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What are research  
ethics?

Guidelines for conduct 
and behavior of 
researchers that 

maximize benefits and 
minimize harm.

Weinbaum et al. 2018



Why do we need an ethical code?
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Tuskegee Experiment (1932-1972)
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Henrietta Lacks (1920-1951)
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https://seattlemedium.com/henrietta-lacks-family-hires-
prominent-civil-rights-lawyer/ 


https://seattlemedium.com/henrietta-lacks-family-hires-prominent-civil-rights-lawyer/
https://seattlemedium.com/henrietta-lacks-family-hires-prominent-civil-rights-lawyer/
https://seattlemedium.com/henrietta-lacks-family-hires-prominent-civil-rights-lawyer/
https://seattlemedium.com/henrietta-lacks-family-hires-prominent-civil-rights-lawyer/


What are research  
ethics?

Weinbaum et al. 2018

Scientific inquiry

Conduct and behavior 
of researchers

Ethical treatment of 
research participants



Weinbaum et al. 2018

1. Scientific inquiry

What are research  
ethics?

Weinbaum et al. 2018

Conduct and behavior 
of researcher

Ethical treatment of 
research participants

Scientific inquiry



Ethical  
scientific inquiry

Research topics and practices must 
ultimately benefit society.

Duty to Society

Weinbaum et al. 2018
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When a researcher’s 
secondary interests (financial, 
personal) shape their research 
practices.

NEEP

Guidelines 
for ethical 
researcher 
conduct

Conflict of Interest
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When a researcher’s 
secondary interests (financial, 
personal) shape their research 
practices.


NEEP

Guidelines 
for ethical 
researcher 
conduct

Conflict of Interest

Journals require researchers 
to disclose any COI upon 
article submission.


Safeguard



“Theft or misappropriation of 
someone else’s words, ideas, 
intellectual contribution.”

Loui, 2002; NEEP

Guidelines 
for ethical 
researcher 
conduct

Plagiarism



“Theft or misappropriation of 
someone else’s words, ideas, 
intellectual contribution.”
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Guidelines 
for ethical 
researcher 
conduct

Plagiarism

Safeguard

Peer-review process



In papers with multiple 
authors, it’s unclear who 
contributed what, and 
institutions/researchers are 
occasionally unduly credited.

NEEP

Guidelines 
for ethical 
researcher 
conduct

Co-authorship



In papers with multiple 
authors, it’s unclear who 
contributed what, and 
institutions/researchers are 
occasionally unduly credited.

NEEP

Guidelines 
for ethical 
researcher 
conduct

Co-authorship

Safeguard

Journals require authors to 
submit a document outlining 
each authors’ contribution 
along with their article.



Researchers exclude, alter, or 
intentionally misinterpret data 
to produce a significant result.

NEEP

Guidelines 
for ethical 
researcher 
conduct

Falsification/fabrication



Researchers exclude, alter, or 
intentionally misinterpret data 
to produce a significant result.

NEEP

Guidelines 
for ethical 
researcher 
conduct

Falsification/fabrication

Safeguard

Peer-review process, pre-
registration, open data.
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Protecting the rights of human 
participants
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Respect for persons

Belmont Report 
(1974)

NEEP

Beneficence

Justice

Informed Consent



Research practices should 
balance risks and benefits

NEEP

Belmont Report 
(1974)

Beneficence



Research practices should 
balance risks and benefits

NEEP

Belmont Report 
(1974)

Beneficence

Confidentiality
Research participants are free 
to withhold any information 
they choose.



1. Respect for autonomy


2. Protect those with diminished 
autonomy (e.g. children)

NEEP

Belmont Report 
(1974)

Respect for persons



NEEP

Belmont Report 
(1974)

Justice
Design recruitment, study 
procedures, and outcomes 
with participants in mind.



NEEP

Belmont Report 
(1974)

Informed Consent
Starts with: 

1) Disclosure


2) Comprehension
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Informed Consent
Starts with: 
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Exception
Some studies require 
deception.




NEEP

Belmont Report 
(1974)

Informed Consent
Starts with: 

1) Disclosure


2) Comprehension


3) Voluntariness


4) Competence


5) Proof of consent




NEEP

Belmont Report 
(1974)

Informed Consent
Coercion: research 
participants are made to feel 
threatened unintentionally. 



Ethical Scenarios



• A graduate student working on 
their first project finds that their 
study produces significant 
results and begins to write up 
their work for publication.


• Upon running a few more 
participants, however, the 
results are no longer significant.


• The graduate student chooses 
to exclude those participants, 
claiming an error in data 
collection, and publishes their 
original result.

Ethical Scenarios

Research Integrity



• A graduate student working on 
their first project finds that their 
study produces significant 
results and begins to write up 
their work for publication.


• Upon running a few more 
participants, however, the 
results are no longer significant.


• The graduate student chooses 
to exclude those participants, 
claiming an error in data 
collection, and publishes their 
original result.

Ethical Scenarios

Research Integrity



• A graduate student working on 
their first project finds that their 
study produces significant 
results and begins to write up 
their work for publication.


• Upon running a few more 
participants, however, the 
results are no longer significant.


• The graduate student chooses 
to exclude those participants, 
claiming an error in data 
collection, and publishes their 
original result.

Ethical Scenarios

Research Integrity



Ethical Scenarios

Research Integrity

• Why did the graduate student 
behave like that?


• Could this happen today?


• How does the scientific 
community weed out 
scenarios like this prior to 
publication?


• How does this action conflict 
with the ethical principle of 
scientific inquiry?



• During finals week, a college 
student is encouraged to 
complete professor 
evaluations.


• The professor does not 
specify whether responses 
will be recorded anonymously, 
and the student becomes 
concerned that neglecting to 
complete the evaluation will 
affect their grade.


• The student completes the 
evaluation to avoid any 
penalty.
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Ethical Scenarios

Informed Consent

• How does this scenario 
violate the pillars of informed 
consent?


• Could this happen today?


• How does the IRB protect 
against such scenarios in 
Human Subjects Research?


• Research within universities 
(like student evaluations) 
generally do not require IRB 
review. Should they?



1. What ethical issues have come up in your study? 


1. What are the risks for participants? What are the benefits 
(direct vs. long term)?


2. Given what you’ve observed in academia, where does the 
temptation for plagiarism and falsification come from?


3. What are the potential benefits of varying ethical standards 
across universities and disciplines? What are the downsides?


4. Is our community doing enough to protect against ethical 
violations?


1. If not, what else could we do?

Questions for discussion



1. Northeast Ethics Education Partnership at Brown University


1. https://www.brown.edu/research/research-ethics/teaching-
materials-presentations/teaching-materialspresentations


2. In particular: Informed Consent Theory, Bioethical Principles 
for Research Ethics, Institutional Review Board (IRB) and 
Human Subjects Protections


2. Belmont Report


1. https://www.hhs.gov/ohrp/regulations-and-policy/belmont-
report/index.html
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