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Not all scientific misconduct is flat-out fraud. Much falls into the murkier realm of “questionable
research practices.” A new study finds that in one field, psychology, these practices are surprisingly
common. The survey of more than 2,000 research psychologists, published in Psychological Science, a
journal of the Association for Psychological Science, finds that most have engaged in at least one of the
questionable practices at some point in their career.

“There have been some very widely publicized cases of outright fraud,” says Leslie K. John of Harvard
Business School. For example, a South Korean researcher achieved world-wide fame for cloning human
stem cells—and infamy later when it turned out he had faked his data. “That’s very clear-cut. It’s an
academic felony. But the focus of this paper isn’t on these clear-cut cases; it’s about the more subtle
ways of manipulating the truth.” Along with her coauthors, George Loewenstein and Drazen Prelec,
John designed a survey that was e-mailed to 5,964 psychological scientists. 2,155 responded. The
researchers asked the questions using a method that attempts to make people more honest, in part by
giving them an incentive to tell the truth.

They found that a surprising number of people had engaged in questionable research practices. For
example, half the scientists admitted to having only reported the experiments that gave the results you
wanted. This may not sound dramatic, and it’s not as bad as making up data, but it gives a skewed sense
of the research; if scientists only report the results that support their hypotheses, they may leave out an
important part of the picture. Other questionable practices include deciding whether to exclude data from
a study after looking to see whether doing so affects the results (43.4 percent of respondents) and
reporting an unexpected finding as if it had been expected all along (35 percent). And 1.7 percent of
scientists admitted to having faked their data.

It’s impossible to tell from the study how often these things happened; they could be part of the day-to-
day practice of science or people could be admitting to something they did once in college. “I think
these are very high rates, but we don’t know whether this is people’s standard operating procedure or
whether they’re one-off activities,” John says.

“Does this mean we can’t trust psychologists? No. No, this does not say that,” John says. “But there are
clearly some problems.” One possibility might be for psychological scientists to consider instituting a
system like that starting to be used in medical research, in which journals will only accept articles for
publication if the study was registered before it began, with details about how it would be executed. “I
think psychologists are motivated to do good science,” John says. “But these findings are disconcerting
and signal the need for reform.”
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