
26 November 2014Social science that makes a difference

3 deadly data sins and 

other misdemeanours

Elias Makonko & Lucia Lötter

e-Research Africa Conference



• Introduction: Research integrity / Responsible Conduct of 

Research

• Compromising research integrity: The 3 deadly data sins and 

other misdemeanours

• Compromising the integrity of data

• Misuse / misrepresentation of data

• Breaches of ownership and unauthorised access to data

• Increasing the risk of damage, loss and inaccessibility 

over time

• Case studies

• Implications

• Preventative measures

Presentation overview



Van Zyl ()

Research integrity

Responsible Conduct of Research (RCR)

• Research ethics – what is good and moral

• Dealing with people: Accountable to research 

subjects, collaborators, potential users, 

broader society

• Dealing with data: Quality, access, usability

• Dealing with findings: True, accessible, 

understandable

A negative counterpart: 
g

Research misconduct

Research integrity – what is right and honest

• “Wholeness” of scientific endeavour – above suspicion

• Professional principles 

http://www.singaporestatement.org/ 



Compromising research integrity

A continuum from good to bad

• Research integrity

• Questionable research practices

• Unacceptable research practices

• Research misconduct

Fabrication, falsification, or plagiarism 

in proposing, performing, or reviewing 

research, or in reporting research results

xxx



3 deadly data sins and other 

misdemeanours
• Misconduct

• Fabrication: making up research data or results and recording or 

reporting them

• Falsification: manipulating research materials, equipment, or 

processes, or changing or omitting research data or results, such that 

research is not accurately represented in the research record

• Plagiarism: appropriation of another person’s ideas, processes, 

results, or words without giving appropriate credit

• Not adhering to relevant legislation, policies

• Irresponsible (“questionable”) research practice

• Practices that do not constitute misconduct or unacceptable research 

practices but that require attention because they could erode 

confidence in the integrity of research or creative activities

• Carelessness

Does not include honest error or differences of opinion
Van Zyl ()



3 deadly data sins and other 

misdemeanours



Integrity of data compromised

• Data collection

• Fabrication of data by fieldworkers & researchers

• “Convenient” participant selection

• Data management as part of the research process

• Poor versioning of data files, lack of documentation 

(internal metadata), careless manipulation / cleaning

• Not maintaining master files

• Sharing of data (identifying data / over anonymisation)

• Data curation: not dealing with data integrity issues

• Data verification / validation

• Checking anonimysation

• Unauthorised changes to data

• No documentation of changes made to data



Misuse / misrepresentation of data

• Analytical approach and method application

• Choose methods to skew / influence analysis

• Inappropriate findings (secondary analysis 

inappropriate for the data: design, scope, reporting 

domains) 

• Reporting on only part of the data

• Not reporting on findings which do not support 

hypotheses (Failing to report conflicting data)

• Reluctance / delayed data sharing

• Curation: data not describe properly/comprehensively

• Use of misleading analytical data (honest error)



Breaches of ownership and 

unauthorised access to data

• Not adhering to ownership stipulations

• Not referencing data sources

• Claiming ownership which is not the case (authorship)

• Improper listing of authors

• Not adhering to confidentiality and security protocols

• Selective, informal, insecure sharing of data

• Data curation: 

• Not attending rigorously to authorship, ownership and 

sharing requirements

• Share without consent from respondents 

• Share without permission from the owner of the data



Increased risk of damage, loss and 

inaccessibility over time

• Carelessness in storing and managing files

• Multiple copies on multiple devices

• Lack of or improper versioning

• Accidental / intentional overwriting or deleting of files

• Lack of or inadequate backup and disaster recovery

• Keeping files in proprietary data formats over the long term

• Keeping files on degrading media and obsolescent devices



Case studies



Case study: Fabrication

http://www.google.co.za/search?q=fabrication+cartoon+picture&hl=en&qscrl=1&rlz=1T4SKPT_enZA422ZA422

&site=webhp&tbm=isch&tbo=u&source=univ&sa=X&ei=qeBEUaqGLYa2hAf9nIGQBw&ved=0CCsQsAQ&biw=

1280&bih=594



Case study: Falsification



Case study: Plagiarism

http://quod.lib.umich.edu/p/plag/5240451.0001.001/--cases-of-plagiarism-
handled?rgn=main;view=fulltext#N13



Implications

• Misconduct  can do serious harm

• to self

• to others

• society

• to scientific enterprise

• May end a promising or prominent career

• Affects the work and reputation of collaborators or other 

researchers / academics

• Findings from data have wide ranging implications for policy, 

decision making

• Affects the integrity of science

Van Zyl ()



Various role players

• Individuals or teams producing the results

• Institutions housing the research and  releasing the results

• Data curators

• Editors, reviewers and publishers 

• Funders of research

• Oversight bodies and watchdog organisations

Van Zyl ()

Preventing the 3 sins and other 

misdemeanours



• Raise awareness and train researchers

• Promote peer review and secondary use of data

• Curate data and encourage data sharing (Depositing data in 

organizational repositories and archives)

• During the curation process, focus on

• Ethics (consent) and de-identifying data without over 

anonymisation

• Preservation as soon as data are cleaned

• Data appraisal for long term preservation

• Data citations (Authors, producers, distributors)

• Metadata (Funders, copyright holders, acknowledgements)

• Conditions of use and sharing parameters 

• Importance of SOPs and rigorous curation practices

Preventative measures



• Organisations (and individuals) need to take responsibility

• Promoting good practice

• Clear guidelines (policies and procedures)

• Policies should be rigorously implemented.

• Punishment (sanction) following due procedure 

(consistency and transparency)

• Optimization of required technology infrastructure

• Efficient monitoring, evaluation and management of the 

whole sphere (data sharing, technologies, policies, 

procedures)

Preventative measures



Research data 

must be famous, 

not infamous

A concluding thought …
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