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Principle Responsible Conduct of Research: Navigating Challenges and Handling Misconduct

Key Highlights
1. Complexity of the Canadian Research Ecosystem

o The Research & Innovation ecosystem is highly complex and involves funders, researchers, post-
secondary institutions, investors, communities, not-for-profits, private enterprise, and all levels
of government.

e Research in Canada is governed by a wide array of policies, including the Tri-Council Policy
Statement (TCPS) on the Ethical Conduct of Research Involving Human, Responsible Conduct
of Research Framework, the Sensitive Technologies and Affiliations of Concern Policy and
various institutional and federal guidelines.

o Navigating this ecosystem requires awareness of ethical, legal, and institutional expectations.

o Whereas researchers often only learn those policies that apply to their particular research area,
research administrators need to be aware of all of these requirements.

o Compliance requirements evolve over time and in response to changes in society, institutional
practices, and research norms.

2. Learning Acceptable Research Conduct
Researchers learn ethical conduct through:
e Enculturation in academic disciplines
e Mentorship from supervisors
e Formal training, both mandatory (e.g., TCPS2 CORE) and voluntary (e.g., OCAP)
o Personal beliefs and lived experience

3. Research Misconduct Statistics
e In 2023-24, 103 misconduct files were disclosed to the Panel on the Responsible Conduct of
Research and investigated.
e Of'the 45 closed that year, 30 involved breaches
o Common issues: mismanagement of funds, plagiarism, misrepresentation, policy breaches, and
conflicts of interest.
e Reports to the PRCR are significantly lower than witnessed or perceived breaches
e A 2009 systematic review found that, on average:
o 2.9% admitted to misconduct
o 12.5% used questionable practices
o 15.5% witnessed misconduct
o 39.7% aware of questionable practices by others

4. Types of Conduct
o Ethical & Legal: what we strive for with all research
e Unethical but Legal: what can occur when researchers comply with the rule, but not the spirit, of
the regulations



Ethical but Illegal: very problematic to manage; indicative of a need for regulation changes
Unethical & Illegal: what we traditionally think of when we describe “research misconduct”

Case Studies & Ethical Dilemmas

Faculty vs. Student IP Rights: Legal claims over student work raise ethical concerns.
Community-Based Research: Refusing data access to partners is legal but unethical.

Data Archiving Across Borders: Ethically motivated actions may breach legal boundaries.
Russel Ogden Case vs SFU (1994): Raises questions about confidentiality, institutional
responsibility, and academic freedom. When examined retrospectively, all actors made the best
choice possible in the moment with the information they had and the expert guidance they were
given, but how the case played out still sits uneasily with researchers and administrators alike.

Mitigation Strategies

Clear agreements (MOUs), mentorship training, authorship/IP clarity, and strong community-
engaged research practices.

Institutions must support ethical decision-making and prepare researchers and research
administrators to navigate complex scenarios.

Key Lessons

Ethics go beyond compliance: Legal actions can still be unethical

Institutions need to foster a research culture of integrity that promotes awareness, reduces fear of
reporting mistakes and missteps, and effectively and humanely addresses instances of
misconduct, even as we follow the reporting requirements. Most researchers involved in
breaches do not do so intentionally.

Relationships matter: Ethical research is built on trust, transparency, and mutual respect.

We need to normalize that experiencing difficulty in research is common. Instill the trust needed
to share small problems can prevent large problems from emerging.

Support systems are essential: Institutions must guide and protect researchers, especially students
Ongoing reflection is critical: Ethical challenges — and our responses to them — evolve with
societal changes and technological advances
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