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The problem

Student X has just completed his Master’s degree and entered the PhD program in

the same research group. His research had produced amazing results which lead

to publications. However, when a member of his team was trying to replicate some

of his experiments, it turns out that they were not reproducible and there was a

significant deviation in the obtained results. Student X was accused and admitted to

fabricating data.
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Problem owners: 

University and supervisor

The dilemma: 

What is the responsibility of the student, the supervisor and of the 

University in cases of scientific misconduct?
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Autonomy

All principles, values, interests, duties, feelings, needs, etc

Student Supervisor University Group Colleagues Research community 

1

University takes 

away the 

Master’s 

degree, no 

action taken on 

the supervisor.

Possibilities:

Career might end.

Risks:

Damage cannot be 

reversed. Mental health 

affected.

Possibilities:

Avoids responsibility, 

reputation is affected.

Risks:

Does not recognize 

his/her responsibility 

as supervisor. 

Competence 

questioned.

Possibilities:

Covers the 

supervisor -> power 

relationships.

Risks:

Other supervisors 

might be encouraged 

not to take such 

responsibility. 

Researchers might 

quit in protest.

Possibilities:

Sets an example that 

misconduct is not 

tolerated.

Risks:

Fear in cases of honest 

mistakes. Group’s 

reputation affected. 

Competence 

questioned. 

Possibilities:

Supervisor’s reputation 

in the community is 

affected.

Risks:

Room for questioning 

supervisor’s 

competence. 

Researchers might quit 

in protest.
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University lets 

go of the 

supervisor and 

takes away the 

Master’s degree 

of the student.

Possibilities: Career 

might end.

Risks: It was the crack 

in the system which 

allowed him to carry 

forward with data 

fabrication. Mental 

health affected.

Possibilities:

Career might end.

Risks: It was not his 

100% fault that his 

student cheated. 

Possibilities:

Reputation is saved.

Risks: reputation is 

damaged. Other 

professors 

discontent.

Possibilities:

An example is set.

Risks: They feel bad to 

lose a friend or an 

inspiring person and 

feel uncertain about 

their future since their 

supervisor is fired now. 

Funding options etc. 

Possibilities:

A new ethics case to 

ponder upon. 

Risks:  Other 

researchers discontent.
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University 

expels the 

student. 

Supervisor is 

not affected.

Matter was 

resolved 

privately.

Possibilities:

Has to look for new 

job/position.

Risks: Someone leaks 

what happened to 

university, problems 

having references for 

new positions. Mental 

health might suffer. 

Possibilities: 

Reputation and job 

saved.

Risks: Credibility can 

be questioned within 

the group and the 

University, rumors can 

hurt future 

collaborations.

Possibilities:

Reputation saved.

Risks: Exposed to 

future repercussion 

because Uni omitted 

serious offense. 

Other researchers 

feel that an example 

was not set and leave 

in protest.

Possibilities:

No immediate 

repercussions. Example 

was set that misconduct 

is not allowed.

Risks: Rumors can hurt 

future collaborations 

and reputation. 

Possibilities:

Ignorance about what 

happened.

Risks: Losing money 

and time trying to 

replicate or implement 

the findings published. 
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University 

takes away the 

Master’s 

degree and 

makes the case 

public. 

Supervisor is 

not affected.

Possibilities: Student 

can start another 

Master’s project and do 

it in honest way.

Risks: Maybe bad 

reputation for future 

career.

Possibilities: No 

actual punishment, so 

he/she can continue 

the work.

Risks: Risk of conflict 

because  the case is 

made public.

Possibilities: 

University takes the 

certain actions and 

saves it’s reputation.

Risks: Society will 

know about the 

accident and it is bad 

for reputation anyway. 

Conflicts inside the 

department.

Possibilities: Their 

reputation is saved.

Risks: Conflicts with 

the supervisor because 

of his/her 

irresponsibility and they 

can think that it is unfair 

that no punishment was 

for the supervisor.

Possibilities: 

Researchers will know 

that the results of the 

research were 

fabricated and will not 

use it.

Risks: Conflicts inside 

the community.
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University 

takes no 

discipline 

action on the 

student or the 

supervisor on 

account of the 

student’s 

previous 

academic 

record.

Possibilities:

Career is saved.

Risks: May commit 

same “mistake” again. 

Bad example for 

others. Discontent 

among other students.

Possibilities:

Career is saved. 

Risks: Bad example 

for other professors in 

the department. 

Discontent in the 

department.

Possibilities:

Reputation saved.

Risks: If this case 

slips out in media, lot 

of bad reputation. 

Perpetuating a bad 

example for others. 

Good people leave in 

protest.

Possibilities:

A colleague is saved. 

No uncertainty in 

funding and supervising 

issues.

Risks: Might consider 

this bad path as well for 

fame. Feel bad for their 

honest hard work. Good 

people leave in protest.

Possibilities:

A person of community 

is saved.

Risks: Bad reputation if 

media knows about this 

later. Sets a bad 

example. People feel 

frustrated of their hard 

work. Good people 

leave in protest. 

Wasted time on 

replicating a bad paper.
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University 

makes the case 

public and 

invites external 

committee to 

assess it.

Possibilities: Can be 

fired and MSc degree 

can be removed. End 

of scientific career.

Risks: Damaged 

reputation. Mental 

health issues.

Possibilities: Fired 

and career as a 

researcher might end. 

All previous work can 

be questioned.

Risks: Damaged 

reputation.

Possibilities: Can be 

considered to have 

handled the matter in 

a responsible and 

unbiased manner. 

Might have some 

punishment for not 

having better ways of 

assessing the 

research performed.

Risks

Reputation affected, 

transparency 

questioned, repel new 

students.

Possibilities: All their 

research can be 

questioned, might have 

repercussion in their 

careers

Risks: Damaged 

reputation and might 

have to find new group 

to work in and new 

grants.

Possibilities: 

Retraction of papers 

but truth is restored

Risks: 

Conflict within the 

community.
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