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Ethics in Library and Information Science Research

I.  Foundations of Ethical Research: Honesty and Respect

Two central values appeared again and again in my brief foray into research ethics: honesty and respect.  Honesty primarily relates to the methodology, recording and publishing of the research.  Practices considered dishonest by the National Academy of Sciences include:

· Failing to retain data

· Maintaining inadequate records

· Refusing reasonable access to data

· Honorary authorship

· Exploiting subordinates

· Misrepresenting speculation as fact (Knoll, p. 14)

The value of respect addresses the researcher’s relationship to human subjects being studied and essentially follows principle of, “Do no harm.”  Flowing out of respect for the people are the following practices:

· Informed consent

· Assessment of risks and benefits

· Equitable and fair selection of the subjects (Buchanan, p. 83).

When it comes to privacy and the recording of subject’s personal information, these two areas of ethical concerns may be at odds with each other.  The methodology and recording of data should hold up to scrutiny of other scholars, but not at the cost of comprising the wellbeing of those studied.

II.  Some Environmental Causes of Research Misconduct

Many of the authors of the articles I read attributed research misconduct not only to misbehavior of individual researchers, “bad apples” so to speak, but also to systemic problems within academic communities.  Within different disciplines and even individual departments, competition for respect, prestige, professional advancement or funding can place a tremendous amount of pressure upon the researcher, creating an atmosphere that may produce misconduct.  If no obvious reward exists, then the, “desire to show that what ought to be true is true” (Knoll, p. 11) may influence an unethical researcher.  This misconduct may persist because, “Complex systems, such as universities and major research centers, may contain any number of latent errors without any immediate or apparent effects” (Luft and Sprague, p. 77).  Generally, organizations respond to unethical research by protecting and tolerating the actors (usually implicitly through the nuances of the system) or by detecting and correcting the misconduct through public disclosure.  The review process preceding publishing has its weaknesses: “Perhaps it is impractical for every detail of a complex project to be checked and rechecked by its reviewers.” (Alfino, p. 6)

III.  Research Misconduct in LIS
In 1996, a panel of editors of the journal Library and Information Science Research discussed research misconduct among library and information science researchers.  The first question addressed the prevalence of fraudulent research in LIS.  “Not one of the respondents had knowingly encountered an incident of fraudulent research in the field” (p.200). When asked whether fraudulent research was a serious problem in LIS, “No-one felt that fraudulent research was a problem because the stakes are not terribly high . . . as compared with fields such as biology, physics, medicine, and the like.”  In short, competition among researchers for prestige and resources, which in some cases leads to unethical behavior, is not as present within LIS.  However, members of the panel pointed out, “poor” research poses a problem.  

The qualities of this research tend toward the more subtle ethical breaches.  Generally, the studies are, “weak methodologically and in which some liberties may have been taken in the recording” (p. 201).  Another panelist commented that most of the researchers may not intentionally falsify data but have a, “bias in survey instruments and interviewing, which can produce misleading results” (p.201).   

Some of the environmental factors that lead to poor LIS research are similar to those discussed above: “the pressure of academic life” (p.201).  Academic librarians, in particular, are being accorded faculty status, which requires research and publication for promotion.  Another factor, somewhat related, according to one of the editors is, “the apparent need for LIS articles to be ‘scientific’ in an artificial sense . . . We get some of those articles that are bit fudged but might have been quite all right if they did not have to put the inferential statistics test in and other make their data look ‘serious’” (p.202).
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