Ethics in Research, Part 2
Michael C. Loui

Professor of Electrical and Computer Engineering

University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign

Information Trust Institute

Undergraduate Research Internship Program

June 18, 2009
Ethics in the Advising Relationship

1. What are the characteristics of the ideal research advisor?

2. What are the characteristics of the ideal student researcher?

3. What are the main obligations of a research advisor?

4. What are the main obligations of a student researcher?

Scenario #1: Conflict of Interest 

Sandra was excited about being accepted as a graduate student in the laboratory of Dr. Frederick, a leading scholar in her field, and she embarked on her assigned research project eagerly. But after a few months she began to have misgivings. Though part of Dr. Frederick’s work was supported by federal grants, the project on which she was working was totally supported by a grant from a single company. She had asked Dr. Frederick about this before coming to his lab, and he had assured her that he did not think that the company’s support would conflict with her education…. Dr. Frederick and the company’s researchers were very excited about her results, but she wondered whether the situation was the best for her.
1. What are the advantages and disadvantages of industrially sponsored research?

2. Has Dr. Frederick done anything wrong in giving Sandra this assignment?
3. What potential conflicts in terms of data collection, data interpretation, and publishing might Sandra encounter as she continues with her research?
(Scenario #1 is in Committee on Science, Engineering, and Public Policy, National Academy of Sciences, National Academy of Engineering, and Institute of Medicine, On Being a Scientist: A Guide to Responsible Conduct in Research, National Academy Press, Washington, D.C., 3rd ed., 2009, p. 45.)
Scenario #2: Cultural Differences

You are a native-born American whose parents were born in Round-endia. You were delighted to receive a research assistantship from Professor Blunt, and were unconcerned that Professor Blunt is a naturalized U.S. citizen born of a prominent family in Blunt-endia, a country with a centuries-old enmity toward Round-endia.


As with all his research advisees, Professor Blunt regularly meets with you to discuss research. Blunt has given you good feedback on your work. By the end of the second year of grad school, you feel your research is on track.


You have begun to notice that Professor Blunt spends much time interacting informally in the lab and socially outside the lab with his several Blunt-endish students. When visiting scientists come to the lab, Blunt seems more likely to introduce his Blunt-endish students to the visitor than his non-Blunt-endish students. Professor Blunt also spends time in nontechnical “mentoring” career discussions with his other students, but discusses only technical work with you.


You feel that you are not getting as full a professional education as the Blunt-endish students with whom Professor Blunt seems more comfortable. In fact, Professor Blunt seems even more formal and impersonal in his private dealings with you than with any of his other students. You suspect this may reflect the fact that you are the only Round-endish in the group.


What, if anything, can or should you do to address your concerns?

(Scenario #2 is due to Albert Meyer and Caroline Whitbeck, on the Web in the Online Ethics Center, National Academy of Engineering, at http://www.onlineethics.org/cms/16140.aspx.)
Scenario #3: The Endless Dissertation


You have been pursuing doctoral studies in engineering at X University for six years. You chose to do a thesis with Professor Z, despite having heard Z characterized as a “slave-driver.” Although you found Professor Z to be an exacting supervisor, and the thesis work was challenging, the two of you developed a fairly good working relationship.


You complete course work eighteen months ago, and have since been working solely on the thesis. During this period, you have submitted each chapter of the thesis to Professor Z; Z suggested incremental revisions in both the methods and the write-up which you have carried out. You now believe the original goals that the two of you agreed upon have been completed and you submit the final draft to Z.


Professor Z responds that it is wholly unsatisfactory and asserts that you must not only revise the thesis document, but do additional work on the experimental apparatus and collect substantially more data. You feel that the additions that Professor Z has demanded go unreasonably beyond the original scope of the project and will require another eighteen months to complete.


What can or should you do now?

(Scenario #3 is due to Todd Riggs, http://www.onlineethics.org/cms/16142.aspx.)




