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  Abstract 

In social sciences, research is carried out to take insight into social problems and propose solutions. 

Usually, social sciences research involves human subjects and there is a need for protection of data 

provided by the respondents and to be honest with data utilization and reporting. The aim of the study was 

to explore the perspectives of research students about ethics in research. The nature of this study was 

qualitative. A sample of 40 registered research students participated in the study. An Interview protocol 

was developed. Collected data was analyzed by using thematic analysis. The results revealed that research 

students believe on building positive and collaborative relationship with respondents, keeping 

confidentiality and anonymity of the data and acknowledging the efforts of the previous researchers in the 

field. The study also revealed that during data collection influence of researcher may occur and reaching 

truth may become difficult. The study is significant for the research program developers to consider the 

research ethics, their awareness and practice as part of the research curriculum and supervisory practices. 

 

Keywords: Research practice, Research ethics, Integrity, Anonymity, Publication procedure. 

 

 

Introduction 

Ethics are the moral principles to be followed by individuals irrespective of time, field of study or 

profession. Research ethics involves the adaptation of moral principles and practicing them in the field of 

research. It can be generalized that utility of research depends upon how much ethically it is conducted by 

the researcher (Resnik,2018). Literature reported the contribution of many researchers, both from 

qualitative and quantitative research fields, in understanding the ethics in research (Shadish, Cook & 

Campbel, 2002; Denzin,2000). The ethical issues in the field of social science research shifts as researchers 

started taken into consideration the new areas of investigation triggered by demographic shifts, new 

theoretical developments like resilience, positive psychology, appreciative inquiry and most recently the 

artificial intelligence. It is therefore, suggested that researcher should be well aware about their 

philosophical, theoretical and discipline based assumptions as this will impact their approach towards 

research (Mentens &Ginsberg, 2009). 
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Thus, various research perspectives are used to describe the ethical issues in the field of research in social 

sciences. It is henceforth, needed to put forward what is good and to consider ethical research methodology 

from a variety of perspectives, theory and design. Usually ethics are studied with reference to its 

classification i.e., Descriptive ethics, normative ethics, Meta ethics and Applied ethics. Descriptive ethics 

are how people actually behave and what ethical values they actually hold, this area belongs to empirical 

social science, normative ethics are how an individual should behave and what properties are good or 

valuable (Kitchener & Anderson,2011), while meta-ethics deals with the meaning of ethical words, 

justification of moral decisions and reality of moral properties and applied ethics used insights from 

normative ethics to solve specific moral issues in actual settings. It is therefore, noted that social sciences 

research is as example of applied ethics. 

 

Hence, the ethical guidelines, codes and principles are known to have three sources i.e., professional codes 

of ethics that are developed by the organizations, federal guidelines in form of policies and planning and 

code of conduct and general principles of ethics. First of all, every social science field of study and research 

has a professional code of ethics. Secondly situations can be understood in the light of federal policy and 

planning documents and lastly this is general ethical principles that help seeking and providing the 

guidance about ethical conduct during social science research (Blaieke & Priest,2019). 

 

It is reported by Pope (2017) that many organizations work to define and develop ethics code in social 

science research. These organizations include American Psychological Association (APA), American 

Sociological Association (ASA) and American Anthropological Association (AAA).  The ethics in social 

sciences school of thought agree that it is not necessary for the researcher to agree with the moral principles 

of the people and culture s/he is studying. However, in the context of social sciences research, the most 

important question is how to carried out a research process, what are the dos and don’ts of social science 

research planning, process and how researcher should behave with the research subject to explore the truth 

(Diener,& Crandall,1978;Reynolds,1982; Schrag ,2011). These does and don’ts of ethics are also quoted as 

ethical codes in the field of ethics. 

 

Meanwhile, the ethical codes, though, provide guidelines to the social scientists on how to conduct research 

in social sciences perspectives and contexts. But it is also questioned that how much the ethical codes are 

justified? Do these codes work in a scenario where one social scientists work with more than one 

professional society and one gets conflicting advice from these ethical codes (Payne,2000). Often, the how 

of the ethical codes is unclear for the social science researchers (Denzin & Giardina, 2016). It is found to be 

a grey area in ethic research itself that ethic codes do not solve all sort of conflicts in social sciences 

research (Tracy,2019). Similarly, as professions develop and change occurs in professional settings, new 

situations and arena of research arises and since, ethical codes are revised annually and periodically so new 

ethical challenges remain unaddressed until the next revision. 

 

Consequently, social science researcher needs to understand the link between foundational ethical 

principles; professional ethical codes and also need to understand the application of these codes in real life 

situation along with critically evaluating their own conclusions. The general ethical guidelines govern the 

biomedical research, psychiatry research and research in the field of psychology. Similarly, there are 

general ethical guidelines that govern the social science research (Haggerty, 2016; Hoffman &Nortje,2019) 

 

Literature Review  
 

In social sciences, graduate research programs are considered, primarily, the research training  for the social 

scientists. It is to be considered that part of the programs should be the rules, values and regulations  

guiding the responsible conduct of research (Fisher, Fried,, & Feldman, 2009).  The research climate in the 

department can be created by or through departmental research policies, mentoring and student 

involvement in research. It is taken care by the department that research integrity flourishes or flounders in 

graduate programs of research (Fisher, Wertz,, & Goodman, 2009). American Psychological Association’s 
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ethical principles and code of conduct, provides a thorough guidance to the researcher in most field of  

social sciences to conduct a responsible research (Bennet, Cantar, Jones & Nagy,1994; Hobbs,1998;  

Fisher,2016;  Sales & Folkman,2009)  and within or throughout the social sciences, moral debate is 

influenced by the ethics scholarship (Head, 2020). Although, it is observed infrequent  ethics complaints 

against social scientists (Israel & Hay,2006), it is found that , unlike other disciplines, social sciences 

research is also considered to have a highly publicized  count of  research misconduct (Ernhart,Scarr & 

Geneson, 1993). It is also noted that  research ethics regulations and professional standards’ violation , 

whether because of  lack of awareness or understanding of research regulations , publication requirement or 

of iniquitous intentions, undermine the research integrity as a whole (Eisen & Berry,2002; Steneck,2001). 

 

Meanwhile, with the invention and use of technology in the almost every field of life it is observed that, 

though , with the increase of public awareness about the effect of scientific misconduct in the field of  

health and education (Eisen & Berry,2002). It became a need to led the department of Health and Education 

to increase requirements for ethical training of researchers conducting research (Steneck & Bulger,2007). 

The current APA ethics code includes ethical standards addressing the core research areas, including animal 

subject protections, data management and human participant along with address of ethics in publishing 

practices and authentic authorship, conflicts of interest and peer review. However, little is known about 

how graduate programs transmit this commitment to students while it is considered as vital as the 

commitment to research ethics in different research programs in the field of social sciences (Valentine & 

Barnett, 2003). 

 

Moreover, graduate research programs carries different design, delivery and the degree to which students 

are required to be optimistic to consider research as a career goal and these differences may influence the 

extent of student socialization in the responsible conduct of research. It is evident that ,in some social 

sciences schools across the globe, provides formal ethics education to satisfy APA program accreditation 

requirements, while in some research programs, it is noted that ethical topics are included within specific 

courses. Interestingly, Kalichman & Brown (1998) found that research ethics course induction and  ethic 

case discussions increased student’s sense of research ethics course understanding but did not alter their 

own value of research ethics. 

 

Though, the extent and type of research student exposure to research ethics, sometimes, challenges the 

research designs and participant populations. At present, the type of research and ethics-in-research 

challenges associated with graduate student research, however, is little known and reported in the literature 

(Eynon, Schroeder, & Fry, 2009). It is also less known that how research ethics might relate to research 

students’ approach and attitudes toward the integrity of the research. Similarly, students may gain more 

experience in deciding on fair, non-coercive incentives for research population when working with 

economically disadvantaged population (Hannon, Faas, & O'Sullivan, 2017). While there is a need to 

sharply focus on debriefing procedures for those research students who are conducting deception studies 

(Haggerty, 2016).  

 

In the same way, it is noted that there is a need to have more frequent discussions about developing and 

implementing appropriate informed consent procedures for the students who are conducting research with 

impaired cognitive capacities individuals while some face more frequent challenges regarding 

confidentiality and disclosure who are conducting intervention and prevention research with high risk 

populations (Torous & Nebeker 2017). Students involved in commercially-sponsored research programs 

are more likely to need information on ethical guidelines on conflicts of interest (Mooney-

Somers,Olsen,2017). It is, further, noted that there is always a need to address research student insight into 

research ethics devoid of the context in which research is being carried out. The current study is taken up to 

explore about the knowledge and understanding of research students in social sciences about research 

ethics. 
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Procedure 

 

The current study is qualitative exploration to the knowledge and understanding of social science research 

students about research ethics. The study used semi structured interview protocol to collect the data from 40 

registered graduate research students from faculty of social sciences in University of Sargodha. Convenient 

sampling technique was used to select the sample. Interviews were recorded and transcribed later. Thematic 

analysis was used to analyze the data. The transcription was read and re read to identify the potential 

themes and sub themes. Nvivo 11 pro was used to analyze the data.   

 

Results 
 

The data collected was analyzed and transcripts were coded. Three potential themes were identified by 

reading and re reading the transcripts. While talking about research ethics, research students mentioned 

three potential themes i.e., conduct of the research, reporting the research and publication of the research. 

Sub themes identified in Potential theme of conduct of the research includes research ethics exposure, 

breaking the ice for communication, winning the trust of the research participants, assuring confidentiality, 

clarity in briefing the procedures and benefit to the society and integrity of the procedure and responsibility 

for not to harm. Similarly, subthemes identified in potential theme of reporting the research is controlling 

personal bias, reporting the truth, acknowledging the contributors in the field, following the APA reporting 

conduct. Likewise, in publications, subthemes identified were knowledge about publication ethics, 

awareness to funding resources, multiple submissions, failure to disclose financial conflict, omitting a 

deserving author, adding a non-contributor, conflict in managing author serial. 

 

Table 1 : Potential themes, themes and frequency 

Sr 

no  

Potential  

Themes  

Sub-Themes  Frequency  

& %age 

1  Research  

Procedures  

Research ethics exposure  10(34.3%)  

  breaking the ice for communication,   14(40%)  

  winning the trust of the research participants,   25(71%)  

  assuring confidentiality and anonymity ,  30(85.7%)  

  clarity in briefing the procedures and benefit to 

the society.  

27(77%)  

  integrity  22(63%)  

   responsibility for not to harm  11(31.4%)  

2 Research 

Report 

Research Report   

  controlling personal bias  

reporting the truth                                         

27(77%)  

29(83%)                                                          

  acknowledging the contributors in the field   27(77%)  

  following the APA reporting   35(87.5%)  

  Simple language  9(26%) 

3. Research 

Publishing  

      knowledge about publication ethics  8(23%)  

        Awareness to funding sources  13(37.2%)  

  Contribution acknowledgement accordingly  20(57%)  

  Multiple Submissions   27(77%)  

  acknowledging the contributors in the field  31(88.5%) 

  Adding a non contributor  29(83%) 

       Failure to disclose financial conflict  26(74%)  
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Table reflects potential theme research procedure including six sub themes, Research ethics 

exposure,10(34.3%) , breaking the ice for communication, 14(40%), winning the trust of the research 

participants 25(71%), assuring confidentiality and anonymity 30(85.7%), clarity in briefing the procedures 

and benefit to the society, 27(77%), integrity, 22(63%) and responsibility for not to harm11 

(31.4%)..Further table shows that potential theme, Research Report has five sub themes i.e., Controlling 

personal bias 27(77%), reporting the truth 29(83%), acknowledging the contributors in the field 27(77%), 

following the APA reporting 35(87.5%) and using simple language to report the research procedures and 

findings 9(26%).  

 

Likewise,  table also reported that potential theme research publishing has seven sub themes i.e., knowledge 

about publishing ethics 8 (23%),awareness to finding sources for publishing 13 (37.2%), Contribution 

acknowledgement according to the contribution of the authors/researchers 20(57%), Multiple Submissions 

27 (77%), acknowledging the contributors in the field and citing their work 31(88.5%), Adding a non-

contributor 29(83%) and Failure to disclose financial conflict 26 (74%).  

 

Research Procedures 

 

The first theme identified in transcripts was research procedure. Research students perceived that there is 

less exposure to the research ethics when they are conducting research. For example one students stated that  

“ ummmm when I have finished my research course work I have not found any course entitle research 

ethics. Neither research ethics was the part of advertisement of the program or prospects. I have not heard 

any talk during first two semesters of my study and even when we were asked to appear in comprehensive 

examination. So without knowing how I can come to know that these sorts of ethics are to be followed in 

research procedures”.(S-05). 

 

Similarly, Students perceive that to take response from the participants they have to break the ice for 

communication and greet warmly and it is in both cases i.e., in face to face interaction and using technology 

to collect the response: 

 

Another student narrated that “I was known to the fact that I have to break the ice for communication to 

take response. But I am not known to the fact that this is in ethics of the research conduct”. (S-02). 

Likewise, many research students perceive that winning the trust of research participants, assuring them 

that data provided  will be kept confidential  and anonymity will be ensured and briefing the research 

objectives and procedures are needed for the standard approach to conduct the research or for research 

procures.  

 

However, some students perceive that being researches of social science their research can not harm and it 

is only for biological labs where experiments may harm individuals. Moreover, they also responded that 

they are not known to any harm in social sciences research neither they are told by their supervisor or 

department in which they are doing research, similarly they aso perceive that they have awareness about 

integrity in the research and during research procedures it lies with the researcher. For example students 

reported that 

  

“ I do not have any understanding of how research in social sciences can damage the humans and 

participants of the research. It is not told us by the program coordinators and supervisors”.(S-02). 

Research Report: 

 

Once research is conducted than there is a stage of reporting that research. While reporting research it is 

required to follow research ethics and in reporting research section students reported in this stufy that they 

are very much known to APA to be followed in the report.  

One students responded that  
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“Yeaaaah APA , being a student of social sciences this APA manual is just the part of every research 

discussion. I am very very much known of it. I know that if my thesis is not according to APA it will be 

rejected by the supervisor”.(S-20). 

 

While reporting research it is needed by the student to communicate the troth and do not manipulate the 

results, acknowledge the contributors of the research by citing the authors, preparing the report in simple 

language so that reader can understand the contribution of research in the knowledge domains and practice 

improvements. Similarly researcher should also control the biasness when reporting their research  

For example one student quoted that:  

 

“I am told to write report in a comprehensive way and I am also known to citation. I am being told by the 

teachers and my supervisor to write citation in APA. I am also known to the fact that I have to communicate 

whatever is the result and not to report the manipulation”.  

 

Another  student stated that: 

 

Using very simple language may make the users understand that  means research process but at the same 

time they may think I do not know how to write so writing of the report should be in an impressive way than 

mere simply representing the facts in the draft”. 

 

Research Publishing  

 

Research publication is another major task that is carried out by the researcher. In this study research 

publication is third main theme and research students identified that they know the funding resources and 

they have the knowledge to mention the contributors .Research students also perceive that they can have 

multiple submissions and it is not against ethics. For example one student responded that 

 

“uhhh I think multiple submissions are ok with me. Because if I am not getting timely response for 

publication I found it ok to submit it elsewhere as well. Whosoever publish first the other will get to know 

from data base appearance of the article”. (S-33).  

 

Paradoxically a student reported that “multiple submission will bring conflict of interest and I am ethically 

bund to wait”(S-29) 

 

Students also perceived that if their supervisor will like s/he can add any one. For example one student 

narrated that: 

 

“ I have written an article and I sent it to my supervisor now s/he will decide how to finalize the final form 

of the article and who has to include. s/he might have asked someone for contribution or even if non 

contributor and supervisor thinks its ok than for me its ok as well.”(S-17). 

 

Conclusion and Discussion   
 

The research study was carried out to explore the perceptions of research students about research ethics. 

Overall, the study concludes that research students exhibits knowledge and understanding in assuring the 

confidentiality and anonymity (Wiles, Crow, Heath,, & Charles, 2008), winning the trust of the participants, 

clarity in briefing the procedures and integrity. Similarly study concludes that majority of research students 

perceives to control the personal biasness and report the truth citing the work of others, adding a non 

contributor  and do not know how to disclose a financial conflict. The study is in line with the findings of 

Bennett and Taylor (2003) who reported that with the increase of publication contribution by the 

researchers in the field of social sciences also lead to unethical authorship practices that may involve 

including a non contributor in reporting a research paper. The study concludes that very few research 
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students have awareness of publication ethics and research students do consider multiple submissions at a 

time. The study is in accordance with the study conducted by Serebnick and Harter(1990) who concluded 

that though editors consider dual or multiple submission of articles as an unethical practice but it is evident 

from submissions that 40% or more researchers had dual or multiple submission of the article and they 

report  or refusal is submitted once article is reviewed by the journal. This is also in line with the study 

conducted by Cooper (2017) that stated the awareness of publication ethics as well as post publication 

considerations should be addressed including research obligations. It is also noted that in recent years 

devastating effects of publication bias is also impacting the scientific knowledge (Ekmekci, 2017). This 

study concluded that few research students have awareness to the funding resources and show an 

understanding to the responsible use of research funds. While, research conducted by Barfi (2017) reported 

that ethical awareness and compliance facilitates the process of approaching funders and research sponsors. 

 

Limitations and Recommendations 
 

The study is limited to research students from one public sector university of Pakistan. Evidences, by 

including other universities from other provinces and supervisors as sample may enhance the usability and 

generalizability of the research. This research study is also limited to one data collection tool i.e., interview 

protocol and it is recommended that multiple sources for data collection may be utilized to reach more 

reliable information regarding research ethics. Research planning and programs in social sciences may also 

be analyzed to explore the embed of research ethics as part of research program design and delivery. 

Finally the research study is limited to knowledge and understanding of research ethics by research 

graduates, the future study may consider the development of research ethics module for research programs. 
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