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Scientific Ethics

Today’s goal: 
Teach you how to conduct research responsibly 

Outline: 

- Authorship credit, forms of plagiarism and fraud 

- Basic ethical principles of human subjects research 

- Writing an IRB proposal



Honest research
Authorship credit, plagiarism, and research fraud



Honest research

Fundamental principle: you are responsible for what you 
publish: 

- Discuss authorship credit 

- Be aware of plagiarism 

- Be aware of research fraud



Authorship
Who should be credited? 

- Research assistants? 

- External advisors? 

- Person who provided funding? 

Authors are responsible for the content of their publications 
Manuscript must be approved by all authors before 
submitting the paper 

Make strategic use of acknowledgements



Authorship

In what order? Conventions differ per field! 

- Person with most significant contribution first 

- Advisor last by default 

- Random/by last name 

- Specify the exact contributions 

This can be a political decision 
When in doubt: ask your advisor



Authorship



Plagiarism
“Psychologists do not claim the words and ideas of another 
as their own; they give credit where credit is due.” 

Pg. 349 APA Manual 

Plagiarism is not just copying paragraphs of text! 
Can even occur when you summarize or paraphrase 
things without giving credit to the person from whom you 
got the information 

Citing the source elsewhere in the paper is not “giving credit” 

When you copy verbatim, use quotation marks



Example
Hi [redacted], 

I see that you are the editor-in-chief for the [redacted 
journal]. I recently came across this paper titled “[redacted]”, 
which is available online in pre-print. 

Since it’s not yet officially published, I was wondering if you 
could still ask the authors to change part of their 
introduction, as it is rather similar to the intro of the 
[redacted paper] that [redacted] and I wrote. See attached 
images.



Example



Example



Example



Another example
Dear authors, 

Thanks again for submitting the above paper to [ journal], a highly-
ranked interdisciplinary journal. As required by the journal, your 
submission carries the following declaration  

"Declaration: […] This paper is void of plagiarism or self-
plagiarism as defined in Section 1 of ACM's Policy and 
Procedures on Plagiarism.”  

An attentive reviewer and a subsequent analysis with plagiarism 
detection software revealed however that a total of about 1 1/2 
pages of your submission were plagiarized from [paper].



Another example

[ journal] is the leading journal in the area of [area]. I attach your 
submission, a compilation of the plagiarized passages from your 
submission, and the [other article] with the plagiarized passages 
marked out in yellow. 

Due to this severe act of plagiarism, I have no choice other than to 
reject your submission. I cc the victimized authors, and [university] 
administration to allow them to look into possible code of conduct 
violations.



Self-plagiarism
“Original work” principle: 

- Submit work to one journal/conference at a time 

- You may submit non-archival work (e.g. workshop paper, 
dissertation) for archival publication 

- You may submit work that substantially improves upon 
existing work (in our field: 30% rule) 

- Always acknowledge the existing work (failure to self-cite 
is also plagiarism!) 

- Substantial (= more than a few sentences) verbatim 
copying from your own archival work is not allowed



Example
Dear program chairs, 

There is an issue with [redacted conference] submission 
[redacted number]. 

One of the reviewers discovered that this paper is almost 
verbatim a resubmission of a paper that has been presented 
at the [redacted conference]. 

I’m not sure to what extent we should consider this to be an 
“archival” publication, but if we do, this paper is 100% self-
plagiarism…



Example
Hi Bart, 

Since we consider [redacted conference] as the top conference of the 
field, we should expect original work. The CFP was very clear about it: 

Submitted work should be original. Simultaneous submissions to other 
conferences or journals is explicitly prohibited by ACM policies. 
However, technical reports or ArXiv disclosure prior to or 
simultaneous with [redacted conference] submission, is allowed, 
provided they are not peer-reviewed. Please refer to the ACM 
Publication License Agreement for further details. 

[Redacted conference] is not ArXiV or a TR, so the paper should be 
rejected as not original.



Research fraud

General principle: Be honest about your research! 

Illegal practices: 

- Fake studies / fudged data 

- Selective data 

Bad practices: 

- p-hacking 

- selective reporting



Research fraud
In recent months, the scientific fraud allegations surrounding 
prominent Dutch social psychologist Diederik Stapel have 
intensified. The misconduct goes back to at least 2004 and 
involves the manipulation of data and complete fabrication 
of entire experiments. The fraudulent data are said to have 
been used in at least 30 published, peer-reviewed papers. 

An interim report examines the scope of the misconduct and 
explores the academic culture that allowed Stapel to 
continue his fraudulent research behaviors for such an 
extended period of time.



Research fraud
The report indicates that the individuals most directly 
affected were masters and doctoral students working with 
Stapel, and unfortunately, a number of dissertations are 
thought to be based on fabricated data. In addition, 
colleagues of Stapel have also unknowingly used fabricated 
data. In these instances, Stapel would contact a colleague 
and indicate that he had a not-yet-analyzed dataset that fit 
perfectly with a research question the colleague was 
examining. Stapel would ask if the colleague was interested 
in analyzing and writing up the results, and in turn, he would 
be listed as co-author on the publication.



Research fraud
In either situation, there has been no evidence to suggest 
that students or other co-authors were aware of any 
misconduct. 

The interim report states that three junior researchers in the 
psychology department became suspicious when they 
discovered irregularities in several of Stapel’s published 
papers and brought the information to the head of the 
department. The report also states that several other junior 
researchers and faculty members raised concern previously, 
but these reports were not acted upon.



Research fraud

More info about this case: 

https://www.nytimes.com/2013/04/28/magazine/diederik-
stapels-audacious-academic-fraud.html  

https://www.nytimes.com/2013/04/28/magazine/diederik-stapels-audacious-academic-fraud.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2013/04/28/magazine/diederik-stapels-audacious-academic-fraud.html


Research ethics
Basic ethical principles of human subjects research



Research ethics

Basic principles: 

- Voluntary participation 

- Informed consent 

- Review of protocols by Institutional Review Board (IRB) 

Outlined in National Research Act of 1974 
Further clarified in Belmont Report of 1979



Participation

Voluntary participation = no pressure to participate 
E.g. it should not be a class requirement to participate in a 
particular study 
Nuance: is high payment a form of coercion? 

Tell participants that they may stop at any time 
Nuance: experimenter’s authority may inadvertently 
pressure participants to continue 
E.g. Milgram experiment



Informed consent
Informed consent:  

Participant must agree to their participation prior to 
participating 
Participant must be fully aware of the risks and benefits of 
participating 

Difficult for archival data used for new research 
“Broad consent:” if the purpose is in line with original 
consent 
Question: do users give consent for research when they 
sign up for a service (e.g., twitter, Facebook)?



Informed consent
“Consent forms” include: 

The purpose of the research, duration, procedures 
Right to decline, withdraw; consequences of doing so 
Potential risks of harm, discomforts, adverse effects 
Prospective research benefits 
Limits of confidentiality 
Incentives for participation 
Whom to contact with questions regarding the research 
and participants’ rights



Informed consent

Traditionally, consent forms were signed by the participant 
Online, this is cumbersome 

For most of our research signed consent is not necessary 
For other research it can be waived if the study has 
minimal risk of harm, OR if the signature would be the only 
identifying data collected 

Typical replacement: a checkbox “I’ve read the form and 
agree to participate in this study”



What is harmful?
Physical harm 

Anything that goes beyond everyday risks like sitting at a 
desk or walking down a hallway 
E.g. side effects of drugs, physical injuries in an exertion 
study, epileptic episodes from rapidly moving images 

Psychological harm 
Unpleasant emotions, negative information about self 
E.g. participation in Milgram study, bad test performance, 
recollecting negative online experiences



IRB process
All studies must be approved by the local IRB 

Every US research university has one, but also national 
labs, hospitals, military, etc. 

Research must be approved before the study is conducted 
Required by most funding agencies 
Increasingly required by journals and conferences 

IRB is only required if the work involves human subjects 
New: now even if you use data collected by others!



IRB concerns
The following things require special attention: 

- Research with children or special populations (prisoners, 
pregnant women, elderly) 

- You collect biologic specimens 

- You have financial or other connections to the research 

- The use of deception 

Note: being “vague” is not deception 
You do not have to reveal the exact design of your study 
to participants



Deception
Some examples of deception: 

- Misrepresenting the purpose of the study (“this study is 
about testing a game” — it is actually about racial bias) 

- Making misleading explanations about equipment or 
procedures (“You will take an intelligence test” — it is 
actually a task to prime a certain concept) 

- Using confederates (experimenters posing as participants, 
for control purposes) 

- Secret observation (e.g. one-way mirror) or recording



No consent?

When using deception, there is no (fully) informed consent 
Because you hide aspects of the study 

This is only allowed if the study… 

- poses minimal risk (participants must still be informed 
about the risks) 

- has substantial benefits that can only be achieved through 
deception 

- carefully debriefs participants afterwards



Example

Is this study ethical? 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=sGgYEhA46VE  
Start at 3:32, end at 9:10 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=sGgYEhA46VE

