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Abstract

With a rise in unethical conduct in research across social science
disciplines, there is clearly an issue with the approaches and
understanding of requirements to meet ethical standards of
research. Peer-reviewed journals rely on establishing and
developing quality literature that scholars, practitioners, and
policy makers can use for the benefit of humanity. Journals in
higher education practice and policy aim to provide a forum for
educational practitioners in a wide range of disciplines to
communicate their teaching and learning innovations and
outcomes in a scholarly way. For publication of research,
particularly that which involves human participants, journal editors
must set clear expectations and guidance for authors to adhere to
recognised ethical standards, practices, and laws. Authors must
declare that they have met the required standards, ensuring that
independent ethical scrutiny for their study has been carried out
before embarking on data collection, that the study was
conducted with prior scrutiny to the methods and potential risk to
participants, and that all participants were fully informed before
giving their voluntary consent to the appropriate use of their data.
Submitted manuscripts that do not meet these standards and
expectations must therefore be rejected. This Commentary offers
guidance for social sciences authors, reviewers, and editors to
follow, and outlines practices that should be adopted to ensure
published articles meet ethical standards.
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Introduction

In 2023, more than 10,000 scientific manuscripts were retracted, and retractions are rising at a
rate higher than the growth of papers. The majority of these relate to misconduct (van Noorden,
2023) and others, on grounds of paper mill production (Else, 2022). More than a decade ago,
Fanelli (2013) proposed that an increase in retractions was a positive sign of increasing
standards and more recently Oransky (2022) added that the increase is too low. In the era of
artificial intelligence (Al) a further layer of challenge is the responsibility of editors (e.g., Perkins
et al., 2022) in how the role of Al is considered in the ethical standards of submitted and
published manuscripts.

In a knowledge production system, there is an expectation of a certain level of productivity
among researchers — the proverbial publish or perish — and the growth in unethical research
conduct and research integrity is perhaps linked with that pressure (Madikizela-Madiya, 2023).
Similar to heightened failings of ethical behaviour in leaders in high stake environments like
national sports (Crawford et al., 2017) and ethical blind spots in aircraft manufacture
(Englehardt et al., 2021). In these examples, moral judgements and consequential behaviours
are influenced by the organisational ethical culture.

Human research in social sciences is typically a low-risk activity that should not present
significant likelihood of harm to participants. However, low risk is not no risk, and therefore high
standards of ethical consideration and scrutiny are still to be expected from researchers. The
scholarship of teaching and learning (SoTL) is often a journey for practitioners. They may begin
by reflecting on their practice, move to evaluation, and then embark on more formal research
and analysis. The move from evaluation and reflection of one’s own practice, to the process and
procedures of research is not binary and there is often a grey area where evaluation as
research is being conducted without ethical approval. It may not occur to practitioners that they
have crossed a boundary and moved into practice where their work now needs further
consideration supported by independent scrutiny.

Editors have a critical role in maximising the likelihood that research is conducted ethically, and
authors have a responsibility to be effective in communicating the ethical processes and
scrutiny that their work has undergone. To ensure that ethical standards are core to articles
published, standards of publication must therefore be clearly defined. In this Commentary, we
propose a series of ethical standards that we argue should be adopted in all social science
research and share our expectations of best practice for all social science researchers
regardless of where they publish their work. We take the perspective of supporting both editors
seeking to assess manuscripts for quality and ethical research, and authors in how they
communicate their approach to meeting expectations of ethical standards. In this work, there is
recognition that there are processes of ethics (e.g., institutional review boards) that may have
occurred prior to submission, and that editors consider ethics of research beyond a statement
declaring that ethics was approved and a citation to a relevant IRB number. Likewise, authors
must actively communicate how they have met ethical standards beyond any short statement of
institutional ethical approval.

The importance of this Commentary is situated in the growing need for the peer review process
to be more diligent in the detection of unethical, false, or misleading research as the corpus of



published and retracted research grows. While some scholars articulate that retractions
increasing are a good thing, retractions may also evidence a broken knowledge ecosystem that
prioritises feedback of poor papers post-production rather than greater rigour in the feedforward
controls editors have the discretionary power to influence. We provide a call to action for all
social science editors and reviewers to seek greater clarity on ambiguous methods and
research ethics ahead of registering acceptance, and for authors to communicate their
approach to upholding ethical standards clearly and transparently.

Background
Historical Context

In medical research, the Declaration of Helsinki was developed following grossly unethical
medical practices that took place during World War Il and which became apparent in the years
after the end of the war. The declaration was originally developed in 1964 by the World Medical
Association (WMA) and has been updated several times since then. The current version of the
declaration was published in 2013 (WMA, 2013) and a public consultation is taking place in
2024 for new updates. While the declaration is primarily focused on medical research, the core
principles and expectations can largely be applied to any human participatory research.

Institutional Review Boards (IRBs) are a relatively new concept in higher education, with the
approval of the National Research Act (1974) in the United States in response to concerns of
malpractice in research on humans. These were primarily derived in response to unethical
medical studies such as the Willowbrook hepatitis experiments and Tuskegee Syphilis Study
(Moon, 2009). The ‘Willowbrook Letters’ (Goldby et al., 1971) describe the Willowbrook
Experiments where children were intentionally infected with hepatitis with the justification that
consent was gained from parents, that influential medical boards had approved the studies, and
that the research conformed with the then Medical Association Draft Code of Ethics on Human
Experimentation (World Medical Association, 1964). However, the study was far from being
ethical or justifiable (Goldby et al., 1971) because there was no resulting benefit for the infected
children and there was clear evidence of dishonest coercion of the parents to obtain their
consent. Despite the high-profile Declaration of Helsinki only 10 years earlier and studies being
approved by review groups ostensibly adhering to a code of ethics, the studies were not
transparent or open about their consideration of ethical standards and protection of the dignity
and wellbeing of participants.

A fictitious test submission by the US Government Accountability Office (2009) highlighted
standing concerns with the capacity of review groups to adequately detect all issues with one
IRB approving the application and failing to verify credentials and claims of official clearance
with the federal agency for Food and Drug Administration (FDA). More reassuringly, two other
IRBs rejected the proposals saying they were “junk”, “awful”’, and “the riskiest thing I've ever
seen on this board” (Kutz, 2009, p. 5). While this is a demonstration of how malicious intent to
deceive can result in approval to continue, it also highlights that sloppy research planning which
does not have full consideration of ethical standards and prioritisation of participant wellbeing,
may also be given the formal stamp of IRB approval. Therefore, the confirmation of IRB
approval alone cannot provide sufficient transparency of how ethical standards have been met.



The role of an ethics review process is to ensure independent feedforward scrutiny is given, and
improvements made before research and engagement with participants can safely begin.
Without this independent perspective from outside of the research team, these issues would not
be identified and the risk of harm to participants would be greater. An analysis by Regan et al.,
(2012) demonstrated the critical role of ethical review in educational research. The most
common issues with ethical standards that were identified through the review process were:

1. Insufficient or inaccurate information for participants to be able to make an informed
decision about their participation.

2. Potential for bias, including invalid data to be collected, and/or inappropriate analysis to
be carried out.

3. Misunderstandings about the risks and benefits by the researcher.

4. Recruitment techniques that were not appropriate for the research or not thought
through thoroughly.

5. Insufficient or inappropriate provision for vulnerable groups to participate in the research.

6. Insufficient or inappropriate consideration of data management.

7. Poor management or unrealistic management of anonymity and confidentiality.

8. Potential for undue influence of participants to take part in the research.

Globally, however, IRBs are not consistently deployed across countries and each jurisdiction
can have different variations on the standards they accept for ‘ethical research’. In the UK,
these are typically considered by Research Ethics Committees (RECs), and in Australia, Human
Research Ethics Committees (HREC). In social science publications, there are mixed views as
to the relevance of IRBs to low-risk human research, and the mission creep of such committees
within a context of already strong ethical expectations underwritten by the National Statement
on Ethical Conduct in Human Research (2023). The balance between overbearing bureaucracy
and appropriate ethical scrutiny can be challenging to achieve (Martyn, 2003).

Global Standards

There are many approaches to ethical standards across the globe. High quality journals seek to
address an international audience and therefore need to ensure an internationally appropriate
approach to transparency of ethics within their published articles. Many countries have long
established and mandated standards while others have much more limited infrastructures to be
able to support a national consistency of approach. It is common for disciplines and professional
areas to have their own ethical standards and codes of practice. and there are many national
examples focused on medical research. In Table 1 we provide key English language examples
of national and international guidelines, standards, and codes of practice that focus on
educational research, are discipline agnostic, or cover a broad discipline in such a way as to be
useful to inform educational research practices. The table is not exhaustive and provides
examples only.



Table 1

Examples of national and international ethical standards, codes, and guidelines

Organisation Country Summary

American United Standards for Research Conduct split into standards for empirical

Educational States of  social science research and standards for humanities-oriented

Research America research (AERA, 2024).

Association (AERA) (USA)

Australian Australia A Code of Ethics which “is intended to guide the behaviour of

Association for members, and to protect them against unacceptable demands and

Research in pressures from superordinates and sponsoring institutions” (AARE,

Education (AARE) 1993).

British Educational ~ United Ethical Guidelines for Educational Research which take the

Research Kingdom  format of underpinning principles and responsibilities:

Association (BERA)  (UK) Responsibilities to: participants; sponsors, clients and stakeholders
in research; the community of educational researchers.
Responsibilities for: publication and dissemination; researchers’
wellbeing and development (BERA, 2018).

Committee on Global, A set of resources for Ethical Oversight guidance documents

Publication Ethics registered cover areas of practice including “policies on consent to publication,

(COPE) in the UK. publication on vulnerable populations, ethical conduct of research
using animals, ethical conduct of research using human subjects,
handling confidential data and ethical business/marketing practices”
(COPE, 2024).

European Europe, Ethical Guidelines which include an overarching statement, a

Educational registered constitution, and links to other national, regional and international

Research in standards (EERA, n.d.).

Association (EERA) Germany

Centre For Media India Guidance for ethical considerations for social research and

Studies (CMS) evaluation (Srivastava, 2020)

Korean Council of South A manual which covers a wide range of issues regarding research

Science Editors Korea and publication ethics and was written to raise standards in

(KCSE) research and publication ethics (Hwang et al., 2016).

Science Council of  Japan A code of conduct developed due to concerns about misconduct

Japan (SCJ) by scientists to prevent the recurrence of unfair practices. The code
includes expected responsibilities, research integrity, connection
with society, and legal compliance (SCJ, 2013).

UK Evaluation UK Guidelines for good practice in evaluation which are structured

Society

into four parts with guidance for evaluators, evaluation
commissioners, self-evaluation, and evaluation participants. A set of
principles underpin the guidelines (UK Evaluation Society, 2019).

In publishing, the international organisation COPE (Committee on Publication Ethics) aims to
educate and support editors, publishers, institutions to place ethical standards as an embedded
part of research culture. The work of COPE goes some way to address the role of editors,
authors, and reviewers in ethical practices, but with a gap in how each protagonist in the



publication process can support ensuring ethical practices were carried out during the research
and communicated in a way that is transparent and clear. It is this gap which this Commentary
seeks to address.

We can take learning from other disciplines where more invasive techniques with human
participants have demanded ethical consideration and transparent statements of ethical
standards for many years (Harriss et al., 2019). In these examples the needs and dignity of the
human are clearly placed as the primary concern for the research practices and outcomes. In
the example of Harriss et al. (2019), authors submitting to that journal are expected to read,
engage with the standards, and then cite the article as evidence of how their submission
adheres to ethical standards. This approach ensures authors are clear about their
responsibilities and publishers have thought carefully about how to support their authors to
undertake those responsibilities. Transparency of expectation also gives confidence to readers
that the editorial process has upheld standards of human dignity and safety.

The Mismatch Between Expectations of Approval and Actual Ethical Research

Typical of papers submitted to journals is a statement such as “this research was approved by
University of X’s institutional review board, approval number 123", with the assumption that
internal institutional control means the research was subsequently conducted ethically.

As part of a suite of retractions Walumbwa and colleagues received, the errors that resulted in
retraction were in the analysis of data. In the statement by editor in chief, Neal M. Ashkanasy
(see Walumba et al., 2014), on a paper that did not list ethical approval:

The retraction is on the grounds of the authors’ advice that they made an error in relation
to the level of analysis used. As a result of this error, the authors incorrectly calculated
key fit statistics. When correctly estimated, the fit statistics do not provide an acceptable
level of support for the hypothesized model, rendering the authors’ conclusions, as
stated in the article, unsustainable.

There are also many studies that have been retracted that had IRB approval clearly stated. For
example, Jiang et al. (2023, p. e330) write that their research “was undertaken with ethical
approval from the UK North West Multi-Centre Research Ethics Committee (11/NW/0382)".
Despite this approval, third party authors identified issues with replication of the data, and a later
admission by the authors that the output format of coding led to their findings being false and
misleading.

The lllinois White Paper (Gunsalus et al., 2007) highlights some challenges with the application
of IRBs to the social science setting with questions like:

Why can a journalist working for a newspaper interview and publish articles and books
about sensitive issues, subject only to professional ethical guidance and legal
consequences, while a journalism professor must additionally seek prior approval from
those outside journalism (i.e., an IRB) for the same activities? (p. 621).

The outcomes of much social science research are published without assurance of ethical
approval through a formal body. All codes of ethical standards do agree that where humans are
participating in primary research and where research affects individuals, ethical scrutiny must be



evidenced. Indeed, journalists may not be required to obtain ethical approval for their work, but
they do have codes of ethics, conduct and/or practice that they must adhere to (e.g. the
National Union of Journalists (2024) Code of Conduct), which is reinforced by an editorial
process that should uphold ethical standards and challenge poor practices. Transparency in
journalistic practices is a core value shared with academic publishing, and is critical for
increasing credibility, accountability, and trustworthiness of the published materials (Koliska,
2022).

Editorial Principles for Evaluating Ethical Research

So far, we have acknowledged jurisdictional, disciplinary, and global attempts to assure ethical
research across diverse contexts. While these attempts have likely led to growth in the ethical
standards in research practices, there remains an apparent acceleration of unethical practices
in research. In this following section, we propose core principles of ethical research that extend
on and complement IRB approval processes. These are provided pragmatically from the
perspective of supporting authors in thinking about their research design and then preparing a
manuscript for submission, but we also include advice that editors can apply to the evaluation of
articles ahead of publication. The underpinning value that the rights, dignity, and safety of all
involved in research is always the primary concern (Harriss et al., 2019) is threaded through all
these principles.

Principle 1. Disclose the Approach to Scrutiny of Ethical Research Practice

Research protocols must be submitted for consideration by a research ethics committee, ethics
review group, or other appropriate independent ethical scrutiny which includes individuals who
cannot be unduly influenced and who are appropriately trained. Scrutiny must take place before
the research begins. In jurisdictions where ethics committees are established, formal approval
must be obtained. Where formal approval is not available, evidence of ethical scrutiny and
rigorous review should be provided by explaining the approach taken. An example is a review of
the planned research by two independent researchers using an agreed set of guidelines,
standards, or a code of practice (such as those in Table 1) to guide their scrutiny. Independent
reviewers are not close to the research but are able to understand the context and discipline,
have insight to make an appropriate analysis of risk, and to have sufficient experience to be
able to critique the aspects covered in the principles below.

Where secondary data is being analysed (e.g. systematic and scoping reviews, meta-analyses)
authors do not require formal ethical approval. However, the ethical status of the published
research and data being used and analysed should be a consideration. The absence of a
statement about ethical approval where human participants are involved in primary research is
usually considered as a significant limitation and a marker of low-quality in assessment tools, for
example the Mixed Methods Assessment Tool (MMAT) by Hong et al. (2018). Suggested
approaches for authors are to either provide a summary of the evidence of ethical standards
within the included research, to score all papers without an ethics statement as low quality, or to
exclude any article which does not have an ethics statement. The specific approach should be
communicated clearly within the methods.



Research that does not involve human participants would also be exempt from formal ethical
approval. Such research is unusual in educational and social sciences and even where this
takes place, ethical considerations should still be given to how the outcomes or
recommendations resulting from research could or would be intended to impact on people. The
act of undertaking research may also pose physical and/or psychological risks to the
researchers. Applying and communicating ethical standards about research practices ensures
scrutiny and thoughtfulness that will benefit the researchers, readers, and any intended
beneficiaries.

Principle 3: Summarise the Risks, Burdens, and Benefits

Involvement in research may involve risks and burdens and must only be conducted if the
intended benefit outweighs those potential risks and burdens. An assessment of risk to
participants must be carried out before the research begins and should only commence if risks
can be appropriately managed to avoid harm. Harm in educational research is less likely to be
physical and more typically will relate to issues such as psychological harm, reduced well-being,
reputational damage, financial cost, misuse of participants’ time, inconvenience,
misrepresentation, or being publicly wronged. A manuscript should therefore summarise the
risks, burdens, and benefits in such a way that the balance of these factors is clearly in favour of
benefit.

Principle 4: Where Vulnerable People Are Targeted, Clarify How Their Specific Needs Have
Been Met

Vulnerable groups and individuals must have specific consideration of how research could
create additional harm. Vulnerable people should only be targeted if the research benefits them
specifically and if the specific research can only be carried out in that group. An inclusive
approach to research where a representative sample of participants is sought, would likely
include individuals considered to be vulnerable or have characteristics that are protected under
law, e.g. the UK Equality Act 2010 (HM Government, 2013). In these circumstances the
equitable needs of all participants should be considered and that the appropriate safeguarding
of individuals is in place.

Principle 5: Ensure the Research Protocol is Clear and Could be Replicated by Other
Researchers

Research should be based on generally accepted and established principles and robust
evidence that the methods are appropriate and safe should be included. Where new methods
are used, their theoretical basis should be clearly explained. Studies should be described using
a research protocol which indicates how ethical considerations have been addressed and in
such a way so other researchers would be able to both interrogate the approach and replicate it.
Some of the retraction examples given above highlight how the use of inappropriate methods
and analysis can be cause for retraction. Therefore, stating the methods clearly will avoid
misunderstandings and allow for the review and editorial process to pick up issues to prevent
future retractions.



Principle 6: Summarise how Privacy and Confidentiality has Been Assured and Maintained

The privacy of participants and the confidentiality of their personal data must always be
protected. Participants must be informed about how their data is being used and stored,
including the measures taken to ensure security of that data, who will have access, and how
long the data will be kept for. Where identifiable information is used (i.e. job titles, gender, age,
location, employer etc.) it should not be collated in a way that would allow a person’s identity to
be deducted. Where names are used, they should be pseudonyms, and clearly noted as being
pseudonyms to assure readers that anonymity has been protected. If anonymity is deliberately
not maintained, it should be very clear that full permissions have been granted and the reasons
for the disclosure clearly articulated. In publications, it is possible to meet one ethical end to the
limitation of another. For example, while anonymisation is common, it may be unclear that the
individuals who have shared their views have not explicitly been asked for their consent to be
guoted in publications. When researchers conduct studies, they make decisions about the
inclusion and design of the quotes and may not include particularly contentious views.

Principle 7: Summarise the Process of Obtaining Informed Consent

Consent for data to be collected, analysed, and outcomes disseminated is clearly an important
aspect of ethical practice. However, providing information about the way in which the data is
collected and how it will be used in advance of any data collection is a core ethical practice. If
an individual was engaged in a private conversation only to discover it was recorded and their
statements were then shared widely, they would be rightly upset because the collection and use
of their personal data was not agreed, and their informed consent has not been obtained. The
individual would likely have phrased their contributions more formally or been more thoughtful
about any eventual audience had they been informed about the purpose of the conversation,
how it was being captured, and how the information would be used before they shared their
thoughts.

Participation must be voluntary and by individuals who are able to give their informed consent.
Participants must be informed about:

Aims and purpose of the research.

Methods to be carried out and expectations of the participant.
Sources of funding and possible conflicts of interest.

Affiliations of the researcher(s).

Risks and benefits, including potential discomfort for the individual.
Any post-research provision or requirements.

How data and information will be used and how it will be stored.

Clearly obtaining informed consent from participants, and being transparent about how data will
be used, is a moral obligation of researchers and all those involved in publishing that research.
In the next section we outline the obligations in publication and the role that authors, reviewers
and editors play in meeting their individual obligations.

Obligations in Publication

All persons involved in the publication of research have obligations to uphold ethical standards.
We outline the obligations of each protagonist:



Author Obligations

Authors submitting primary research papers to a journal should include a statement about the
nature of the ethical scrutiny that the research plans were subjected to. The statement would
typically appear near the beginning of the method section to clearly articulate the ethical stance
of the study and how standards were upheld. The statement would normally include information
about the approval granted by an ethics committee or review group. For authors in countries or
organisations where this formality is not established or available, a short commentary on the
implementation of the principles presented in this paper would be a suitable alternative. Where
ethical approval is formally provided, authors should be able to provide full evidence of this if
challenged to do so. Such an expectation is rare, but such evidence would be called for if the
veracity and authenticity of a paper is questioned.

At the end of a paper a statement or statements should be included which cover the nature of
authorship of the paper, disclosure of interests, conflicts of interests, and a description of the
use of artificial intelligence (Crawford et al., 2023). The CRediT, Contributor Roles Taxonomy,
approach is one of the most commonly used and clear ways of defining author contributions
(CRediT, 2024). Journals have different policies and guidelines which will need to be followed in
relation to some or all of these considerations. Where a journal does not specify how or where
these statements should be presented, authors should still include them as a matter of good
practice, and only remove a statement if instructed to do so by an editor.

Reviewer Obligations

The reviewer is a critical role in maintaining standards and challenging where expected
standards of research are not evidenced (Gonzalez et al., 2022). The reviewer should read and
engage with this paper before reviewing papers for an educational journal. During the review
process, a reviewer should look for how authors have applied ethical standards and in review
feedback, highlight any omissions or opaque statements. The review report should provide
constructive feedback which supports authors in how they communicate their approach to
ethical standards and practice and clarify the ethical standards of the paper to support editors in
their decision making.

Editor Obligations

Editors have the responsibility of ensuring that appropriate statements of ethical approval and
adherence to expected standards are included in papers that present primary research involving
human participants. Where secondary research has been undertaken, the editor should check
that the analysis has considered the ethical standards of the included data.

Editorial boards should review their ethical standards in line with any significant changes to the
publishing landscape or updates to key ethical guidelines. The recent developments in artificial
intelligence (Al) and the impact of Al on integrity in publishing is a pertinent example of where
unanticipated changes can make significant and unexpected impacts on ethical standards in
publishing (Crawford et al., 2023). Editorial boards should establish guidelines, templates, and
resources (or links to already published resources) which support authors, reviewers and their
editorial teams, to meet their obligations in the most straightforward and clear way.



Confirmation of Ethical Standards

In applying the principles of this paper, authors submitting to journals can thereby confirm the
following standards have been met:

1.

The principles of ethical standards outlined in this article have been considered,
actioned, and addressed fully.

Institutional ethical review and approval, where available, has been granted for primary
research which involves human participants. Where institutional approval is not
available, a rigorous alternative has been sought and independent scrutiny can be
evidenced.

Consent and agreement to participate in the research has been obtained in advance of
collecting data. Participants have been provided with suitable information in advance,
consent was obtained voluntarily, and individuals were competent to be able to provide
that consent.

Where vulnerable individuals or groups are a targeted part of the research, the research
was ethical, justified for carrying out with these individuals, and additional measures
were in place to protect the needs and requirements of the vulnerable individuals.
Secondary research using existing data has explored the ethical standards applied to
the collection of the original data.

Privacy, confidentiality, and anonymity of participants and their data has been rigorously
upheld. Data will continue to be secure and protected for the duration of its existence
and disposed of or deleted carefully.

Conflict of interests and impact on ethical standards has been considered and disclosed.
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