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Strategies for resolving ethically ambiguous
scenarios

By David R. Johnson UNR

During the fall of 2013 and spring of 2014, I traveled to numerous universities across the
United States and England to conduct in-depth interviews with physicists as part of the
Ethics among Scientists in International Context Study, a project led by my colleague
Elaine Howard Ecklund at Rice University(1). The study sought to find out how physicists
approach ethical issues related to research integrity in their day-to-day work.

My colleagues and I began our interviews with a relatively straightforward question: “What
does it mean to you to be a responsible scientist in your role as a researcher?” For many
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scientists, responsibility in research is a relatively black and white question: don’t falsify,
don’t fabricate, and don’t plagiarize. And if one looks to the literature, scholarship and
policy also tend to focus on these black and white instances of misbehavior because they
are unambiguous and deserving of stern sanctions.

As our research unfolded, Ecklund and I began to question whether a black and white view
of misconduct is overly simplistic. From a sociological perspective, whether scientists
reach consensus about the meaning of unethical conduct in science is debatable because
the same behavior in a given circumstance may be open to different ethical interpretations
based on the statuses of the stakeholders involved and the intended and actual outcomes
of the behavior. Our research ultimately demonstrated that the line separating legitimate
and illegitimate behavior in science tends to be gray, rather than black and white—a
concept we refer to as ethical ambiguity.

Professional Development across the Term of
an HREC Committee Member
AHRECS has considerable experience working with universities, hospitals, research
institutions, government and non-government organisations to care for and build the
capacity of its HREC Committee members across the entire term of their appointment. We
start with the needs of our clients and offer support from recruitment all the way through to
running an exit interview.

Many HRECs have quite simple manual-based inductions; we help HRECs to create
something more welcoming and interactive that takes members from first contact to the
point where they can contribute effectively to a committee. There is a significant difference
between delivering a single ‘training session’ and creating a suite of professional
development activities over two to three years, that covers committee members’ terms, and
that might include dedicated annual PD and Strategy sessions and incorporate ongoing PD
into each HREC meeting.
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Conduct of Research?
(3) Research Ethics in the Philippines: a personal journey
(4) Ethical Self-Assessment: Excellence in Reflexivity or Corporatisation Gone Mad?
(5) Intuitive Research Ethics Training for Novices

RECENT ADDITIONS TO THE RESOURCE LIBRARY
(1) Most citations to retracted papers don’t note they’re problematic, authors say
(2) Ethical Research Protocols for Social Media Health Research
(3) Continuing allegations of research misconduct require system reform (CHINA)
(4) Research request (Australia): Barriers and enablers to the participation of children and
young people in social research
(5) Coca-Cola responds to claims of ‘tobacco-style deception’ tactics

You can this post and earlier posts at www.ahrecs.com/blog
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RESOURCE LIBRARY
Have you checked out the resource library recently?
New items are added daily. There are separate sections
for Human Research Ethics and Research Integrity.
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e.g. ‘In the news’ and books.
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