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Main argument

• In research, codes and regulations ”questionable practice” and ”detrimental practice” are
often used interchangably.

• This reflects a tendency to neglect the context dependence of the ethical evaluation of 
some practices.

• This negligence has created uncertainty in research and hampered effective education.

• We advice: 

• Researchers to take the context into account in their research methodology

• Teachers to help students navigate questionable practices
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Detrimental ≠ questionable

If misconduct is strictly FFP, the following are ‘questionable’ practices :

• Guest authorship

• p-hacking

• Secrecy about methods and data

But what’s questionable here? Why not call these practices ‘detrimental’?
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Other practices are truly questionable; you have to understand the 
context before you can determine if they are detrimental and unethical:

• Outlier management

• Freeriding in group work

• Getting help with assignments



Are questionable practices always detrimental
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Removing outliers from a dataset
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Implications: research

• Research on perception and prevalence of certain 
practices is often done through surveys .

• Such surveys often (rightly), include questionable 
practices.

• However, the context dependence of these practices 
makes the answers hard to interpret.
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Implications: research

• Q10: Have you experienced that a teacher
encouraged you to remove an outlier from a data 
set only based on a feeling that there was a fault in 
the measurement?

• Yes: 28, No: 60

• Q11: Describe the last occurrence, where a teacher
encouraged you to remove an outlier from a data 
set only based on a feeling that there was a fault in 
the measurement.
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Implications: research

Misconduct

Compliant Non-
compliant

Good scientific practice Detrimental practices 

”A report was written about an experiment and the report
was delivered to the lab instructor. Some of the results
fitted badly, and no good reason could be given for it. The 
instructor suggested to delete the results, so data fitted
better and the report could be accepted.”

”A long series of measurements were made, where the 
first were discarded because they showed presence of 
oxygen in an oxygen-free mixture. Even though it 
can’t be proved, I am not in doubt that the mistake
was due to oxygen in the tubes (even though they
had been “flushed” with nitrogen), which is why I think
it is correct to exclude data from an experiment that
has been tested lots of times.”



Implications: Teaching and regulation

• Are students aware of questionable practices? – No!
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(Johansen et al., in prep)
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Collaboration Citation

Non-compliant Questionable



Implications: Teaching and regulation

• Students who believe there is 
always a clear answer are ill 
equipped to handle dilemmas 
when they occur.

• First step: Explicitly addressing 
questionable practices in 
teaching at all levels.
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Thank you for your attention

• Questions or comments?
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