic categories. The 
committee on ethics should therefore include members from 
a wide variety of demographic categories to ensure adequate 
and diverse representation of the SAA members. One effi-
cient way to accomplish this is to ask SAA interest groups to 
nominate a representative to be a member of the ethics com-
mittee. This would support the flow of information and ideas 
between different communities within the SAA membership 
and ensure the committee on ethics is responsive and trans-
parent in its activities.

The free text responses to this survey generally indicate that 
SAA members have a strong desire for more specific ethical 
guidance and for enforcement to punish violators. While the 
SAA already has a mechanism for this, the “Termination 
of Membership” procedures detailed in its bylaws, this was 

Figure 4. UpSet plot of the respondents to the multiple choice question about what type of ethical document(s) do you feel would best serve the 
SAA membership.
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not mentioned by survey respondents. Some respondents 
noted that the RPA was formed to supply the community 
with these more prescriptive ethical documents and griev-
ance resolution infrastructure. Those respondents wrote 
positively about the RPA and were proud of their RPA mem-
bership. However, many respondents seemed unaware of 

the RPA. Wylie (2005) briefly describes the history of the 
RPA and notes that its emergence was partly because in the 
1970s the SAA rejected proposals of a formal code of conduct 
governing archaeologists’ practice and grievance proce-
dures to enforce this code. Our observation is that since that 
time, the RPA has been perceived by SAA members as only 

Figure 5. Average ranking of each option for a selection of demographic categories responding to the question about what type of ethical document(s) 
do you feel would best serve the SAA membership. Vertical axis indicates the proportion of respondents in each category selecting each of the six 
options presented for this question. The size of each data point is scaled to the number of respondents in each category.
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Figure 6. Summary of computational analysis of the 409 text responses submitted for the question “Are there additional ethical issues that should be 
addressed by the Principles?” (A): word cloud that scales the size of a word proportional to how frequently it appears in the responses. (B): a network 
plot showing how highly frequent words co-occur in the responses. Lower main panel: the top 20 topics identified by machine learning, ranked by 
their prevalence in the text, and with the seven most popular words for each topic shown. Topics at the top are more common in the responses. Inset: 
plot of topic exclusivity and semantic coherence. Topics in the upper right are more distinctive and interpretable. For more details on our topic 
modeling analysis, see our online supplementary materials (http://doi.org/10.17605/OSF.IO/643C8).
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relevant to CRM work. A basic step that the SAA should take 
is to promote greater awareness of the RPA and its ethical 
documentation and grievance resolution function. Since the 
SAA is a sponsor of RPA, a relationship already exists, and 
the survey responses suggest that the SAA should aim for a 
much closer relationship between the two organizations. For 
example, the SAA should communicate an expectation that 
all SAA members working as professional archaeologists 
in any type of workplace (i.e., not just CRM archaeologists) 
should also become RPA members, and adopt the RPA 
Code of Conduct and Standards of Research Performance. 
Although RPA membership is already discounted for SAA 
members, additional actions here could include a prom-
inent recommendation to join RPA when SAA members 
renew their membership; free, regular advertising for RPA 
in SAA publications; RPA membership required for SAA 
board members, committee chairs, and task force chairs; 
and a formal collaboration between the two organizations 
so that the RPA grievance process can be used in tandem 
with the SAA Principles of Archaeological Ethics.

Conclusion
The SAA Principles of Archaeological Ethics were drafted 
during a time of intense concern between the relationship 
of scientific archaeology, looting, expansion of the CRM 
field, and salvaged material (Lynott 1997; McGimsey 
1995; Wylie 1996, 1999, 2005). The ethics of stewardship 
emerged as a response to these concerns and has strongly 
influenced the current principles. While these concerns 
remain evident in the responses to this survey, our results 
show that they have been eclipsed by the emergence of 
an unmet need for ethical guidance, especially on inter-
personal relationships (both internal and external to the 
discipline), and the power dynamics that shape those 
relationships. News media items and publications about 
the extent and effects of sexual harassment and bullying 
in archaeology are some of the most striking demonstra-
tions of this need (e.g., Awesome Small Working Group 
2019; The Collective Change 2019; Wade 2019, 2021). 
Additionally, responses to this survey indicate concerns 
about many other harmful power dynamics. In response to 
this, we propose an ethic of care (Held 2006; Tronto 2005) 
as the motivating concept for revising the principles, to 
ensure that vulnerable members of the community are not 
excluded from participation in archaeology. Revisions to 
the principles will help to enact an ethic of care (see Pruski 
et al., this issue), but a transformative implementation of 
an ethic of care in archaeology will require more than edits 
to the text of the principles. 

The National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, 
and Medicine (NASEM 2018) published a 2018 report, 

“Sexual Harassment of Women: Climate, Culture, 
and Consequences,” that presented many detailed 
recommendations suitable for implementation by organiza-
tions such as the SAA. These include “move beyond legal 
compliance to address culture and climate” and “improve 
transparency and accountability.” Many large scholarly 
and professional associations have already implemented 
these. For example, the Geological Society of America and 
the Paleontological Society adopted a program called RISE 
(Respectful Inclusive Scientific Events) that provided soci-
ety leaders and members with training in how to respond to 
specific instances of sexual harassment and other forms of 
unwelcome behavior (Mogk 2018). Our results suggest that 
the SAA could greatly benefit from following the example 
of other peer organizations that have taken a head start in 
implementing the recommendations of the NASEM report. 
Colaninno and colleagues (2020) have provided some guid-
ance on implementation of NASEM recommendations in 
archaeological field school contexts that could also be more 
broadly applied in other contexts where archaeologists work.

While the issue of sexual harassment is a challenge that is 
shared by many disparate scientific communities, the theme 
of Indigenous people in the research process is a long-stand-
ing point of tension that is a more distinctive challenge for 
the archaeological community. Our results suggest that 
the archaeological community generally supports a greater 
recognition of the special status of Indigenous, descendant, 
and local communities in the archaeological process (e.g., 
Watkins 2012). Our results also show uncertainty in how 
best to recognize this special status (e.g., González-Ruibal 
2018). The survey data indicate that the regular publication 
and discussion of brief exemplary vignettes of good practice 
will be a highly effective way to converge on norms of prac-
tice that respond to these concerns.

A limitation of this survey is the sample size and the relatively 
low level of representation of the archaeological community. 
With 1,542 responses to the survey and an estimated 7,000 
members of the SAA, we have responses from less than 20% 
of the membership. That said, the sample here is nearly dou-
ble that of the most recent membership needs survey that 
collected 839 responses. Furthermore, the survey we report 
on here is, as far as we know, the largest survey ever con-
ducted on archaeological ethics. This survey is strengthened 
by its qualitative analyses where text input has provided 
some greater insights into causality and relationships that 
more quantified and tabulated summaries of data cannot 
(see Pruski et al., this issue). Our use of machine learning 
methods to automatically extract topics from the free text 
responses provides robust independent support of the find-
ings from our qualitative data analysis of survey responses. 
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A less obvious limitation on the effectiveness of surveys such 
as these is the distinctive approach that the SAA has histor-
ically taken to demarcation questions (What is archaeology? 
Who is an archaeologist?). Historically, the SAA has operated 
in the model of scholarly society, not a professional associa-
tion, and resisted drawing a line between professionals and 
nonprofessionals, for example, by refusing to codify profes-
sional standards to define who an archaeologist is and how 
their practice should be defined (McGimsey 1995). However, 
our results show that there is a strong desire among archae-
ologists for more firm demarcation between professional 
and unprofessional archaeological work and behavior, and a 
desire for consequences (i.e., exclusion from the professional 
community) for people who violate standards. The history 
and culture of the SAA as a scholarly society poses a sub-
stantial challenge to addressing these concerns. A much 
closer relationship between the SAA and the RPA will be a 
productive path toward more specific ethical guidance and 
enforcement of ethical principles. 
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