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Executive summary  
 

The present deliverable (D5.2) reports on the results of the focus group study carried out under the 
auspices of WP5 in the European Horizon2020 project SOPs4RI (Standard Operating Procedures for 
Research Integrity).  

The focus group study aims to explore how the main disciplinary fields of research – humanities, 
social science, natural science (including technical science) and medical science (including biosci-
ence) – perceive and relate to a number of different research integrity (RI) topics relevant for both 
research performing organisations (RPOs) and research funding organisations (RFOs), to under-
stand the potential disciplinary variations in challenges experienced in relation to RI, and to under-
stand the research areas’ needs for institutional guidelines and SOPs (Standard Operating Proce-
dures).  

The study consists of 30 focus group interviews, across eight different European countries, with 
researchers from the four main areas of research together with relevant stakeholders – such as REC 
and RIO members, journal editors, and industry and funding organisation representatives. Fourteen 
of the focus groups involve researches from these main areas of research, and sixteen groups in-
clude researchers as well as relevant stakeholders from the same areas of research. A total of 145 
researchers and stakeholders have participated in the study.  

The RI topics explored in the focus group study cover nine topics for the RPOs and eleven topics for 
the RFOs. These topics were identified through previous WP studies and included in a first prelimi-
nary version of a toolbox that eventually will feature a collection of tools (SOPs and guidelines). The 
toolbox will assist RPOs and RFOs in promoting a strong research integrity culture, as well as in the 
design and implementation of an institutional Research Integrity Promotion Plan (RIPP). The focus 
group study has generated a more nuanced and in-depth knowledge on these various topics and 
enhanced an understanding of the perception and prioritisation of these topics within the different 
disciplinary fields of research. Representing different main areas of research, various research dis-
ciplines, and diverse RI perspectives, the focus group participants have discussed the current land-
scape of RI from their point of view and reported on potential roadblocks and negotiable ways to 
promote research integrity. The discussions have illuminated existing challenges to cultivating RI 
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cultures, offered best case examples of institutional RI practices, and provided numerous recom-
mendations and ideas for guidelines and SOPs.   

In particular, the focus group study investigates and explores the following three distinct research 
questions: 

Understanding the need for research integrity SOPs and guidelines  

1) Is there a need for different SOPs and guidelines in different disciplinary fields for the same 
RI topics/subtopics? 
 

• In general, the findings from the focus group study show that focus group participants lay 
emphasis on the responsibility of the RPOs to ensure a high standard of RI. Akin to this 
finding, the results from the mixed RFO focus groups also identify many areas in which RFOs 
can make a significant difference in promoting RI practices and procedures.  
 

• A key finding across main areas of research is that variation exist within and across different 
areas of research, and this influences the perception of and needs for RI practices and 
guidelines. For instance, variations in research practices result in different challenges with 
regard to data practices, data management, ethical considerations, and authorship distri-
bution, amongst other issues, which in turn yield different concerns. Hence, for the major-
ity of topics discussed in the focus group interviews, the researchers request policies that 
are sensitive towards disciplinary differences. This is also evident for SOPs and guidelines, 
where researchers from different areas of research express a need for discipline-specific RI 
support and guidance in their work.  
 

Prioritizing the need for research integrity SOPs and guidelines 

2) Which topics and subtopics are the most important ones for the different disciplines/main 
research fields (humanities, social science, natural science, and medical science)? 
 

• The focus group study has confirmed the importance of the selected topics for the toolbox 
for both RPOs and RFOs.  
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• For the RPOs, two topics are considered exceedingly important: ‘Responsible supervision 
and mentoring’ and ‘Research environment’. Predominantly, the topic of ‘Research envi-
ronment’ appear to be a recurring theme across all focus groups as a focal point for RPOs 
to address. A majority of the focus groups point to the importance of this topic as an un-
derlying construct for managing and cultivating other issues of research integrity. For in-
stance, challenges to strong RI research cultures such as hyper-competitiveness, perfor-
mance pressures, power imbalances – amongst other issues – were emphasised in many 
variations in the focus group interviews. Generally, supportive and sound research envi-
ronments with fair, holistic, and transparent procedures for appointments, assessments 
and promotions, a strong focus on relevant RI training at both junior and senior levels, and 
clear procedures for handling allegations of misconduct, are called for by the focus group 
participants.  
 

• For the RFOs, the three topics of ‘Dealing with breaches of RI’, ‘Research ethics structures’, 
and ‘Publication and communication’ are considered to be particularly important. Conse-
quently, it could be profitable for RFOs to review their evaluation and funding procedures, 
and formulate policies that relate to how funding proposals are selected and reviewed and 
how projects are monitored, for instance. RFOs are also in a position to ensure that RPOs 
address RI issues, i.e. by ensuring that they have clear policies, governance structures, and 
guidelines in place.  
 

• While the different topics are not considered to be equally important for all main areas of 
research by the interviewees, each topic was ranked as significant by at least two of the 
main areas of research (medical science, natural science, social science and/or the human-
ities). In fact, seven out of nine RPO-topics, and nine out of eleven RFO-topics, were con-
sidered ‘very important’ or ‘important’ by at least three of the four main areas. ‘Declaration 
of competing interests’ and ‘Collaborative research among RPOs’ were the two topics that 
were considered of least importance by the RPO groups, whereas ‘Intellectual property 
rights’ and ‘Collaboration within funded projects’ were the topics that were ranked lowest 
in the RFO groups. 
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Adding new research integrity topics to existing topics 

3) Do the different disciplines have any topics or subtopics to add to the map of the RI land-
scape?  
 

• Overall, the extensive set of focus group data provides nuanced and in-depth insights into 
field-specific wants and needs for institutional RI guidelines and procedures, which can as-
sist researchers and other stakeholders in their daily work and in contributing to improving 
RI practices within organisations. Emerging RI topics and subtopics are encompassed within 
the nine and eleven predefined and broad RI topics but they, as well as the interviews in 
general, add to a detailed understanding of the depth and width of the different topics. 
Still, the results of the focus group study indicate that several contextual factors and topics 
are of significance for researcher and stakeholder perceptions, and are therefore vital to 
take into consideration when customising institutional RI polices and guidelines. 

 

• Apart from disciplinary differences, a number of contextual matters seem to have an im-
pact on the perception of and importance attached to the different topics. For instance, 
national and organisational variation in funding structures and legal and institutional struc-
tures for handling allegations and breaches of research integrity influence the perception 
and importance of topics, as very varied attention is given to the different topics in terms 
of already established RI practices and procedures. Hence, current national and organisa-
tional RI landscapes also determine the recommended RPO and RFO efforts.  

 
• To avoid unnecessary use of resources – for instance when establishing parallel RI proce-

dures, revising already well-functioning structures, etc. – it is important to evaluate existing 
practises in terms of cost-benefit analyses. Creating heightened awareness about already 
established guidance and support structures could also increase the use of existing re-
sources.     
 

• In general, the focus group study also points to the following contextual cross-cutting topic, 
which is of importance for safeguarding RI and for successfully implementing RI policies 
and guidelines: A key concern amongst the focus group participants related to the balance 
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between implementing sound and relevant procedures that can stimulate RI practices and 
avoiding adding unnecessary bureaucracy. The researchers express a willingness to engage 
in RI issues but they are concerned that new policies and demands will be placed on top of 
existing requirements and add to administrative tasks that take time away from research. 
Hence, avoiding duplication and parallel systems are conveyed as an important issue by the 
interview participants. To increase the legitimisation of RI procedures, RPOs and RFOs 
should go to lengths to ensure that RI tools and requirements are meaningful, flexible, 
practical, and adapted to relevant contexts.  
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1. Introduction 
 

1.1 Abbreviations 
RI – Research Integrity 

SOP – Standard Operating Procedure 

RPO – Research performing organisation 

RFO – Research funding organisation 

RIPP – Research Integrity Promotion Plan 

IRB – Institutional review board 

IPR – Intellectual property rights   

RIO – Research integrity office(r) 

REC – Research ethics committee 

R&D – Research and development 

PI – Principal investigator 

OA – Open access  

 

 

1.2 Terminology 
Code: a document guiding the members of an organisation on ethical standards and how to achieve 
them. Ethics/integrity codes are formal documents sending a message about moral standards guid-
ing professional behaviour by providing principles, values, standards, or rules of behaviour. 

Guideline: a statement of principles or issues to consider when performing a task, aimed to guide 
courses of action. Guidelines give direction and help users make decisions. They are often created 
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based on the consensus of experts after detailed evaluation and assessment of available evidence. 
They may include checklists. 

Standard Operating Procedure (SOP): a detailed, written instruction, aimed to achieve uniform ac-
tion step-by-step. SOPs prescribe specific actions; they make it easier for users to make decisions. 
They may come in the shape of a ‘decision-tree’/flow-diagram, similar to what is referred to as an 
algorithm in clinical contexts. 

Toolbox: a structured collection of easy-to-use tools (SOPs and guidelines) that RPOs and RFOs can 
use when developing their own Research Integrity Promotion Plans. 

Research Integrity Promotion Plan (RIPP): a document describing how a specific institution will en-
sure, foster, and promote responsible research practices, avoid detrimental practices, and handle 
misconduct. RPOs and RFOs should form their own RIPPs and consider disciplinary, organisational 
and national differences.  

 

1.3 About SOPs4RI 
SOPs4RI (Standard Operating Procedures for Research Integrity) is a four-year (2019-2022), multi-
partner transdisciplinary project funded by the European Commission (H2020-SwafS-03-2018, 
Grant Agreement no. 824481). The project has 13 partners in 10 European countries, and is coor-
dinated by Aarhus University (AU). The project’s homepage can be found here: 
https://www.sops4ri.eu/. SOPs4RI has also been preregistered on the Open Science Framework: 
https://osf.io/49fbk/ 

 

Objectives 

SOPs4RI will deliver an online, freely accessible and easy-to-use ‘toolbox’ that can help Research 
Performing Organisations (RPOs) and Research Funding Organisations (RFOs) cultivate research in-
tegrity and reduce detrimental practices. The end product of SOPs4RI thus addresses needs of RPOs 
and RFOs, contributing to solving problems related to research integrity and enabling positive 
change.  

https://www.sops4ri.eu/
https://osf.io/49fbk/


  

 

SOPs4RI_AU_WP5_D5.2_Report on the Results of the Focus Group Interviews_Version 1.0 

  

 

 Copyright by the SOPs4RI Consortium  Page 20 of 348 

 

 

 

SOPs4RI takes a mixed-methods, co-creative approach to the development and empirical validation 
of Standard Operating Procedures (SOPs) and guidelines, to cultivate research integrity and reduce 
detrimental practices. Empirical elements of the project include 20 expert interviews, a three-round 
Delphi consensus consultation process, 30 focus groups across academic disciplines, an online sur-
vey of researchers across 31 countries, and four co-creation workshops engaging stakeholders. 

Through comprehensive empirical research and inclusion of core user groups, SOPs4RI will develop 
a collection of tools (SOPs and guidelines) that are sensitive to the organisational context and the 
academic domain in which they will be applied. The sequential implementation of qualitative, quan-
titative, and co-creative parts of the empirical research programme will enable iterative refinement 
of the properties of the SOPs and guidelines. SOPs4RI includes a pilot programme, in which selected 
RPOs and RFOs apply the tools in local practices. A number of public and private research funding 
organisations as well as university networks have confirmed their willingness to participate in the 
pilot phase. Results of this final step of the validation procedure will feed into the final version of 
the toolbox. 

 

1.4 About this deliverable 
The present deliverable (D5.2.) is the report on the results of the focus group study. As described 
in the protocol for this study (D5.1, see link in references), the aim of the focus group study is to 
provide discipline specific knowledge on SOPs and guidelines related to research integrity in RPOs 
and RFOs. The study consists of 30 focus group interviews with researchers from the humanities, 
social sciences, natural and technical sciences, and medical sciences, together with relevant stake-
holders. 14 of the focus groups involved researches from these four main areas of research, and 16 
groups comprised researchers, as well as relevant stakeholders, from the same areas of research 
(see Methods section below for more details, section 2). The focus group interviews were carried 
out in February, March and April 2020, and took place in eight different European countries. 

The aim of the focus group study has been to generate field-specific knowledge on the first version 
of a toolbox, with SOPs and guidelines created in SOPs4RI’s WP4 (D4.2, see link in references). In 
WP4, nine topics for the RPOs and 11 topics for the RFOs were selected for version 1.0 of the 
toolbox. These topics have formed the basis of the focus group study, and as it will be clear in the 
following, the focus group study has generated new valuable knowledge regarding the differences 
in the main areas of research’s understanding and prioritization of them. For the RPO section, we 
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describe the comprehension of nine RI topics in the four main areas of research and for the RFO 
part, we describe how these four areas perceive 11 different RI topics. These descriptions are sup-
plemented with 10 heat maps that show the main research areas’ assessment of the importance 
of the topics for the RPOs and RFOs. Finally, in the two last chapters of the report, cross-case anal-
yses have been made to flag issues that are especially important to pay attention to in the future 
work in SOPs4RI.  

 

1.5 How to read this report 
This report consists of four chapters this introduction. Section 2 describes the methodology and 
research strategy applied in the focus group study. Sections 3 and 4 contain the findings from the 
focus group study; section 3 focuses on the findings related to RPOs and section 4 concerns the 
findings related to RFOs. Section 5 highlights cross-cutting themes from the focus group interviews 
that SOPs4RI is recommended to take into account in future work. Section 5 also sums up and 
concludes the report.  
 
The results presented in section 3 and 4 can be read in several ways. Each section describes the 
comprehension of the nine or eleven research integrity topics (related to RPOs and RFOs, respec-
tively) in the four main areas of research. Each analysis of a particular research integrity topic and 
its’ subtopics is supported by a display presenting the key findings for the focus group discussions 
on that topic. In some displays rows for one or more subtopics are left empty because the particular 
subtopic(s) was not attended to in the focus group discussions. As will be explained in the method-
ology section all subtopics were not necessarily consistently addressed by the moderators, and 
empty display rows are therefore due to that the focus group discussions did not revolve around 
the specific subtopic(s) (see section 2.2.3). Furthermore, for some topics a display has not been 
generated for this report due to that the focus group discussions generated limited data on the 
topic in question. This will be explained in further detail in the individual topic analyses.  
  
The results can be read in both a vertical and horizontal manner. If one is mainly interested in the 
findings relating to RPOs, section 3 can be read vertically. In that case, one will come across the 
four main areas of research one by one, wherein the nine RPO topics will be examined one after 
another and supplemented by a heat map showing that main research area’s assessment of the 
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importance of the topics. Following the analysis of the four main areas, a cross-case analysis and a 
heat map for all the main areas of research supplements the individual topic findings.  
 
Likewise, if one is mainly interested in the findings relating to RFOs, section 4 can be read vertically 
in the same way. If one is mainly interested in a specific main area of research, for instance the 
humanities, section 3 and 4 can be read horizontally, i.e. focusing one’s reading on the respective 
subsections within section 3 and 4 dealing with the humanities. There, the field-specific knowledge 
generated for the humanities (and likewise with the other main areas) on the research integrity 
topics, relating to both RPOs and RFOs, can be read. If one is mainly interested in a specific research 
integrity topic, for instance ‘Publication and communication’, the results can likewise be read ver-
tically, focusing on the subsections within each main area of research dealing with ‘Publication and 
communication’.  
 
The graphic below gives an illustrative overview of the report structure. 
 

 Figure 1.5: Graphic overview of report structure.  
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2. Methodology and Research Strategy 

The aim of the focus group study is to generate discipline-specific knowledge on SOPs and guide-
lines related to the promotion of research integrity within RPOs and RFOs. The focus group study 
entails 30 focus group interviews across eight European countries2, with researchers from the hu-
manities, social science, natural science, and medical science, together with relevant stakeholders 
such as representatives from RECs and RIOs, amongst others. 14 focus groups involved researchers 
only from the different main areas of research, and 16 groups were composed of both researchers, 
as well as relevant stakeholders (see section 2.2.1 below for more details).  

The objectives of the focus group study are twofold: 1) to generate field-specific knowledge on the 
first version of the SOPs and guidelines (created in WP4); 2) and to explore and generate knowledge 
on which RI topics are most important for researchers and stakeholders within and across the dif-
ferent disciplinary areas of research. The focus group study maps the ranking of important topics 
to pursue and it provides in-depth qualitative data on the different areas’ understandings of the 
need and requests for SOPs and guidelines within these topics. In this regard, the different focus 
group interviews explore, assess, and report on current RI challenges and barriers, as well as convey 
best-practice cases and potential solutions for how to improve RI practices and procedures within 

each distinct topic3. 

2.1 Focus group research design 
The focus group study consists of a total of 30 discipline-related focus group interviews. Research-
ers apply numerous approaches and methods in their work, and it is important that the SOPs and 

                                                      

 

2 Denmark, Spain, the Netherlands, Germany, Belgium, Croatia, Italy, and Greece 

3 Parts of the method sections build directly on the research design descriptions included in the research 

protocol (D5.1, see link in references) 
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guidelines produced are meaningful and useful for researchers in different disciplinary areas of re-
search. The focus group method is beneficial when the objective is to explore and produce such 
data on variation in assessments, arguments, negotiations, and interpretations (within and across 
groups) on complex and uncharted themes, such as RI practices and procedures. Furthermore, the 
focus group data generated through group interaction provides knowledge on how group repre-
sentatives describe and ascribe meaning to current and required research practices within different 
disciplinary, institutional, and national contexts and influences (Halkier 2016, Morgan 1997).  
 
The importance of research area representation is mirrored in the composition of the focus groups. 
Seven focus group interviews were conducted within the humanities, seven within social science, 
eight within natural science (including technical science) and eight within medical science (including 
biomedicine). Section 2.2.2 describes the composition of the focus groups in detail. Due to the 
COVID-19 situation, the remaining part of the data collection process had to be reorganised, and 
eight of the 30 interviews were transformed into an online format. In the introduction to the indi-
vidual research areas, a display of participant profiles and type of interview (online or face-to-face) 
is provided. The specific challenges of reconfiguring interactional interviews into an online format 
are outlined in section 2.2.5. Two of the originally planned 32 focus group interviews, one within 
social science (a quantitative group) and one within the humanities (a philosophical and aesthetic 
group), both in the United Kingdom, could not be restructured into an online format and were 
cancelled.  
 
The focus group study design was developed through a collective work package collaboration, and 
the process was initiated with a joint WP kick off meeting in Aarhus in autumn 2019, where the 
overall design was discussed, including particulars of the sampling and recruitment strategy, key 
interview topics, and the outline of the moderator guide. The research design was also constructed 
in close dialogue with WP4 in order to align the objectives, collaboration, resources, and learning 
possibilities of the work packages in the most beneficial ways. The research design was continuously 
refined and reported in a protocol for the study (D5.1, see references). The protocol, which was 
finalised in January 2020, includes detailed descriptions of the methodology, study participants, 
recruitment strategy, interview guide, consent form, and privacy policy etc. Different moderators 
conducted the individual focus group interviews in eight different countries. In order to streamline 
the data collection process and maintain consistency in the design and implementation phase, firm 
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procedures and a detailed roadmap and processual ‘script’ were produced  at a preparatory meet-
ing in Aarhus. In addition to the study protocol, other detailed documents/templates produced and 
applied included: invitation letter to potential participants, letter of information to potential par-
ticipants, consent form, introductory power point slides to the interview, template for participant 
info sheet, moderator guide (including ranking exercise templates, topic questions and probes), 
and a list of practicalities/planning issues related to catering, equipment, materials etc. (see all ap-
pendices in section 7).       
 

 Research questions  
The focus group research study was designed to address the following three research questions:  
 

1) Is there a need for different SOPs and guidelines in different disciplinary fields for the same 
RI topics/subtopics? 

In order to answer this question, we first need to understand how the different main areas of re-
search comprehend the different topics and subtopics. Thereafter, we also need to understand 
their needs for SOPs and guidelines for the different RI topics.  In all focus group interviews, we will 
therefore had in-depth discussions of two or three selected topics. After thorough deliberations 
amongst the WP partners, including VUmc as lead of WP4, we selected 10 topics for the researcher 
groups and eight topics for the mixed groups, to be discussed in detail in the interviews (see ap-
pendix IX). When deciding on the topics, we started with the first draft of the topics and subtopics 
for the first version of the toolbox (see D4.2, link in references). We thereafter discussed all the 
topics in detail and made a decision on whether to include the topic or not. In some cases, we chose 
to include a subtopic. We based our decision on the expected benefits of discussing a topic in the 
focus group interviews (i.e. new perspectives, new knowledge on disciplinary differences, etc.).   

Subsequently, it was decided how to combine the topics in pairs, or groups of three, and how to 
distribute them between the groups and partners (see appendix XI). The main idea behind the 
grouping strategy was to ensure that the selected topics were covered within all the main areas of 
research. This implies that each selected topic is discussed in four different focus groups: one group 
within the humanities, one group within the social sciences, one group within the natural sciences 
(including the technical sciences), and one group within the medical sciences (including biomedi-
cine). The rationale for how the topics were paired/grouped is explained in appendix XII.   
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2) Which RI topics and subtopics are the most important ones for the different disci-
plines/main research fields (humanities, social science, natural science, and medical sci-
ence)?  

It is important to gain knowledge about the relative importance attached to the different topics in 
terms of how they are prioritised as the most relevant by the different main areas of research. The 
sorting exercise we used is designed to facilitate this task of ranking. The exercise was carried out 
in all 30 focus groups with two different sets of topics, one set for the 16 mixed groups and one set 
for the 14 researcher-only groups (see appendix XIII). These topic lists are identical with the final 
lists of topics for the first version of the toolbox as described in SOPs4RI’s Deliverable 4.2. Thus, the 
sorting exercise is created to gain insights into how researchers and stakeholders prioritise the top-
ics selected in version 1.0 of the toolbox.   
 

3) Do the different disciplines have any topics or subtopics to add to map of the RI land-
scape?  

Although the topics for the first version of the toolbox (see D4.2) were selected on the basis of a 
thorough research process in WP3, it is likely that many of the researcher and stakeholder interview 
participants could add new, important topics to the current understanding of relevant RI issues 
and/or provide new perspectives and perceptions to existing topics. The partly explorative ap-
proach and the integration of open questions into the interview design, allows for a discovery of 
supplementary topics that need to be added to the current WP4 research results. 
 

 Practical implementation  
The 30 focus group interviews conducted were distributed between SOPs4RI-partners from six dif-
ferent countries (coordinated by Aarhus University) and were carried out in eight different Euro-
pean countries (Denmark, Spain, the Netherlands, Germany, Belgium, Croatia, Italy, and Greece, 
see table 2.1.2 below). The interviews were primarily situated at partner universities to take ad-
vantage of institutional back up, local gatekeepers, and local knowledge, which facilitates the re-
cruitment and data collection process. 
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Table 2.1.2 Distribution of focus group interviews amongst countries 

Country  Number and types of interview (i.e. face-
to-face/online) 

Denmark 6 (2 online) 

The Netherlands 6 

Croatia 5 (1 online) 

Germany 2 

Greece 4 

Spain 4 (2 online) 

Italy 1 (1 online) 

Belgium 2 (2 online) 

 

The focus group interviews were conducted between February 2020 and April 2020. 22 interviews 
were carried out face-to-face as planned, whereas eight interviews had to be performed online due 
to the cross-country COVID-19 lock-down. All interviews were performed in English. A few intro-
ductions were conveyed in the local language (in case of any language barriers) to make sure that 
the purpose of the study was clearly conveyed and understood.  

All interviews were recorded, and transcribed according to common guidelines to enhance accu-
racy and reliability. All interview transcriptions will be anonymised and handled in alignment with 
the European Union’s General Data Protection Regulation.   

The online interviews were both audio and video recorded via the particular recording features of 
Skype or Zoom. Oral consent to the additional video recording was given prior to each online inter-
view. Subsequently, all transcribed interviews have been coded in the software program NVivo, 
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which is designed to facilitate data management, analysis, and reporting (see coding strategy, sec-
tion 2.2.4).    

 

 Ethical considerations 

Ethical approval for conducting the focus group study was obtained from the Research Ethics Com-
mittee at Aarhus University (5th of December 2019, see appendix XIV). Additionally, the ethical 
standards and guidelines of Horizon2020 were applied. Participants were provided with a descrip-
tion of the overall aim of the SOPs4RI project, the specific aim of the focus group study, an outline 
of the procedures involved in the focus group study, as well as the potential benefits and risks/bur-
dens involved in participation (see appendix II (Invitation Letter), appendix III (Information Letter), 
and appendix IV (Consent Form)).   

2.1.3.1 Risk and inconveniences  

The focus group study posed a small risk of discovering sensitive information, for instance concern-
ing research misconduct cases, or problems with how specific institutions handle research integrity 
issues. In the focus group introduction and debriefing, the focus group facilitators emphasised that 
participants are not to repeat to others what was shared in the focus group interviews.   

The participants were also informed about these matters in the informed consent form (see ap-
pendix IV and section 2.1.3.2). By signing the informed consent form, the participants agreed to 
maintain the confidentiality of the information discussed by all participants and researchers during 
the focus group session.  

2.1.3.2 Informed consent  

Prior to each focus group interview, all participants in the focus groups were presented with an 
information letter (appendix III) and an informed consent form (appendix IV). These included infor-
mation on the project’s purpose, funding, recruiting process, methodologies, expected risks/ad-
verse effects, beneficiaries of research results, communication of research results, all matters con-
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cerning data collection, analysis and protection of the participants’ personal information, the par-
ticipants’ opportunities for withdrawal and for viewing, and, if relevant, commenting on transcrip-
tions of interviews and quotations. None of the participants have subsequently wished to comment 
on their own transcription/quotations. In the informed consent form, there was a clear description 
as to what the participants give their consent to by signing the form. The informed consent form 
follows the guidelines of Aarhus University (see. appendix IV, see also the privacy policy of the focus 
group study in appendix XV). For the face-to-face focus group interviews, consent forms were 
signed before the commencement of each interview. For the online focus group interviews, the 
consent was given verbally and subsequently provided in a written version as well. 

2.1.3.3 Data management and privacy 

The project as a whole, including the focus group study, has a distinct focus on ensuring that data 
management procedures comply with the General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR, link) of the 
European Union. The procedures for data management and privacy are specified in the privacy 
policy (see appendix XV). The invitation letter we used provides a link to the privacy policy and in 
this way informed participants of the study’s data management and privacy procedures.   

 

2.2 Data collection and data coding 
The following sections describe the sampling and recruitment strategy employed and present the 
main issues related to interview design and the process of preparing data for analysis.   

 

 Sampling and recruitment strategy 

The study identified and recruited participants for the focus group interviews from all the main 
areas of science and endeavoured to represent main methodological approaches (for example 
qualitative and quantitative methods in the social sciences) across the 30 interviews. 

The study has conducted seven focus group interviews within the humanities, seven within social 
science, eight within natural science (including technical science) and eight within medical science 

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=celex:32016R0679
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(including biomedicine). 14 of the 30 interviews focused on RI within RPOs and comprised re-
searcher only groups (see section 2.2.2). Recruitment of participants in these groups took place on 
the basis of the researchers’ main methodological approaches in their work. In the recruitment 
phase, attention was also given to engage experienced researchers who hold management posi-
tions (head of departments, associate deans etc.), since they also possess valuable knowledge of 
organisational issues. The remaining 16 focus groups that revolved around RI within RFOs included 
both relevant stakeholders and researchers. Variation in stakeholder representation was a key focal 
point in the recruitment process and stakeholders were recruited from RPOs, research integrity 
offices (RIOs), research ethics committees (RECs), funding organisations, trade unions, journals, and 
industry. We especially aimed to include one stakeholder employed in a high level management 
position in a research-funding organisation (RFO) and one stakeholder from a research integrity 
office (RIO) in each of the 16 stakeholder groups. As shown in the RFO participant profile overviews 
(see sections 4.1, 4.2, 4.3 and 4.4), it was not possible to secure such stakeholder representation in 
all 16 groups. Within both the RPO and RFO focus groups, sample homogeneity was sought regard-
ing the area of research. The RPO groups were more segmented in character compared to the 
mixed stakeholder groups, as they were composed of researchers only with shared methodological 
approaches. In addition to the sample criteria mentioned above, the following criteria were em-
ployed, primarily with the purpose of enhancing representation, diversity and heterogeneity: 

• Both senior/permanent position holders (professors, associate professors, senior research-
ers, etc.) and junior researchers/non-permanent position holders (post docs, assistant pro-
fessors, last year PhD students) should be represented in the groups.   

• The gender composition of the focus groups should be balanced.  
• Two to three different area sub-disciplines should be represented in each focus group.  
• Three different types of stakeholders should be included in the mixed focus groups (mini-

mum two). Stakeholders must have discipline-specific knowledge.  
• The selected disciplines should be broadly representative of research being conducted in 

the four main areas 

The selected disciplines should be broadly representative of research being conducted in the four 
main areas. Furthermore, interviewees, who are dependent on each other (e.g. a lab leader and an 
employee from the same lab), should not be recruited to the same group. Interviewees should also 
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be able to perform the interview in English. To create a balance between manageable and infor-
mation rich focus groups, we aimed at recruiting approximately six participants for each focus 
group. As depicted in the introductions to each main area of research some of the focus groups 
contained only three participants. Occasional cancellations and recruitment challenges were pri-
marily experienced in relation to the online interviews, at were the COVID-19 situation made it 
more difficult to rearrange original planned face-to-face interviews as well as recruit new partici-
pants. Researchers were recruited from universities and other research institutions, whereas stake-
holders were recruited from RIOs and university administrations, RECs, academies of science, jour-
nals, RFOs, governmental bodies, industry, science journalism organisations, and researcher un-
ions.    

Overall, the focus group study applied a purposeful sampling strategy with the intention to gather 
“information rich cases” (Patton, 1990, p. 169) based on the number of pre-selected criteria out-
lined above. Moreover, to identify “information rich key informants” (Ibid., p. 176), the study used 
snowball/chain sampling. This meant that relevant volunteers from existing networks, together 
with new volunteers recruited at e.g. conferences and seminars (where the SOPs4RI project was 
presented), were asked to act as gatekeepers and assist with the recruitment of relevant research-
ers and stakeholders within their organisations and institutions. This strategy was supplemented by 
a more randomised approach where participants were chosen from institutional web pages and 
then contacted by e-mail with an invitation letter (see appendix II).  
 

 Composition of focus groups 
In addition to composing focus groups based on their main area of research, the composition strat-
egy also entailed an orientation towards shared methodological and epistemic approaches in terms 
of how ‘science is done’. The following outline shows the division of groups according to these two 
sampling criteria:    

Humanities, seven groups:  

• Three focus groups based on HUM-researchers’ basic orientation in research: One language 
disciplines, one historical disciplines, and one communication disciplines  

• Four groups including researchers from the humanities and relevant stakeholders  
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Social sciences, seven groups:  

• Three focus groups based on whether researchers have a qualitative (two) or a quantitative 
(one) approach in their research 

• Four groups including researchers from social science and relevant stakeholders 

Natural sciences (including technical science), eight groups:  

• Four groups with researchers formed as either laboratory/experimental/applied/field re-
search groups (three) or theoretical research groups (one) 

• Four other groups consisting of researchers from natural science and technical science, 
together with relevant stakeholders  

Medical sciences (including biomedicine), eight groups:  

• Four groups with researchers formed as either basic research groups (two) or clinical/trans-
lational/public health groups (two)   

• Four groups consisting of researchers from medical science (including biomedicine) to-
gether with relevant stakeholders  

 

 Interview design and moderator guide  

The purpose of the focus group study is to help us gain a better understanding of different disci-
plines’/main research areas’ needs for research integrity support from RPOs and RFOs in the form 
of SOPs and/or guidelines. In order to make the toolbox (to be produced in WP4) useful for different 
organisations, it is important that it is sensitive to national, organisational and disciplinary differ-
ences. The focus group interviews and the moderator guide were designed to secure data 

- that can answer the research questions in the most elaborate and effective way; 
- that are capable of confirming or weakening the understanding and attributed importance 

of RI topics that were obtained from existing research in previous WPs; 
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- that can enrich previous understandings with new insights, emerging topics, and cross-cut-
ting issues of contextual and substantial importance. 

The moderator guide was structured as a ‘funnel model’ (Halkier 2016), in that it began with an 
explorative and open question regarding important RI topics to focus on for RFOs and RPOs (for the 
specific wording of questions and moderator structure, see appendix VII). Then the discussion re-
volved around two to three pre-defined topics. Each focus group discussed a selection of the topics 
from the topic list (see appendix IX) in depth. These topics were operationalised based on a thor-
ough and collective approach amongst WP partners, as described above. The rationale for topic 
selection and operationalisation can be found in appendix XII. Appendix XI shows the distribution 
of topics between the 30 focus groups. These discussions were then followed by a topic ranking 
exercise, before ending the interview with an open question concerning additional topics, and a 
final debriefing.  

In the topic ranking exercise, each focus group sorted and ranked all the topics selected for the first 
version of the toolbox, ‘SOPs and guidelines vers. 1’ (see appendix XIII), into three groups:    

- Topics that are very important for research integrity within my field of research/work 
- Topics that are somewhat important for research integrity within my field of re-

search/work 
- Topics with no or very little importance for research integrity in my field of research/work  

In reality, some focus groups also placed the topics in between the three pre-defined categories, 
and the exercise topics have subsequently been coded according to five different categories. 

The moderator guide (appendix VII) and the accompanying list of questions and probes for all RI 
topics (appendix IX) were constructed as supportive tools for the moderators, for instance including 
examples of questions and probes that moderators could ask. However, it was not prescribed that 
moderators should make use of all probes and attend to all subtopics under one RI topic discussion. 
The focus group discussions were to a great extent directed by the natural flows of conversations 
amongst the participants.  
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 Coding procedure 

The 30 focus group interviews were coded in the software program NVivo. The program assists with 
the organisation, structuring, and facilitation of large sets of qualitative data. It allows for easy over-
view and access to interview excerpts and coding segments, while supporting both a within- and 
across-case analysis. The facilitation enhances accuracy and reliability and renders possible collab-
oration amongst and across research teams to manage and analyse data, which has been an im-
portant feature for the work preceding this report. The coding process mainly followed a deductive 
coding strategy, which was based on the three research questions and directed by a set of pre-
defined categories that relate to the list of RI topics and subtopics (see appendices IX and XIII) ex-
plored through the moderator guide. The coding process also made use of a more explorative ap-
proach, where new topics and cross-cutting themes emerged through an inductive coding proce-
dure. More specifically, when new topics and themes unrelated to the predefined RI topics and 
sub-topics appeared in the focus group discussions, they were tagged with a code describing the 
theme content and coded under the heading of emerging themes/contextual themes. Further-
more, the data was coded through the process of first and second cycle coding (Saldana 2013), 
where an initial coding frame is constructed and then subsequently synthesised, refined, and con-
ceptualised in terms of ‘pattern coding’ constructions. The second cycle coding mainly collected 
and examined the new, emerging theme codes. These were merged and reconceptualised into con-
textual and crosscutting themes around the predefined RI topics and sub-topics, adding a picture 
of the context, in which to understand the RI topics. The RFO and RPO groups were coded as two 
distinct cases, resulting in two different coding frames/lists. However, when RFO groups have dis-
cussed matters relating to RPOs, and vice versa, data were coded in the associated categories in 
order to include all relevant material in the analysis.   

 

 Challenges and mitigation strategies 

The focus group interviews were conducted by multiple moderators and across eight different 
countries. Moderator insights into national and local conditions, institutional contexts and funding 
structures, for instance, are vital insights for leading and directing the individual focus group dis-
cussions and important in that these contextual understandings underpin the credibility and validity 
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of the analytical findings. Multiple moderators also increase heterogeneity in the research and in-
terview design when variation is introduced into the execution of the focus group interviews. To 
mitigate potential variation that could reduce the explanatory force and subsequent comparative 
efforts, a very detailed and structured research process ‘script’ and moderator guide was devel-
oped to enhance homogeneity in the design and the validation of results. Still, variance in topic 
exploration and weighting did evidently occur across the focus group interviews. To increase trans-
parency in terms of variation, each topic exposition outlines the number of groups that have dis-
cussed the particular topic as well as characterises the type of discussion.  

In some of the focus groups, language barriers also posed a challenge in terms of being able to 
express views and perceptions that would have been easier to disseminate in one’s native language. 
To ensure that all participants understood the purpose of the focus group study and to create a 
safe atmosphere, a few introductions to the focus group sessions were performed in the national 
language. Moreover, local transcribers have transcribed the interviews, which is likely to have in-
creased the reliability of the transcriptions. However, in general, most participants spoke English 
fluently, and were accustomed to English being the ‘lingua franca’ within research. The quotations 
included in the report have all been reported verbatim and only slightly altered to remove an insig-
nificant ‘uhm’ or slightly adjusted if a word or sentence appeared misleading. 

Another challenge comprises the lack of funding representatives in all of the 16 mixed RFO groups. 
Presumably, it would have increased the explanatory force of the RFO discussions if they were to 
have included a funding representative that could help frame the discussions in terms of existing 
practices and policies. Still, due to the large number of mixed focus groups, the funding perspective 
was represented across the focus group study at large, and a variation in stakeholder representa-
tion was attained.  

The scale and scope of the focus group study allow us to state some general observations found 
across the 30 different focus group interviews and across different disciplines, institutions and 
countries. At the same time, 30 interviews and the broad number of selection criteria applied still 
equals a relatively small sample if the objective is to provide more generalised hypothesis state-
ments. By no means do we claim to provide a full picture of the research integrity landscape across 
Europe. Instead, the primary objective is to provide a more in-depth understanding of field specific 
variation in terms of the substantial richness of the different RI topics. This exploration furthermore 
points to contextual variation needed to be taken into consideration in this and in subsequent stud-
ies that could expand upon the insights provided in this one. 
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Due to the COVID-19 situation, eight of the 30 focus group interviews had to be performed online. 
The interactive nature of the focus group method is difficult to translate into an online format, as 
the flow of face-to-face interactions does not sit well with the online taken turn approach and at 
where the subtlety of body language and body gestures are difficult to convey. Some of the online 
discussions were to some extent dispositioned as group interviews, rather than focus group inter-
actions. Still, moderators tried to enhance interaction though probes and prompts to encourage  
discussion rather than simply individual answers. Minor technical issues were encountered in some 
of the online interviews such as occasional fall-outs, but they were all managed in a way that did 
not compromise the quality of the interviews. Overall, for the purpose of answering the research 
questions and the partly structured approach of exploring topics, the quality of the online data is 
assessed to be of an equally high standard as the data obtained through face-to-face interviews. 

 

2.3 Analytical strategy 
As the main objective of the focus group study is to understand and prioritise individual RI topics 
and add new topics and conceptions to the emerging landscape of research integrity cultures within 
RPOs and RFOs, the analytical strategy prioritised within-case analyses of each RI topic included in 
the study. In the analysis presented here, each topic is explored in-depth in order to understand its 
uniqueness in terms of field disciplinary perceptions; the specific dynamics and correlations at play, 
as well as context-dependent implications that may reflect national and institutional variance that 
are of importance for the particular topic perceptions. Furthermore, examples of best practices and 
ideas and recommendations for SOPs and guidelines are also explored as part of each topic. The 
within-case research strategy covers the twofold ambition to study emergent themes of signifi-
cance and confirm/dismiss existing research findings concerning key topics. The analyses of the RI 
topics are supported by displays presenting key findings. Subtopics that participants did not dwell 
on in their discussions are reflected by empty rows in the displays.  

The analytical strategy also includes a topic and thematic across-case comparison that adds to and 
supports the explanatory force of the individual within-case analyses by focusing on identifying dif-
ferences and similarities across the main field of research in terms of recurring patterns and con-
textual variation. Both the within and across-case analyses are displayed through heat maps that 
visualise the importance of RI topics across the four main areas of research.  
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2.4 Methodology for the heat maps 

The heat maps were created by examining the results of the sorting exercises and, when available, 
the transcriptions of the discussions that occurred during the exercise. In most cases, a card would 
be sorted in a category by one participant. During the discussion, the group was able to provide 
feedback on each topic and nuance their position. Including these conversations allowed us to pro-
vide a richer view of the priorities assigned to the different RI topics. 

The sorting exercise had three categories: very important, somewhat important, and of none or 
minimal importance. Participants were required to place each card in one of the categories after 
discussing it with the group. Most often, the participants were asked by the moderator(s) to take 
turn in choosing a topic card and then initiate a collaborative discussion. In some cases, the partic-
ipants placed a card in between categories. Following this, a category was added in between each 
of the three categories named above. This addition also allowed us to better reflect the outcomes 
of the discussions during the sorting exercises. The categories for the heat maps became: very im-
portant (dark green), important (light green), somewhat important (yellow), of minimal importance 
(orange), and not important (red). 

Translating the results of the sorting exercises and the discussions into its visual form was done 
through two rounds of coding. In the first round, two researchers analysed the pictures and tran-
scriptions in order to place each topic in one of the categories. This was done for each of the 30 
groups. In the second round, disparities in the coding were analysed and discussed. To account for 
the disparities, the coding of the two researchers was given a number and averaged, where the 
lower category (not important) was assigned one point and the higher five (very important).  

The averages were translated into two graphics, which were merged into a heat map per area: one 
showing average positioning of each topic per focus group and the second showing the averages 
per topic for all the focus groups in one main area of research. Both in the group and in the com-
bined graphics the averages of the two rounds of coding were calculated, thus on occasion the 
combined results might seem to differ between columns, despite the appearance of the columns 
having the same values. The encompassing heat maps for RPOs and RFOs used the results per group 
shown in each discipline, but for the combined graphic the average for all RPOs or RFOs was used. 
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3. Findings from RPOs – Perception and prioritisation of RI 
topics 

In Deliverable 4.2 in SOPs4RI (see link in references), nine RI topics were selected as especially im-
portant for RPOs to address in their RIPPs. In this part of the report, we look into the understanding 
of these nine topics and examine their relevance for the different main areas of research. In other 
words, we try to answer the following research questions: How do the four main areas of research 
understand the nine topics? Which challenges do they identify in relation to the different topics? 
Are the nine topics equally relevant for all four main areas of research – and which topics are con-
sidered to be the most important ones for the different main areas?  

With a disciplinary focus, this part of the report explores the need for RPOs to develop research 
integrity policies for the nine topics. It also looks into the potential use of SOPs and guidelines by 
RPOs for these topics. The policies, SOPs and guidelines are examined in relation to the four main 
areas of research: humanities, social science, natural science (including technical science), and 
medical science (including biomedical research). The results are presented in four subparts, each 
covering one main area of research. Within each subpart, all nine topics selected for Version 1.0 of 
the toolbox (see D4.2, link in references) are examined for the main area of research’ understanding 
of the topic, the challenges related to it, and the importance of it. All topics are examined in relation 
to RPOs. The results therefore shed light on which policies and procedures the different main areas 
of research would particularly like to see universities and other research organisations focus on – 
and consequently where RPOs could aim their RI efforts. 

This part of the study is mainly based on 14 focus groups consisting of researchers from the four 
main research areas (see section 2.2 for the characteristics of the RPO focus groups). The 14 focus 
groups were conducted across Europe. The Netherlands, Denmark, and Croatia each had three fo-
cus groups; two focus groups were conducted in Spain; and Germany, Belgium, and Greece each 
had one focus group. Each focus group consisted of researchers from one of the four main areas of 
research, representing the core methodological and epistemic approaches and disciplines of the 
area. In the social science groups, for example, the groups were either with researchers who 
worked with a qualitative or a quantitative approach. Within the other main areas of research, 
other distinctions were used (see Methods section 2.2.2). Each focus group further comprised re-
searchers with different levels of seniority (see section 3.1, 3.2, 3.3 and 3.4 for a complete overview 
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of participants in the 14 focus groups). As is also explained in section 2.2.4, some of the 16 RFO 
groups, which are analysed in the next part of this report (see section 4), also discussed matters 
relating to RPOs. Where it is relevant, material from these discussions is included in this RPO-part 
of the study. It will be clearly highlighted under which topics specific mixed focus groups have pro-
vided input for the topic analysis.  

In the RPO focus groups the following list of nine topics and related subtopics of RI (stemming from 
the first version of the toolbox, D4.2, link in references) were discussed:  

 

Topic Subtopic 

1. Education and train-
ing in RI  

a. Pre-doctorate  
b. Post-doctorate  
c. Training of RI personnel and teachers  
d. RI counselling and advice  

2. Responsible supervi-
sion and mentoring  

a. PhD guidelines  
b. Supervision requirements and guidelines  
c. Building and leading an effective team  

3. Dealing with 
breaches of RI 

a. RI bodies in the organisation 
b. Protection of whistle-blowers  
c. Protection of those accused of misconduct  
d. Procedures for investigating allegations  
e. Sanctions  
f. Other actions (including mobility issues)  

4. Research ethics 
structures  

a. Set-up and tasks of ethics committees  
b. Ethics review procedures  

5. Data practices and 
management  

a. Guidance and support  
b. Secure data-storage infrastructure  
c. FAIR principles  

6. Declaration of com-
peting interests  

a. In peer review  
b. In the conduct of research  
c. In appointments and promotions  
d. In research evaluations  
e. In consultancy  

7. Research environ-
ment  

a. Fair procedures for appointments, promotions, and numeration  
b. Adequate education and skills training  
c. Culture building  
d. Managing competition and publication pressure  
e. Conflict management  
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f. Diversity issues  
g. Supporting a responsible research process (transparency, quality assurance, 
requirements)  

8. Publication and com-
munication  

a. Publication statement 
b. Authorship  
c. Open science  
d. Use of reporting guidelines  
e. Peer review  
f. Predatory publishing  
g. Communicating with the public  

9. Collaborative re-
search among RPOs  

a. Among RPOs inside/outside the EU  
b. With countries with different R&D infrastructures  
c. Between public and private RPOs  

 

All topics are explained in further detail in the introduction to each topic under the main areas of 
research (see subsections in 3.1, 3.2, 3.3 and 3.4). It will also be explained what the discussions 
particularly focused on. For example, if a specific subtopic was granted special attention, it will be 
highlighted. As is also explained in section 2.2.3, each focus group discussed two to three RI topics 
in-depth and addressed all the topics displayed in the list above in the sorting exercise. There are 
some minor differences between the discussed topics in the in-depth discussion part and the sort-
ing exercise part. Some topics are worded a bit differently, and ‘Declaration of competing interests’ 
are only dealt with in the sorting exercise. Furthermore, ‘Transparency’ and ‘Managing competition 
and publication pressure’ – subtopics under ‘Research environment’ – were singled out as topics 
for in-depth discussions. The remaining subtopics under ‘Research environment’ were merely pre-
sented in the sorting exercise.  

In the following, it will be explored how the humanities, social sciences, natural sciences (including 
technical science), and medical sciences (including biomedicine) understand the above listed re-
search integrity topics in relation to RPOs. Under each topic for the research area in question, the 
emerging perceptions, perceived challenges, best practices, ideas and suggestions for guidelines 
and procedures for RPOs to pursue are presented. A heat map displaying the sorting exercise re-
sults concludes the within-case analysis of each of the four main areas of research. Following the 
four within-case analyses, a cross-case analysis on emerging patterns across disciplines and the 
perceived need for policies and procedures in RPOs to support and promote a strong research in-
tegrity culture will be presented.  
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3.1 Humanities 
In this section we delve into the promotion of research integrity in research promoting organisa-
tions from the disciplinary perspectives of the humanities. In general, academic literature on re-
search behaviour and integrity for the humanities remains limited (Haven et al. 2019).  

Through these interviews, we explore some of these knowledge lacunas by asking how different 
researchers within and around the humanities understand and prioritise topics such as education 
and training of RI, responsible supervision and mentoring, publishing practices, and dealing with 
breaches, amongst others. The objective is to increase our understanding of how RPOs may foster 
and advance RI practices and policies in alignment with particular needs and interests of the hu-
manities. 

The following analysis draws on the transcripts of four focus groups. Three of these were composed 
solely of researchers representing nine disciplines within the humanities from across three Euro-
pean countries. They discussed the current landscape of RI from their point of view and reported 
on potential roadblocks and negotiable ways to promote it. The other focus group involved individ-
uals with a double role, e.g. researchers who also serve as members of ethics committees or as 
counsellors at their respective institutions. The participants in these groups discussed and priori-
tised nine different main RI topics, and a selected number of topics were discussed in depth, as 
shown in display 3.1 below. The results of these discussions are addressed in the following sections 
by topic and summarised in separate displays. We also provide a heat map at the end of this chapter 
(section 3.1.10) that visualises the assessed importance of each RI topic for the humanities. 

 

Display 3.1. Overview of participants in the humanities focus group interviews 

Focus 
group 
num-
ber  

Disciplines repre-
sented*  

Topics for in-
depth discus-
sion 

Research-
ers/stake-
holders rep-
resented** 

Country Face-to-
face/online 
interview 

Number of 
participants 

1 
 

(researcher only) 
 
History of ideas 
 
Archaeology 

Data manage-
ment 
 
Transparency 
 

Manage-
ment posi-
tion at uni-
versity  
 

DK Face-to-face 3 
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Research col-
laboration 
among RPOs 

Associate 
professor  
 
Assistant 
professor  
 
Professor 
 

11 (researcher only) 
 
Theoretical and 
applied linguistics 
 
Sociolinguistics 
 
Computer medi-
ated communica-
tion 
 

Managing 
competition 
and publica-
tion pressure 
 
Supervising 
and mentor-
ing 
 
Education and 
training in RI 

Post-doc 
 
Lecturer 
 
Senior lec-
turer 
 
Professor 
 
Associate 
professor 
 

NL Face-to-face 7 

12 
 

(mixed group) 
 
Media and Cul-
ture 
 
Archaeology 
 
Religion 
 
Philosophy 
 
Legal Philosophy 

Education and 
training in RI 
 
Dealing with 
breaches of RI 

Confidential 
Counsellor 
 
RI Commit-
tee member 
 
Professor  
 
Assistant 
professor  
 
Post-doc  
 

NL Face-to-face 5 

21 (researcher only)  
 
Information sci-
ences 
 
Communication 
sciences 

Research col-
laboration 
among RPOs 
 
Publication 
and communi-
cation 
 

Post-doc 
 
Assistant 
professor 
 
Associate 
professor  

HR Face-to-face 6 
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Supervision 
and mentor-
ing 

* Participants may represent more than one discipline 
** Participants may represent more than one type of position 
 

 Education and training in RI 

The topic ‘Education and training in RI’ is generally emphasised as vital to promote a more respon-
sible research culture. In this case, the interviews focused on issues surrounding the successful 
implementation of education and training programmes and their effectiveness. These can refer to 
the subjects and types of cases that should be included in the training, but also to the differences 
in target groups according to the level of seniority as well as per discipline.  

This topic was discussed in depth in the linguistics group, while in the history and the communica-
tion sciences groups it was assessed during the sorting exercise. The responses from the mixed 
humanities group from the Netherlands were also considered for this topic, as the discussion fo-
cused heavily on RPOs. 

3.1.1.1 Key features of the topic ‘Education and training in RI’ 

Display 3.1.1: The humanities groups’ views on ‘Education and Training in RI’ 

Topic/subtopics Main topic percep-
tions 

Example of 
good prac-
tices 

Challenges  Recommendations and 
ideas for guidelines and 
SOPs  

Education and 
training in RI 

“if you work with ex-
perience and testimo-
nials and multiple 
voices, then I can see 
that being far more 
effective” (Assistant 
professor of media 
and culture, focus 
group 12, p. 11) 

“don't think yet an-
other training will 

Mandatory 
online training 
for lecturers 
and research-
ers every 
three years 

Lack of topic-
specific train-
ing 

Making train-
ing more en-
gaging and 
truly a learning 
experience 

Structures that 
value output 

Subject-specific training  

Training for PhD super-
visors (professors and 
assistants) 

Making training sessions 
mandatory, only if there 
are specific guidelines 
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help, there are way 
too many trainings 
and things to do al-
ready” (Lecturer of 
linguistics, focus 
group 11, p. 17) 

and competi-
tion conflict 
with the talk of 
an integral re-
search culture 

How to ensure 
that those that 
need the train-
ing take it 

 

Central place/office 
with clear documenta-
tion as a first entry 
point, or for doubts 

Using real life cases/ex-
amples 

Create awareness by 
discussing integrity is-
sues in regular meetings 

Pre-doctorate     Integral part of their 
training 

Ownership of publica-
tion and plagiarism  

How to deal with power 
dynamics 

Post-doctorate      
Training of RI 
personnel and 
teachers  

   RI teachers should be 
aware of discipline spe-
cific cases/examples 

RI personnel should be 
diverse 

 
RI counselling 
and advice   

   Diversity in counsellors 
and advisors 

Training could be taken 
up by graduate schools 

 

3.1.1.2  Key observations: ‘Education and training in RI’ 

In general, the participants assigned high relevance to this topic, although they also highlighted the 
difficulties of developing research integrity based solely on training. On a more abstract level, sev-
eral participants referred to the ideal of having an established culture of integrity (focus group 12) 
where the different issues have been deeply reflected upon. The ultimate goal should be on sharing 
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the same values and teaching virtues (focus group 12), although this was recognised as a challenge 
in a structure based on competition. 

On a more practical level, the participants mentioned the difficulty of relating to very general codes 
and guidelines intended for all of the disciplines in the humanities, 

“If I look at the code of conduct, a lot of times... there will be a lot that’s irrelevant to what 
I do and […], it’s also a good idea to say what works for a specific discipline” (Post-doc in 
archaeology, focus group 12, p. 7). 

A widespread opinion was that codes (guidelines) and training need to be discipline specific. There 
were two concrete suggestions on how to tackle this particular issue. The first one was to involve 
graduate schools in shaping and providing discipline-specific trainings, while the second was to cre-
ate pan-European discipline-specific guidelines and trainings. This last suggestion would pool re-
sources and experiences from the same discipline across the EU, ensuring that the cases used are 
relevant for each discipline.  

Beyond being discipline specific, training could benefit in their reach and effectiveness by incorpo-
rating diversity. As one participant mentioned,  

“because you don't want to create an environment where you're ultimately reproducing 
again, the same kind of dynamic, or the same research, both content or politically speak-
ing... so you have to create poly-vocality, multiple voices to kind of play into this” (Assistant 
professor of media and culture, focus group 12, p. 10). 

On the aspect on whether training should be mandatory or not, the opinions were divided. In one 
focus group it was mentioned that mandatory courses are necessary “to preserve the integrity of 
the institution” (Professor of legal philosophy, focus group 12, p. 8). In contrast, many shared the 
opinion that yet more courses would only be burdensome and a waste of time, especially because 
they are often not tailored to the needs of the different disciplines. In between these opposing 
views, there seemed to be a consensus that courses should only be mandatory if the content has 
been tailored for each discipline and if they provide tangible tools to work along specific codes of 
conduct. 

Amongst the participants there was a shared perception that the current training programmes have 
serious gaps. Some of the topics that do not seem to be covered by training are bias (focus group 
12), co-authorships (focus group 12), how to treat research participants and the issue of consent 
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(focus group 11), PhD supervision, data storage (focus group 11), and issues that post-docs and 
short-term contract researchers face (focus group 12).  

This last point touches upon the issue of the ‘new reality of hiring’ where researchers might only 
work for short periods in the same environment, making the creation of a culture of integrity chal-
lenging. These hiring practices can become obstacles, as researchers who have limited time in a 
project might be burdened by yet another workshop, while at the same time a researcher might 
have to attend two or three different workshops in different organisations.  

Another problem that seems to be common, is that the different guidelines are not gathered in a 
central place but scattered amongst different pages of a website. To tackle this, participants sug-
gested a single point where all ethics and integrity issues are covered. Further, given that not all RI 
issues can be covered in a course or solved through reading a document, it was suggested that RI 
could be fostered by also having an advisor. This person could, for example, provide insights on 
subjects not covered, such as power dynamics. Another suggestion was to create opportunities to 
openly discuss grey issues and doubts in groups. Both suggestions shift the idea of education from 
single events to a long-term approach. 

Beyond the lack of discipline-specific courses and the gaps perceived in the programmes offered, 
participants felt that most training could benefit from using real problems and cases related to each 
discipline. This shift would make the training more relevant and engaging.  

 

 Responsible supervision and mentoring  

The topic ‘Responsible supervision and mentoring’ for the humanities was mainly approached in 
regard to PhDs and students. Although in some disciplines there are large research teams, most 
seem to include mostly PhDs. Mentoring and supervising a team seem to be less relevant than for 
other fields, such as medicine. The views for this topic were dealt with in depth in the linguistics 
and communication sciences groups, while in the history group it was addressed during the sorting 
exercise. As in the previous topic, we also applied data from the mixed humanities group from the 
Netherlands, as the discussion for this topic focused heavily on RPOs. 
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3.1.2.1  Key features of the topic ‘Responsible supervision and mentoring’ 

Display 3.1.2: The humanities groups’ views on ‘Responsible supervision and mentoring’ 

Topic/subtopics Main topic per-
ceptions 

Example of 
good prac-
tices 

Chal-
lenges  

Recommendations and 
ideas for guidelines and 
SOPs 

Responsible supervi-
sion and mentoring  

“They coach you 
in supervising 
your PhDs but 
they don't ad-
dress the prob-
lems that really 
occur” (Professor 
of Islamic stud-
ies, focus group 
12, p. 7)  

  Provide tailored training to 
assistant and associates 
that supervise PhDs 
 
Provide access to a counsel-
lor that can advise on spe-
cific issues 
 
Integrate research integrity 
and ethics into everyday in-
teraction 
 

PhD guidelines    Discipline 
specific is 
lacking 

 

Ownership of publications 

Supervision require-
ments and guidelines  

 In the Neth-
erlands, a 
PhD must 
have two su-
pervisors 

Discipline 
specific is 
lacking 

Set a limit on number of 
PhDs a person can super-
vise 
 
A PhD should have more 
than one supervisor 

Building and leading 
an effective team  

    

3.1.2.2 Key observations: ‘Responsible supervision and mentoring’  

The interviewees attached high relevance to the topic of ‘Responsible supervision and mentoring’. 
The focus of the discussion was two-fold: on the one side, it is important to have clear regulations 
and support for supervisors, while at the same time supporting the PhDs during this first stage of 
their careers. In general, the view was that at this stage it is extremely important to foster good 
research practices and thus work towards a research culture of integrity. 
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Amongst the diverse issues raised by participants was, firstly, the challenge of reconciling funders’ 
expectations with academic freedom in PhD research. As an example, a case was mentioned where 
a project was expected to support a specific hypothesis while the research of one PhD actually 
arrived at a different conclusion, 

“basically the research is done funded in a certain way, but it may not support the original 
hypothesis. The PI wants at all costs produce the deliverables and, what message does this 
give to the students, and in the end also in terms of student’s autonomy, that is a very, sets 
a very bad precedent or feeling like, you know, what you found, we don't care about what 
you found, it's irrelevant, the important thing is just to confirm what we thought we would 
find” (Professor of sociolinguistics, focus group 11, p. 15). 

Other obstacles mentioned are also related to resources, specifically regarding the number of PhD 
students that professors supervise. This affects not only the amount of time that every PhD student 
is accorded, but also the quality of the supervision. Some universities have tackled this problem by 
allowing assistant/associate professors or researchers to supervise theses. However, these super-
visors are not always eligible for training, nor are they always familiar with formal guidelines. 

Regarding the supervisors, there was a general agreement that receiving training on how to super-
vise would be desirable. However, some raised the concern of too-general training that does not 
cover what really happens on the academic shop floor. On the issue of whether to make training 
for supervisors mandatory or not, the participants opinions followed the ones given in the previous 
section,  

“All supervisors should be trained but you then have to, kind of, come up with a trainer, or 
a training body, that really is aware of what they're talking about, you know, not sort of 
post-its on a pyramid in a board or whatever.” (Assistant professor in media and culture, 
focus group 12, p. 9). 

Moreover, several researchers highlighted common issues that arise from power differentials. They 
agreed that making PhDs aware of formal RI and supervision guidelines can be a way of empowering 
and supporting them. Another suggestion to tackle power imbalances, was to have more than one 
supervisor as well as an advisor or ombudsperson that can provide leeway. 

As with the previous topic, the participants mentioned that any guidelines or frameworks should 
be topic-specific and be based on real cases. A participant suggested that any regulations should 



  

 

SOPs4RI_AU_WP5_D5.2_Report on the Results of the Focus Group Interviews_Version 1.0 

  

 

 Copyright by the SOPs4RI Consortium  Page 49 of 348 

 

 

 

include the voice and experiences of PhDs. In light of this, guidelines could be reviewed periodically 
by a committee including those that are affected by them. 

 

 Dealing with breaches of RI  

The topic ‘Dealing with breaches of RI’ for the humanities focused on the procedures that RPOs 
have in place and the perceptions of them. Some of the aspects covered were the transparency 
and speed of procedures, as well as lack of clarity on how to file complaints. The topic was promi-
nently addressed by the linguistics and communication sciences groups, while the history group 
discussed it briefly during the sorting exercise. As with previous topics, the input from the mixed 
humanities research group from the Netherlands was also used. 

3.1.3.1  Key features of the topic ‘Dealing with breaches of RI’ 

Display 3.1.3: The humanities groups’ views on ‘Dealing with breaches of RI’ 

Topic/subtopics Main topic percep-
tions 

Example of 
good practices 

Challenges  Recommendations and 
ideas for guidelines and 
SOPs  

Dealing with 
breaches of RI   

There is a tension 
between thorough 
procedures and the 
speed at which 
they are carried out 
 
Lack of clarity on 
what amounts to 
breaches of RI vs. 
other issues 

Counsellors get-
ting together 
and sharing ad-
vice on cases 

Transparency 
and clarity on 
procedures 
 
Misuse of com-
plaints 
 
Slow response 

Clarity on how to file 
complaints 
 
Transparency of proce-
dures 
 
Normalising a culture of 
talking about issues 

RI bodies in the 
organisation  

  Loss of reputa-
tion for the or-
ganisation  

 

Protection of 
whistle-blowers  

    

Protection of 
those accused 
of misconduct  
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Procedures for 
investigating al-
legations 

They can take very 
long 

   

Sanctions     
Other actions 
(including mo-
bility issues)  

    

3.1.3.2 Key observations: ‘Dealing with breaches of RI’  

The issue of ‘Dealing with breaches of RI’ was seen as complex. Some participants mentioned the 
lack of clarity on the structures and processes for dealing with breaches or suspicion of breaches, 

“A certain clarity about procedure, who is responsible for what? What’s gonna be done with 
my complaint? or perhaps it’s not really a complaint but a suspicion or how is that going to 
be handled.” (Professor of legal philosophy, focus group 12, p. 14).  

At the same time, there was the impression that the procedures are extremely lengthy and slow, 
which can act as a barrier for reporting issues, 

“One of the biggest hurdles has been the time element because if there’s a PhD student who 
has an issue with their supervisor, for example, and the meeting is once a year, and they 
miss the meeting for reviewing these cases, that’s a third, a quarter of the time for their 
whole contract” (Assistant professor in media and culture, focus group 12, p. 16). 

The extent of breaches of RI is perceived as less in the humanities than for other fields; as one 
participant noted “it’s not something that in my everyday work is very relevant” (Post-doc in theo-
retical linguistics, focus group 11, p. 22). Interestingly, participants in the mixed humanities group 
pointed out that to some extent misuse of raising of complaints occurs. The lack of proper channels 
available for handling human resources (HR) issues was mentioned as cause for this perceived mis-
use.  

There seems to be tension between the advantages and disadvantages of allowing for anonymous 
complaints. Some participants felt this could facilitate individuals in lower positions to raise an is-
sue, while others fear this may give rise to misuse. In any case, it was felt that the lack of clarity on 
what can be considered a breach of integrity, versus an HR or management problem, complicates 
the reporting of issues. 
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Besides making the structures and procedures clear, the participants had two other recommenda-
tions. The first one is to foster a culture of openness where issues can be more freely discussed, 
although no specific steps were suggested for achieving this. The other suggestion was to assign an 
advisor or counsellor to whom people can first talk to about an issue, before launching a whole 
complaint procedure. 

 

 Research ethics structures 

The topic ‘Research ethics structures’ refers to the regulatory procedures in place and how they 
are experienced by researchers in the humanities. This topic was only sparsely discussed by the 
communication sciences group, while the linguistics and the history group covered it during the 
sorting exercise. 

3.1.4.1 Key observations: ‘Research ethics structures’ 

Given that this topic was sparsely covered, it is difficult to make general observations about how it 
is perceived in the humanities. Generally, there is tension between the perceived benefits of having 
committees and the danger of them becoming an obstacle for research. For example, one partici-
pant in the communication sciences group felt that guidelines and frameworks could be enough, 
while ethics review committees may stifle creativity. A related comment came from the linguistics 
groups, where a researcher noted that too many guidelines and procedures can turn the issue of 
research ethics into a legalistic question, as well as reinforcing the notion that researchers cannot 
be trusted. At the same time, some participants were of the opinion that committees and guidelines 
were both necessary for the humanities. The balance between these two views may rest in the set-
up of committees, although the lack of feedback makes it difficult to assess the best way to imple-
ment them. The only specific feedback given on how regulatory procedures are established, is that 
they should consider the reality and contexts of temporary contracts. 
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 Data practices and management  

The topic ‘Data practices and management’ in the humanities focused on the challenges caused by 
the recent introduction of the GDPR, the complexity of storing data, and the lack of discipline-spe-
cific training on how to manage data. The topic was discussed in depth in the history, linguistics, 
and communication sciences groups.  

3.1.5.1 Key features of the topic ‘Data practices and management’ 

Display 3.1.5: The humanities groups’ views on ‘Data practices and management’ 

Topic/subtopics Main topic percep-
tions 

Example of 
good prac-
tices 

Challenges  Recommendations and 
ideas for guidelines and 
SOPs  

Data practices 
and manage-
ment  

“I still don't under-
stand the rules [of 
GDPR] to be honest” 
(Assistant professor 
of archaeology, focus 
group 1, p. 17) 

  Clear guidelines per 
field and discipline, with 
examples 

Guidance and 
support 

  Administrators 
lack sufficient 
knowledge to 
answer ques-
tions from re-
searchers 
 
Data officers and 
managers are 
not widely 
known inside an 
organization 
 

Clarity on where to find 
support and documen-
tation 

Secure data 
storage infra-
structure 

“Data storage is al-
ways, always compli-
cated” (Lecturer in 
linguistics, focus 
group 11, p. 17) 

 How to backup 
different types 
of data 

Support for ad-hoc 
needs 

FAIR principles      
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3.1.5.2 Key observations: ‘Data practices and management’  

In general, the introduction of the GDPR seems to have created a significant amount of uncertainty. 
Some participants felt that the guidelines provided were not clear and did not cover their own work, 
while others felt that institutions lacked the knowledge to support them properly in this transition, 

“We talked about it at meetings week after week after week, and people kept having ques-
tions, and the administrators were being sent to meetings to talk about it, and they would 
come back and say "well, we don't have answers to these questions, we don't really know 
it, it's really confusing", and then it sort of just fizzled out, so don't think that people under-
stand it completely even know.” (Assistant professor of archaeology, focus group 1, p. 18). 

This sense of lack of clarity was not only limited to the GDPR, but extended to practices of data 
storage, which were perceived by the participants of the communication sciences groups as not 
clearly regulated. 

Regarding formal guidelines, most focus group participants agreed that humanities-specific guide-
lines could be quite useful, especially if they contain examples for the different fields. Concerning 
the differences amongst fields, one participant highlighted how in the case of the GDPR, there 
seems to be no room for other ways of interaction between researchers and participants, 

 “the problem I have is that if I used consent forms, then I wouldn't get my data because [of 
how] I collect data […] If I start working with consent forms that they need to... it doesn't... 
it’s not going to happen. It’s too much hassle, I would get 10 percent of my recordings.” 
(Associate professor of sociolinguistics, focus group 11, p. 4). 

The issue of data storage for humanities is also seen as highly complex, because of the many differ-
ent forms that the data can take. Some participants felt that there is a lack of know-how from the 
RPOs themselves, and as such they do not receive the necessary support. As one participant noted, 

“my problem is that I would need to maintain some sort of administration of apps that I 
sent at one point, before they disappear into space.” (Associate professor of sociolinguistics, 
focus group 11, p. 5).  

These anxieties and uncertainties indicate that the topic has not been clearly communicated by all 
RPOs and suggest that field-specific guidelines and SOPs could be beneficial. 
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 Declaration of competing interests  

None of the humanities groups addressed the topic of ‘Declaration of competing interests’ in depth. 
The history group touched briefly upon the issue of independence from commercial interests, 
which could be considered as related. However, the participants could not come up with examples 
related to the topic, suggesting that this is not an issue for the humanities. The groups only provided 
input through the sorting exercise. 

3.1.6.1 Key observations: ‘Declaration of competing interests’ 

Despite not having discussed it in-depth, both the linguistics and communication sciences groups 
considered the topic as very important. For the participants of the former, the conflicts of interest 
in the humanities are localised mostly in peer review, and how appointments and promotions are 
given. In contrast, the communication sciences group considered it as a less relevant topic, given 
that it is already formalised for the submission of articles and project proposals, it does not require 
much more attention. 

 

 Research environment  

‘Research environment’ refers to what is perceived as the ‘general atmosphere’ or ‘culture’ facili-
tated by RPOs. The research environment is a key influence on integrity as it can foster good or bad 
research practices. Concerning the humanities, we discussed the criteria for promotions and eval-
uations, the effects of temporary contracts, and the challenges for creating a sound research cul-
ture. The material for this section was discussed in the communication sciences, history, and lin-
guistics focus groups.  
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3.1.7.1 Key features of the topic ‘Research environment’ 

Display 3.1.7: The humanities groups’ views on ‘Research environment’ 

Topic/subtopics Main topic perceptions Example 
of good 
practices 

Challenges  Recommendations 
and ideas for 
guidelines and 
SOPs 

Research environ-
ment 

Despite guidelines and 
policies, when unethical 
behaviour is observed 
there is nothing one can 
do 
 

 Temporary posi-
tions 

Create spaces to 
discuss issues 
 
Assign an advi-
sor/ombudsperson 

Fair procedures for 
appointments, pro-
motions and numera-
tion 

Unclear criteria on how 
promotions are handled 

 Teaching is not 
valued as out-
put at evalua-
tion 

Make clear and 
transparent criteria 
for appointments 
and promotions 

Adequate education 
and skills training 

Guidelines are not 
enough; adequate train-
ing is needed 

   

Culture building    Reaching out to 
researchers that 
are not part of a 
large group  

Change culture of 
short-term con-
tracts 

Managing competi-
tion and publication 
pressure  

The incentives are on 
having long publication 
lists, and as such, people 
tend to cut corners 

  Focus on the qual-
ity of publications, 
not on the quantity 

Conflict management      
Diversity issues      
Supporting a respon-
sible research pro-
cess (transparency, 
quality assurance, re-
quirements)  

“There is something in-
trinsically different about 
the humanities than the 
natural sciences and that 
the guide we have for 
science integrity 
and science standards 
needs to be adjusted to 
that difference” (Associ-
ate professor of history 
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of ideas, focus group 1, 
p.7) 

3.1.7.2 Key observations: ‘Research environment’  

The topic of ‘Research environment’ can be quite broad but in general it was agreed that it is crucial 
for a healthy culture at RPOs. An issue that was highlighted in the history and linguistics groups as 
a detrimental to a good research environment, was the widespread use of short-term and tempo-
rary job contracts,  

“I think sometimes we forget, is the ethics connected to the temporal, temporary positions, 
that sort of mask all of the lack of ethics within academia, […] how to approach the fact 
that some people might act in different ways or abstain from doing or speaking up or some-
thing, we might get better research, we might get a better working environment, we might 
get healthier people.” (Associate professor of history of ideas, focus group 1, p. 31). 

In general, these positions were seen as detrimental to an ethical environment because: a) the 
person might not have the time to integrate into the culture of a particular RPO; b) the person may 
be scared to signal misconduct or questionable practices; and c) it is not healthy for the researchers 
themselves. A participant from the linguistics group, who is in such a contract, pointed out that 
those in temporary contracts often lack the resources and support that other groups have access 
to.  

These positions were also seen as a hindrance for publications, as they are often used to fill-in 
“workhorse” positions that are undervalued and do not count for promotions. This perception ties 
into two other interrelated issues raised by the participants; that of promotions and appointments, 
and that of evaluations. Concerning the former, one participant of the linguistics group mentioned 
that many people feel there are no clear criteria for career development, although another partic-
ipant expressly disagreed with that point, 

“[…] people around me are frustrated, I think, you know, […] that they are frustrated for 
very good reasons because they want to be more than that and they are not being given 
the criteria, and people who are less than them, they get higher positions.” (Associate pro-
fessor of sociolinguistics, focus group 11, p. 13).  

Concerning evaluations, there was a widespread perception that teaching, which is a core activity 
of many professors and lecturers, is not valued as output and that only publications count. As one 
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participant noted, “there are extremely good teachers who do not get the promotion that they de-
serve” (Lecturer in linguistics, focus group 11, p. 14). Participants also felt there is a mismatch in 
the activities expected from them (teaching and researching) and the time assigned to it. 

Other values strongly related to a healthy research environment were identified as openness and 
transparency. In the various focus groups, these aspects were usually approached by highlighting 
the need for environments where open discussions can take place. In the history group, the discus-
sion centred on the issue of reproducibility in science and the expectation that science must always 
be reproducible. As a participant noted, 

“Whereas it's harder the things, I think, that we write, the thought process is going down 
the paper, so the experiment, the closest thing we got to an experiment, is what's there on 
the page. So we don't necessarily need the reproducibility I wouldn't think, because you are 
talking people through your thought process.” (Assistant professor of archaeology, focus 
group 1, p.7). 

In the discussion that followed, participants agreed that transparency and openness in the human-
ities are rooted in their citation and source criticism practices. Given that these practices are al-
ready an integral part of the formation of researchers, they felt that specific guidelines are not 
necessary here. 

As a way to foster a good research environment, guidelines and SOPs for certain issues were seen 
as positive. However, their effectiveness was at the same time perceived as limited. As a participant 
from the communication sciences group noted, 

“I think that more important than guidance is discussions on this topic. So we need to actu-
ally open these question[s] and discuss them and put them in the somehow local or institu-
tional tradition.” (Associate professor of information sciences, group 21, p. 5). 

Thus, to ensure that guidelines and procedures are useful they should not stand alone. Participants 
agreed that training that covers real-life practical issues is needed, as well as an advisor or ombud-
sperson that researchers can approach with specific questions. 
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 Publication and communication  

The topic ‘Publication and communication’ focused on existing practices related to authorship, 
evaluations, peer review, and open science. The topic was covered in-depth in the linguistics and 
communication sciences groups, while some related issues were also discussed with the history 
group during the sorting exercise. 

3.1.8.1 Key features of the topic ‘Publication and communication’ 

Display 3.1.8: The humanities groups’ views on ‘Publication and communication’ 
Topic/subtopics Main topic per-

ceptions 
Example of 
good prac-
tices 

Challenges  Recommendations and 
ideas for guidelines and 
SOPs  

Publication and 
communication 

There is pressure 
to publish only 
positive results 
and ignore the 
negative ones 

  Make international 
guidelines per discipline 

Publication 
statement  

    

Authorship Although there 
are guidelines, 
the issues are 
mostly related to 
power dynamics 

Helsinki 
agreement 

Power dynamics be-
tween juniors and 
seniors 
 
Collaboration can 
diminish the count-
ing of a publication 
and thus is discour-
aged 

Empower juniors by 
making them aware of 
guidelines 

Open science  The gap between 
North and South 
is widening due 
to lack of infra-
structure 

 Many journals are 
not indexed. 
Pressure to publish 
in renowned jour-
nals 

Make deposit in institu-
tional repository obliga-
tory 
 
Coherent policy be-
tween Open Science and 
evaluations 

Use of reporting 
guidelines  
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Peer review    Different from other 
fields (more subjec-
tive) 
 
Differs between 
countries 
 
Some humanities 
journals are not 
peer reviewed 

 

Predatory pub-
lishing  

    

Communicating 
with the public  

Institutions are 
not considering 
this kind of com-
munication 

   

3.1.8.2 Key observations: ‘Publication and communication’  

A recurrent issue discussed during the focus groups was authorship conflicts. One of the aspects 
most commonly noted was the power inequality between seniors and juniors. The suggestions to 
approach this problem includes having clearer guidelines, 

“I think it would be good then just to make PhD students aware really from the very start 
what the guidelines are and what their options are” (Lecturer in corpus linguistics, focus 
group 11, p. 10). 

“That's as far as I think the guidelines can help. I totally agree, they wouldn't completely 
resolve things like that, but they could offer someone a little bit of institutional backing to 
have a voice.” (Professor of sociolinguistics, focus group 11, p. 10). 

At the same time, the issue of power imbalance was noted as being a constant in academia that 
neither guidelines nor procedures could address properly. As one participant highlighted, “I don't 
think that the guidelines would do anything in power relations, that's just a separate issue that is 
wrong in some way, and unavoidable in another way” (Senior lecturer in linguistics, focus group 11, 
p. 10). 

The issues with authorship are also present in collaborations. In some cases, the problems have 
seemed to hinder publication, as one participant noted, 
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“and the data is lost and never published. We even have some big projects in history that 
we have a lot of data… We have lot of collaborators and nothing got published because of 
those problems with agreement between people” (Post-doc in information sciences, focus 
group 21, p. 14). 

The communication sciences and linguistics groups agreed that having guidelines on how author-
ships are handled in collaborations might be helpful. Given that some collaborations are interna-
tional, these guidelines could be also international, in a similar way to the Helsinki Agreement.  

Another topic covered was the widespread use of citation-based metrics that poorly cover scholarly 
communication systems in the humanities, 

“we all heavily rely on those commercial providers of, I don’t know, citation, data bases like 
Scopus and Web of Science, which is really pity that we on European level don’t have some-
thing that is actually… a real open or a public service… because I think it’s very important to 
contextualise also those metrics” (Assistant professor in information sciences, focus group 
21, p. 23). 

The topic of ‘Open science’ was also covered. Concerns on the way in which the European Union is 
handling the transition to ‘Open Access’ were raised. According to participants in the communica-
tion sciences group, the EU agenda relies heavily on the big publishers, which are seen as having 
secured their incomes. New regulations and guidelines on ‘Open Access’ were variously perceived 
to widen the gap in the scientific performance and infrastructure between developed and develop-
ing countries.  

 

 Collaborative research among RPOs  

The topic ‘Collaborative research among RPOs’ focused on collaboration in and across Europe, be-
tween countries with different infrastructures, and joint activities with commercial actors. The topic 
was discussed in depth by the communication sciences group, while the history and the linguistics 
group discussed it briefly during the sorting exercise. 
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3.1.9.1 Key features of the topic ‘Collaborative research among RPOs’ 

Display 3.1.9: The humanities groups’ views on ‘Collaborative research among RPOs’ 
Topic/subtopics Main topic 

perceptions 
Example of 
good prac-
tices 

Challenges  Recommendations and 
ideas for guidelines and 
SOPs  

Collaborative re-
search among RPOs 

  Lack of financial 
resources 
 
Disparity between 
institutional, na-
tional, and pro-
ject-based guide-
lines 

 

Among RPOs in-
side/outside the EU 

    

With countries with 
different R&D infra-
structures  

    

Between public and 
private RPOs  

    

3.1.9.2 Key observations: ‘Collaborative research among RPOs’  

The topic of collaboration focused largely on joint publications written by different authors, how-
ever that has been covered in section 3.1.8. Another relevant issue raised was the disparity or fi-
nancial resources between Northern and Southern countries. As one participant from Croatia 
noted, 

“To collaborate, you have to know people from foreign countries and many scientists, and 
find one that could be good partners. But we don’t have [the] opportunity to travel and go 
to conferences.” (Assistant professor of information sciences, focus group 21, p. 18). 

On this same issue, participants felt there was a lack of tools and support to foster collaboration. 

When collaboration does take place, participants in the communications sciences group noted that 
there might be a disparity between the guidelines prescribed by institutions, national bodies, su-
pranational bodies, and even project-based guidelines. During the sorting exercise, the history 
group noted a similar concern: the difficulties of standardising workflows amongst countries. 
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This topic was perceived of as being of low relevance by the various participants, which might indi-
cate that collaboration amongst the humanities is less frequent than in other fields. 

 

  Heat map of perceived importance – humanities and RPOs 

 
Figure 3.1.10: Heat map displaying sorting exercise results of nine RI topics in the humanities RPO focus groups.  
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This heat map shows the results of the sorting exercise done during the focus group interviews for 
the humanities.  It reflects the importance assigned to specific topics by humanities researchers in 
relation to research integrity. Specifically, the map provides an overview of the areas where partic-
ipants perceived that guidelines and SOPs could support the RI efforts of RPOs. The stark differ-
ences in the scale in which topics were arranged can be explained through disciplinary research 
cultures, but also by past experiences of researchers concerning the implementation of specific 
measures which have been perceived as “fashionable”. Some researchers were reluctant to sort 
certain topics as very important out of fear this would become “yet another ticking box”. The topic 
of ‘Research environment’ was unanimously chosen as very important due to its perceived influ-
ence on other topics. Although most of the other topics were considered as important, a few should 
be highlighted. For example, the topic of ‘Responsible supervision and mentoring’ was seen as a 
basis to foster a solid research culture. The topics of ‘Research ethics structures’ and ‘Data practices 
and management’ were perceived very differently amongst the three groups, owing to the experi-
ences and needs of each disciplinary field. The latter was partly confused with GDPR, which was 
considered as a topic not requiring widespread efforts once the initial implementation has been 
adopted. Other topics that were seen as being of less importance (in the sense of receiving atten-
tion for guidelines and SOPs) were ‘Publication and communication’, and ‘Collaborative research 
among RPOs’. The former is considered as already well regularised, while the latter seems to be 
less of an issue for the humanities. 

  

  Concluding remarks regarding humanities and RPOs 

The humanities are composed of many disciplinary fields whose methods and epistemology diverge 
from other scientific fields, such as natural and medical sciences, on which most of the guidelines 
and regulations are based. This presents a challenge for RPOs when creating policies and guidelines. 
Formal policies that are not tailored to the specific needs of the different humanities disciplines can 
be perceived as irrelevant and even burdensome by researchers. Implementing policies this way 
can turn research integrity into yet another administrative checklist and create a culture in which 
researchers are by default mistrusted.  

In our analysis, the need for a context-sensitive approach became particularly apparent in the fol-
lowing topics: ‘Education and training in RI’, ‘Responsible supervision and mentoring’, ‘Data man-
agement practices’, as well as in the ‘Research environment’ topic. Such contextual variation also 
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entails the availability of sources of ad-hoc advice, for example, when it comes to doubts that arise 
on specific practices or the so-called “grey areas”. RPOs should therefore not only ensure that their 
RI-related guidelines and SOPs are sufficiently tailored to the specific needs of humanities scholars, 
but also be prepared to institute robust structures for RI-related counselling and advice. It is im-
portant to highlight that RI structures need to be complemented by robust management and HR 
structures within RPOs; otherwise RI channels may be used to raise non-RI related issues. 

The analysis also highlighted a range of other important issues that are perhaps not only specific to 
the humanities. This includes the need for harmonisation of digital research infrastructures, for 
example with respect to data storage. RPOs could try to make use of European infrastructure efforts 
that are already in place. Robust, pan-European and pan-disciplinary standards could go a long way 
towards eliminating the integrity ’grey areas’ that scholars encounter. Concerning the issue of “grey 
areas”, RPOs may focus on prevention by fostering a culture of openness in which issues or doubt 
can be easily discussed amongst peers. 

Another overarching topic, that seems to pervade a number of specific issues, concerns hiring, eval-
uation, and appointment practices. Our focus group interviewees suggested that many common 
problems, such as authorship conflicts or abuse of power, are related to problematic incentives 
that emphasise individual publication performance above research and teaching. Also related to 
these problems is the widely-discussed practice of temporary contracts within RPOs. 
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3.2 Social science 
The focus group study aims to explore how different research fields perceive and relate to a number 
of research integrity issues. It is specifically designed to understand the potential disciplinary vari-
ation in experienced challenges, and how institutional guidelines and SOPs might be tailored to 
enhance research integrity in these diverse cases. In this section, we delve into the promotion of 
research integrity from the disciplinary perspective of the social sciences. In the following, we ex-
plore how different researchers and stakeholders within and around the social sciences – i.e., 
mostly active academic scientists, but also individuals with specific administrative responsibilities, 
such as members of ethical review boards – understand and prioritise crucial RI topics. This includes 
questions surrounding proper education and training in RI, data management, adequate ways of 
dealing with breaches of RI, as well as responsible supervision and mentoring. The objective is to 
increase our understanding of how RPOs may foster and advance RI practices and policies in align-
ment with the particular needs and interests of the various social sciences. 

The following analysis specifically draws on the transcripts of six focus groups. Three of these were 
exclusively composed of social scientists currently working at universities. This selection covers a 
range of different disciplines, both quantitative and qualitative fields. Another three focus groups 
involved researchers who held additional RI-related responsibilities in their institutions (e.g., mem-
bers of ethical review boards, data management coordinators), as well as university employees with 
full-time or near-full-time administrative tasks (e.g., research ethics coordinators and trainers).  Ten 
topics were discussed in depth by the different focus groups, as shown in the display below. The 
results of these discussions are addressed by topic and summarised in separate displays in the fol-
lowing sections. We also provide a heat map at the end of this chapter that visualises the assessed 
importance of the various RI topics for the social sciences. 

 

Display 3.2. Overview of participants in the social sciences focus group interviews 

Focus 
group 
num-
ber  

Disciplines repre-
sented*  

Topics for in-
depth discus-
sion 

Research-
ers/stakehold-
ers repre-
sented** 

Coun-
try 

Face-to-
face/online 
interview 

Number 
of partic-
ipants 

3 (mixed group) 
 

Research ethics 
structures 
 

Research ethics 
coordinator 
(REC) 

DK Face-to-face 4 
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Economics 
(health, business) 
 
Political science 
 

Selection and 
evaluation of 
proposals 

 
Member of re-
search ethics 
committee 
 
RIO 
 
Management 
position at uni-
versity  
 
Associate pro-
fessor  

4 
 

(researcher only) 
Gender studies 
 
Sociology 
 
Sociology and re-
ligion 
 

Data manage-
ment 
 
Transparency 

Gender and 
equality com-
missioner 
 
Professor 
 
Associate pro-
fessor  
 
Post-doc  

ES Face-to-face 4 

14 (mixed group) 
 
Psychology (De-
velopmental, 
methodology, 
cognitive, organi-
sational) 
 
Political science 
 
Statistics  
 
 

Education and 
training in RI  
 
Dealing with 
breaches of RI 

Researcher  
 
Management 
position at uni-
versity 
 
Ethical review 
board member 
 
RI course lec-
turer 
 
Journal editor  
 
Professor 
 
Post-doc  

NL Face-to-face 6 
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15 
 

(researcher only) 
 
Social psychology 
 
Political science 
 
Quantitative sci-
ence studies 
 
Education and 
child studies 
 
Anthropology and 
developmental 
sociology 

Managing com-
petition and 
publication 
pressure 
 
Responsible su-
pervision and 
mentoring  
 

Researcher 
 
Data manage-
ment commis-
sioner 
 
Lecturer  
 
PhD fellow  
 
Assistant pro-
fessor 
 
Post-doc  
 
 

NL Face-to-face 6 

16 (researcher only) 
 
Qualitative sci-
ence studies 
 
Higher education 
research 
 

Education and 
training in RI  
 
Publication and 
communication 
 

Researcher 
 
PhD fellow  
 
Project manager 

DE Face-to-face 5 

22 (mixed group)  
 
Sociology 
 
Pedagogy 
 
Maritime Studies 
 
Psychology 
 

 

Publication and 
communication 
 
Monitoring of 
funded applica-
tions 
 
Dealing with 
breaches of RI  

Management 
position at uni-
versity 
 
Researcher 
 
Researcher (in-
dustry) 
 
Associate pro-
fessor  
 
Assistant pro-
fessor  
 
Former journal 
editor 

HR Face-to-face 5 
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* Participants may represent more than one discipline 
** Participants may represent more than one type of position 

 

 Education and training in RI 

This section focuses on researchers’ views of current mechanisms for RI education and training 
offered by RPOs, as well as their perceived limitations and what could be done to remedy them. 
The following results draw on both researcher-only groups and mixed stakeholder groups with so-
cial scientists, since both generated very relevant data. A mixed focus group involving psychologists 
from a Dutch university (focus group 14) dedicated particular attention to the topic, arguably be-
cause that field has recently experienced various cases of misconduct and is currently witnessing 
heated debates about integrity and reproducibility of research results.  

3.2.1.1  Key features of the topic ‘Education and training in RI’  

Display 3.2.1: The social science groups’ views on ‘Education and Training in RI’ 

Topic/subtopics Main topic percep-
tions 

Example 
of good 
practices 

Challenges  Recommendations and 
ideas for guidelines and 
SOPs  

Education and 
training in RI 

Education and train-
ing in RI at many in-
stitutions is not per-
vasive enough, e.g. it 
happens only during 
early career and only 
in one-off events (ra-
ther than regularly) 
 

  Measures should be 
taken to make educa-
tion and training in RI a 
recurrent process that 
moreover covers all ca-
reer stages (from PhD 
students to professors) 

Pre-doctorate  Most institutions 
have by now set up RI 
education and train-
ing courses for stu-
dents, which is per-
ceived as a good 
thing 
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Post-doctorate  Many perceive there 
to be a lack of RI edu-
cation and training 
events for professors 
and supervisors  

   

Training of RI per-
sonnel and teach-
ers  

“Integrity [training], 
also for PhD students 
of the whole building. 
[…] for me it's still a 
challenge to see how 
we can cater to all 
the disciplines within 
social sciences, be-
cause there are many 
differences there al-
ready.” (Assistant 
professor in statistics, 
focus group 14, p. 3) 
 
 

 Overly formal edu-
cation and training 
events that are 
not field-specific 
enough create the 
danger of these 
training events be-
ing perceived as 
merely an annoy-
ing formal exercise 
 
 

Ensure education and 
training events are 
hands-on, with enough 
references to concrete 
research practice and in-
volving experiences of 
participants 
 
Some participants sug-
gested covering also 
ethical and legal ques-
tions regarding data 
management, as well as 
responsible citation 
practices 
 

RI counselling and 
advice   

Wide perception of 
insufficient contact 
points to get advice 
on how to handle RI 
issues on a regular 
basis (i.e., outside of 
formal training 
events) 

an “in-
tegrity 
walk-in 
hour”  

 Encourage institutions 
to create informal con-
tact points, where re-
searchers can confiden-
tially consult with ethics 
advisors about concrete 
issues and questions 

3.2.1.2  Key observations: ‘Education and training in RI’ 

The topic of ‘Education and training in RI’ was generally considered to be an important issue 
amongst the social scientists. Interview participants agreed that formal training events should be 
attended on a recurrent basis, for example every few years.  

The focus groups also generated recommendations as to the content of such training events. Of 
crucial importance is to design them in discipline-specific ways, to make clear how RI can be prac-
ticed in concrete, everyday research situations. This means that formal training events should cre-
ate enough room for participants to bring their own examples and questions to the table, not least 
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to avoid that the events are perceived as merely symbolic exercises (a “box” one has to tick). One 
interviewee (focus group 4) moreover suggested including reflexive discussion on problematic pub-
lication practices in the training events, while another (focus group 16) proposed including instruc-
tion on good citation practice and potentially also legal and ethical questions regarding data man-
agement.  

Finally, a noteworthy issue raised by a number of participants, is the need to create better possibil-
ities for ad-hoc ethical advice outside of formal training events. This could, for example, take the 
shape of informal contact points or an “integrity walk-in hour”, where researchers can confiden-
tially consult with ethics advisors about concrete issues. To some extent, such opportunities already 
exist at some universities (e.g., in the shape of an ombudsman), but researchers are not always 
aware of them. 

 

 Responsible supervision and mentoring  

This part of the analysis addresses ‘Responsible supervision and mentoring’ in the social sciences. 
The focus group discussions covered both currently perceived issues in supervisory relationships, 
as well as possible ways of fostering good practice in supervision and mentoring through new for-
mal guidelines that could be implemented by RPOs. The most significant amount of data was gen-
erated in a focus group composed of quantitative social scientists (conducted in The Netherlands), 
where the question of supervision and mentoring was explicitly raised by the moderators. It also 
featured – less prominently – in a discussion with a group composed of qualitative social scientists, 
where the topic was touched upon as part of an open discussion at the beginning (Germany, focus 
group 16).  
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3.2.2.1 Key features of the topic ‘Responsible supervision and mentoring’ 

Display 3.2.2: The social sciences groups’ views on ‘Responsible supervision and mentoring’ 

Topic/subtopics Main topic percep-
tions 

Example 
of good 
practices 

Challenges  Recommendations and 
ideas for guidelines and 
SOPs 

Responsible super-
vision and mentor-
ing  

Responsible super-
vision and mentor-
ing is a neglected 
topic by both RPOs 
and academic com-
munities  
 

  Offer more training for 
mentors and supervisors  
 
 

PhD guidelines  “I think the biggest 
issues I would see is 
using students as 
free labour […] 
Everybody is under 
the pressure to pub-
lish. Data needs to 
be collected. Stu-
dents are 
used as a conven-
ience source of data 
collection because 
nobody feels like 
doing that” (Assis-
tant professor in so-
cial science, data 
manager, focus 
group 15, p. 12) 

 Unclear 
boundary be-
tween exploi-
tation of stu-
dents and the 
legitimate use 
of student la-
bour as part of 
graduate train-
ing and collab-
orative work  

Work towards discipline-
specific guidelines for re-
sponsible supervision, in 
particular with respect to 
co-authorship and related 
questions 
 

Supervision re-
quirements and 
guidelines 

    

Building and lead-
ing an effective 
team  

Many PIs never re-
ceived proper man-
agement training 
 
Widespread abuse 
of power relations 

 Supervisory 
skills are not a 
serious consid-
eration in prof-
essorial ap-
pointments  

Make supervisory and men-
toring performance a seri-
ous consideration in profes-
sional evaluation 
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in supervision and 
mentoring 

3.2.2.2 Key observations: ‘Responsible supervision and mentoring’ 

The topic of ‘Responsible supervision and mentoring’ was considered to be a very pertinent issue 
in all of the focus groups with social science researchers. The participants of the focus group in 
which it was explicitly raised for in-depth discussion firstly pointed out that supervision and men-
toring skills are generally undervalued by universities. They lamented a common assumption, ac-
cording to which supervisory qualities are seen as a sort of negligible soft skill. As one Dutch senior 
researcher put it, 

“what you actually want is that, that in universities supervisors are actually good supervi-
sors, but there's no, you're not trained to be a supervisor, you're not, I mean in science 
there's no, nothing, there's no schooling, there's no incentive, there's nothing which can 
actually give you training for being a good supervisors.” (Associate professor in experi-
mental psychology and neuroscience, focus group 15, p. 16). 

This is partly due to a lack of awareness amongst researchers, but also to a significant extent the 
result of institutional appointment and evaluation practices, in which the ability to attract prestig-
ious grants overrides all other considerations regarding the competence of a researcher. A unani-
mous recommendation by participants was for RPOs to offer explicit (and potentially mandatory) 
training for academics to become better supervisors and project leaders, and to make supervisory 
skills a more important criterion in evaluation processes.  

The focus group also offered some more concrete suggestions for potential elements of such su-
pervision and mentoring training. Firstly, it is important to draw clearer boundaries around legiti-
mate behaviour of supervisors vis-à-vis their students, to avoid exploitation and using them as ’free 
labour’. At the same time, exactly how to draw that boundary is a tricky question. In many collabo-
rative and lab-based fields, enrolling students in project work and co-authorship is part of their 
training, but there is a point where this legitimate involvement turns into exploitation, e.g. when 
supervisors unduly “scoop” discoveries and authorships. Focus group participants therefore rec-
ommended that guidelines by RPOs should be worked out in close collaboration with researchers 
from the respective field. Clearer guidelines for responsible supervision would not least put those 
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researchers, who currently abstain from co-authoring papers with students to avoid the impression 
of abusing their hierarchical status, at ease. 

 

 Dealing with breaches of RI  

This topic focuses on procedures that RPOs are using to deal with breaches of RI, as well as on the 
many ways in which these currently fall short of their intended functions. Particular aspects covered 
in the focus group discussions included the role of RI bodies within RPOs (e.g., ethical review 
boards), procedures for investigating allegations, as well as mechanisms for protecting both whis-
tle-blowers and researchers suspected (but not yet found guilty) of misconduct. The topic was 
prominently addressed in three focus groups: A first, mixed, one that involved a number of psy-
chologists and a political scientist in the Netherlands (focus group 14); another mixed group with 
researchers from pedagogics, sociology, and psychology in Croatia (focus group 22); and a third 
researcher-only group composed exclusively of quantitative social scientists (the Netherlands, fo-
cus group 15). To a lesser degree, it also featured in an open discussion with a group of qualitative 
social scientists conducted in Germany (focus group 16). 

3.2.3.1 Key features of the topic ‘Dealing with breaches of RI’ 

Display 3.2.3: The social science groups’ view on ‘Dealing with breaches of RI’ 

Topic/subtopics Main topic percep-
tions 

Example of 
good prac-
tices 

Challenges  Recommendations and 
ideas for guidelines and 
SOPs  

Dealing with 
breaches of RI   

Widely seen as a 
particularly complex 
and insufficiently 
addressed issue  

“integrity 
walk-in 
hour” 

Steep power 
differentials 
amongst re-
searchers 
 
Field-specific 
examples of 
good/bad prac-
tice 
 

Create more informal 
opportunities for getting 
advice on RI issues, e.g. 
an “integrity walk-in 
hour” 



  

 

SOPs4RI_AU_WP5_D5.2_Report on the Results of the Focus Group Interviews_Version 1.0 

  

 

 Copyright by the SOPs4RI Consortium  Page 74 of 348 

 

 

 

RI bodies in the or-
ganisation  

Often expected to 
serve as ad-hoc in-
formation points for 
inquiries about RI  

 Review boards 
suffer from 
lack of person-
nel and re-
sources 
 

Mobilise more re-
sources for review 
boards 

Protection of whis-
tle-blowers  

Widely perceived as 
lacking 

 Steep power 
differentials 
amongst re-
searchers 
 

Create guidelines and 
institutional structures 
to protect whistleblow-
ers  

Protection of those 
accused of miscon-
duct  

Perceived as cur-
rently insufficient, 
given the lack of ef-
fective investigation 
procedures 
 

  Create more effective 
institutional structures 
to investigate miscon-
duct allegations 
  

Procedures for in-
vestigating allega-
tions 

General lack of effi-
cient procedures to 
investigate allega-
tions of misconduct 
 

 Field-specific 
examples of 
good/bad prac-
tice 
 

Ensure flexible and field-
specific means of inves-
tigating misconduct 

Sanctions Seen as problem-
atic, since their ef-
fectiveness in pre-
venting misconduct 
is unclear  

  Prioritise preventive 
measures over sanctions  

Other actions (in-
cluding mobility is-
sues)  

    

3.2.3.2 Key observations: ‘Dealing with breaches of RI’  

The question of how to deal with breaches of RI is widely seen as a particularly complex and urgent 
issue that is largely unsuccessfully addressed by RPOs. One of the reasons for this difficulty is the 
fact that breaches of RI can take many different shapes and degrees of severity, ranging from mere 
oversights to intentional data fabrication and abuse of power. Participants repeatedly described a 
large “grey area”, i.e. a range of practices whose exact ethical and legal acceptability is unclear.   
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However, one relatively consensual point amongst participants – raised in both the mixed Dutch 
psychology group (focus group 14) and the mixed focus group involving social scientists in Croatia 
(focus group 22) – was that RPOs should not primarily focus on sanctions, but on creating preven-
tive structures. In other words, the aim should be to facilitate research processes in such a way as 
to avoid RI issues, instead of focusing on punishment post-hoc. 

An important part of such preventive measures could be the creation of more informal contact 
points where researchers can inquire in case they are unsure about potential RI breaches. Such 
contact points should ideally offer advice on integrity-related question in one’s own research prac-
tice (for example when one is uncertain whether a given course of action is ethically and legally 
correct), or the research practice of colleagues (for example in case of problematic practices that 
do not (yet) amount to outright misconduct). To some extent, it seems that researchers so far have 
made use of ethical review boards at their institutions to resolve such ambiguities on an ad-hoc 
basis. However, these review boards are generally perceived as being overstrained and under-re-
sourced.  

Another issue was a general perception of insufficient protection for whistle-blowers. Especially for 
junior researchers, reporting cases of misconduct by more senior researchers is risky. One partici-
pant reported a case from a neighbouring university, where a PhD student considered filing a com-
plaint about problematic authorship practices of his supervisor. The dean, however, put pressure 
on the PhD student to abstain from taking formal measures,  

“I had a case in my previous, like just like two years ago: someone with an ERC grant, a 
bunch of his PhD students complained. Some ran away, some went together and finally 
complained about the authorship, and you know, he was going to submit it and then they 
never ended up where they were going to end up even though they did most of the work, so 
they never knew, maybe he put himself on the first place and then they would end up as 
last, and things like that. […] And then the dean actually pressured one of my friends, who 
was a PhD student like: "You don't want to do this, you don't want to go public, because 
you're going to jeopardise the reputation of the faculty and we're all going to get hurt". 
(Assistant professor of political science, focus group 15, p. 13).  

Again, preventive and consultative structures in the shape of informal contact points could be part 
of a solution. They would allow junior researchers to confidentially discuss potential RI breaches, 
without immediately having to raise formal allegations against colleagues or supervisors. 
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 Research ethics structures 

This section focuses on the organization and activities of ‘Research ethics structures’ at RPOs, most 
importantly in the shape of ethical review boards. This topic was partly touched upon in the previ-
ous section, but will now be expanded on. Relevant empirical material for this analysis was gener-
ated in both the researcher-only groups as well as mixed groups involving social scientists. One 
mixed focus group in fact involved two participants who also act as members of two different eth-
ical review committees at a Dutch university. Moreover, the topic was taken up in both in-depth as 
well as in open discussions.  

3.2.4.1 Key features of the topic ‘Research ethics structures’ 

Display 3.2.4: The social science groups’ view on ‘Research ethics structures’ 

Topic/subtopics Main topic percep-
tions 

Example of 
good prac-
tices 

Challenges  Recommendations and 
ideas for guidelines and 
SOPs 

Research ethics 
structures   

Ethical review 
boards constitute 
the backbone of 
RPO ethics struc-
tures 

 Resource limi-
tations 
 
 
 

Mobilise more resources for 
review boards 
 
 

Set-up and tasks 
of ethics com-
mittees  

“I realise it's be-
come really difficult 
to be an ethics 
committee mem-
ber. The complexity 
of the proposal, 
plus all these regu-
lations, privacy. At 
the same time, we 
have no legal basis, 
which is scary.” (As-
sociate professor of 
organisational psy-
chology, focus 
group 14, p. 31) 

 Lack of legal 
expertise 
 
(sometimes) 
lack of exper-
tise on data 
management 
and GDPR-re-
lated questions 
 
Sometimes un-
clear mandate 
for ethical re-
view boards 
 
 

Provide guidelines for how 
to handle recurring legal 
questions and data man-
agement issues, or provide 
dedicated advisors with rel-
evant expertise 
 
Make sure to clarify the 
function of ethical review 
boards as well as the exact 
legal status of its decisions 
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Ethics review 
procedures  

“I: Is that a problem 
you encounter? 
That many of these 
things are forms for 
medical research or 
for natural science 
and that they don’t 
apply that well to 
social science? 
IP: This is absolutely 
what I found in the 
states (US), and … 
to an extent when 
I’m applying for a 
grant like the ERC, 
it’s kind of similar 
things going on.” 
(Associate profes-
sor in sociology, fo-
cus group 4, p. 5) 
 

 Discipline-spe-
cific nature of 
ethical review 
 
 

Ensure that ethical review 
boards possess the neces-
sary disciplinary diversity to 
do justice to the diverse 
projects they are asked to 
review 

3.2.4.2 Key observations: ‘Research ethics structures’ 

The backbone of ‘Research ethics structures’ at RPOs in most countries is formed by ethical review 
boards. They are usually staffed by researchers, as well as (ideally) some administrative support. 
Their function is to provide ethical assessment of research projects before they are undertaken. 
The previous section has already pointed out how ethical review boards of RPOs are often expected 
to serve as informal contact points for researchers who come across unexpected ethical, legal, or 
confidentiality issues during their work. Additionally, universities are making increasing use of data 
protection officers (DPOs) to provide input for data management questions and GDPR compliance. 
It should also be noted, however, that research ethics structures in European countries are very 
unequally developed. For example, Dutch social sciences faculties have only recently begun to com-
prehensively set up review boards for the qualitative social sciences, and participants in a focus 
group in Spain pointed out a pronounced lack of such facilities in their national institutions. 

Ethical review boards are currently facing several issues. One is the contextual, discipline-specific 
nature of ethical questions, which to some extent limits the usefulness of general guidelines. To 
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really assess the health, privacy, or ethical implications of proposed projects, detailed understand-
ing of the respective research practices is necessary. Ethical review boards, however, do not always 
possess the necessary field-specific expertise, or are institutionally obliged to apply guidelines that 
are not tailored to the fields in question. A typical example are cases where researchers in qualita-
tive social sciences (e.g., political science or anthropology) are asked to comply with guidelines for-
mulated for social psychological or biomedical research. Another major issue is the resource limi-
tations of ethical review boards. This pertains to lack of legal and IT expertise as well as sheer time 
constraints due to insufficient (wo)man power. One participant in a mixed focus group (focus group 
14) conducted in the Netherlands complained that the local review board has reduced the already 
scare contact hours it used to offer, thus virtually eliminating its usefulness as an ad-hoc ethical 
consulting body. Another participant in the same discussion (focus group 14), who is a member of 
an ethical review board, complained that the committee simply lacks the human resources to com-
prehensively deal with all the queries they are confronted with. In particular, the participant also 
pointed out an unease about the fact that the committee is implicitly expected to assess the legal 
compliance of research proposals, but at the same time is not an official adjudicating body, 

“I realise it's become really difficult to be an ethics committee member. The complexity of 
the proposal, plus all these regulations, privacy. At the same time, we have no legal basis, 
which is scary.” (Associate professor of organisational psychology, focus group 14, p. 31) 

We conclude from this that RPOs should not least make an effort to clarify the exact function of 
ethical review boards, and to make clear where the limits of their mandate lie. 

 

 Data practices and management  

This section focuses on ‘Data practices and management’ in the social sciences. It particularly ad-
dresses the challenges that the recent introduction of the GDPR has created for social scientists, 
and the current efforts of RPOs to provide infrastructure and training/instructions to meet those 
new requirements. The topic was prominently discussed in two researcher-only focus groups with 
social scientists (the Netherlands and Spain), and also touched upon in an open discussion in the 
quantitative social sciences focus group conducted in the Netherlands. 
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3.2.5.1 Key features of the topic ‘Data practices and management’ 

Display 3.2.5: The social science groups’ views on ‘Data practice and management’ 

Topic/sub-
topics 

Main topic perceptions Example 
of good 
practices 

Challenges  Recommendations 
and ideas for guide-
lines and SOPs  

Data prac-
tices and 
manage-
ment  

A newly prominent concern for 
many social scientists, due to the 
introduction of the GDPR and lack 
of preparedness of many RPOs 

   

Guidance 
and support 

Perceived as severely lacking 
 
 

 Significant un-
certainty sur-
rounding the 
GDPR 
 
Discipline-spe-
cific nature of 
data manage-
ment issues 

Better and more in-
struction on how to 
be GDPR-compliant 
 
Ensure instruction 
and training to be 
field-specific, e.g. to 
do justice of different 
disciplinary data 
practices 
 

Secure data 
storage in-
frastructure 

“And there's also contradictions, 
like the university says you have 
to use [a specific cloud service] 
and then the [national research 
council] says whatever you do, 
don't use [that cloud service] […] 
so there's definitely need for 
some standardization there.” (As-
sistant professor of political sci-
ence, focus group 15, p. 2) 
 

 Problematic 
fragmentation 
of infrastruc-
tures and data 
management 
requirements 
across institu-
tions/coun-
tries 

Foster overarching 
approaches and 
standards to data 
management across 
institutions/countries 

FAIR princi-
ples  

Considered desirable, but ham-
pered by fragmentation of infra-
structures and local data man-
agement practices 
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3.2.5.2 Key observations: ‘Data practices and management’  

Generally, it appears that the recent introduction of the GDPR has created a significant amount of 
confusion amongst researchers. Many focus group participants stated that they do not yet fully 
understand what the GDPR requires them to do when it comes to data management, and that their 
institutions do not offer sufficient instruction and training in this respect. As one assistant professor 
of political science in the Netherlands put it, 

“as an individual researcher it's sometimes difficult to know what you can and what you 
cannot do. Especially, I don't think the institutional support is there yet. I think the data 
manager went through a checklist on Excel with me once with some guidelines, but after-
wards I still had no idea what to do.” (Assistant professor of political science, focus group 
15, p. 2). 

In addition to more and better training, several participants also complained that there are not 
enough data protection experts available at their institutions that they can consult with regarding 
specific queries.  

Regarding the content of the training events and formal guidelines many researchers are asking 
for, it would be important to make sure that it is discipline-specific. For example, the meaning of 
anonymisation of data will depend on the nature of the empirical material (e.g., anonymizing MRI 
(Magnetic Resonance Imaging) scans poses different challenges than anonymizing interview data). 
One associate professor of psychology commented, 

“I went to a few of these courses on good clinical practice, and there were so many discus-
sions about, among scientists and the people from the adviser, the advisory people. And I 
was, for example especially when it comes to large data collection, you can, about that you 
can collect a lot of data, and that is apparently anonymous, but if you can combine data 
you can finally find out who it is. I mean, if you have an anatomical scan of somebody's 
brain, if you have a good algorithm, and that scan is detailed enough, then you can find out 
perhaps who that is. I mean technically that is all possible, so what is anonymous data?” 
(Associate professor in experimental psychology and neuroscience, focus group 15, p. 4). 

Moreover, researchers highlighted a lack of concerted data management approaches across insti-
tutions. To give a specific example, participants in a researcher-only quantitative social sciences 
focus group in the Netherlands (focus group 15) complained that their home university operates 
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with different standards regarding cloud storage services than the national research council NWO. 
What is considered “best practice” by one institution is thus considered unacceptable by another. 
This creates particular challenges when researchers try to work together in collaborative projects 
across universities and different countries. Several participants therefore called for a more inte-
grated European research infrastructure to do away with the current fragmented landscape of local 
standards. 

 

 Declaration of competing interests  

This section addresses issues of competing interests, e.g. in evaluative settings as well as in collab-
orative projects where academics work together with commercial entities. Our specific analytical 
interest lies in existing or potential policies and guidelines for handling such tensions. While the 
issue of conflicts between academic/commercial interests did not generate any noteworthy discus-
sion, competing interests in evaluation were touched on in several of the discussions, both in in-
depth discussions and as part of the open questions. 

3.2.6.1 Key observations: ‘Declaration of competing interests’  

As suggested above, competing interests between academic and commercial actors were not 
touched upon in any of the focus groups with social scientists. This is arguably due to the types of 
social scientists that were recruited, namely psychologists, sociologists, political scientists and an-
thropologists. Presumably, these fields are not heavily involved in project work with or for commer-
cial partners.  

In contrast to this, focus groups addressing questions of evaluation and appointment procedures 
did variously touch upon another kind of competing interest, namely the role of publication and 
grant-based evaluation criteria vis-à-vis other forms of academic achievements.  A common per-
ception here was that there is an imbalance between the weight given to these criteria in many 
RPOs, in the sense that traditional markers of academic achievement (publications and grants) are 
often considered far more important than excellence in teaching and administration. This has very 
negative effects on the overall research environment, as we will discuss in significant detail in the 
following section. 
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 Research environment  

This section focuses on the key factors that seem to determine the quality of the research environ-
ment created by RPOs, i.e. the ‘general atmosphere’ or ‘culture’ of an institution. The research 
environment crucially affects the likelihood that various forms of misconduct and questionable re-
search practices will occur. We will specifically discuss the role of academic evaluation criteria, the 
link between problematic evaluation incentives and misconduct, as well as various diversity issues. 
Relevant material for this section was generated primarily in the two researcher-only focus groups 
conducted in the Netherlands and Germany (quantitative and qualitative social scientists, respec-
tively). Some additional pertinent comments were also made by the qualitative social scientific 
group conducted in Spain.  

3.2.7.1 Key features of the topic ‘Research environment’ 

Display 3.2.7: The Social science groups’ view on ‘Research environment’ 

Topic/subtopics Main topic percep-
tions 

Example 
of good 
practices 

Challenges  Recommendations 
and ideas for guide-
lines and SOPs 

Research environment Overly narrow eval-
uative focus on pub-
lications/grants in 
many RPOS 
 

   

Fair procedures for ap-
pointments, promotions 
and numeration 

Insufficient diversity 
in evaluative criteria 
for promotion and 
tenure 

 Entrenched 
view that pub-
lications + 
grants = excel-
lence 

RPOs should ensure 
that other forms of 
academic perfor-
mance, for example 
excellent teaching 
and administration 
are adequately val-
ued  

Adequate education and 
skills training 

    

Culture building  Nepotism amongst 
research staff is per-
ceived as an issue by 
some 

 ’Old boys’ net-
works are en-
trenched in 
some RPOs 

Ensure transparency 
of evaluation and 
promotion criteria 
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Managing competition 
and publication pressure  

“Everybody is forced 
to publish as quickly 
as possible to be-
come eligible for the 
grants, and yeah I'm 
afraid this is where 
integrity becomes 
damaged“(Assistant 
professor in social 
science, data man-
ager, focus group 
15, p. 8)  

 Publications 
are seen as 
the main pre-
condition of 
promotion 
and tenure 
 
’Publish or 
perish’ atti-
tude is per-
ceived to in-
centivise mis-
conduct 

 

Conflict management      
Diversity issues  Nepotism and ‘old 

boys’ networks may 
harm diversity 
 
Diversity of career 
paths is undermined 
by dominant evalua-
tive focus on publi-
cations and grants  
 

  Ensure diversity and 
transparency of eval-
uation criteria 

Supporting a responsible 
research process (trans-
parency, quality assur-
ance, requirements)  

“I still have this cou-
ple of friends in the 
back of my head 
who I know have 
been busted by [the] 
data police (…) there 
was nothing wrong 
with their work, but 
the other research-
ers they were just 
searching and 
searching.” (Associ-
ate professor in ex-
perimental psychol-

  Need for RPOs to find 
a balance between 
being too strict/too 
lenient in regulating 
research processes 
on the academic shop 
floor 
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ogy and neurosci-
ence, focus group 
15, p. 20) 

3.2.7.2 Key observations: ‘Research environment’ 

An overriding issue that seems to influence almost all other, more specific, aspects of the research 
environment created by RPOs, is the problematic role of evaluation criteria that focus on publica-
tion performance and prestigious grants. According to participants across all of the focus groups 
conducted, too narrowly defined performance criteria create unhealthy levels of competition 
amongst individuals, which in turn effectively incentivises various forms of misconduct. A group of 
psychology researchers at a Dutch university, for example, suggested a connection between publi-
cation pressure and the infamous p-hacking, i.e. the selective use of data to artificially inflate sta-
tistical significance of findings, 

“I’m afraid we work in a very high tension field and everybody is forced to publish as quickly 
as possible to become eligible for the grants, and yeah I'm afraid this is where integrity 
becomes damaged. Being at the wrong side of the p-value, 0.06 and just try another tech-
nique, or [moving an outlier], or you know: what possibilities do we have? […] you're com-
peting with the other PhDs because there's only going to be so many assistant professor 
positions, and after assistant professor there are only so many tenure tracks, so I think the 
pressure with us is very real.” (Associate professor in social science, data manager, focus 
group 15, p. 8). 

While the exact ways in which publication pressures manifest themselves vary between disciplines, 
they are nevertheless keenly felt across fields. A participant in a quantitative social sciences focus 
group (the Netherlands) for example pointed out that it is an issue also in book-bound fields, like 
anthropology. According to our participants, there is moreover a direct connection between an 
(over)emphasis on narrow publication-based performance criteria and underperformance in other 
areas of academic work, such as teaching. In a research environment that values publication 
productivity and grants above all else, researchers who might be excellent teachers will end up not 
being hired or permanently employed. The quality of education will often suffer as a result. One 
participant working as a sociology professor in Spain (focus group 4) advocated that universities 
should encourage more diverse career paths, for example by explicitly valuing administration- or 
teaching-focused academic careers, 
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“We have a problem at this university at least because we think about teaching and re-
searching as kind of opposite, a fight against each other. I think, we when we think about 
management for instance, for one it can take four years for being vice chancellor or for 
being … and this is a stop in the carrier. Why do you think about the academic carrier, you 
are as flexible as you can be. You can be a manager or you can be in teaching and do re-
search. I mean it’s not the problem.” (Professor of sociology, focus group 4, p. 14). 

A discussion that emerged in a focus group with quantitative social scientists (the Netherlands) 
moreover suggests that RPOs should always try to find a balanced approach in how they deal with 
concerns about RI in daily research practice. One senior researcher in social psychology argued that 
the recent concern with reproducibility of research findings in psychology has created a climate of 
generalised distrust in his department. He specifically used the term “data police” to denote col-
leagues and administrators who are in his view overeager in raising allegations of questionable use 
of research data (Associate professor in experimental psychology and neuroscience, focus group 
15, p. 20). However, other participants called for a more formal role of RPOs in fostering transpar-
ency in data management practices. Such diverse views may reflect unequal levels of activity in 
particular universities/departments in debates about RI and responsible data management. A mes-
sage is, in any case, that RPOs should try to find a balance between being too lenient and too re-
strictive in formulating requirements for a transparent, responsible research process. A final issue 
raised in a focus group with quantitative social scientists in the Netherlands (focus group 15), is the 
need for RPOs to continue fighting nepotism amongst their academic and administrative ranks, not 
least to ensure diversity amongst the research staff. Transparent evaluation and promotion criteria 
could be an important part of the solution to this problem. 

 

 Publication and communication  

The following section focuses on RI implications of publication and communication practices, as 
well as on existing and potential future RPO guidelines to regulate such practices. More specifically, 
the topic covers aspects such as authorship in collaborative research projects, OA publishing, and 
‘Open Science’ more generally. The topic was explicitly raised for in-depth discussion in a re-
searcher-only group (Germany), as well as a mixed focus group involving social scientists (Croatia).  
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3.2.8.1 Key features of the topic ‘Publication and communication’ 

Display 3.2.8: The social science groups’ view on ‘Publication and communication’ 

Topic/subtopics Main topic per-
ceptions 

Example of 
good practices 

Challenges  Recommendations and 
ideas for guidelines and 
SOPs  

Publication and 
communication 

A prominent issue 
due to recurrent 
authorship con-
flicts as well as 
tensions created 
by the transition 
to OA 
 

   

Authorship Many conflicts 
around questions 
of co-authorship 

COPE and other 
guidelines that 
spell out how 
authorship 
questions can 
be systemati-
cally decided  

Power differen-
tials amongst re-
searchers 
 
Gift authorship 
and nepotism 
 
Disciplinary spe-
cific differences 
in authorship 
practices 
 

Encourage the use of ex-
isting authorship guide-
lines across institutions 
 
Ensure that guidelines 
on how to deal with au-
thorship are field-spe-
cific 

Open science  OA publishing is 
considered im-
portant, but many 
practical issues 

 Who covers OA 
charges? 
 
Fully OA journals 
can’t rival flag-
ship journals in 
terms of prestige 
 

Better financial support 
for OA publishing 
 

Use of reporting 
guidelines  

Partly already in 
place at RPOs 

 Not all research-
ers are aware of 
available guide-
lines 

Create better visibility 
for existing guidelines 
and resources 

Peer review     
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Predatory pub-
lishing 

    

Communicating 
with the public  

OA publishing 
considered im-
portant, but many 
practical issues 
(see above) 

   

3.2.8.2 Key observations: ‘Publication and communication’ 

Firstly, a recurrent issue that appeared in the discussions about ‘Publication and communication’ 
was authorship conflicts. In the focus group with quantitative social scientists in the Netherlands 
(focus group 15) in particular, participants reported various occasions where they had experienced 
lack of clarity as to how to divide authorship in collaborative settings. What type of contribution is 
necessary to warrant authorship, and how to determine the order of authors? There appears to be 
two main challenges that render it difficult to settle these questions. One is power differentials 
amongst researchers, i.e. the risk that supervisors unduly claim authorship by abusing their power. 
A second issue is the fact that authorship practices are field-specific. The following snippet from an 
in-depth discussion captures the ethical uncertainty that can arise from this, 

“I think there are definitely big differences between disciplines, I recently received an e-mail 
on a collaboration paper from somebody from the medical sciences, like: "Oh yeah, can you 
take [an author] off this paper and put this person on?". Just yeah, she was also, totally not 
involved, "Yeah, but it's better". So I just, I ignored the e-mail. I hate that, but, I mean, that's 
how apparently some psychiatrist talk [laughs], think about science.” (Associate professor 
in experimental psychology and neuroscience, focus group 15, p. 15). 

Some participants in both the qualitative (Germany) and quantitative (the Netherlands) focus 
groups mentioned that their RPOs have already put in place some guidelines on how to tackle au-
thorship questions, as well as related issues like archiving the data that were used for particular 
publications. At the same time, it seems that not all researchers are aware of such resources. 

Another relatively prominent topic raised in the focus groups was that of conflicts regarding OA 
publishing. On the one hand, many European funders and policy-making bodies are pushing for 
research articles to be published in such a way as to make them fully available to everybody and 
without any paywall. On the other hand, this creates a problem for researchers, since it is unclear 
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who should cover the significant costs for Gold OA. While academics could of course publish in fully 
OA journals (i.e. without additional charges), these outlets often do not have the same academic 
prestige as established “flagship” journals. The following conversation amongst quantitative social 
scientists highlights the dilemma, 

“So there's a call for researchers to only publish in open-access journals and not in high 
impact factor journals and I think that's just a stupid rule if it's only going to be The Nether-
lands, Belgium, and I don't know what not. Because you're going to ruin people's careers on 
an international scale. […] if you don't have the money you would have to go to open-access 
journals that anyone can publish in and then you don't even stand out on the international 
market anymore.” (Assistant professor of political science, focus group 15, p. 12). 

A further interesting aspect are preprints, which currently appear to be relatively widely used by 
social scientists. Many participants in the focus groups already publish their work on platforms like 
arXiv. One issue, however, is that some journals do not accept submissions that have previously 
been made accessible in preprint form. This obviously puts researchers in a difficult situation, where 
they have to balance the interest of making their work publicly accessible with strategic career 
interests, 

“My main issue, if you submit to AJS, the first journal in sociology, it clearly says there must 
not be previous measures of it in Preprint. It mentions Preprint clearly. It also mentions it 
cannot be present and in part conference. That’s the top leading journal in our field.” (Post-
doc in science studies, focus group 16, p. 10). 

 

 Collaborative research among RPOs  

The topic of ‘Collaborative research among RPOs’ principally covers three more specific aspects: 
Collaboration amongst RPOs in and across Europe, collaboration amongst countries with different 
R&D infrastructures, as well as joint research activities involving both academics and commercial 
actors. However, in general, issues related to collaboration were featured very seldom in the actual 
focus group discussions.  
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3.2.9.1 Key features of the topic ‘Collaborative research among RPOs’ 

Display 3.2.9: The social science groups’ view on ‘Collaborative research among RPOs’ 

Topic/subtopics Main topic percep-
tions 

Example 
of good 
practices 

Challenges  Recommendations 
and ideas for guide-
lines and SOPs  

Collaborative re-
search among RPOs 

    

Among RPOs in-
side/outside the EU 

    

With countries with 
different R&D infra-
structures  

“I work with these 
persons from an-
other university. 
They have their own 
formal. Their own 
Dropbox […] I can’t 
use Dropbox, it is 
not safe enough. 
Then I need very big 
places to put the 
data. Then we have 
this other project, 
we ask the univer-
sity to have a safe 
place. It was diffi-
cult.” (Professor of 
sociology, focus 
group 4, p. 9) 

 Problematic frag-
mentation of in-
frastructures and 
data manage-
ment require-
ments across in-
stitutions/coun-
tries 

Foster overarching 
approaches and 
standards of data 
management across 
institutions/countries 

Between public and 
private RPOs  

    
 

3.2.9.2 Key observations: ‘Collaborative research among RPOs’  

As noted above, the material generated in focus groups with social scientists did not contain much 
insight into factors that hamper/foster the various sorts of collaborative relations. The only perti-
nent comments were made by researchers who discussed challenges of cross-institutional collab-
oration created by fragmented digital infrastructures. More specifically, the debate focused on the 
different cloud storage services used by the collaborating academics. The specific problem raised 
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here was the fact that different institutions have different understandings of what cloud services 
are considered safe enough for academic data sharing, 

“Now for instance, it is an example, I work with these persons from another university. They 
have their own formal. Their own Dropbox. […] Then I hear that they have theoretical one, 
a kind of solution, that don’t really work. Theoretically I can’t use Dropbox, it is not safe 
enough. Then I need very big places to put the data. Then we have this other project, we ask 
the university to have a safe place. It was difficult. I really understand the knowledge. It is 
very difficult, because its make you work. Now I have, I don’t know how many folders with 
information. I think that in this case, that’s the question of investment or trying to create 
something European… Something really goes beyond the borders and creates a digital space 
for everyone easy to access” (Professor of sociology, focus group 4, p. 9). 

Participants ended up agreeing that European universities should strive for integrating their digital 
infrastructures and overcome the current fragmentation. Aside from this, none of the focus groups 
touched on issues in collaborating with commercial partners, or other general questions regarding 
collaboration with RPOs in or outside of Europe. 
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  Heat map of perceived importance – social science and RPOs 

 

Figure 3.2.10: Heat map displaying sorting exercise results of nine RI topics in the social science RPO focus groups.   

 

This heat map shows the results of the sorting exercise conducted during the focus group interviews 
for the social sciences. It reflects the importance assigned to specific topics by social science re-
searchers in relation to research integrity. Specifically, the map provides an overview of the areas 
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where participants perceived that guidelines and SOPs could support the RI efforts of RPOs. The 
differences regarding the level of importance assigned can be explained by the different disciplinary 
research cultures, and the specific research misconduct cases that researchers in the social sciences 
have witnessed.  

A few topics deserve to be further explained here. For example, ‘Education and training in RI’ were 
seen as important. However, the participants noted the emphasis should be on integrating RI topics 
into existing courses and that specific RI guidance could better focus on supervision and mentoring. 
The heat map shows some peculiar results which could be seen as contradictory. For example, 
‘Dealing with breaches of RI’ is seen as very important while ‘Research ethics structures’ is less 
important. This sorting is likely due to the perceived need for improvement on the former topic 
while the latter was seen as already being well regulated. Similar to other groups, the ‘Research 
environment’ was seen here as pivotal for regulating other areas such as ‘Declaration of competing 
interest’. Finally, the topics of ‘Data practices and management’ and ‘Publication and communica-
tion’ were also highlighted as an issue which could benefit from better guidance.    

 

  Concluding remarks regarding social science and RPOs 

The social sciences are a particularly diverse array of (inter)disciplinary fields. They include qualita-
tive fields that in many ways resemble the hermeneutic domains of the humanities, but also fields 
whose methods and epistemology have much in common with the natural sciences. This creates a 
particular challenge for RPOs when creating guidelines and protocols. Formal policies that are not 
tailored to the specifics of a field risk being perceived as irrelevant and even annoying by research-
ers.  

In our analysis, the need for a context-sensitive approach became particularly apparent in the fol-
lowing topics: ‘Education and training in RI’, ‘Dealing with breaches of RI’, ‘Data practices and man-
agement’, as well as ‘Publication and communication’. Such contextual variation also entails a cer-
tain irreducible need by researchers for sources of ad-hoc advice, for example when it comes to 
ensuring the ethical soundness of proposed research, or when the ethical acceptability of certain 
practices is unclear. RPOs should therefore not only ensure that their RI-related guidelines and SOPs 
are sufficiently tailored to the specific needs of social scientists, but also be prepared to institute 
robust structures for RI-related counselling and advice. 



  

 

SOPs4RI_AU_WP5_D5.2_Report on the Results of the Focus Group Interviews_Version 1.0 

  

 

 Copyright by the SOPs4RI Consortium  Page 93 of 348 

 

 

 

The analysis also highlighted a range of other important issues that are perhaps less specific to the 
social sciences. This includes the need for RPOs to try and harmonise their digital research infra-
structures, for example with respect to data sharing and OA policies. Ideally, RPOs should try to 
make use of European infrastructure efforts that are already in place. Robust, pan-European stand-
ards could go a long way towards eliminating the many integrity ’grey zones’ that currently plague 
academic life. Another overarching topic pertains to evaluation and appointment practices. Our 
focus group interviewees suggested that many seemingly perennial problems – for example au-
thorship conflicts, data manipulation, or outright abuse of power – are in one way or another re-
lated to problematic incentives that emphasise individual publication performance above all else. 
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3.3 Natural science 
In this section we address the promotion of research integrity in research performing organisations 
from the disciplinary perspectives of the natural sciences. Through these interviews, we explore 
how different researchers within and around the natural sciences understand and prioritise topics 
such as education and training of RI, responsible supervision and mentoring, data management, 
and dealing with breaches, amongst others. The objective is to increase our understanding of how 
RPOs may foster and advance RI practices and policies in alignment with the particular needs and 
interests of the natural sciences. 

Four focus groups within the natural sciences discussed and prioritised the nine main RI topics, 
whereas a selected number of topics were discussed in depth by the different focus groups as 
shown below in display 3.3. Representing 12 disciplines within the natural sciences, 17 different 
stakeholders across five European countries discussed the current landscape of RI from their point 
of view and reported on potential challenges and possible ways to promote research integrity.  

The results of these discussions are addressed in the following sections by topic and summarised 
in separate displays. We also provide a heat map at the end of this chapter (section 3.3.10) that 
visualises the assessed importance of each RI topic for the natural sciences. 

 

Display 3.3. Overview of participants in the Natural sciences focus group interviews 

Focus 
group 
num-
ber  

Disciplines repre-
sented*  

Topics for in-
depth discus-
sion 

Research-
ers/stake-
holders rep-
resented*** 

Country Face-to-
face/online 
interview 

Number of 
participants 

5 (researcher only) 
 
Water manage-
ment 
 
Biodiversity 

Data manage-
ment** 
 
Independence 
from commer-
cial influ-
ences** 

Senior re-
searcher 
 

ES Online 2 

6 (researcher only) 
 
Theoretical phys-
ics 

Dealing with 
breaches of RI 
 
Transparency 

Associate 
professor 
 
Post-doc 

DK Face-to-face 6 
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Mathematics 
 
Chemistry 
 
Computer science 
 

17 
 

(researcher only) 
 
Biology 
 
Bioscience and 
Engineering  
 
Statistics 

Managing 
competition 
and publica-
tion pressure 
 
Supervis-
ing/Mentoring 
 
Research col-
laboration 
among RPOs 

Associate 
professor 
 
Professor 

BE Online 3 

18 (mixed group) 
 
Health research 
 
Technical health 
 
Physics 
 
Biomedical engi-
neering 
 
Nanoscience 

Education and 
training in RI 
 
Dealing with 
breaches of RI 
 
 

Medical co-
ordinator, 
RPO 
 
Privacy co-
ordinator, 
industry 
 
Compliance 
review 
member 
 
Ethical re-
view board 
member 
 
Public fund-
ing org. rep-
resentative 
 
Assistant 
professor  
 

NL Face-to-face 8 
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Professor  
 

23  
 

(researcher only) 
 
Geoscience 
 
Mathematics 
 
Theoretical phys-
ics 
 
Translational bio-
medicine 
 
Biology 

Education and 
training in RI 
 
Publication 
and communi-
cation 
 
Research eth-
ics structures 

Professor 
 
Senior scien-
tist  
 
Post-doc 
 
PhD 

HR Face-to-face 6 

* Participants may represent more than one discipline 
** Due to the online format, the topics for in-depth discussion were discussed as part of the sorting exercise 
*** Participants may represent more than one type of position 
 

 Education and training in RI 

The topic of ‘Education and training in RI’ for the natural sciences focuses on the tools available at 
RPOs, as well as their perceived limitations and what could be done to remedy them. The following 
results draw on discussions from one of the researcher-only groups in experimental natural sci-
ences (Croatia) and on the mixed stakeholder group, since both generated very relevant data. 

3.3.1.1 Key features of the topic ‘Education and training in RI’  

Display 3.3.1: The Natural science groups’ view on ‘Education and training in RI’  

Topic/subtopics Main topic per-
ceptions 

Example 
of good 
practices 

Challenges  Recommendations and 
ideas for guidelines and 
SOPs  

Education and train-
ing in RI 

“Create an envi-
ronment that 
opens up […] dis-
cussion” (Ethics 

 Unwillingness of 
(senior) research-
ers to participate 
 
Yet another sepa-
rate course 

Periodical training for 
seniors 
 
Update educational ma-
terials with new cases 
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committee mem-
ber, focus group 
18, page 7)  

Embed the topic into 
other courses 

Pre-doctorate      
Post-doctorate      
Training of RI person-
nel and teachers  

    

RI counselling and ad-
vice   

    

3.3.1.2 Key observations: ‘Education and training in RI’ 

Both focus groups that discussed ‘Education and training in RI’ at length found it to be a very rele-
vant topic. In the mixed group, some stakeholders suggested using real examples and focusing on 
how they have affected the subjects participating in research and the research community overall. 
Other voices suggested that training should focus more on fostering an ethical way of thinking, 
rather than on spectacular cases of misconduct or a “box ticking” approach to RI. As one participant 
conveyed, the focus should be on long term education, 

“[talk about] the daily work, and what type of perhaps dilemmas you would get into, […] 
because they are so young in their career, they don't really have experience with those type 
of dilemmas, but like the authorship […] How much of your data do you use, which ones do 
you leave out, and how can you decide what is right and wrong. […] it's something that 
should evolve over time, also within research groups […] And you should, I think, create an 
environment that opens up this discussion.” (Ethics committee member, focus group 18, p. 
7). 

Concerning the content, some of the topics that were mentioned as relevant for the natural sci-
ences were misconduct, data management, and lab work. Authorship was another recurrent topic 
that was viewed as generating problems. Furthermore, a participant noted the importance of mak-
ing RI training relatable and challenging,  

“Researchers want to be triggered by some intellectual challenge, so the training should 
keep; have a lot of intellectual challenges. It could be […] a discussion with this really high 
level on pushing the borders.” (Public funding org. representative, focus group 18, p. 15). 
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Beyond the need to use real life cases, participants highlighted the difficulty of covering “grey ar-
eas” in RI education. One suggestion from one of the experimental natural sciences group (Croatia) 
was to have prominent spaces where information can be easily attained. The participants of both 
groups noted the importance of having moments and room for reflecting on grey areas. “I think for 
the grey zones its really about having open atmosphere in a group and that you have periodic [con-
versations] of these grey cases” (Ethics committee member, focus group 18, p. 17). 

Both groups agreed that there should be training for undergraduates and graduates, as well as 
junior and senior researchers. As one participant stated, “it should be present on all levels, depend-
ing on the depth. But it’s also something that even senior people should occasionally have” (Profes-
sor of physics, focus group 23, p. 7). Nonetheless, they also agreed on the difficulty of having senior 
researchers attend courses, because the material tends to be repetitive. In the mixed group it was 
suggested that “refreshed” courses could be created with new material that should be attended 
periodically. These courses could also be rebranded from “research integrity” into “how to be an 
awesome researcher” (Research support manager, focus group 18, p. 16). In this way, research 
integrity can be coupled back to the basic skills of a researcher.  

Although courses are usually separated by different levels of experience, mixing groups of senior 
researchers and graduate students may facilitate not only learning, but the communication be-
tween both of them. As one participant noted,  

“The training seems to be really separate, so, the things that are appropriate for PhDs 
maybe and the things that are appropriate for PIs, but is it worth having trainings where 
these groups are actually mixed somehow. So, that PIs can more easily see a PhD's perspec-
tive” (Research support manager, focus group 18, p. 17). 

In general, it is suggested that courses should be obligatory, as long as the content is adequate. 
Most participants recommended making  courses a requirement for graduation, promotion, or 
even before applying for funds.  

 

 Responsible supervision and mentoring  

The topic of ‘Responsible supervision and mentoring’ focuses on the responsibilities of the super-
visors and how to foster good practice in supervision and mentoring through new formal guidelines 
that could be implemented by RPOs. The topic was discussed by two of the experimental natural 
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sciences groups (Belgium and Croatia), the mixed researcher-stakeholder group (the Netherlands), 
as well as the theoretical natural sciences group (Denmark). There was also some input given during 
the sorting exercise by the third experimental natural sciences group (Spain). 

3.3.2.1 Key features of the topic ‘Responsible supervision and mentoring’ 

Display 3.3.2: The Natural science groups’ view on ‘Responsible supervision and mentoring’ 

Topic/subtopics Main topic percep-
tions 

Example of 
good prac-
tices 

Chal-
lenges  

Recommendations and 
ideas for guidelines and 
SOPs 

Responsible super-
vision and mentor-
ing  

“There are different 
styles of 
supervising and it 
depends on the pro-
moter as well as the 
PhD research” (As-
sociate professor on 
bioscience and en-
gineering, focus 
group 17, p.11) 

More than 
one supervi-
sor 

Different 
personali-
ties of su-
pervisors 

Requirement of two super-
visors or supervising com-
mittee 
 
Setup national guidelines 

PhD guidelines      
Supervision re-
quirements and 
guidelines  

   How to end/discontinue a 
PhD 

Building and lead-
ing an effective 
team  

    

3.3.2.2 Key observations: ‘Responsible supervision and mentoring’  

Supervision and mentoring was seen as highly relevant, given that it is a formative process for re-
searchers. As one participant noted, “[universities bring together researchers from different back-
grounds] they need to be set to the same standards and they need to know what that is” (Postdoc 
in chemistry, focus group, p. 26). According to the focus group conducted in Croatia, guidelines on 
what is expected from supervisors and PhD students could be useful, especially if they are at a 
national level, although they recognised these could not tackle all the issues. 
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The lack of clarity on what the supervisor’s job should entail can also give way to misplaced expec-
tations. As one participant noted, 

“The supervisors must know what are their responsibilities, so it's not like we take a student 
just because you have money or because they are interested. It's more than that, it's like a 
big responsibility to take a student and spend four or five years with that student, because 
it's gonna be an important part of the future of the student” (Senior researcher in biodiver-
sity researcher, focus group 5, p. 15). 

The necessity for guidelines was not perceived as justified across the board. For one group in par-
ticular (Belgium), it was expressed that supervision is particular to each person. One participant 
conveys, 

“My experience is you do your PhD, you do a post-doc and at some point you gradually end 
up being a supervisor and you learn by doing. For each individual supervisor it works differ-
ently at some level which is then difficult to translate into universal guidelines for other 
people” (Professor of biology, focus group 17, p. 10). 

There was a perceived tension between guidelines seen as a sign of not trusting the supervisors, 
and tools to give clarity for everybody involved. Despite some participants arguing against having 
guidelines for supervision, most of them agreed there should be information for when “things [can] 
go wrong” (Professor of biology, focus group 17, p. 8). Cases where clear guidelines were seen as 
helpful were how to evaluate the development of a PhD student, or even discontinue the PhD pro-
ject. One suggestion was to have more than one supervisor or a supervising committee, thus 
spreading the responsibility amongst several individuals and avoiding claims of bias.   

The issue of training for supervisors was not widely discussed, except in the theoretical natural 
sciences group. Although some universities seem to make available training for supervisors, it is 
only for professors or researchers with permanent positions, as it is assumed that only they will 
supervise. However, as a participant noted, post-docs and researchers on temporary contracts do 
supervision work, albeit not officially. This discrepancy regarding guidelines and practices is an area 
that deserves attention. 
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 Dealing with breaches of RI  

This topic ‘Dealing with breaches of RI’ focuses on the procedures that RPOs have in place, as well 
as on the many ways in which these currently fall short of their intended functions. Particular as-
pects covered include ‘Procedures for investigating allegations’, as well as mechanisms for protect-
ing both whistle-blowers and researchers suspected (but not yet found guilty) of misconduct. The 
topic was prominently addressed in two of the experimental natural science groups (Croatia), the 
theoretical natural science group (Denmark), and the mixed researcher-stakeholder group (the 
Netherlands).  To a lesser degree, it also featured in the discussion during the sorting exercise on 
one of the experimental natural science group (Spain). 

3.3.3.1 Key features of the topic ‘Dealing with breaches of RI’ 

Display 3.3.3: The Natural science groups’ views on ‘Dealing with breaches of RI’ 

Topic/subtopics Main topic percep-
tions 

Example of 
good prac-
tices 

Challenges  Recommendations and 
ideas for guidelines and 
SOPs  

Dealing with 
breaches of RI   

There is no clarity 
and transparency. 
There are no conse-
quences for mis-
conduct 

  Clarity on the processes 
 
Visibility of channels for 
complaints   
 
Transparency of rights 
 

RI bodies in the or-
ganisation  

  Independ-
ence from 
the faculties 

Right to anonymity, un-
less breach is proven 

Protection of whistle-
blowers  

Even in places 
where there is pro-
tection for whistle-
blowers, they tend 
to be on the losing 
end 

  Right to anonymity 

Protection of those 
accused of miscon-
duct  
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Procedures for inves-
tigating allegations 

Procedures are very 
slow 

  Confidential counsellors 

Sanctions     
Other actions (includ-
ing mobility issues)  

    

3.3.3.2 Key observations: ‘Dealing with breaches of RI’ 

‘Dealing with breaches of RI’ was seen as a highly relevant topic in the natural science focus groups. 
In general, it seems that even though some RPOs have procedures, many researchers are not aware 
of them. The lack of visibility of the channels and mechanisms in place was seen as an obstacle for 
raising issues. A way to make these more known in the community could be by giving this infor-
mation to newcomers, as a participant pointed out,  

”just a welcome to the university, here is how things; how things go and part of that wel-
come thing is a section on when things go wrong. And in that section it is talked about 
exactly as you say, who you can talk to and what should happen. And then, at least […] the 
procedure, the internal procedure is already very clear and then it helps.” (Research support 
manager, focus group 18, p. 20). 

Another issue, related to the low awareness of how breaches are dealt with, is transparency of 
procedures. There seems to be no clarity on what steps are taken once a complaint is made, how 
the rights of those involved are protected, and whether there are consequences if a breach has 
been verified. 

The pace at which organisations investigate breaches was raised in several of the groups. A shared 
perception was that in many cases the top levels of faculties and universities knew of them yet 
failed to act on it,  

“'cause I think there were a few reports in the newspaper […] about serious misbehaviour 
and it was shocking to me that in all those cases people in the top of universities knew about 
this and there was no action taken for years” (Ethical review board member, focus group 
18, p. 21). 

Especially for cases which are very clear, this tardiness was seen as inexcusable. As one participant 
noted, “I am amazed at how slow the universities react in such cases. It is really clear and trivial; 
you could deal with a case the same day” (Professor of applied physics, focus group 18, p. 19). 
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The protection of those involved in cases was seen as highly complex. When it comes to those 
found guilty of a breach, the question of anonymity raised some conflicting views. On the one hand, 
those who have committed severe breaches should not benefit from anonymity once the breach 
has been established. However, for minor breaches, or even honest mistakes, the privacy of the 
researcher should be respected. As one participant noted, “So, the action you take should be in 
balance with the fraud you; that is, that took place. And, just publishing in black” (Public funding 
org. representative, focus group 18, p. 18). The risks for whistle-blowers and the damage to their 
own careers was also discussed in detail. A consensual perception was that they are not well pro-
tected, and in many cases they have lost their jobs while the perpetrators remain in their positions 
or even get promoted.  

An issue closely related to the above one, is that of consequences for those who commit miscon-
duct,  

“The problem is that you, that there are no consequences for the people who are, when you 
prove that there is, there was misconduct. That’s the problem. Not the problem you know, 
everybody can, can fail. I can fail, you know” (Senior scientist in geoscience, focus group 23, 
p. 27). 

Besides more transparent and clear procedures, the participants suggested appointing an ombud-
sperson with whom researchers can raise issues, but who also has power to take steps within the 
faculty or the university,  

“what would have been nice was to have some kind of ombudsman. To have some guy or 
woman you can go to for some legal advice on how to deal with things and what is okay. So 
if you're a whistle‐blower, and you say "this is not, I can see this group is not performing 
well", there's some place to go to, that's not clear.” (Associate professor in theoretical phys-
ics, focus group 6, p. 6). 

The majority of the participants noted that guidelines for this topic would be desirable but that they 
should focus on preventive measures, for example by fostering an open culture where issues can 
be freely discussed. 

 



  

 

SOPs4RI_AU_WP5_D5.2_Report on the Results of the Focus Group Interviews_Version 1.0 

  

 

 Copyright by the SOPs4RI Consortium  Page 104 of 348 

 

 

 

 Research ethics structures 

The topic of ‘Research ethics structures’ in the natural sciences focuses on the organization and the 
activities of ethics committees and ethical review boards. Relevant empirical material for this anal-
ysis was generated in the discussions with the three experimental natural sciences groups. Moreo-
ver, the topic was discussed briefly during the sorting exercise by the theoretical natural sciences 
group.  

3.3.4.1 Key features of the topic ‘Research ethics structures’ 

Display 3.3.4: The Natural science groups’ view on ‘Research ethics structures’ 

Topic/subtopics Main topic percep-
tions 

Example of 
good prac-
tices 

Challenges  Recommendations and 
ideas for guidelines and 
SOPs 

Research ethics 
structures   

“It's important that 
before the research 
starts everything is 
well in place and 
there are good pro-
cedures in place for 
checking that” (Pro-
fessor of statistics 
focus group 17, p. 
19) 

 Interdiscipli-
nary structures 

Flexible structures for each 
discipline 
 
Information and standards 
at European level 

Set-up and tasks 
of ethics com-
mittees  

  Conflicts of in-
terest 
 
Resource inten-
sive for small 
institutes 
 

 

Ethics review 
procedures  

  Protocols can 
create adminis-
trative and pa-
perwork bur-
den 
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3.3.4.2 Key observations: ‘Research ethics structures’  

Solid ‘Research ethics structures’ were seen as fundamental for RPOs, not only to avoid misconduct 
or breaches, but as a basis for doing good research. For all the groups, this topic was seen as highly 
relevant given that “to have a good system you need to have rules of course” (Senior scientist in 
geoscience, focus group 23, p. 33). Further, ethics review procedures were seen as an opportunity 
for reflecting on the design of the research, as one participant noted, 

“It's also a phase where in research you overthink how it's going to be conducted. I think it's 
important that before the research starts everything is well in place and there are good 
procedures in place for checking that” (Professor of statistics, focus group 17, p. 19). 

Nevertheless, there was a perceived tension between the ideas behind committees and review 
procedures and their practical implementation. For all the experimental natural science focus 
groups, there was the impression that regulations can easily become a formality, a checklist without 
further implications for the project. As noted by two participants, 

“Until now these ethic deliverables did not have a strong impact on the project, uhm apart 
from going through the check lists and making sure there are no sensible issues” (Senior 
researcher in water management, focus group 5, p. 9). 

“[The protocol] being imposed which also creates administrative follow-up where at some 
point you reach the point where you say to what degree is this still relevant or a thing that 
looks on paper important but in practice goes beyond what it should be about.” (Professor 
of biology, focus group 17, pp. 4-5). 

Another concern raised regarding the practical implementation of structures was their effective-
ness. Without allocating sufficient resources and enshrining their work into regulations, commit-
tees and review boards can become themselves another checklist. As one participant noted, 

“Yeah, I think every institution, scientific, university, whatever institute should work much 
harder on the ethical levels and committees. We, we have only this ethical committees at 
some formal level. Just to have it. But what they are really doing? Nothing.” (Professor of 
biology, focus group 23, p. 11). 

Another challenge mentioned about implementation of research ethics structures was that they 
should be flexible enough in order to cover the needs of different disciplines. This is even more so 
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the case for interdisciplinary groups working under one faculty, but carrying out research in differ-
ent fields and disciplines. While discussing this topic we noted a few national and disciplinary par-
ticularities. As the attention on research ethics grows, RPOs in Croatia are discussing whether to 
continue with committees at a faculty level or institute them at a university level. Meanwhile, the 
ethical requirements in Spain are not perceived as being strong,  

“And if we have to do something, we need to justify it very well what we want to do, and 
why this is important. Uhm but the requirements, as you were mentioning, in Spain are not 
very strong” (Senior researcher in biodiversity, focus group 5, p. 9).  

Similar opinions regarding the need for and effectiveness of ethics committees and review boards 
were not shared amongst all the groups. For example, in the theoretical group it was felt that these 
instruments would have not be applicable to them, “Well for the, this common denominator is the-
oretical science. And if it's theoretical, I guess it doesn't have any importance because it's theoreti-
cal, it's not on anything living” (Post-doc in chemistry, focus group 6, p. 16). 

 

 Data practices and management  

This topic ‘Data practices and management’ addresses the challenges that the recent introduction 
of the GDPR have created and the issues concerning RPOs infrastructure and instructions to meet 
those new requirements. This section also addresses the challenges that open science and the FAIR 
principles present. The topic was discussed in the three experimental natural sciences focus groups 
(Belgium, Spain, and Croatia), while the theoretical natural sciences focus group gave feedback 
during the sorting exercise.  

3.3.5.1 Key features of the topic ‘Data practices and management’ 

Display 3.3.5: The Natural science groups’ view on ‘Data practices and management’ 

Topic/subtopics Main topic per-
ceptions 

Example of 
good practices 

Challenges  Recommendations and 
ideas for guidelines and 
SOPs  

Data practices 
and manage-
ment  

“To a large ex-
tent, the current 
procedures 

Data manage-
ment based on 
how the data 
will be analysed 

Imposing to 
many strict pro-

Allow ad-hoc proce-
dures and flexibility in 
how data is managed 
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are pretty heuris-
tic.” (Professor of 
statistics, focus 
group 17, p. 5) 
 

and the proce-
dures to col-
lect/use it 

cedures can ren-
der data unusa-
ble 

Guidance and 
support 

“Guidance and 
support as well as 
infrastructure is 
really important 
and maybe still 
somewhat lack-
ing.” (Professor of 
statistics, focus 
group 17, p. 17) 

 Lack of expertise 
regarding certain 
types of data by 
institutional of-
ficers 

Provide clear guidelines 
and real support to 
PhDs on data manage-
ment 
 

Secure data 
storage infra-
structure 

  Different plat-
forms and lack of 
standardised 
protocols 
 
Sharing data 
with other insti-
tutions is some-
times not possi-
ble 
 
Unclear on how 
to clean and se-
curely store old 
data 

 

FAIR principles     General protocols for 
storing and sharing for 
all of Europe 

3.3.5.2 Key observations: ‘Data practices and management’ 

The recent introduction of the GDPR has created a significant amount of confusion regarding the 
extent and implications of these regulations. For the majority of participants, institutions have not 
provided clear and concise instructions, as exemplified by the following comment, 
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 “The implementation of this, quite clear directions is not straight forward, it's being worked 
on. And I guess that there is still some time needed to implement it better.” (Senior re-
searcher in water management, focus group 5, p. 16). 

The concerns on how to manage data extend not only to the data currently being collected, but to 
older data as well, 

“How many other people are unaware that they have data they are storing from before the 
legislation that is absolutely not in line. What do we do with data trash for example, I've got 
a lot of old excels with old data I don't use anymore and I didn't take it away, so there was 
another issue” (Senior researcher in water management, focus group 5, p. 16). 

Although the participants agreed on the importance of safeguarding the privacy of subjects, the 
GDPR and guidelines prior to it seem to have had negative unintended consequences. Requiring 
that the use of data should be specified in advance in some cases renders meaningful analysis im-
possible.  

“We've had a number of contexts where privacy concerns were so huge we could not get 
access to any useful information in the end. So the statistical analysis we had to do was 
pretty useless because we had no access to ages of people, and so forth, which was quite 
essential to ensure we compare apples with apples. […]  In some contexts we had the feeling 
it was a bit too much because we would know the ages of participants we were breaching 
privacy.” (Professor of statistics, focus group 17, p. 5). 

The message conveyed in general was that institutions need to work more on supporting research-
ers at different levels, from graduate students to seniors, when it comes to data management.  

Storing and sharing data was perceived as having long-term beneficial potential for science, how-
ever it had also caused anxieties amongst researchers. Concerning storing data, the problems seem 
to arise owing to the lack of long-term planning, as one participant noted,  

“Because in my, for example in geosciences we lost, loose, that was statistically availa-
ble….30 percent of the historical data because it is not properly managed, you know” (Sen-
ior scientist in geoscience, focus group 23, p. 29). 

This lack of awareness of the long-term needs for data management may owe to the division of 
labour between IT service personnel and researchers. For example, one participant felt that data 
management is a concern for IT departments and does not involve the researchers themselves, “So 
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I guess it's also keeping the data that whatever you publish, you have to keep for what five years or 
some years. And it needs to be secure and all that. But that's an IT issue in most cases, I guess” (Post-
doc in mathematics, focus group 6, p. 20). 

Other problems seem to arise due to the use of non-standardised and even proprietary formats. 
Beyond the issue of sustainability there is the issue of translating the data between formats. These 
processes can become expensive if a specific software needs to be purchased, or risky if researchers 
are compelled to use free tools, 

“I also had these issues with formats and things I needed some software to extract things 
from one system to another. And that was also an issue for security, because I was using an 
online platform that would transform some, one series of data into another format, and it 
was considered that that was potentially unsafe” (Senior researcher in water management, 
focus group 5, p. 16). 

Issues of data translation are also present in cases where scientists collaborate with citizen science 
organisations and organisations that collect different types of data following different methodolo-
gies. A participant in the experimental natural sciences group, which collaborates in water policies 
projects, highlighted the lack of standardised procedures for how to navigate these issues,  

“We have a huge variety of information, which is, it can be data, it can be qualitative infor-
mation, it can be data produced by others, it can be qualitative data produced by others, 
and of a huge variety of backgrounds. So we have to do with interoperability, which is very 
challenging. […] This is multiplied for us, because it's not only studies from other people or 
pre-existing information developed by scientific people or methods but also non-scientific 
[…] And of course there are practices which are standardised in the way of doing things. […] 
But, at least to my knowledge, there is not an EU standardised protocol overviewing and 
giving advice in this realm.” (Senior researcher in water management, focus group 5, p. 2). 

Regarding the sharing of data, there was a perceived lack of standardised protocols and proper 
infrastructures, which can obstruct collaboration. Sharing data can also be challenged by the use of 
proprietary software, 

“Many of those developments are done in code that are commercial, which means that they 
don't want to put it out because that is what they make their living on. So if you want to 
have the code, you will have to pay a fee, and you can only get access to that method if you 
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buy that program or buy a lesson for that program” (Associate professor of chemistry, focus 
group 6, p. 10). 

Concerning the guidelines themselves, the perception was that the guidelines available do not spe-
cifically cover the challenges that researchers face. In the focus groups, there was also the concern 
that there can be a lack of concerted data management due to different (and perhaps opposing) 
sets of requirements,  

“For research data management plans, you should organise your data in such a way you 
can re-use your data, but as [name] shows, if you want to re-use existing data of patients 
for other purposes you are stuck with GDPR rules that don’t allow you to use the same data 
again. I think guidelines should be made considering fine-tuning or aligning guidelines of 
one with guidelines of another” (Professor of biology, focus group 17, p. 6). 

A final important observation on this topic is the expressed need for tailored support. Given the 
diverse types of data collected and its uses, RPOs would benefit from having experts with a wide 
knowledge of data management, as was highlighted by one interviewee, 

 “This is a very technical issue so we need clear guidelines to avoid everyone investigating 
all small details about: GDPR, data management and so on. We need good guidelines and 
even people who we can rely on to do some data management instead of us“(Associate 
professor of bioscience and engineering, focus group 17, p. 16). 

 

 Declaration of competing interests  

The topic ‘Declaration of competing interests’ addresses issues in evaluative settings as well as in 
collaborative projects where academics work with commercial entities. The focus of this topic is on 
existing or potential policies and guidelines for handling such tensions.  

The topic was not covered during the open or in-depth questions and was solely discussed during 
the sorting exercise by the three experimental natural science groups (Belgium, Spain, and Croatia), 
with some brief input from the theoretical natural science group. 
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3.3.6.1 Key features of the topic ‘Declaration of competing interests’ 

Display 3.3.6: The Natural science groups view on ‘Declaration of competing interests’ 

Topic/subtopics Main topic per-
ceptions 

Example 
of good 
practices 

Challenges  Recommendations and 
ideas for guidelines and 
SOPs 

Declaration of com-
peting interests 

It seems to be 
well regulated at 
international 
journals 

   

In peer review      
In the conduct of re-
search  

    

In appointments and 
promotions  

  Unavoidable 
in small de-
partments 

 

In research evalua-
tions  

    

In consultancy      

3.3.6.2 Key observations: ‘Declaration of competing interests’ 

The topic of ‘Competing interests’ was seen as highly relevant. The perception on how it is managed 
and the need for more or different regulations was mixed between the different groups, likely ow-
ing to national and disciplinary differences.  

In general, it was widely recognised that journals and some organizations already have mechanisms 
in place for handling issues of competing interests in peer review or evaluating committees. The 
question of whether requesting a declaration of competing interests is an effective measure was 
discussed at the theoretical natural science group, “they already have these kinds of statements, 
whether they work or don’t work, we assume they do” (Professor of biology, focus group 17, p. 18). 
This issue was also contested in one of the experimental natural science groups, as exemplified by 
the following statement, 

“I agree that just signing a declaration of not conflicting interests is not enough, because 
we see that, we do that when we review papers, we do that when we evaluate projects, but 
still you find some conflicts of interest, so it is not enough, it's not. I don't know what we will 
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have to do, but we need more than that” (Senior researcher in biodiversity, focus group 5, 
p. 8).    

The issue of evaluations was discussed specifically in the experimental natural science group from 
Croatia, where declarations of competing interests do not seem to be in place for researchers. As 
one participant noted,  

“We should maybe declare it when we are in these committees for appointments in promo-
tions. This is something that’s, we do not normally put. I mean for example in these com-
mittees we have people who are collaborators.” (Professor of physics, focus group 23, p. 
32). 

Concerning collaboration between commercial or societal stakeholders and academics, only one of 
the experimental natural science groups (Spain) had experience with such cases. Based on their 
experience, unpacking competing interests can be quite challenging and failing to do so can have 
serious consequences. As one participant noted, 

“I think competing interests is a huge issue, especially in my field, because we design policy 
that means that there is, in case you are successful, a consequence of our work […]. And 
that may not please some interests of course. And this is for us a crucial point. I think a mere 
declaration is not a good tool, because anyone can declare anything, but there is not really 
a proof behind” (Senior researcher in water management, focus group 5, p. 7). 

For one of the experimental natural science group (Belgium) and the theoretical natural science 
group, the existing guidelines and regulations were seen as sufficient. The other two experimental 
natural sciences groups (Spain and Croatia) saw the necessity of RPOs communicating this more 
clearly to their researchers, 

“I think what happens there is that people do not have enough information about this and 
do not know clearly what to do. So I think with more information and a clearer protocol, 
people can know what to do and what to expect.” (Senior researcher in biodiversity, focus 
group 5, p. 8). 
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 Research environment  

The topic of ‘Research environment’ focuses on the key factors that play a role in the quality of the 
environment created by RPOs, such as the “general atmosphere” or “culture” of an institution. The 
‘Research environment’ crucially affects the likelihood that various forms of misconduct and ques-
tionable research practices will occur. We specifically discussed the role of academic evaluation 
criteria, the link between problematic evaluation incentives and misconduct, as well as transpar-
ency. The material for this section was generated in open and in-depth discussions, as well as during 
the sorting exercises, by all four of the focus groups in this field. 

3.3.7.1 Key features of the topic ‘Research environment’ 

Display 3.3.7: The Natural science groups’ view on ‘Research environment’ 

Topic/subtopics Main topic percep-
tions 

Example of good 
practices 

Challenges  Recommendations 
and ideas for guide-
lines and SOPs 

Research envi-
ronment 

The current system 
seems to be based 
on distrust and sus-
picion rather than 
openness and trust 

 Balance between 
a quantified 
points system 
and one where 
the researcher 
can define how 
to develop their 
own career 
 

 

Fair procedures 
for appoint-
ments, promo-
tions and nu-
meration 

 A system where 
the researcher es-
tablishes their 
own career goals 
alongside those 
of the RPO 
 

Consider other 
activities (teach-
ing, mentoring) 
besides publica-
tion 
 
Promotion com-
mittees can have 
conflicts of inter-
est in small coun-
tries/insti-
tutes/disciplines  

Include in evaluation 
other type of output 
and activities be-
yond publication in 
journals and grants 
received 
 
In promotion com-
mittees include peo-
ple that are not from 
the same institute 
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Adequate edu-
cation and skills 
training 

   Create periodical 
sessions where re-
searcher can discuss 
progress, issues, and 
dilemmas 

Culture building      
Managing com-
petition and 
publication 
pressure  

“The national 
rules are creating 
the ethical prob-
lems.” (Senior sci-
entist in geosci-
ence, focus group 
23, p.17) 

  Avoid requirements 
of having X number 
of papers as first au-
thor 

Conflict man-
agement  

   Provide training in 
conflict manage-
ment for team lead-
ers and those deal-
ing with large con-
sortia 

Diversity issues      
Supporting a re-
sponsible re-
search process 
(transparency, 
quality assur-
ance, require-
ments)  

“But also, just pub-
lishing reproduction 
studies is a lot 
harder than excit-
ing new stuff, it's 
not 
rewarded in the 
same way” (Post-
doc in chemistry, 
focus group 6, p. 
12) 

 Requirements 
risk being just 
rubber stamped 

Base research evalu-
ation in quality not 
quantity 
 
Specify how data 
analysis will be ap-
proached 
 
When presenting re-
sults, provide infor-
mation about how 
decisions were taken 

3.3.7.2 Key observations: ‘Research environment’ 

The topic of ‘Research environment’ was seen as highly relevant. An overriding issue, that has pro-
found effects on the research environment in RPOs, brought forward was the role of evaluation 
criteria that focus on publication performance and prestigious grants. According to participants 
across all of the focus groups conducted, too narrowly defined performance criteria can incentivise 
various forms of misconduct and ignores the work that researchers actually do.  



  

 

SOPs4RI_AU_WP5_D5.2_Report on the Results of the Focus Group Interviews_Version 1.0 

  

 

 Copyright by the SOPs4RI Consortium  Page 115 of 348 

 

 

 

Regarding the issue of evaluation and promotions, there was ample discussion of the point system 
that many RPOs follow – where researchers must publish certain number of papers, sometimes 
even as first authors (Professor of biology, focus group 23, p. 16) – and grants or funding that must 
be secured in order to qualify for promotion. This system was generally seen as detrimental by 
participants across the different groups. As one participant noted, 

“It gradually started to become a kind of contract where everything was quantified – some-
times to a ridiculous level – especially because it included criteria where, as a researcher, 
you don’t have control over. If you have to write: I will get five projects per year financed, 
get funding for five PhD’s, okay, you can try as hell but you have no guarantee whether you 
will get them because it's the funding agency who still decides on that, so you create some 
really bizarre situations where you engage yourself in a contract to do things over which 
you have no control” (Professor of biology, focus group 17, p. 9). 

Another issue raised during the discussions on evaluations was that often different types of output 
and performance are ignored. For example, outreach is often not considered, nor is teaching or 
mentoring post-docs. As one researcher noted, this could become an incentive for unethical be-
haviour,  

“[…] As a supervisor involved in teaching management and all other things and less, less 
and less research, you also depend on productivity research-wise from these post-docs. But 
in the end if a supervisor is going to apply for a new project then you cannot show publica-
tions; you were not on the publications of the post-doc. Then you're shooting yourself in the 
foot, too. There is an ethical, internal discussion always: What should I do? Should I be on 
the paper? Generally, I say if I didn’t contribute don’t put me on a paper but sometime, well, 
it's not always black and white” (Professor of biology, focus group 17, p. 13). 

The researchers understood why such a point system with formulae was introduced, however the 
general view was that this focus on quantity is detrimental to the quality of research. As one par-
ticipant confided, “Because we are doing science to be elected in the next level” (Professor of biol-
ogy, focus group 23, p. 21). One example of how things can be done differently was given by one 
of the experimental natural science groups (Belgium), where the university has been working on a 
different system based on trust and which considers the aspirations of their staff. In this pilot, the 
researchers themselves determine the development of their career and how this fits with the goals 
of the faculty or department: “[It] is a system where you say I want to achieve this, this and this 



  

 

SOPs4RI_AU_WP5_D5.2_Report on the Results of the Focus Group Interviews_Version 1.0 

  

 

 Copyright by the SOPs4RI Consortium  Page 116 of 348 

 

 

 

based on my priorities. Of course, you have to discuss this with your colleagues” (Associate professor 
of agricultural economics, focus group 17, p. 9). 

A more particular issue discussed was that of transparency, especially related to the design of re-
search as well as to the collection and analysis of data. As one researcher noted, 

“It's all with good intentions: It's partly the researcher who tries to figure out why results 
are unexpected so I'm not saying it's an attempt to be dishonest, but the fact all of this is 
not prespecified, also not clear when the analysis is being published, what decisions are 
made is a weakness in terms of research integrity” (Professor in statistics, focus group 17, 
p. 6). 

This type of behaviour could be related to the lack of incentives for publishing negative results. 
Although some researchers highlighted the usefulness of such publications, they also recognised 
the challenges to do so, “But that's never the impact, right, it's not the exciting new, you know "yay"” 
(Post-doc in chemistry, focus group 6, p. 13). This focus on “new and exciting” research also has an 
effect on reproduction studies, which are not seen as valuable output in a career, “But if in the, 
when they put down what they want in the scope right, it says that it has to be really exciting and 
new and cutting edge, and if it's reproduction, it's not.” (Post-doc in chemistry, focus group 6, p. 
13). 

In general, guidelines were seen as potentially useful for developing a healthy research environ-
ment, although they need to be flexible and there also needs to be support available for smaller 
institutions. Besides guidelines and support, RPOs should focus on fostering an open research en-
vironment where doubts and issues can be discussed. For example, participants in a couple of 
groups (focus groups 5 and 17) suggested having regular meetings between research groups to 
discuss research design, as well as data collection and analysis. As one participant highlighted, “It's 
about sharing knowledge, not on ethical issues. But let's say once a month we have somebody pre-
senting and speaking about his research, and then you can openly debate on it, no?” (Senior re-
searcher in water management, focus group 5, p. 11). 

 

 Publication and communication  

The topic ‘Publication and communication’ focuses on implications that particular practices such as 
‘Authorship and ‘Open Science’ can have on research integrity. The topic was covered during the 
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in-depth discussions in two of the experimental natural sciences groups (Belgium and Croatia) as 
well as the theoretical natural sciences group. The other experimental natural sciences group pro-
vided feedback during the sorting exercise and while covering some of the subtopics. 

3.3.8.1 Key features of the topic ‘Publication and communication’ 

Display 3.3.8: The Natural science groups’ view on ‘Publication and communication’ 

Topic/subtopics Main topic percep-
tions 

Example of 
good practices 

Challenges  Recommendations and 
ideas for guidelines 
and SOPs  

Publication and 
communication 

“There is a 
strong pressure to 
publish as many pa-
pers as possible, and 
if possible, in very 
strong journals” 
(Senior researcher in 
biodiversity, focus 
group 5, p. 4) 
 
Publication behav-
iour is negatively af-
fected by evaluative 
practices 

 Evaluative 
requirements 
that count 
publication 
foster a cul-
ture of quan-
tity 

Diminish the relevance 
of publication for fund-
ing and evaluations 

Publication state-
ment  

    

Authorship Discipline specific 
 
No objective criteria 
for author sequence 
 

Agreements in 
advance 

Different cul-
tures of au-
thorship se-
quence 
 

Clear guidelines for 
complex situations al-
lowing room for ad-hoc 
agreements 

Open science  “[Publishing proto-
cols] it’s a great 
way to reduce the 
research waste.”  
(PhD student in 
translational bio-
medicine, focus 
group 23, p. 14) 

 Using reposi-
tories is time 
demanding  

Make the publication in 
repositories obligatory 
but provide enough re-
sources 
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It is expensive and 
time consuming 

Use of reporting 
guidelines  

    

Peer review  It is time consuming 
and not rewarded 

   

Predatory pub-
lishing  

    

Communicating 
with the public  

    

3.3.8.2 Key observations: ‘Publication and communication’ 

The underlying issue discussed was the pressure to publish certain types of research, with positive 
and novel results, in high impact journals which will be highly cited. These requirements not only 
incentivise misconduct and questionable research practices, they are also profoundly affecting how 
research is conducted. As highlighted by one participant, 

“There is a strong pressure to publish as many papers as possible, and if possible, in very 
strong journals, I know that this is general in science, not just in our fields. But this creates 
some biases in the way science is done, like it is provoking some goals for research, like 
works that are easy to conduct and that do not require to generate data, because the data 
is already available, these kind of things that move the field in directions that maybe should-
n't be the most appropriate, and more or less that's it, and in some cases this pressure can 
lead to misconduct and fraud” (Senior researcher in biodiversity, focus group 5, p. 4). 

Another recurrent issue within the topic of ‘Publication and communication’ was authorship con-
flicts. Not only does this issue create disagreements and grievances, but it can also be the cause for 
questionable behaviour. The issues discussed around authorship can be roughly divided in three 
types: 1) authorship sequence; 2) the inclusion of persons that did not contribute (much) in a paper; 
and 3) the inclusion or exclusion of paid consultants. These issues do not stand in a vacuum and are 
closely related to problematic evaluative processes which have been dealt with in section 3.3.7. 
The following examples provide an overview of the different aspects that guidelines could consider.  

Authorship sequencing follows different rules per discipline and field. In some occasions the order 
is alphabetical, while in others it reflects the level of involvement in the project. It is in the latter 
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case where conflicts tend to arise, especially when a paper involves several authors from different 
institutes. Due to the assigned value of publications, and that only the first authors appear in a 
reference, the first place is naturally the most sought after. As a participant noted, this can be prob-
lematic when funding is tied to publication output, 

“When funding is divided across departments then different publications are very influen-
tial. In that sense, if guidelines on authorship are accepted across disciplines to some extent 
it would be quite valuable.” (Professor in statistics, focus group 17, pp. 7-8). 

Another common conflict in authorship is related to those that did not contribute towards the pa-
per, or did not do enough. This is also related to problematic evaluative processes and was men-
tioned several times, highlighting the annoyance it generates as demonstrated by the following 
example,  

“One occasion, we worked with a French group. We did the entire data analysis but the 
French group wanted to have their statistician on the paper. So now it's printed on the paper 
this person, who basically contributed nothing, that he’s a data analyst on the paper.” (Pro-
fessor in statistics, focus group 17, p. 8). 

Ethical issues regarding contribution can also arise within the same group, especially concerning 
project leaders or mentors who have less time to do research, 

“As a supervisor involved in teaching management and all other things and less, less and 
less research, you also depend on productivity research-wise from these post-docs. But in 
the end if a supervisor is going to apply for a new project then you cannot show publications 
[…] There is an ethical, internal discussion always: What should I do? Should I be on the 
paper? Generally, I say if I didn’t contribute don’t put me on a paper but sometime. well, it's 
not always black and white” (Professor of biology, focus group 17, p. 13). 

Finally, there is a similar type of conflict concerning contribution, but related to paid consultants, 
most commonly statisticians or editors. Researchers that have worked on these kinds of papers had 
mixed feelings on whether to include the paid consultants or not. In one example, the editor had a 
PhD in the same field and did not only correct the text but,  

“His language editing was not grammatically only; he really contributed and improved the 
paper in terms of content. In my opinion, it was completely fair he was co-author although 
he was paid. But it is his profession. I mean, I'm also a paid professor. It was very difficult 
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for others to accept he was co-author because of his private company.” (Associate professor 
in bioscience and engineering, focus group 17, p. 7). 

A similar example highlighted that the discussions on contributions centre on intellectual contribu-
tion and who paid the salary of a contributor,  

“There was big discussion because promoters of the project felt because they paid the per-
son that the person should not be on the author list which I thought was very unfair because 
someone has to pay the person. […]  Also, I think authorship is about intellectual contribu-
tion so the fact someone is paid should not mean that person is not involved as an author.” 
(Professor in statistics, focus group 17, p. 7). 

The true extent of the issues with authorship is hard to establish. For example, when asked if clearer 
rules could help, several participants noted that the magnitude of the problem is relatively limited. 
However, It might be that these issues generate so much annoyance that they are perceived to be 
extremely common. Therefore, any guidelines should be proportionate to the problems they seek 
to solve and avoid extra administrative work. Some of the grievances noted by participants could 
be solved by simply talking in advance, as noted by one participant when sharing their experience 
of working in a different country during a research stay, “They told me how to write or how to place 
authorships in order and it was, so we talked we didn’t, we didn’t proceed [by] any rules, we just 
talked” (Postdoc in biology, focus group 23, p. 8) 

Such a solution might not be viable with larger teams, or for all situations. Some RPOs and editors’ 
associations have been experimenting with more detailed credits for each type of role, such as the 
CRediT4 (Contributor Roles Taxonomy) initiative. In one of the experimental natural sciences group 
(Belgium), these types of solutions were seen as potentially more burdensome and should only be 
applied for difficult cases. Issues concerning authorship may well remain a constant, despite guide-
lines and regulations. As one participant noted, “Is not the problem of existing guidance. I think this 

                                                      

 

4 https://www.casrai.org/credit.html  

https://www.casrai.org/credit.html
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is everywhere, almost or maybe everywhere. The implementation is always a problem” (Senior sci-
entist in geoscience, focus group 23, p. 2). This ties into a comment from another participant on 
the difficulty of making objective criteria to deal with these issues, 

“Are there objective criteria deciding who will be second, third, last or first author on a pa-
per? What input has more relevance of being considered more at the beginning of the au-
thor line or more at the back of the author line?” (Professor of biology, focus group 17, p. 
3). 

Another issue discussed for the topic of ‘Publication and communication’ was ‘Open science’. This 
topic was mostly discussed in one of the experimental natural science groups (Croatia), where the 
perception was that, although a laudable initiative, it is expensive, and all of its requirements can 
add yet another administrative layer. As one participant noted, true open science for some is only 
accessible through illegal websites,   

“Because if you want to publish as open you need to pay or somebody else, somebody needs 
to pay this you know. [..] open, science should be open because if you want to do your re-
search you need to read. To have access to everything you know. And you are, we are ac-
cessing through SciHub. That is always not good solution. So I don’t know which will be 
solution, to pay to the Elsevier, to the Springer by the government can be done but this is 
the money issue. And then okay, there are, there are journals which are doing open science 
but you need to pay the fee normally. At least in my field.” (Senior scientist in geoscience, 
focus group 23, p. 13). 

Another participant noted the possibility of using repositories to share pre-prints and research data, 
as an alternative to SciHub and similar sites. Discipline-specific and institutional repositories were 
seen as positive developments, however, as long as researchers are not required to submit to them 
their use will be limited. As noted by one researcher,   

“I think in the end it’s, it’s always the question if it’s obligatory for all of us or is it just what 
you want to do. Or, it also depends on the time of the research. For example, I’m doing 
systematic reviews and in order to perform it I have to publish the protocol of my review so, 
it depends. […] But I think it’s a great way to reduce the research waste and to spend less 
money on the research that maybe are not needed so much.” (PhD student in translational 
biomedicine, focus group 23, p. 14). 
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Another prevalent concern regarding ‘Open science’ was that the administrative and publishing 
costs that it entails would take a sizeable percentage of research funding, which in some regions is 
already limited. In contrast the participants of the theoretical natural sciences group highlighted 
the challenges they face for publishing support materials due to the size of these, as noted by one 
researcher, “But the problem is that some of those codes are terabytes of data” (Associate professor 
of chemistry, focus group 6, p. 10). In these cases, the researchers can explain their methodology, 
which could become a standard for situations when support materials cannot be (fully) shared, “So 
like a common standard for how you sort of disclose what was it exactly that you had the computer 
calculate here for this problem” (Associate professor in theoretical physics, focus group 6, p. 9).  

The last two issues covered were ‘Peer review’ and negative results, however they were not dis-
cussed in depth. The feedback provided for the former was given by one of the experimental natu-
ral science groups (Spain) and the theoretical natural science group. It was noted how difficult it is 
to get researchers to participate in peer review and to get good reviewers due to time limitations. 
This sometimes leads to reviews being done by PhDs “it's often the case that the professors or the 
associate professors, they are mostly too busy to review them, which means that they end up at the 
PhDs' office table, and […] you don't get the necessary knowledge to actually evaluate the paper” 
(Postdoc in mathematics, focus group 6, p. 4). The latter was discussed in the theoretical natural 
sciences group, where participants noted that neither negative results nor replications are pub-
lished, as such studies have little news value and will likely not be referenced.  

In general, we noticed that guidance in the form of guidelines and SOPs could be welcomed to 
tackle some of the issues discussed regarding publication and communication. Yet these guidelines 
and SOPs must be flexible and should not add administrative burden. The flexibility could rely on 
the fact that discussions will always be necessary and disagreements may not be completely avoid-
able. 

 

 Collaborative research among RPOs  

The topic of ‘Collaborative research among RPOs’ focuses on collaboration amongst RPOs in and 
across Europe, collaboration amongst countries with different R&D infrastructures, as well as joint 
research activities involving both academics and commercial actors. This topic was only discussed 
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during the sorting exercise by the three experimental natural sciences groups and the theoretical 
natural sciences group. 

3.3.9.1 Key features of the topic ‘Collaborative research among RPOs’ 

Display 3.3.9: The Natural science groups’ view on ‘Collaborative research among RPOs’ 

Topic/subtopics Main topic per-
ceptions 

Example of 
good practices 

Challenges  Recommendations and 
ideas for guidelines and 
SOPs  

Collaborative re-
search among RPOs 

Collaboration is 
necessary to 
tackle complex 
problem and 
questions  

  Limit the size of teams 
to include only those ac-
tually working on a pro-
ject 

Among RPOs in-
side/outside the EU 

    

With countries with 
different R&D infra-
structures  

Different re-
search environ-
ments tend to be 
an issue 

 Different 
ways of 
working 

 

Between public and 
private RPOs  

  Sharing 
data and 
responsibil-
ity 

Share information on 
the contract and obliga-
tions of both parties 
with researchers in-
volved 

3.3.9.2 Key observations: ‘Collaborative research among RPOs 

The discussions on this topic focused partly on issues with publications amongst authors from dif-
ferent institutes or even countries; however, that was covered in section 3.3.8. Other issues cov-
ered during this topic discussion were collaboration with private and commercial entities, as well 
as collaboration with RPOs both inside and outside Europe. The challenges faced by researchers 
depend largely on the type of research and the level of collaboration that this demands. Below, two 
examples of collaboration will be highlighted: one with societal and public/private contributors and 
one with a commercial company. 
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One of the experimental natural sciences group (Spain) highlighted some issues they have encoun-
tered when working in projects with a consortium of several partners. A recurring issue was the 
differences in the research environments, as noted by one participant, 

“My experience for example with other countries in the Mediterranean region is that of 
course the standards of, behavioural standards, but also local conditions are REALLY influ-
encing the setting. So if you speak about research environment, this is of course an issue. 
Because you can't pretend that in a project we have generally projects between three or five 
years maximum. You can't influence or change other people's situation.” (Senior researcher 
in water management, focus group 5, p. 17). 

The differences are not limited to the partners in a consortium, as each partner has collaborating 
organisations that deliver data and have their own ways of working,  “And the if all these partners 
have also relations with other local collaborating institutions the thing increases its complexity” 
(Senior researcher in water management, focus group 5, p. 18). Furthermore, due to the evaluative 
structures in RPOs, there is the risk that people are added to teams for the sake of publication 
output, generating annoyance for the researchers that do carry out the work. As a participant said 
during one of the meetings, 

"One risk is that people just join the groups to get more papers, to get more citations and 
to promote their CV to get more grants and to get money, because big teams are more 
capable to get money. And this is not the way I see collaborative work […] but in Europe it 
happens a lot that these big teams end up just, with a lot of redundancies in the [unclear] 
of the researchers and just a few researchers are the ones doing all the work. So it's a chal-
lenge, it's a necessity that we have to collaborate, especially in Europe, but it's a big chal-
lenge at the same time.” (Senior researcher in biodiversity, group 5, p. 19).  

The other example raised concerned collaboration with a private RPO and a commercial entity. In 
this case, the private/commercial entity provided data and because of this had a say in how the 
outputs were written. This created discomfort for one of the researchers, 

“So I felt like they should just shush, like they shouldn't have any say in what I write, because 
it's my paper, it's my data, but it's also their data, and if I work with somebody in the uni-
versity, they will also have permission to say that, right. We all have to agree on what it is 
we say and how that is best [conveyed].” (Postdoc in chemistry, focus group 6, p. 23). 
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Here, the framework seems to not have been completely clear for those involved, as noted by one 
of the participants, “I didn't even know who to ask, so I thought about it thoroughly and hoped for 
the best, I guess.” (Postdoc in chemistry, focus group 6, p. 23). The researcher was aware that there 
was a contract with the commercial/private entity, but did not have access to it, although as they 
mentioned, given the language of these contracts they might not have understood it at all. As an-
other researcher commented, “To figure out where these contracts are and what they say, it's just 
a dark mess of bullshit.” (Associate professor in theoretical physics, focus group 6, p. 24). 

Based on these experiences, the researchers signalled the need for proper guidelines and SOPs on 
collaboration that cover these and other thorny issues stemming from real cases. More im-
portantly, any guidelines and SOPs, as well as contracts amongst partners, must be drafted in a 
language that is understandable and not “unreadable to ordinary people” (Postdoc in chemistry, 
focus group 6, p. 24). Thus, RPOs must deliver clear and timely information to their researchers.  

In contrast to the experiences and concerns raised above, participants from one of the experi-
mental natural science groups (Belgium) felt collaboration did not require specific guidelines, given 
that they felt collaboration outside of an institution is essentially not different from one inside the 
same institution. This different experience highlights the need for flexible guidelines and SOPs that 
provide clear frameworks, when needed, and do not cause administrative burden. 
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  Heat map of perceived importance – natural science and RPOs   

 

Figure 3.3.10: Heat map displaying sorting exercise results of nine RI topics in the natural science RPO focus groups.  

 

This heat map shows the results of the sorting exercise conducted during the focus group interviews 
for the natural sciences. It reflects the importance assigned to specific topics in relation to research 
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integrity. Specifically, the map provides an overview of the areas where participants perceived that 
guidelines and SOPs could support the RI efforts of RPOs. The topics marked as very important do 
not necessitate further explanation. Some of the topics marked as important were in general seen 
as relevant, but there was discussion on whether guidelines are possible such as for ‘Responsible 
supervision and mentoring’ and ‘Collaborative research among RPOs’. Other important topics were 
seen as already receiving enough attention such as ‘Research ethics structures’, ‘Data practices and 
management’, and issues surrounding ‘Publication and communication’. Finally, the ‘Declaration of 
competing interests’ was perceived very differently across the groups, while for some it is a practice 
that is well-handled, others wondered what the effect is of having such declarations. This could 
suggest that breaches on this topic are not followed up on, therefore rendering the declarations as 
formalities. 

 

  Concluding remarks regarding natural science and RPOs 

Research on RI has often taken the natural sciences as an empirical starting point. Compared to the 
social sciences and humanities, there is generally a more robust knowledge base available. Conse-
quently, most of the issues covered in our natural sciences focus groups will be recognisable to 
readers familiar with this literature. Recurrent themes include conflicts about authorship, publica-
tion pressure and its negative consequences for RI, power differentials in collaborative work and 
supervisor relationships, as well as competing interests between academic and commercial collab-
orators.  

The researchers in the focus groups generally seemed to agree that strict formal guidelines and 
SOPs could be useful in addressing many of the issues. For example, collaboration between aca-
demics and commercial partners regularly creates tensions when it comes to publishing papers that 
involve proprietary data. While the issue is far from new, it appears that researchers keep running 
into problems, since guidelines regarding how to handle such conflicts are either unclear or cannot 
easily be found. Similarly, researchers regularly encounter conflicts in relation to authorship in joint 
writing projects, an issue that is exacerbated when differences in academic hierarchy are involved.   

It is our perception, however, that the persistent occurrence of many of these issues means that 
the problem is not simply a sheer lack of formal guidelines/SOPs – frequently, pertinent guidelines 
are in principle available. Rather, the problem is partly a lack of shared forums in which researchers 
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can actively engage with and revisit such available resources. This could, for example, take the 
shape of more frequent and more comprehensive training events on various aspect of RI. Im-
portantly, such training should be offered to researchers across all career stages. The researchers 
moreover agreed that any such training and formal guidelines must be tailored to the requirements 
of the respective discipline, since research practices differ significantly within the different fields. 
The limits of standardisation also become visible in the concern some researchers expressed at the 
prospect of over-formalisation in the context of ethical review of research activities, which can eas-
ily slip into a box ticking exercise (rather than a serious reflection on ethical implications). Partly in 
reaction to this, we therefore note (again) an irreducible need many scientists feel for flexible RI-
related counselling, ideally on an ad-hoc basis and face-to-face.  

Somewhat more recent, and arguably not yet sufficiently addressed by RPOs, are confidentiality 
and data management issues related to the GDPR. The problem here often appears to be that while 
the “letter of the law” is well known, its exact implications for scientific practice remain unclear. 
The very data driven character of much natural scientific research creates additional challenges 
regarding the GDPR-compliant data storage and sharing of research materials. While the use of 
large-scale and cross-institutional digital infrastructures is arguably more advanced than in most 
qualitative fields, RPOs would clearly benefit from further promoting cross-institutional collabora-
tion in the design and harmonisation of digital and administrative infrastructures. 
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3.4 Medical science 
This section addresses the promotion of research integrity in research performing organisations 
from the disciplinary perspective of the medical sciences. Through a set of focus group discussions, 
we were able to generate rich material regarding how different researchers within and around the 
medical sciences understand and prioritise topics such as education and training of RI, tensions 
arising from collaborative project work, and publication pressure, as well as the question of how to 
deal with breaches of RI. As in the previous cases, the objective is to increase our understanding of 
how RPOs may foster and advance RI practices and policies in alignment with the particular needs 
and interests of the medical science. 

Six focus groups were conducted in total. These featured 31 participants from across six European 
countries and covered no less than 23 medical research disciplines. There were four focus groups 
composed exclusively of researchers. Two focus groups consisted of a mixed set of stakeholders; 
involving not only researchers, but also a university administrator, a representative of a public fund-
ing organization, as well as members of research integrity offices/ethical review boards. 

The results of these discussions are addressed by topic in the following sections and summarised 
in separate displays. We also provide a heat map at the end of this chapter (section 3.4.10) that 
visualises the assessed importance of each RI topic for medical research. 

 

Display 3.4. Overview of participants in the medical science focus group interviews 

Focus 
group 
num-
ber  

Disciplines repre-
sented*  

Topics for in-
depth discus-
sion 

Research-
ers/stake-
holders rep-
resented*** 

Country Face-to-
face/online 
interview 

Number of 
participants 

10 (researcher only) 
 
Clinical nursing 
 
Oncology 
 
Sexology 

Data manage-
ment** 
 
Transpar-
ency** 
 
Independence 
from commer-
cial influ-
ences** 

Senior re-
searcher  
 
Associate 
professor 

DK Online 3 
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Publication 
and communi-
cation** 

19 (mixed group) 
 
Physiology  
 
Clinical medicine 
 
Nursing educa-
tion 
 
 

Education and 
training in RI 
 
Dealing with 
breaches of RI 
 
 
 

RIO 
 
Manage-
ment posi-
tion at uni-
versity  
 
Public fund-
ing org. rep-
resentative 
 
Professor  
 
Lecturer  
 

BE Online 5 

20 
 

(researcher only) 
 
Gastroenterology 
 
Clinical epidemi-
ology 
 
Physiology 
 
Vascular surgery 
 
(clinical) Neuro-
science 

Managing 
competition 
and publica-
tion pressure 
 
Supervis-
ing/Mentoring 
 
Research col-
laboration 
among RPOs 

Professor  
 
Researcher 
 
Post-doc 

NL Face-to-face 6 

25 (researcher only) 
 
Forensic Sciences 
 
Histology and Em-
bryology 
 
Anatomy 
 

Education and 
training in RI 
 
Publication 
and communi-
cation 
 

Researcher 
 
Assistant 
professor 
 
Associate 
professor 
 
Professor 

HR Face-to-face 7 
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Neurobiology 
 
Physiology 

Research col-
laboration 
among RPOs 

26 (mixed group) 
 
Anatomy 
 
Psychiatry 
 
Health statistics 
 
Gastroenterology 
 
Biology 
 
Physiology  

Publication 
and communi-
cation** 
 
Monitoring of 
funded appli-
cations** 

Researcher 
 
Ethical re-
view board 
member 
 
RI review 
board mem-
ber 
 
Associate 
professor  
 

IT Online 7 

30 
 

(researcher only) 
 
Medical law and 
ethics 
 
Neurobiology 
 
Biophysics 

Research eth-
ics structures 
 
Dealing with 
breaches of RI 
 
Independence 
from commer-
cial influences 

Professor 
 
Researcher 
 

GR Face-to-face 3 

* Participants may represent more than one discipline 
** Due to the online format, the topics for in-depth discussion were discussed as part of the sorting exercise 
*** Participants may represent more than one type of position 
 

 Education and training in RI 

The topic of ‘Education and training in RI’ focuses on the courses and training available at RPOs, as 
well as their perceived limitations and what could be done to remedy them. The following results 
draw predominantly on discussions with the two basic medical science groups (Greece and Croatia) 
and the mixed stakeholder group (Belgium). One of the clinical medical science groups (Denmark) 
provided input during the sorting exercise. 
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3.4.1.1 Key features of the topic of ‘Education and training in RI’  

Display 3.4.1: The medical science groups’ view on ‘Education and training in RI’ 

Topic/subtopics Main topic percep-
tions 

Example of 
good practices 

Challenges  Recommendations and 
ideas for guidelines and 
SOPs  

Education and 
training in RI 

“At the start of that 
career as a scientist 
it's important to 
have such a train-
ing” (Professor of 
physiology, focus 
group 19) 
 
“It's lifelong learn-
ing […] [senior re-
searchers] also have 
to competence de-
velop” (Associate 
professor of clinical 
nursing, focus 
group 10, p. 22) 

Handling differ-
ent RI issues 
throughout dif-
ferent courses  

Getting 
senior re-
searchers 
to follow RI 
courses 

Treat RI topics in differ-
ent courses. 
 

Pre-doctorate     Make training on RI 
mandatory 

Post-doctorate      
Training of RI per-
sonnel and teach-
ers  

   Introduce the topic of RI 
in teacher’s training. 

RI counselling and 
advice   

    

3.4.1.2 Key observations ‘Education and training in RI’ 

The topic of ‘Education and training in RI’ was considered important for the medical sciences. 
Amongst the issues discussed were the levels at which it must be provided, and whether courses 
and training should be made mandatory. 
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In general, participants agreed that education must begin with doctoral students, although atten-
tion to RI issues should be given also to bachelor and master students, “The good scientific meth-
odology class in the broader sense is actually crucial to solving things” (Research assistant of anat-
omy, focus group 25, p. 14). It was noted that many students are unaware that some practices are 
unethical, most notably plagiarism.  

Education on RI was seen as a long-term effort which should not be limited to one course. As noted 
by a participant, “So you have in every course a little bit of that and it’s…in my opinion better because 
every course takes a little bit of that misconduct and explains it” (Researcher in forensic sciences, 
focus group 25, p. 10). This last point highlights the need for teachers to be aware of RI guidelines 
and how to introduce them in their courses. Further, participants stated that courses and training 
should also be given to senior scientists, although they agreed on the difficulty of having senior 
scientists join trainings due to lack of time and the generally poor offerings of training. 

The focus groups also generated recommendations on the content of RI courses and trainings. The 
participants stated the importance of linking courses to problems and issues that scientists face, 

“[it’s] difficult to indeed attract researchers […] because they think they don't need it […]if 
you focus more on specific topics where they are really, you know, in their daily practice 
they have issues with it, I think it's easier to attract them” (Professor of physiology, focus 
group 19, p. 7). 

A number of focus group interviewees suggested making the attendance of courses and training in 
RI mandatory, provided the content is relevant, “it should be mandatory, it's a skill that you have to 
acquire, just as you have to acquire English writing and statistics.” (Professor of physiology, focus 
group 19, p. 9). Finally, some participants highlighted the need for RPOs to offer an integral support 
system on RI issues, where besides relevant courses, there are clear and accessible guidelines as 
well as spaces to raise more specific issues. 

 

 Responsible supervision and mentoring  

This part of the analysis addresses ‘Responsible supervision and mentoring’ in the medical sciences. 
The focus group discussions covered both currently perceived issues in supervisory relationships, 
as well as possible ways of fostering good practices through guidelines that could be implemented 
by RPOs. The topic was discussed in depth in both basic medical science focus groups (Greece and 
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Croatia) as well as in one of the clinical medical science groups (the Netherlands). The analysis is 
also enriched by some feedback from the mixed medical science focus group (Belgium). The other 
clinical medical science focus group (Denmark) provided some insights during the sorting exercise. 

3.4.2.1 Key features of the topic ‘Responsible supervision and mentoring’ 

Display 3.4.2: The medical science groups’ view on ‘Responsible supervision and mentoring’ 

Topic/subtopics Main topic percep-
tions 

Example of good 
practices 

Chal-
lenges  

Recommendations and 
ideas for guidelines and 
SOPs 

Responsible su-
pervision and 
mentoring  

“Supervision is 
about how you can 
help young re-
searchers” (Re-
search integrity of-
ficer, focus group 
19, p. 8) 

Having a mentor 
that is not the 
supervisor 
 
Having an exter-
nal committee to 
supervise PhD 
progress 
 
Having an evalu-
ation period be-
fore fully accept-
ing a PhD 

 Having separate mentors 
and supervisors 
 
Introducing a buddy system 
for PhDs of different levels 

PhD guidelines     Provide yearly reports of 
progress 
 

Supervision re-
quirements and 
guidelines  

   Have a minimal number of 
supervision hours 
 
Limit the number of stu-
dents a supervisor can have 
 
Yearly reports on supervi-
sors 

Building and 
leading an ef-
fective team  
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3.4.2.2 Key observations: ‘Responsible supervision and mentoring’ 

The topic of ‘Responsible supervision and mentoring’ was considered to be extremely relevant by 
all of the focus groups on medical sciences. As one participant noted, “that’s one of the important 
things for senior researchers, like how can I be a good supervisor and what does it mean” (Professor 
of clinical medicine, focus group 19, p. 8).  

At the same time, participants felt these skills were not perceived as equally relevant by RPOs and 
funding bodies, specifically when it comes to the allocation of resources, where neither training of 
supervisors nor time for supervision are taken into account. Several participants lamented the prac-
tice of attracting as many students as possible without realistically considering the time a professor 
can devote to supervise each of them, in addition to carrying out research and overseeing a team. 
As a participant noted, “Every student for the university also brings in money, but […] the universities 
capacity to train all these people is limited” (Professor of physiology, focus group 20, p. 14). To 
counter this, participants suggested limiting the number of supervisees per researcher. In order to 
avoid rigid quotas, this limit could be discussed with each principal investigator. At the same time, 
a minimum of supervision hours should be accorded to each supervisee. 

The focus groups also offered some more concrete suggestions for guidelines on supervision and 
mentoring. The first is to distribute the mentoring tasks to others than just the supervisors. Some 
of the examples noted by participants were: a separate mentor from the supervisor, a buddy sys-
tem between final year PhDs and new ones, strong research teams where senior colleagues can aid 
the junior ones, and external committees that evaluate the progress of PhDs periodically. A second 
suggestion was to introduce reports where supervisors and supervisees keep track of the progress 
of each candidate. A third and final suggestion was to establish a probation period before the PhD 
candidate is fully accepted. 

Finally, participants in one of the medical clinical groups noted that evaluation committees often 
lack age, gender, and ethnic diversity which contrasts with the demographics of the students and 
society as a whole.  
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 Dealing with breaches of RI  

This topic focuses on procedures, which RPOs apply to deal with breaches of RI, as well as on the 
many ways in which these currently fall short of their intended functions. Particular aspects covered 
in the focus groups included procedures for investigating allegations and the challenges they face. 
The topic was discussed mostly in the two basic medical science focus groups (Greece and Croatia), 
while the two clinical medical science groups (Denmark and the Netherlands), as well as the mixed 
medical science one provided some minor feedback.  

3.4.3.1 Key features of the topic ‘Dealing with breaches of RI’ 

Display 3.4.3: The medical science groups’ view on ‘Dealing with breaches of RI’ 

Topic/subtopics Main topic percep-
tions 

Example of 
good practices 

Challenges  Recommendations and 
ideas for guidelines and 
SOPs  

Dealing with 
breaches of RI   

The pace of investiga-
tions is slow 
 
The public is unaware 
that breaches can be 
due to sloppiness and 
not only fraud  

A research in-
tegrity commit-
tee on a na-
tional level 
where disagree-
ments can be 
reviewed  

 Misconduct by students 
should be referred to 
ethical committee of the 
faculty 
 
Communicate better 
with the public when 
breaches happen 
 

RI bodies in the 
organisation  

  Conflict of 
interests in 
small facul-
ties/insti-
tutes 

Committees should be 
allowed to act swiftly 
and should be paid for 
their work 
 
Committees should 
have external members 
that are not from the 
same institution 

Protection of 
whistle-blowers  

    

Protection of 
those accused of 
misconduct  
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Procedures for in-
vestigating allega-
tions 

It is extremely time 
consuming 
 

   

Sanctions Sanctions (if any) are 
very light 

   

Other actions (in-
cluding mobility 
issues)  

    

3.4.3.2 Key observations: ‘Dealing with breaches of RI’  

The topic of ‘Dealing with breaches of RI’ was widely seen as a relevant as well as a highly complex 
issue. Its urgency is especially poignant for the medical sciences because of its effects, “[If] patients 
are being treated when it’s on the basis of the wrong evidence, it's quite bad of course.” (Research 
associate in epidemiology, focus group 20, p. 4). The perceived way in which RPOs deal with 
breaches shows a divide between different countries. In general, the participants of the mixed 
group in Belgium and the clinical group in Denmark had the impression that breaches are dealt with 
in a proper way. The clinical group in the Netherlands noted there was room for improvement, 
while the basic medical science groups in Croatia and Greece felt this is not done adequately in 
these countries. Most of the observations below come from these two basic medical science 
groups. 

Some of the issues raised are related to the lack of clarity regarding which steps to take when there 
is suspicion of misconduct, as well as how to treat different levels of misconduct.  On the former, 
some RPOs have begun experimenting with guidelines as to what researchers can do when they 
suspect fraud. On this point it is worth noting that most participants in the various groups had not 
experienced this in person and thus assumed it was well organised at their institutions. On the point 
of how to treat different levels of misconduct, participants in one of the basic groups (Croatia) 
highlighted the difficulty of dealing with “minor” breaches from students such as plagiarism due to 
a lack of clear policies, leaving sanctions up to each lecturer. 

The investigation of breaches was also seen as problematic because of its slow pace, which can 
raise the suspicion that the institution does not want to deal with it, as well as being resource in-
tensive. As one participant noted, “Everybody forgets how time consuming it is to prove misconduct. 
It takes months of work. You have to analyse data that you are unfamiliar with, it takes a lot of 
unpaid work, like referring hundreds of papers.” (Researcher in biophysics, focus group 30, p. 3). 
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Setting up committees is another aspect that, according to some participants, could improve. To 
ensure that whistle-blowers have confidence in approaching committees, their composition needs 
to be carefully considered to ensure gender, age, and ethnic diversity. Further, maintaining the 
independence of committees can be problematic for smaller institutions, academic disciplines, or 
regions. One interviewee from one of the basic medical science group (Greece) noted that this 
could be solved by setting up international ethics committees, although this might prove challeng-
ing, as evidence material would have to be translated. Another solution could be the setting up of 
a national or regional “second opinion” committee, which happens in some countries already. 

The way in which RPOs deal with breaches can, in the worst case, contribute to a culture of mistrust, 
as in the following case that was mentioned in one of the medical basic science groups. The case 
involved a scientist who had committed three instances of misconduct in previous positions at 
other organisations. This researcher had even received an ERC grant based on the work involving 
the breaches. The participant sharing this example was under the impression that nobody took any 
responsibility: the ERC claimed it was not in their competence, while the current institution did not 
want to suffer reputational damage and was waiting for the papers involved to be retracted by 
journals without taking any steps. This case exemplifies a lack of clear procedures, sanctions, and 
transparency during the whole process, which can affect not only the morale, but the trust, in in-
stitutions and the wider scientific community. 

The issues raised during the discussions signalled the need for clear guidelines and SOPs, “It's not 
easy when there is a breach, how to deal with it is not easy. So, if there are guidelines, that would 
be very helpful for the instances who have to make the decisions.” (Professor of physiology, focus 
group 19, p. 18). The issues that should be covered are how to handle suspicion of misconduct, the 
set-up of committees, the procedures and processes that are carried out during investigations, the 
protection of whistle-blowers, and the type of sanctions for the different types of breaches. This 
last point is of great importance if RPOs want to convey a message that RI breaches are unaccepta-
ble. As one participant noted, “And then what? And then somebody is banned from getting funding 
for one year or that sort of punishment which is frankly a joke.” (Researcher in biophysics, focus 
group 30, p. 3) 
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 Research ethics structures 

The topic ‘Research ethics structures’ in the medical sciences focuses mainly on the organization 
and activities of ethics committees. Relevant empirical material for this analysis was generated pre-
dominantly in one of the basic medical science groups (Croatia) and one of the clinical medical 
science groups (Denmark). The other clinical group (the Netherlands) provided some insight during 
the sorting exercise. 

3.4.4.1 Key features of the topic ‘Research ethics structures’ 

Display 3.4.4: The medical science groups’ view on ‘Research ethics structures’  

Topic/subtopics Main topic per-
ceptions 

Example of 
good prac-
tices 

Challenges  Recommendations and 
ideas for guidelines and 
SOPs 

Research ethics struc-
tures   

“They make work 
a lot safer and 
it’s a great pre-
vention tool for 
potential misun-
derstanding and 
conflicts” (Pro-
fessor of anat-
omy, focus group 
25, p. 4) 

  Consider the different eth-
ical approvals a project 
may need 

Set-up and tasks of 
ethics committees  

    

Ethics review proce-
dures  

“It's a very deli-
cate field, and it's 
[…] patients' ex-
periences, it's 
sometimes life 
and death […] it's 
really something 
that matters and 
has a great im-
pact” (Associate 

Clear guide-
lines and 
contact per-
son for 
doubts 

The use of 
old data 
collected 
under sus-
picious con-
ditions  

Clarity which information 
to provide 
 
Assign a contact person for 
doubts 
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professor of clini-
cal nursing, focus 
group 10, p. 10) 

3.4.4.2 Key observations: ‘Research ethics structures’  

The topic of ‘Research ethics structures’ in the form of review boards was considered highly rele-
vant by all of the focus groups interviewed. The requirement of seeking approval before a study 
begins was generally seen as positive for research. As one participant noted of their experience in 
other countries, 

“We used to call them risk assessment procedures. And I think they complement each other 
[…] they make work a lot safer and it’s a great prevention tool for potential misunderstand-
ing and conflicts, if the rules are explained at beginning, before the process starts.” (Profes-
sor of anatomy, focus group 25, p. 4). 

Similar to the previous topic of ‘Dealing with breaches of RI’, some focus groups felt solid ethics 
structures were already in place, while others felt some regions and organisations still needed to 
do more work to implement ethic review boards, for example in Croatia. The comments below 
highlight issues that are lacking or that require some attention. 

One issue that was highlighted was the existence of diverse ethical guidelines between different 
organisations, which can cause confusion. In the medical sciences this can happen to researchers 
that have joint functions, for example at a hospital and at a university, as explained by one inter-
viewee, “The rules, even though we have to follow the same guidelines, for us it's often an issue of 
who to contact, who is my person, am I applying as a university employee or am I hospital based 
today” (Associate professor of clinical nursing, focus group 10, pp. 2-3). This confusion can be ex-
acerbated when studies are funded by various bodies with different requirements, for example,    

“An EU funded study, Horizon 2020 so within that there are also some, as you know, some 
other EU regulations that we have to follow on top of the local, regional, national require-
ments for ethics, so just to say that the mix of who we are and where we work influences, it 
makes a lot of, I don't know, confusion somehow” (Associate professor of clinical nursing, 
focus group 10, p. 3). 

Another issue regarding ethical reviews that was referred to was the lack of clarity on how to pro-
ceed for certain types of data. Below, the topic of data practices and management is analysed in 
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depth, however the two cases mentioned here relate to that topics as well as the one of ethics 
review boards. In particular, participants mentioned historical data that has been obtained under 
suspicious circumstances (specifically breaching human rights conventions) and data from patients 
that die during a study. Researchers noted that these cases of types of data and similar cases are 
not covered by review boards, nor is there a proper channel to raise these kinds of issues, suggest-
ing the need for a contact person with whom these kinds of doubts can be shared. 

In general, participants agreed that review procedures must be swift, provide clear information 
about the procedure, and have checklists on what to send. Ethics review boards should also have a 
contact person for ad-hoc questions and doubts. These are aspects that should be considered for 
future guidelines and SOPs. 

 

 Data practices and management  

This section focuses on data practices and institutional data management in the medical sciences. 
It particularly addresses the challenges that privacy requirements and the sharing of data present, 
as well as the efforts of RPOs to provide support and instructions to cover these. The topic was 
discussed in the two clinical medical science groups (Denmark and the Netherlands). 

3.4.5.1 Key features of the topic ‘Data practices and management’ 

Display 3.4.5: The medical science groups’ view on ‘Data practices and management’ 

Topic/subtopics Main topic per-
ceptions 

Example 
of good 
practices 

Challenges  Recommendations and 
ideas for guidelines and 
SOPs  

Data practices and 
management  

“Data integrity is 
essential” (Re-
searcher in bio-
physics, focus 
group 30, p.2 ) 
 
“It’s [an] enor-
mous hurdle” 
(Professor of 

  A central data reposi-
tory on a national level 



  

 

SOPs4RI_AU_WP5_D5.2_Report on the Results of the Focus Group Interviews_Version 1.0 

  

 

 Copyright by the SOPs4RI Consortium  Page 142 of 348 

 

 

 

physiology, focus 
group 20, p. 15) 

Guidance and support   Legal depart-
ments have legal 
experts who are 
not knowledgea-
ble of medical 
sciences 
 

Provide support on IT 
and legal issues 

Secure data storage 
infrastructure 

“Storage of data 
is not facilitated 
in general” (Pro-
fessor of physiol-
ogy, focus group 
20, p. 4) 
 

 How to encrypt 
data 

 

FAIR principles  There is lack of 
support and re-
sources to share 
data 

 Sharing data be-
tween different 
countries 

 

3.4.5.2 Key observations: ‘Data practices and management’ 

The topic of ‘Data practices and management’ was seen as relevant for RPOs to address and a topic 
that has huge consequences for the medical sciences. In general, there was a perceived mismatch 
between regulations and the daily data practices of researchers. There are many different regula-
tions and even data sharing plans that scientists must sign, however the necessary infrastructure 
and support to realise this is lacking, as one participant noted,  

“We have to solve everything as a scientist and it doesn't stimulate to exchange your data 
and resources with other groups. […] people think of regulations but they don't think what's 
needed, including the money to help the scientists” (Professor of physiology, focus group 
20, p. 15). 

A recurring issue raised during the discussions on this topic was the sharing of data and the many 
challenges this presents. One challenge is related to the consent forms that must cover all of the 
uses for the data collected, “So, there are so many problems right now, to share data to get data 
from patients and the patients have to sign so many forms. You don't know even what they are 
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signing for anymore” (Researcher in endovascular surgery, focus group 20, p. 15). The other chal-
lenge has to do with collaborations between countries; due to different approval and data protec-
tion processes, sharing data can be impossible, as one participant noted, “We had so many prob-
lem[s] sending the samples that we actually gave up at the end of the day, and that would’ve been 
a fantastic collaboration if we had all paperwork in place” (Associate professor of biomedicine, fo-
cus group 10, p. 6). 

Ethical approvals that involved different types of data collection were discussed in the previous 
section. An addition to that discussion (that is particularly pertinent to the data practice of the 
medical sciences) is that due to privacy concerns specific data cannot be sent through electronic 
communication. An interviewee shared an experience in which they would write the identification 
number of a patient on a piece of paper in order to check more details of the patient’s development 
in another department, making the researcher doubtful of how to perform their work, “so what do 
I do here. How do I solve this issue” (Associate professor of biomedicine, focus group 10, p. 8). 

The need for clear guidelines was shared amongst the groups, “And all of the sudden comes all 
these big rules that you need to do […] we need proper guidelines […] that we can follow as easy as 
possible” (Associate professor of biomedicine, focus group 10, p. 7). Beyond clear instructions, RPOs 
with research teams that collaborate with organisations at a national or international level must 
provide a support team of legal advisors and IT personnel. 

 

 Declaration of competing interests  

The topic of ‘Declaration of competing interests’ covered mostly the issue of independence of re-
searchers from commercial interests. This topic was briefly discussed in one of the clinical medical 
science groups (the Netherlands) and in one of the basic medical science groups (Greece), while 
the other clinical medical science group (Denmark) provided some input during the sorting exercise. 
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3.4.6.1 Key features of the topic ‘Declaration of competing interests’ 

Display 3.4.6: The medical science groups’ view on ‘Declaration of competing interests’ 

Topic/subtopics Main topic per-
ceptions 

Example of 
good prac-
tices 

Challenges  Recommendations and 
ideas for guidelines and 
SOPs 

Declaration of com-
peting interests 

“it's self-explana-
tory […] it just 
needs to be en-
forced” (Associ-
ate professor of 
biomedicine, fo-
cus group 10, p. 
14) 

   

In peer review      
In the conduct of re-
search  

    

In appointments and 
promotions  

    

In research evalua-
tions  

    

In consultancy      

3.4.6.2 Key observations: ‘Declaration of competing interests’ 

The topic of ‘Declaration of competing interests’ was seen as relevant. However, the general per-
ception was that this issue is already well addressed when needed and thus the perceived im-
portance of the topic was less than that of other topics. Participants noted that this topic is an 
integral part of scientific integrity and because of journal requirements “it's written everywhere” 
(Associate professor of clinical nursing, focus group 10, p. 14).  

One of the comments on this topic pertained to the issue of assessing or evaluating the work of 
colleagues. When discussing other topics with the medical sciences groups, some participants felt 
that working in small institutions or fields could create conflict of interests, as researchers will un-
avoidably know each other. In one of the medical clinical science groups (Denmark) this was not 
experienced as a problem as long as researchers were conscious of this,  
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“So I think the fact that we are forced to reflect and argue that "in this case I believe it is 
okay, or in this case I believe it is not okay", […] it's already […] something we have to deal 
with” (Associate professor of clinical nursing, focus group 10, p. 14). 

Nevertheless, some participants felt explicit guidelines are needed, especially to ensure junior re-
searchers are aware of it. 

 

 Research environment  

The topic ‘Research environment’ focuses on key factors such as the general atmosphere or culture 
of an RPO. The research environment crucially affects the likelihood that various forms of miscon-
duct and questionable research practices will occur. This analysis discusses the role of academic 
evaluation criteria and the link between problematic evaluation incentives and misconduct. Rele-
vant material for this section was generated in the two clinical groups (Denmark and the Nether-
lands) and the two basic groups (Greece and Croatia). Some input was also provided by the mixed 
group held in Italy.  

3.4.7.1 Key features of the topic ‘Research environment’ 

Display 3.4.7: The medical science groups’ view on ‘Research environment’ 

Topic/subtopics Main topic percep-
tions 

Example of 
good practices 

Challenges  Recommendations 
and ideas for guide-
lines and SOPs 

Research environment “Systems are more 
focusing on individ-
ual parts […] I think 
it is certainly an in-
centive for sloppy 
behaviour.” (Profes-
sor of gastroenter-
ology, focus group 
20 p. 6) 

 Short term 
contracts 
pressure 
people to 
skip pro-
cesses 

 

Fair procedures for ap-
pointments, promotions 
and numeration 

   Focus on quality ra-
ther than quantity 
 
Value teaching  
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Adequate education 
and skills training 

 Lab meeting to 
discuss issues 
and results 

  

Culture building      
Managing competition 
and publication pres-
sure  

Researchers are un-
der huge pressure 
of delivering a high 
impact factor  

 Pressure to 
publish 
from fund-
ing bodies 
outside of 
RPOs 

 

Conflict management      
Diversity issues      
Supporting a responsi-
ble research process 
(transparency, quality 
assurance, require-
ments)  

“Having an environ-
ment where it's 
okay to share, […] 
to be […] wrong, […] 
to ask for advice, 
it's […] pivotal for 
being able to pub-
lish, for being able 
to complete PhD 
students, for grow-
ing as research 
group” (Associate 
professor of clinical 
nursing, focus 
group 10, p. 20) 

   

3.4.7.2 Key observations: ‘Research environment’  

Generally, all the groups interviewed found a healthy research culture and environment extremely 
relevant,  

“We have to be fertilised with good energy to make some good projects, and if there's no 
culture where there's fair procedures from appointments, where there's adequate educa-
tion and skills training, […]  if none of these things are in place, there's no need for us to do 
what we're doing.” (Associate professor of clinical nursing, focus group 10, p. 20). 

An overriding issue that seems to negatively influence almost all of the other aspects of a research 
environment, is the problematic role of narrow evaluation criteria, which incentivises various forms 
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of misconduct and does not foster an open and collaborative environment. According to several 
participants, the focus is on the individual rather than on teams,  

“A basic science team should have experts, technical experts, that means that you need to 
have a certain number of technicians that are sort of the memory of a group […] There is an 
incentive to have a lot of PhD students, but there is not really an incentive to have a balanced 
group.” (Professor of gastroenterology, focus group 20, p. 10). 

Evaluation criteria focus strongly on publication performance as judged by high impact factor of 
journals and the number of papers (which can be pre-agreed per period). The pressure to publish 
is in some RPOs increasing to the extent that even master students need to produce papers or co-
author them in order to proceed with a PhD. Another issue highlighted was the lack of incentives 
and rewards for publishing replication studies or studies based on previously collected data. An 
example given in one of the clinical groups (the Netherlands) was the rejection of a paper by re-
viewers because it had analysed samples which had been used in another paper by another team. 
This response came from a journal, but the pressure to publish novel studies is felt also inside RPOs. 

This narrow focus on publication output was also seen as detrimental to research in general, “It is 
not improving quality of science. Just piling up.” (Professor of physiology, focus group 20, p. 7). A 
related issue, focusing on specific output, that was highlighted was the prerequisite of producing a 
PhD thesis in order to become a clinical specialist, “At the [redacted] centre I would say that almost 
50% of the people they are just doing a PhD because they want to get there thesis, so that they can 
become a neurologist” (Junior researcher in neuroscience, focus group 20, p. 10). This issue was 
only raised in the group in the Netherlands; thus, it could be a characteristic of that national re-
search culture. 

According to the participants, the focus on publications undervalues other activities such as teach-
ing, affecting the quality of education, “For most scientists it is an ancillary activity […] Something 
you do extra on the side, and it should not take too much time, because it is, it's not validated 
properly” (Professor of physiology, focus group 20, p. 12). 

Across the focus groups the issue of time pressures was also raised, “Time is very important, if we 
have time there is no reason to go towards misconduct […] the programmes should be longer and 
money should allow people to get time” (Researcher in neurobiology, focus group 30, p. 5). This 
pressure is particularly poignant for junior researchers, “Especially when your PhD contract is al-
most finished. So, maybe at some point, you don't do this extra analysis, you don't extra check these 
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outputs […] is more like sloppiness a little bit.” (Junior researcher in neuroscience, focus group 20, 
p. 7). 

During the various group discussions, the topic of fostering a more open and transparent research 
culture was a recurrent discussion item. As a participant in one of the basic medical science groups 
(Greece) noted, this can best be approached as a long-term strategy where spaces for discussion 
and interaction are established. 

 

 Publication and communication  

The topic of ‘Publication and communication’ focuses on various practices particular to the medical 
sciences, as well as on existing and potential future RPO guidelines to regulate such practices. This 
analysis covers ‘Authorship’, ‘Open Access’ and ‘Open Science’, the role of researchers as journals 
editors, and ‘Communicating with the public’. The topic was explicitly discussed in both medical 
clinical medical science groups (Denmark and the Netherlands), one of the basic medical science 
groups (Croatia), and one of the mixed groups (Italy). 

3.4.8.1 Key features of the topic ‘Publication and communication’ 

Display 3.4.8: The medical science groups’ view on ‘Publication and communication’ 

Topic/subtopics Main topic per-
ceptions 

Example of 
good practices 

Challenges  Recommendations and 
ideas for guidelines and 
SOPs  

Publication and com-
munication 

The focus lies on 
novelty 

 Difficulty of 
publishing 
studies 
with nega-
tive results 

 

Publication statement      
Authorship It is highly prob-

lematic in very 
competitive dis-
ciplines 

Defining au-
thors in ad-
vance 

Difficult to 
establish 
for collabo-
rative pro-
jects 

Define authors in ad-
vance 
 
Researchers of all levels 
should be aware of the 
guidelines 
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Open science    Additional 

work by 
preparing 
data 

It needs to be encour-
aged and supported by 
RPOs 

Use of reporting 
guidelines  

    

Peer review      
Predatory publishing      
Communicating with 
the public  

 Acknowledging 
the other re-
searchers, the 
team, the uni-
versity, and 
partners of a re-
search project 

 Researchers should not 
give misleading or exag-
gerated statements 

3.4.8.2 Key observations: ‘Publication and communication’ 

A recurrent issue that popped up in the discussions around ‘Publication and communication’ were 
conflicts and misconduct related to authorships. Most of the examples mentioned were not partic-
ular to the medical sciences. Similar to discussions in other disciplines, several participants noted 
the issues are often caused by a misbalance of power and fear of confrontation, “nobody dares 
saying “Ah did you really do that?” (Professor emeritus of physiology, focus group 25, p. 29). 

The issues concerning authorship are interlinked with problematic evaluative processes, which 
were already discussed under the previous topic. Nevertheless, the practice of crediting research-
ers who did not collaborate as authors was acknowledged as being necessary and common. For 
example, participants of one of the clinical medical science groups (Denmark) recognised the need 
to do so because of evaluative criteria, 

“It's about being flexible, and sometimes that means that you add someone on to the paper, 
who really did not do anything much, however it is actually important for the paper, and it's 
important for that department. And for us it's about giving and taking, you really have to 
give and take” (Associate professor of clinical nursing, focus group 10, p. 18). 

In contrast, participants in one of the basic medical science groups (Croatia) shared examples in 
which relatives of senior researchers were added to their papers in order to improve the CV of 
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those junior researchers. The participants confided that many people were aware of these prac-
tices, but there were no mechanisms in place to raise these kinds of issues. 

Another issue raised concerning publications, was the role that researchers play in editorial boards. 
While they are generally seen as prestigious, such functions could potentially bring disrepute to 
RPOs, for example when it involves predatory journals. Researchers in one of the clinical medical 
science groups (the Netherlands) suggested that these positions should be reviewed and known by 
the head of each department. 

On the issue of ’Open Science’ we noticed that the concept is still not well understood by many 
researchers. In general, the participants were positive about OA initiatives but agreed that clear 
guidelines, as well as infrastructure and support, are still lacking. 

Finally, the issue of ‘Communicating with the public’ was highlighted as potentially problematic due 
to some scientists overstating potential results and journalists’ tendencies to exaggerate and sim-
plify. Interviewees in one of the clinical groups (the Netherlands) and one of the basic groups (Cro-
atia) noted that this is also a vital part of a researcher’s integrity and, therefore, RPOs should con-
sider this in training and guidelines. 

 

 Collaborative research among RPOs  

The topic of ‘Collaborative research among RPOs’ for the medical sciences focuses on three specific 
aspects: collaboration in and across Europe, collaboration amongst countries with different R&D 
infrastructures, as well as joint research activities involving both academic and commercial entities. 
The topic was discussed in depth by the two clinical medical science groups (Denmark and the 
Netherlands), while one of the basic medical science groups (Greece) provided some input during 
the discussion of other topics. 
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3.4.9.1 Key features of the topic ‘Collaborative research among RPOs’ 

Display 3.4.9: The medical science groups’ view on ‘Collaborative research among RPOs’ 

Topic/subtopics Main topic percep-
tions 

Example of 
good practices 

Challenges  Recommendations and 
ideas for guidelines and 
SOPs  

Collaborative re-
search among 
RPOs 

“Collaboration is 
one of the main 
things of our, all our 
activity” (Associate 
professor of clinical 
nursing, focus 
group 10, p. 5) 

More general 
consent forms 
for use of medi-
cal data for sci-
entific purposes 

Slow pace 
of contract 

A well-staffed and 
knowledgeable legal de-
partment 

Among RPOs in-
side/outside the EU 

  Lack of 
clarity on 
responsibil-
ities be-
tween 
partners 

Clearer rules concerning 
ethical approvals 

With countries with 
different R&D infra-
structures  

  Pace for 
ethics ap-
provals 

 

Between public and 
private RPOs  

  Lack of 
clarity on 
how part-
ners con-
tribute to-
wards pa-
tents 

Each RPO should keep a 
registry of private-public 
collaborations 
 
The head of institute or 
department should ap-
prove private-public col-
laboration 

3.4.9.2 Key observations: ‘Collaborative research among RPOs’  

The topic of ‘Collaborative research among RPOs’ was seen as highly relevant for the medical sci-
ences. This is especially true for the medical clinical sciences, as collaborating with national and 
international partners, both public and private, is vital for the advancement of research as well as 
for its translation, “they can make it into a product and eventually the world profits” (Professor of 
gastroenterology, focus group 20, p. 16). 
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One of the most commented issues during the focus groups was the lack of guidelines concerning 
the setting up of contracts and delineating responsibilities amongst the teams. Notably, there is a 
lack of concerted ethics approval processes and oversight of patient safety. This last point is not 
only the case between countries with different R&D systems, but also applies for RPOs inside the 
same country. The implications of the different ERBs can affect the sharing of data as well as the 
publications of a project, “We have to make sure that […] if we want to publish papers afterwards 
that we are doing the right thing according to ethics” (Associate professor of sexology, focus group 
10, p. 5). 

Collaboration between academia and industry was generally seen as positive, although two con-
cerns were highlighted. The first refers to the sharing of data where public RPOs are expected to 
have open data while commercial entities are not, as noted by a participant, 

“Being very open and sharing data that's what, in academia that's sort of our purpose, 
right? But, with industry it's not; because they can do it but only after IP has been protected. 
And, that collaborating between industry and academia, I find it difficult.” (Professor of 
gastroenterology, focus group 20, p. 16). 

The other issue mentioned in relation to academic-industry collaboration was the lack of oversight, 
which can result in several researchers of the same department participating in commercial studies 
at the same time, 

“No one is regulating all these collaborations with these industries or partners. So, maybe 
it's also good that the head of the department or someone knows about it and then ap-
proves before you do some kind of a collaboration.” (Researcher in vascular surgery, focus 
group 20, p. 19). 

Collaboration with industry was not seen as particularly prone to RI breaches, as long as researchers 
upheld their scientific integrity, 

“For example, a confidentiality agreement can be a huge problem for RI. If you sign such a 
thing with a company that funds your research, you are essentially moving away from sci-
ence.” (Researcher in biophysics, focus group 30, p. 9). 

Clearer guidelines and SOPs were seen as necessary for the medical sciences. Nevertheless, some 
participants noted that too many regulations can also become a hurdle and obstruct collaboration. 
Therefore, RPOs should also provide legal and ethical ad-hoc support. 
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  Heat map of perceived importance – medical science and RPOs 

 

Figure 3.4.10: Heat map displaying sorting exercise results of nine RI topics in the medical science RPO focus groups.   

 

This heat map shows the results of the sorting exercise conducted during the focus group interviews 
in the medical sciences. It reflects the importance assigned to specific topics in relation to research 
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integrity. Specifically, the map provides an overview of the areas where participants perceived that 
guidelines and SOPs could support the RI efforts of RPOs. The arrangement of the topics shows 
some differences, although these are necessarily due to the different disciplinary fields. From the 
topics perceived as very important, ‘Education and training in RI’, ‘Data practices and management’, 
and ‘Research environment’ were highlighted as cornerstone areas that affect other areas. The 
topics ‘Research ethics structures’ and ‘Dealing with breaches of RI’ were perceived as being an 
integral part of a research environment and therefore not assigned as very important. The latter 
was also seen as being well-handled. Similarly to the perception in the natural sciences, declaration 
of competing interests was seen as being a mere formality. ‘Publication and communication’ and 
’Collaborative research among RPOs’ were seen as somewhat important in relation to the other 
topics, and overall seen as relevant by the clinical medical science groups. 

 

  Concluding remarks regarding medical science and RPOs 

The medical sciences consists of a set of disciplines with significant experience in handling RI ques-
tions. Consequently, few of the issues we touched upon during our focus group discussions present 
fundamentally novel insights. They do, however, allow us to address areas where researchers and 
stakeholders see room for improving existing practices and procedures through a refinement of 
formal guidelines.  

Firstly, researchers are particularly aware of supervision issues, arguably because of the highly col-
laborative structure of medical research and the particularly pronounced publication pressure in 
the field. Participants variously called on institutions to provide more detailed guidelines and addi-
tional measures for PhD supervision. This could include expanding mentoring systems and codifying 
auxiliary roles for senior researchers who are not formally supervisors, but who effectively carry 
out supervisory tasks.  

Related to supervision concerns, are perennial conflicts about authorship. In the medical sciences, 
authorship questions are handled more liberally than in many other fields, for example in the sense 
that authorship is accorded as a favour to colleagues (but without them having substantially con-
tributed to the published research). Again, many researchers kept calling for clearer formal guide-
lines by their institutions in this regard.  



  

 

SOPs4RI_AU_WP5_D5.2_Report on the Results of the Focus Group Interviews_Version 1.0 

  

 

 Copyright by the SOPs4RI Consortium  Page 155 of 348 

 

 

 

It is furthermore well known that the often close collaborative connections between academic re-
searchers and commercial stakeholders in the pharmaceutical industry create tensions with respect 
to RI. This pertains to a lack of clarity in the handling of data sharing questions – e.g. who has the 
right to access what kind of material in a public-private project? – as well as the intrusion of com-
mercial objectives into academic research activities.  

Finally, another issue that appears more frequently in medical research than in other fields con-
cerns the lack of clarity that arises from lack of harmonisation amongst existing guidelines and re-
sponsible authorities in RI. Given the need to protect patients and other vulnerable stakeholders, 
medical researchers have significant requirements and facilities in place when it comes to seeking 
formal approval for ethical review as well as handling questions regarding data management and 
data sharing. Sometimes the respective requirements are raised by multiple institutional actors, for 
example by universities as well as funding bodies. This can create the impression of a “bureaucratic 
jungle” for medical researchers that makes it difficult to determine who exactly should be ap-
proached for the respective question/concern. This points to a need for greater harmonization of 
RI-related administrative structures. 

Less distinctive for medical research, but no less relevant, are the following: Calls by discussants for 
(more) mandatory RI training across career stages; calls for clearer guidelines when it comes to 
handling suspected cases of misconduct; as well as concerns about the tension between publica-
tion-focused evaluation criteria as well as the time and care that is perceived to be necessary to 
cultivate good RI standards. 

 

3.5 Cross-case analysis of RI topics in RPOs – perceptions and per-
ceived importance of topics across main areas of research   

The preceding within-case analyses provide thorough insights into how the different main areas of 
research perceive the selected nine RI topics and prioritise them in terms of the importance of 
having and implementing SOPs and guidelines in RPOs to support a research integrity culture. The 
heat map and cross-case analysis below shed some light on emerging patterns and contextual var-
iation across the four main areas of research in relation to the perceived need for RI policies and 
procedures in RPOs. 
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Figure 3.5: Heat map displaying sorting exercise results of nine RI topics across the 14 RPO focus groups.  

 

As highlighted throughout the within-case analyses, each field of research has specific perceptions 
of the topics and needs for SOPs and guidelines. However, the heat map above displays that several 
topics are widely seen as important across research areas: ‘Responsible supervision and mentoring’ 
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and ‘Research environment’. Specifically, the topic of ‘Research environment’ appears to be a con-
stant across all groups as an area that needs attention in RPOs. A majority of focus groups high-
lighted the importance of the topic due to its severe impact on the other RI topics and as a founda-
tional issue in tackling research integrity problems. The research culture/environment was a con-
sistently appearing factor in many focus groups throughout the discussions. Issues such as compet-
itiveness, performance pressure, power imbalances, and so forth, were highlighted in many varia-
tions.  

The heat map also displays that most other topics are seen as important. However, two topics stand 
out as being considered less important. ‘Declaration of competing interests’ is largely seen as a 
formality that is not monitored properly, while ‘Collaborative research among RPOs’ seems to be 
less of a concern for most areas. 

A cross-cutting finding across the main areas of research is that variation exist within and across 
the different areas of research and this influences the perception of and needs for RI practices and 
guidelines. Variation in research practices result in different challenges with regard to data prac-
tices, ethical considerations, authorship issues and so on. Standardised SOPs and guidelines lacking 
disciplinary proximity do not sufficiently support researchers. Consequently, tailoring their SOPs 
and guidelines to research disciplines is perceived as vital for the RPOs.  

Another finding cutting across disciplines, is the aversion towards policies and procedures in RPOs 
which create unnecessary administrative burdens and bureaucracy. RPOs should avoid making pro-
cedures that turn into unworkable checklist exercises for researchers. Instead, procedures and pol-
icies should be pertinent to the concrete research, displaying a flexibility towards the specific needs 
and issues of the scientists and their research.  
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4. Findings from RFOs – Perception and prioritization of RI 
topics 

 

This next part of the report focus attention on research funding organisations (RFOs). One of the 
challenges in the work conducted so far in SOPs4RI has been that there are very few SOPs and 
guidelines for RI aimed at RFOs. This part of the report therefore explores the need for research 
integrity policies and the potential use of SOPs and guidelines by RFOs. As in the previous part of 
this report, this RFO part examines the new policies, SOPs and guidelines in relation to all four main 
areas of research (humanities, social science, natural science, and medical science). The results are 
presented in four subparts, each covering one main area of research. Within each subpart, all 11 
topics selected for Version 1.0 of the toolbox (D4.2, see link in references) are examined to assess 
the main area of research’ understanding of the topic, the challenges related to it, and the im-
portance ascribed to it. All topics are examined in relation to RFOs. The results therefore shed light 
on which policies and procedures the different main areas of research in particular would like to 
see funders focus on and, consequently, where RFOs could aim their RI efforts.  

This part of the study is based on 16 focus groups consisting of a mix of researchers and stakehold-
ers within the four main research areas (see section 2.2 for the characteristics of the RFO focus 
groups). The 16 focus groups were conducted across Europe; the Netherlands, Denmark and 
Greece each had three focus groups; Spain and Croatia each had two; and Germany, Belgium and 
Italy had one each. Each focus group consisted of a mix of researchers, representing different core 
disciplines within the main research area, together with relevant stakeholders. The stakeholders 
included representatives from research integrity committees, ethical review boards, public and pri-
vate funders, industry, RI trainers, confidentiality counsellors, journal editors, university managers, 
RIOs, and research ethics officers (see section 4.1, 4.2, 4.3 and 4.4 for an overview of participants 
in the 16 focus groups).       

In the RFO focus groups, the following 11 topics and related subtopics of research integrity (stem-
ming from the first version of the toolbox, D4.2, see link in references) were discussed:   
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Topic Subtopic 

1. Dealing with 
breaches of RI  

a. RI bodies in the organisation 
b. Procedures for breaches by funded researchers  
c. By review committee members  
d. By reviewers  
e. By staff members  
f. Protection of whistle-blowers and the accused  
g. Sanctions/other actions  
h. Communicating with the public   

2. Declaration of com-
peting interests  

a. Among review committee members  
b. Among reviewers  
c. Among staff members  

3. Funders’ expecta-
tions of RPOs  

a. Codes of conduct  
b. Assessment of researchers  
c. Education and training for RI  
d. Processes for investigating allegations of research misconduct  

4. Selection and evalua-
tion of proposals  

a. RI plan 
b. Methodological requirements  
c. Plagiarism  
d. Diversity issues  

5. Research ethics 
structures  

a. Research ethics requirements  
b. Ethics reporting requirements  

6. Collaboration within 
funded projects  

a. Expectations on collaborative research  
b. Research that is co-financed by multiple funders  

7. Monitoring of funded 
applications  

a. Financial monitoring  
b. Monitoring of execution of research grant  
c. Monitoring of compliance with RI requirements 

8. Updating and imple-
menting the RI policy  

No subtopics  

9. Independence  a. What counts as an unjustifiable interference?  
b. Preventing unjustifiable interference by the funder  
c. Preventing unjustifiable interference by political or other external influences  
d. Preventing unjustifiable interference by commercial influences  

10. Publication and 
communication  

a. Publication requirements  
b. Expectations on authorship  
c. Open science (open access, open data, transparency)  

11. Intellectual prop-
erty issues  

No subtopics  
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All topics are explained in further detail in the introduction to each topic under the different main 
areas of research (see subsections in 4.1, 4.2, 4.3 and 4.4). Here, the particular aspects of the topic 
that was given attention in the topic discussion are also addressed. For example, if a specific sub-
topic is granted much attention, it will be highlighted. As it is also explained in section 2.2.3, each 
focus group discussed two to three RI topics in-depth and addressed all the topics displayed in the 
list above in the sorting exercise. There are some minor differences between the discussed topics 
in the in-depth discussion part and the sorting exercise part. The wording of some topics differed 
slightly, and the topics ‘Funders’ expectations of RPOs’, ‘Collaboration within funded projects’, ‘Up-
dating and implementing the RI policy’ and ‘Intellectual property issues’ were only attended to in 
the sorting exercise. Finally, ‘Education and training for RI’, a subtopic under ‘Funders’ expectations 
of RPOs’, was singled out as a topic for an in-depth discussion. 

In the following, it is explored how the humanities, social sciences, natural sciences and medical 
sciences understand the RI topics listed above in relation to RFOs. Under each topic for the research 
area in question, the emerging perceptions, main perceived challenges, best practices, ideas and 
suggestions for guidelines and procedures for RFOs will be presented. A heat map displaying the 
sorting exercise results concludes the within-case analysis of the individual four main areas of re-
search. Following the four within-case analyses, a cross-case analysis on emerging patterns across 
disciplines and the perceived need for policies and procedures in RFOs the promotion a strong re-
search integrity culture will be presented.  
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4.1 Humanities 
Overall, the focus group study aims to explore how the main disciplinary fields of research perceive 
and relate to a number of research integrity issues relevant to both RPOs and RFOs, to understand 
the potential disciplinary variations in experienced challenges and in needs for institutional guide-
lines and SOPs to enhance research integrity. In this section, we delve into the promotion of re-
search integrity in research funding organisations from the disciplinary perspectives of the human-
ities. As a general field of research, the academic literature on research behaviour and research 
integrity within the humanities remains limited, particularly when compared to other disciplinary 
fields, such as the biomedical and social sciences (Haven et al. 2019; John et al. 2012; Steneck 2006).  

In the following, we explore some of these knowledge lacunas by asking how different researchers 
and stakeholders within and around the humanities, such as researchers, REC and RIO members, 
editors and funding organisation representatives, understand and prioritise RI topics such as deal-
ing with RI breaches, selecting and evaluating research proposals and handling conflicts of interest. 
The objective is to increase our understanding of how RFOs may foster and advance RI practices 
and policies in alignment with the particular needs and interests of the humanities. 

Four focus groups within the humanities discussed and prioritised the 11 different main RI topics, 
whereas a selected number of topics were discussed in depth by the different focus groups (as 
shown in display 4.1 below). Representing a number of disciplines within the humanities, 18 differ-
ent stakeholders across four European countries discussed the current landscape of RI from their 
point of view and reported on potential roadblocks and negotiable ways to promote research in-
tegrity. The results of these discussions are sections addressed in the following sections by topic 
and summarised in separate displays. We also provide a heat map at the end of this chapter (section 
4.1.12) that visualise the assessed importance of each RI topic for the humanities. 

 

Display 4.1. Overview of participants in the humanities focus group interviews 

Focus 
group 
num-
ber  

Disciplines 
represented*  

Topics for in-
depth discus-
sion 

Stakeholders 
repre-
sented** 

Country Face-to-
face/online 
interview 

Number of 
participants 

2 Law and legal 
history 

Research ethics 
structures 

Researcher 
 

ES Face-to-face 4 
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Linguistics 
 
Medieval 
studies  

 
Selection and 
evaluation of 
proposals 

Member of 
research eth-
ics committee 
 
Member of 
research in-
tegrity com-
mittee 
 
PhD pro-
gramme coor-
dinator 
 
Public funding       
body repre-
sentative 

12  
 

Media and 
Culture 
 
Archaeology 
 
Religion 
 
Philosophy 
 
Legal Philoso-
phy 

Education and 
training in RI 
 
Dealing with 
breaches of RI 

Researcher 
 
Confidential 
Counsellor 
 

RI Committee 
member 

NL Face-to-face 5 

13 Computer sci-
ence (science 
communica-
tion) 
 
Migration and 
Integration  
 
Digital hu-
manities 
 

Publication and 
communication 
 
Monitoring of 
funded applica-
tions 

Editorial Di-
rector 
 
Researcher 
 
Gender and 
equality com-
missioner 

DE Face-to-face 5 
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Sociology 
(gender, open 
science) 

27 Philosophy 
 
Philosophy 
(architecture) 
 
Philology 
 

Independence 
from commer-
cial influences 
 
Conflict of inter-
est 

Researcher 
 
Member of 
research eth-
ics committee 

GR Face-to-face 4 

* Participants may represent more than one discipline 
** Participants may represent more than one type of stakeholder  
 

 Dealing with breaches of RI  

‘Dealing with breaches of RI’ as a topic for RFOs concerns structures and procedures necessary to 
deal with RI breaches, especially which initiatives RFOs should have an eye on regarding RI 
breaches, such as which procedures to adhere to in case of acts of misconduct by funded research-
ers. The topic was discussed across all four of the humanities focus groups, and especially focus 
groups 12 and 2 had some lengthier discussions on the topic, which also related to the procedures 
in RPOs. Hence, parts of these discussions are also used in the corresponding topic for the human-
ities for the RPOs (see section 3.1.3).     

4.1.1.1 Key features of the topic ‘Dealing with breaches of RI’ 

Display 4.1.1: The mixed humanities groups’ views on Dealing with breaches of RI  
Topic/subtopics Main topic per-

ceptions 
Example of 
good prac-
tices 

Challenges  Recommendations 
and ideas for guide-
lines and SOPs  

Dealing with 
breaches of RI 

    

RI bodies in the or-
ganisation 

 Cross-organ-
isational fo-
rums 

  

Procedures for 
breaches by funded 
researchers  

   Structures, bodies 
and persons who can 
deal with this at 
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RPOs, e.g. trust per-
sons  

By review commit-
tee members  

    

By reviewers      
By staff members      
Protection of whis-
tle-blowers and the 
accused  

  System is being 
misused for power 
and competition 
purposes 
 
Conceptions of mis-
conduct (self-pla-
giarism is not nec-
essarily misconduct 
in the humanities) 
 

Make a simple, fair 
and fast procedure at 
RPOs 

Sanctions/other ac-
tions  

  Mobility – people 
who have been in-
volved in miscon-
duct move to an-
other university 
and/or country 
 

Establish European 
register of research-
ers who have been 
involved in miscon-
duct 

Communicating 
with the public  

    

4.1.1.2 Key observations: ‘Dealing with breaches of RI’ 

In the Spanish group (focus group 2), the challenges of researcher mobility in relation to researchers 
who have been involved in misconduct was discussed. In a concrete case of plagiarism, a PhD stu-
dent moved to another RPO in another country after having been involved in plagiarism in a Spanish 
RPO, “[…] in the case that I experienced, the person dropped out of our programme. And then I 
discovered years later that she got a PhD in the UK where no one was controlling what she was 
doing.” (Professor of linguistics, focus group 2, p. 22). A European register for researchers who have 
been involved in severe misconduct was discussed as a possible solution to this problem. Such a 
register could be used by both RPOs and RFOs to check possible candidates.  
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The interviewees in the Spanish group further pointed out that it would be a good idea to have a 
mandatory course on RI as a part of the PhD programme. The interviewees also discussed possible 
disciplinary differences in conceptions of misconduct. The idea of self-plagiarism as misconduct was 
discussed as a special challenge for the humanities. An interviewee said,  

“I publish quite a lot in German and I feel free to publish this again […] in another language. 
And it’s never the same, because I mean I’m not doing a technical translation […] It is true 
that this is basically the same line of thought, and in the humanities we still have some 
respect for diversity of languages, and I use different languages and so I think self-plagia-
rism in the humanities needs also to be assessed in a different way. It’s not just that we 
publish the same numerical results again and again, but we tell a certain story in different 
languages.” (Research professor in medieval studies, focus group 2, p. 23).  

The discussion in the Dutch group (focus group 12) quickly evolved into a discussion of the system 
at place in the Dutch RPOs. Here, it was pointed out that there is a risk of misuse of the system – 
that a researcher (for reasons related to power struggles or competition) falsely accuses colleagues 
of misconduct. In this way, the system can be used to damage a competitor’s reputation. It was 
therefore pointed out that it is very important to protect the accused person and secure a fair 
handling of the case.  

Based on good experiences with RI advisors meeting up regularly to discuss difficult cases, it was 
suggested that a similar national system could be set up, where misconduct cases could be dis-
cussed anonymously. It was also pointed out that the time interval from accusation to decision was 
crucial in these cases. Finally, it was suggested that the so-called confidential counsellor could be 
used actively in cases of suspicion of breaches of RI. Of these ideas, it seems to be the idea of 
creating cross-organisational forums for dealing and/or discussing possible misconduct cases that 
is most relevant for RFOs.  

 

 Declaration of competing interests  

The topic, ‘Declaration of competing interests’, addresses the kind of procedures RFOs could im-
plement to reduce issues of competing interests e.g. ‘Among review committee members’. In the 
in-depth discussion, the topic was framed as ‘Conflict of interests’. For the humanities, the topic 
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was discussed in-depth in the Greek focus group, while in the other groups it was loosely discussed 
in terms of importance in the sorting exercise.  

4.1.2.1 Key features of the topic ‘Declaration of competing interests’  

Display 4.1.2: The mixed humanities groups’ views on ‘Declaration of competing interests’ 

Topic/subtop-
ics 

Main topic perceptions Example 
of good 
practices 

Challenges  Recommendations 
and ideas for guide-
lines 

Declaration of 
competing in-
terests   

    

Among review 
committee 
mem-
bers/among 
reviewers  

“There are very suspi-
cious conflicts of interest 
there within the aca-
demia. And that thing 
multiplies on the level of 
committees’ members, 
the European grants 
committees, and even, I 
don’t refer even to Greek 
committees which are 
another huge problem 
[…]. It’s a conflict of in-
terest within the aca-
demia, and that’s the 
most dangerous thing, in 
my view” (Professor of 
philosophy, group 27, p. 
10) 

 Conflicts of interest 
within academia  
 
Small (national) pools 
of relevant reviewers 
 
Different ‘schools of 
thought’ 
 
 

Committee mem-
bers, particularly at 
the European level, 
should change with 
every call  
 
Greater efforts to en-
gage international re-
viewers 
 
Possibility for the ap-
plicant to indicate 
whether a reviewer 
would be seen as dis-
qualified 

Among staff 
members  

  Lack of ‘funding eth-
ics’ 

Short courses on 
funding ethics to po-
tential funding stake-
holders 
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4.1.2.2 Key observations: ‘Declaration of competing interests’ 

Within the humanities, conflicts of interest was mainly problematised in terms of assembling and 
appointing review committee members and external reviewers. While this focus appeared across 
the humanities group, it is evident that national funding structures influence the perception of this 
topic. The humanities group in Greece pointed to small research communities, conflicts of interest 
within academia, and a “country of networking” (focus group 27, pp. 12-13) as barriers to avoiding 
conflicts of interest when assessing research proposals. It was suggested to implement procedures 
for higher reviewer turnover, at least at the European funding level, as well as largely appointing 
international reviewers when assessing national research proposals (see display 4.1.2 above). Due 
to a “lack of funding culture in Greece”, it was also suggested that academia could offer short 
courses on ‘funding ethics’ to potential funding stakeholders to enhance and improve RI practices 
and to interlink industry with potential funders (Professor of philosophy, focus group 27, p. 13). The 
idea to bring in international reviewers was also proposed by the Spanish group but, in turn, it was 
also problematised that a strict implementation of an inhability criteria may block for qualified re-
viewers (focus group 2, p. 28). As a topic, ‘Conflicts of interest’ was both seen as a mere standard 
tick off issue and rather self-explanatory, while at the same time being vague in designation and 
open to interpretation.  

In addition to conflicts of interest in review processes, the humanities groups pointed out two other 
issues 1) That funders may and have been seen to have too much influence on particular research 
ideas (focus group 12); and 2) that conflicts of interest may arise in collaboration with different 
types of funding stakeholders (focus group 27). Although less pertinent in the humanities focus 
group interviews, one interview participant explicitly pointed to an experienced case of conflicts of 
interest when collaborating with a private company and a public society. While the stakeholders 
did not interfere with the research content, both had their own interests and wants in terms of the 
project’s public dissemination. Hence, the researcher interviewee called for “specific policies on 
public dissemination” of research projects in order to clarify requirements and uphold “academic 
quality” (Assistant Professor in philosophy of architecture, focus group 27, p. 11). This topic is 
greatly related to that of ‘Independence’ in preventing interference from commercial influences 
(see section 4.1.9 below). It shows that conflicts of interest may pertain to various parts of the 
research process and – while perhaps less prevalent than in other main areas of research – indus-
try/academy collaborations also take place within the humanities and require tailored SOPs and 
guidelines addressing this matter.   



  

 

SOPs4RI_AU_WP5_D5.2_Report on the Results of the Focus Group Interviews_Version 1.0 

  

 

 Copyright by the SOPs4RI Consortium  Page 168 of 348 

 

 

 

 Funders’ expectations of RPOs  

‘Funders’ expectations of RPOs’ covers a number of policies and procedures on research integrity 
that RFOs may anticipate being in place in RPOs. These may include the implementation of ‘Codes 
of conduct’, guidelines for ‘Assessing researchers’ and ‘Processes for handling misconduct allega-
tions’. For the humanities, the topic was discussed in-depth in the Spanish group, while it was 
merely assessed in terms of importance in the other three focus groups.    

4.1.3.1  Key features of the topic ‘Funders’ expectations of RPOs”’ 

Display 4.1.3: The mixed humanities groups’ views on ‘Funders’ expectations of RPOs’ 
Topic/sub-
topics 

Main topic perceptions Example 
of good 
practices 

Challenges  Recommendations 
and ideas for guide-
lines and SOPS 

Funders’ 
expecta-
tions of 
RPOs 

“I think that many of our staff 
members they do not know the 
role that [the] funding organisa-
tion has in research and innova-
tion. We just take the presump-
tion that it is institutions or re-
searchers themselves who have 
the primary responsibility for 
ethics and research integrity” 
(Public funding org., focus group 
2, p. 8) 

 The need to pri-
oritise requests 
to RPOs  
 

Funders requiring 
RPOs to document 
that RI/RE policies 
are in place and im-
plemented within the 
institution 
 

Codes of 
conduct 

    

Assessment 
of research-
ers  

    

Education 
and training 
for RI  

    

Processes 
for investi-
gating alle-
gations of 
research 
misconduct  
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4.1.3.2 Key observations: ‘Funders’ expectations of RPOs’ 

The in-depth discussion on ‘Funders’ expectations of RPOs’ suggested that research institutions 
should be able to document the existence and implementation of RI policies in order to receive 
funding.  

“… The first year, everybody would get very nervous and they would try to copy what the 
UK department or whatever are doing, but afterwards this would get into the staff, people 
would start working. So I think this would be a good idea, but I do believe, because I am a 
lawyer, I have to believe that these guidelines or these regulations, you know, they should 
be published somewhere, they should be communicated properly” (Professor in public law, 
focus group 2, p. 6).  

While the group agreed to this recommendation, they also pointed to a number of challenges that 
may impede its implementation. One is internal, as communicated in the quotation above. Policies 
may exist on paper and be available at an administrative level, but are not always put into practice 
and communicated downwards in the institution. The representative from the public funding body 
agreed to the suggestion but problematised the recommendation of increased documentation, as 
the funding organisation has experienced RPOs’ and researchers’ resistance towards added re-
quirements. Hence, funders already need to prioritise in their requests to funding applicants and 
this may pose a challenge to increase the expectations on RPOs RI documentation. The fear of add-
ing more bureaucracy to institutions and individual researchers remained a cross-cutting theme, 
and acted as the reason the German humanities group assessed this topic of funders expectations 
as ‘somewhat important’, 

“… Maybe we need to readdress were the bureaucracy is focused, when it comes to these 
things. So this is why I am struggling. So I think I am just going to put them both [topic of 
‘funders expectations’ and ‘selection and evaluation of proposals’] in the middle. In the non-
committal way” (Associate researcher in digital humanities, focus group 13, p. 18).  

The four focus groups were equally divided between viewing the topic as very important and some-
what important. The Spanish focus group (focus group 2) found the topic to be very important but 
pointed to a number of additional challenges: 1) The representative from the public funding body 
emphasising that their primary staff expertise is within administrative law and not within research 
and innovation policies. 2) This first point interlinks with the indistinct division of responsibilities 
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between RFOs and RPOs, which complicates the introduction of new RI requests and an assessment 
of their relevance and feasibility. Consequently, clearer role responsibilities and expectations be-
tween RFOs and RPOs are recommended as a means to cultivate research integrity. Contrary to this 
suggestion, mandatory RI training for funding applicants was not seen as a viable road to enhance 
integrity as it could signal a general lack of trust and merely add to the administrative requirements.   

 

 Selection and evaluation of proposals  

The topic ‘Selection and evaluation of proposals’ includes the criteria for research integrity issues 
that could or should be integrated and assessed when RFOs select and evaluate research proposals. 
Such criteria could include attention to diversity issues and an ‘RI plan’ specifying a data manage-
ment plan and training in RI issues, amongst other topics. The topic was discussed by all four focus 
groups, either as part of the first open question or as part of the in-depth question, as well as in 
connection with the sorting exercise.   

4.1.4.1 Key features of the topic ‘Selection and evaluation of proposals’ 

Display 4.1.4: The mixed humanities groups’ views on ‘Selection and evaluation of proposals’ 

Topic/sub-
topics 

Main topic percep-
tions 

Example 
of good 
practices 

Challenges  Recommendations and 
ideas for guidelines and 
SOPs  

Selection 
and evalua-
tion of pro-
posals 

Discussed both in 
terms of specific RI ele-
ments and their rele-
vance for the humani-
ties and discussed as 
part of a broader prob-
lematisation of general 
funding structures  
 

Written 
CVs – fo-
cus on 
quality ra-
ther than 
quantity 

Requirements to 
add application ele-
ments not relevant 
to one’s field of re-
search may result in 
practices that do not 
promote RI 

Expertise from the hu-
manities could be in-
creased in selection 
committees 
 
Transparency in selec-
tion and evaluation pro-
cedures, processes, 
agendas, and interests 
should be a strong focal 
point  
 
A more careful selection 
and distinction of im-
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portant vs. less im-
portant application ele-
ments 
 
Broader conception of 
measurability and im-
pact to fit the humani-
ties better 
 
General flexibility in RI 
protocol requirements   
 

RI plan   Lack of resources 
and trained staff 
within RFOs 
 
Lack of administra-
tive staff within 
RPOs 

The EU Commission 
could act as a front-run-
ner. Change in RI prac-
tice and culture would 
possibly influence na-
tional and institutional 
procedures.   

Methodo-
logical re-
quirement  

    

Plagiarism      
Diversity is-
sues  

    

4.1.4.2 Key observations: ‘Selection and evaluation of proposals’ 

The topic was discussed on a specific level in terms of particular RI elements that are and could be 
included in funding applications. One participant from the Dutch stakeholder group was very critical 
of the general humanities funding system in the Netherlands, but also pointed to positive changes 
in terms of the selection process, where there “are changes in play, so the shift to the CV now being 
an written one, right so the sort of emphasis on quality over quantity” (Professor in media and cul-
ture, focus group 12, p. 5).  

As indicated above, the discussion regarding ‘Selection and evaluation of proposals’ also tapped 
into a broader meta-level discussion of funding structures that relate to the availability of funding 
for research within the humanities, and to the structural conditions of being able to comply with 
high standards of research integrity. The former issue of funding availability was also an issue that 
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was brought forward by the German stakeholder group, where a participant within the digital hu-
manities voiced frustration with the EU Commission’s low success rates and comprehensive appli-
cation process, along with a lack of internal RPO infrastructures to assist with building up applica-
tions. As examples of the second issue of structural conditions, the same focus group pointed to a) 
too short deadlines to respond to funding calls as a barrier to write thorough research plans; b) a 
lack of a “longevity plan” that specifies the sustainability and access to data beyond the time span 
of a research project (Junior research group leader in science communication, group 13, p. 4). Both 
examples were seen as challenges towards implementing high RI standards, and as issues where 
RFOs could play a significant part. 

Both the Spanish and German focus groups suggested that RFOs could make a clearer distinction 
between important and less important issues in order to reduce the requirements for applications. 
This could also potentially enable new RI elements to be included.  

“One aspect is for the applications themselves, I think it doesn’t apply so much to the ERC, 
but on the regional and national level I would say and in the humanities, sometimes we are 
asked to provide information which nobody really knows what this information is […]. So 
you find yourself with applications where you know you have to fill in something, because 
they want to have the quartiles and the rankings and the so and so and so and so” (Research 
professor in medieval studies, focus group 2, p. 4). 

The same professor pointed to the potential research integrity consequences of having to fulfil 
standard requirements not relevant to one’s research field. “That makes you feel bad, but also, 
once you get into these dynamics, I think then a kind of wall is broken, and it gives way to more and 
more tales you start inventing about the research, and one should not” (Research professor in me-
dieval studies, focus group 2, p. 5.).  
 
The issue of adjusting funding criteria to distinct research areas relates to the issue of how research 
quality is measured within the humanities. In both the Spanish and Greek focus groups, interview-
ees said that research impact and research output should be understood and dealt with in a much 
broader fashion by RFOs than what is currently the case. Hence, a professor of philosophy in the 
Greek group suggested that RFOs implement a ”broader conception of measurability” and address 
the “practical impacts” of humanistic research projects rather than focus on “commercial influ-
ence” (Professor of philosophy, focus group 27, p. 3). A general call for flexible RI requirements in 
relation to research protocols, in order not to hinder the accomplishment of important research, 
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was also put forward as a request in the Spanish research group (focus group 2, pp. 17-18). 
 
A lack of administrative resources within both RPOs and RFOs poses a significant challenge to the 
implementation of RI plans within funding proposals, according to the Spanish focus group. The 
representative from the public funding organisation suggested that the EU Commission act as a 
forerunner in implementing RI plans, as changes in practice and culture in European projects tend 
to have a trickle-down effect and influence national and institutional practices. 
 
Both the Spanish and Greek focus groups rated the topic as very important. The German group 
placed it under somewhat important due to the existing level of bureaucracy associated with the 
selection and evaluation processes and the fact that transparency may be secured by other means. 
The Dutch group rated the topic to be of none or minimal importance, as the RI plan was seen 
primarily to be an RPO matter. This group was the only humanities group to briefly discuss the issue 
of diversity and they did not reach an agreement in terms of its importance in funding applications.  
   

 Research ethics structures  

In the discussion on ‘Research ethics structures’, the various stakeholders discussed existing insti-
tutional and national ethics review systems, as well as the ethics requirements that RFOs could set 
up with regard to applying for and receiving funding. This concerns, for instance, requirements re-
garding the reporting of ethical issues in applications and reports. The topic was discussed in-depth 
in the Spanish group and in connection with the sorting exercise for the remaining focus groups.  

4.1.5.1  Key features of the topic ‘Research ethics structures’ 

Display 4.1.5: The mixed humanities groups’ views on ‘Research ethics structures’ 

Topic/subtopics Main topic perceptions Example of 
good prac-
tices 

Challenges  Recommendations and 
ideas for guidelines and 
SOPs  

Research ethics 
structures 

Standard RFO ethics 
guidelines and rules are 
not necessarily tailor-
made to the humani-
ties 

 Compliance 
with GDPR 
pose a chal-
lenge for 

Awareness and consid-
eration of the difference 
between vulnerable 
populations and non-
vulnerable populations 
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Different research eth-
ics structures across 
countries as well as dif-
ferent requirements for 
mandatory ethical re-
views when working 
with human subjects 

some types 
of research 
 
Lack of trans-
parency in 
RPO options 
for ethical re-
views 
 

 

Research ethics 
requirements  

    

Ethics reporting 
requirements  

 Awareness of 
ethical issues 
in mid-term 
reviews 

Lack of re-
sources for 
ethical moni-
toring in 
RFOs 
 

Clear and transparent 
systems of ethical insti-
tutional review boards 
(IRBs) could reduce the 
need for RFO monitor-
ing and/or release re-
sources for own RFO 
ethical procedures 
 

4.1.5.2 Key observations: ‘Research ethics structures’ 

In regard to ‘Research ethics structures’, it was observed that cross-country differences exist in 
terms of ethics reviews on both an institutional and national level. Several focus groups made a 
comparison to the much stricter ethical institutional review board (IRB) structure in the United 
States and noticed in general that different mandatory requirements exist when working with hu-
man subjects across different fields of research. Based on own research experiences, a professor in 
linguistics recommend the following to be taken into consideration by RFOs, “I think one of the 
important distinctions that one, a funding organisation needs to take into account is the difference 
between working with vulnerable populations and non-vulnerable populations” (Professor in linguis-
tics, focus group 2, p. 4). 

A representative from a public funding organisation stated that their funding organisation has fo-
cused much on “general ethics” in terms of animal and (bio)medical research and has not focused 
on particular ethical issues within the humanities; “… normally our, you know, guidelines and rules 
are standard for everybody” (Professor in public law, focus group 2, p. 11). In terms of monitoring, 
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the funding body also primarily assess projects from a financial perspective. Nonetheless, the fund-
ing body does take into account ethical issues in mid-term and final reports in two of their calls. 
The European Commission enables this monitoring and the representative evaluated the mecha-
nism to be an effective way to introduce this type of monitoring into the funding institution. How-
ever, lack of resources would pose a significant challenge if this monitoring were to be a standard 
practice within all calls (Public funding body representative, focus group 2).  

Two researchers from two different focus groups pointed to the challenge of complying with the 
recent introduction of GDPR when, for instance, sharing data such as video interviews or processing 
bibliometric data. The last example was brought forward as an example of too general and top-
down directives that may actually hinder the conduction of some types of research. The researcher 
participant advocated for the benefits of the United States’ IRE system (institutional review entity), 
where decision-making remains close to the actual research being performed,  
 

“…In the US, the tendency in the last couple of years was to say: there is also certain types 
of studies where the impact on the subjects is really minimal. And so they reduced the load 
for going through that IRE process. And I think that’s also good. There is certain type of 
research where there is less risk involved and the procedures need to be less strict, but then 
there is other research where it should be more strict. You know like, so, but these kind of 
decisions that are close to the research is something that these boards can take and I think 
it, it seems to be a more appropriate system” (Junior research group leader in science com-
munication, focus group 13, p. 15). 

 
According to this focus group participant, the request for a more transparent and tailor-made re-
view system could reduce the need for RFO monitoring and release resources for their own ethical 
procedures. Three of the four focus groups considered the topic of ethics structures to be very 
important. The last group considered it to be somewhat important, as they – as to some extent also 
reflected in the observations above – considered strong research ethics structures to be the pri-
mary responsibility of RPOs.  

 



  

 

SOPs4RI_AU_WP5_D5.2_Report on the Results of the Focus Group Interviews_Version 1.0 

  

 

 Copyright by the SOPs4RI Consortium  Page 176 of 348 

 

 

 

 Collaboration within funded projects  

‘Collaboration within funded projects’ refers to the potential task of RFO’s of clarifying their expec-
tations and guidelines for collaboration amongst multiple organisational partners, and setting ex-
pectations and RI requirements in case of co-financing by several funders. In the focus groups, the 
topic was discussed as part of the sorting exercise.  

4.1.6.1 Key observations: ‘Collaboration within funded projects’ 

As a topic, it was only granted little attention by the humanities groups. Three groups assessed the 
topic to be “somewhat important” and the fourth humanities group placed it in the category of 
“none or minimal importance”. The assessment suggests that establishing guidelines and SOPs for 
internal project collaboration is not as immediate a concern compared to other topics discussed 
during the focus group sessions. As a topic of discussion, it was briefly discussed as a collaboration 
amongst different disciplines, and the participant raising the issue called for funding organisations 
to look more positively at interdisciplinary collaborations (Professor in linguistic, focus group 2, p. 
31). For another group, the topic resulted in a brief discussion of exchanging guidelines on author-
ship (for a detailed discussion of this topic, see section on publication and communication, 4.1.10).   

 

 Monitoring of funded applications  

‘Monitoring of funded applications’ covers policies and processes that funding organisations may 
have in place to monitor the research they fund, e.g. the funded projects’ consistency with research 
integrity principles. Other monitoring aspects, such as financial or research grant execution moni-
toring, are also covered. The German group discussed this topic in-depth, but the topic was granted 
quite some attention across all the humanities groups throughout the focus group interviews.  
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4.1.7.1 Key features of the topic ‘Monitoring of funded applications’  

Display 4.1.7: The mixed humanities groups’ views on ‘Monitoring of funded applications’  

Topic/subtop-
ics 

Main topic percep-
tions 

Example 
of good 
practices 

Challenges  Recommendations and 
ideas guidelines and 
SOPs 

Monitoring of 
funded appli-
cations 

Important to moni-
tor funded projects, 
but weight is on fi-
nancial monitoring 
 

 Much of monitoring is 
meaningless or too 
rigid  
 
Avoid waste of re-
sources 

Avoid monitoring for 
monitoring’s own sake 
  
Divide work between 
RFOs and RPOs – who 
monitors what? 
 
Avoid meaningless 
checkboxes 

Financial mon-
itoring 

    

Monitoring of 
execution of 
research grant 

 Oral 
presenta-
tion and 
on-site vis-
its 

  

Monitoring of 
compliance 
with RI re-
quirements  

  Lacking knowledge and 
guidelines on how to 
do this 
 
Costly, in terms of hu-
man resources and 
money 

Should be checked by 
people who have the 
expertise to do this, 
e.g. by IRBs – who 
could then send their 
decision to the funders 

4.1.7.2 Key observations: ‘Monitoring of funded applications’  

This topic led to lively discussions in all the groups. Both researchers and stakeholders had strong 
opinions on this issue. ‘Monitoring of grants’, the financial side, as well as compliance with RI re-
quirements, was seen as an important task. As one participant put it, “Personally, if I was the funder, 
I would have put the monitoring as very important because I think that’s the key of being a funder. 
You want to know what happens with your money” (Professor of legal philosophy, RI committee 
member, focus group 12, p. 21). 
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However, it was also pointed out that monitoring of grants should be carried out in a meaningful, 
flexible and respectful way. As an example of a less meaningful type of monitoring of financial costs, 
EU grants were brought up, 

“[…] On the European level, for instance, you have to do these famous time sheets. For every 
day you have to say what you have been doing, the whole group we did that. And then when 
it came to the auditing, the European administration said ‘well that’s very nice, but you 
cannot have more than eight hours per day, so redo that’, you know, for two years. And we 
redid that and from that point onwards, we just say we put every day the same thing for 
the entire lifetime of the project. What is the impression that I as a PI but also the project 
members get from this? That it is not only allowed to lie, but that you have to lie because 
the regulations are such that you find yourself in a conflict of different evaluations, and your 
workday has to be eight hours. It doesn’t matter what you did or how you did it, it has to be 
eight hours.” (Research professor in medieval studies, focus group 2, pp. 9-10). 

This interviewee felt morally compromised by this form of monitoring. He wanted to do the right 
thing and to fill out the forms in the right way, but the rigidity of the form prohibited it. He felt he 
was forced to lie about what had actually been done in the project.  

There were different opinions on who should carry out the monitoring of funded research projects. 
In the Spanish group (focus group 2), it was clearly seen as a task for the funders. However, they 
felt that they were lacking knowledge and guidelines on how best to do this. They also lacked the 
human and financial resources to monitor more than the financial side of funded projects. In the 
German group (focus group 13), it was suggested that something like the Institutional Review 
Boards (IRBs) at American RPOs were the right bodies to monitor compliance with RI requirements. 
Here, the necessary disciplinary and research expertise is present, so that a too bureaucratic or 
instrumental monitoring (e.g. generic checkboxes) can be avoided.  

In other groups, different good monitoring practices such as on-site visits and oral presentations to 
avoid wasting resources (e.g. on reports nobody reads) were also mentioned (focus group 2).   
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 Updating and implementing the RI policy  

This topic refers to a regular evaluation and revising of existing RI policies within RFOs. It also covers 
the translation and implementation of policies into practice. Across the groups, the topic was dis-
cussed as part of the sorting exercise, and the observations below are based on comments made 
during these discussions in the focus groups.   

4.1.8.1 Key observations: ‘Updating and implementing the RI policy’ 

Consensus existed amongst the humanities groups that it is of foremost importance that RFO’s have 
RI policies in place, and that is it necessary to keep them updated on a frequent basis. Yet, com-
pared to other topics, participants agreed that updating and implementing RI policies does not 
“need to be flagged out” (Junior research group leader in science communication, focus group 13, 
p. 19) as a particular pertinent topic of interest. 
 

 Independence  
‘Independence’ as a topic covers policies and action that research funding organisations can take 
towards hindering unjustifiable interference from funders, as well as political and commercial in-
fluences, so that researchers can maintain their independence. The Greek focus group covered the 
topic in an in-depth discussion, with heavy emphasis on commercial influences. However, in general 
the topic was addressed in discussions across the humanities focus groups.  

4.1.9.1 Key features of the topic: ‘Independence’ 

Display 4.1.9: The mixed humanities groups’ views on ‘Independence’   

Topic/subtopics Main topic per-
ceptions 

Example of 
good prac-
tices 

Challenges  Recommenda-
tions and ideas 
for guidelines 
and SOPs  

Independence     
What counts as 
an unjustifiable 
interference? 

Violation of aca-
demic freedom  
 

Create 
transpar-
ency in 
terms and 

Too high output expecta-
tions from funders can harm 
RI 
 

Specifying and 
ensuring aca-
demic freedom 



  

 

SOPs4RI_AU_WP5_D5.2_Report on the Results of the Focus Group Interviews_Version 1.0 

  

 

 Copyright by the SOPs4RI Consortium  Page 180 of 348 

 

 

 

Academic free-
dom includes the 
right to ‘slow sci-
ence’ and to pub-
lish negative re-
sults  
 
Funders influence 
science through 
the choice of top-
ics 

conditions of 
the concrete 
funding 

Careful with generic output 
and impact demands across 
disciplines: Main output of 
humanities are not commer-
cial products, but enlighten-
ment. The humanities are 
driven by the wish for ‘un-
derstanding’, not ‘explana-
tion’  
  
General lack of humanities 
funding in some countries 
 

through guide-
lines 
 

Preventing un-
justifiable inter-
ference by the 
funder 

Who should pro-
tect RI in funded 
projects? RFOs or 
RPOs? 

 Protection of PhD students 
with multiple funders  

 

Preventing un-
justifiable inter-
ference by polit-
ical or other ex-
ternal influ-
ences 

  Fear of funding punishment 
for politically active re-
searchers   

 

Preventing un-
justifiable inter-
ference by com-
mercial influ-
ences  

  Delicate balance between 
researchers’ interest in aca-
demic freedom contra fun-
ders’ interest in measurable, 
commercial results 

 

4.1.9.2 Key observations: ‘Independence’ 

Display 4.1.9 above summarises the results of the focus group interviews regarding ‘Independence’. 
Across the focus groups, violation of academic freedom was seen as the main problem for inde-
pendence. A participant expressed it in this way, 

 “Suppose that the industry had a huge interest in Philosophy and wanted to come to me 
and say ‘Professor T., now we will give you as much money as you want, tell us what you 
want to do and what are your terms and conditions?’. This is the question, what are the 
terms and conditions. The first and, perhaps, the ground of my terms and conditions would 
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be academic freedom. Or freedom of research. And I wouldn’t compromise it for a moment. 
Freedom of research.” (Professor of philosophy, focus group 27, p. 5). 

With academic freedom, the interviewees were thinking of the freedom to find the best way to 
design, conduct, and report on research projects, but also of the right to use the necessary time for 
the study and for publishing negative results, “[…] among my terms and conditions would be the 
obligation to publicise my negative results. There are many, many private…, especially in clinical 
trials, that don’t want to publicise any negative results” (Professor of philosophy, focus group 27, 
p. 6). It was also emphasised that transparency about the funding is very important: everybody 
should be able to see who has funded the research.  

The different focus groups agreed on the importance of protecting researchers’ independence/ac-
ademic freedom, e.g. in the form of guidelines, “[…] to develop some guidelines or toolboxes or 
whatever to ensure this independence of researcher that would be very important” (Publishing edi-
tor, focus group 13, p. 19). Here, it was suggested that the EU take the lead with its own research 
funding. It was also pointed out that it would be a good idea to create transparency around the 
terms and conditions of the funding. Not just to protect the researcher, but also to protect the 
integrity of the funding organisations, “Well, independence is a must, it’s a must from the perspec-
tive of the universities and from science but I think it also must be a must for funding organisations” 
(Professor of Arabic and Islamic studies, focus group 12, p. 20). 

Funders’ requirements for measurable results was discussed as a special problem for the humani-
ties. The interviewees, especially in the Greek group (focus group 27), were not comfortable with 
understandings of impact coming from other fields of science (e.g. bibliometric measurements or 
commercial measurements). They emphasised the public’s massive interest in the humanities and 
suggested a shift in focus for measuring impact of humanities research, away from bibliometric and 
commercial measurements and towards what could be termed ‘outreach’. Focus should be on pub-
lic outreach activities such as public lectures, MOOCs etc. In relation to this subject, it was under-
lined that there are two research cultures at a university; one that is interested in ‘explaining’ and 
another that is interested in ‘understanding’. The humanities belong to the latter group and expec-
tations of output should consider this difference. Related to this discussion, a worry was also ex-
pressed about the potential harm which too high output expectations from funders can have on RI. 
Furthermore, funders must be aware that they greatly influence research activities through their 
choices of funding topics.  
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Of other challenges related to ‘Independence’, a general lack of funding for the humanities was 
brought up in the Greek group (focus group 27). Consequently, the humanities must open up to 
other funding sources, e.g. funding from industry. Here, it is especially important to be aware of 
possible problems with independence according to the interviewees. Another challenge is the need 
to protect PhD students who have more than one funder for their projects. The different funders 
can have different expectations, “Sometimes there’s more than one standard and PhD students can 
be crushed by this system because all the funders have a claim on the PhD candidates […]” (Professor 
of Arabic and Islamic studies, focus group 2, p. 3). Finally, a worry about unjustifiable interference 
from the political system in the science system was expressed in the Spanish group (focus group 2, 
p. 30). Here, the feeling was that a political active researcher could end up being punished with less 
funding if his or her political activities were not supportive of the local and/or national government. 

 

  Publication and communication  

‘Publication and communication’ concerns funding organisations’ specifications of expectations re-
garding publication and dissemination of the research in their funded projects. This could for in-
stance be guidelines and initiatives on promotion of ‘Open science’. The topic was discussed in-
depth in the German group, whereas the remaining groups briefly discussed it during their sorting 
exercise.      

4.1.10.1 Key features of the topic of ‘Publication and communication’ 

Display 4.1.10: The mixed humanities groups’’ views on ‘Publication and communication’ 

Topic/subtopics Main topic percep-
tions 

Example of 
good prac-
tices 

Challenges  Recommendations and 
ideas for guidelines 
and SOPs  

Publication and 
communication 

    

Publication require-
ments  

Too high output ex-
pectations may 
threaten RI 

  Have realistic expecta-
tions of output  
 
Making your data 
openly available should 
be recognised as an im-
portant output 



  

 

SOPs4RI_AU_WP5_D5.2_Report on the Results of the Focus Group Interviews_Version 1.0 

  

 

 Copyright by the SOPs4RI Consortium  Page 183 of 348 

 

 

 

Expectations on au-
thorship  

    

Open science (open 
access, open data, 
transparency)  

Avoid research waste 
– share data 
 
Disciplinary differ-
ences within humani-
ties  
 
Open science has 
been practiced for 
centuries through 
public libraries, but 
electronic world has 
changed the condi-
tions for open sci-
ence 
 

Respecting 
different 
types of data 

Burden on re-
searchers in 
figuring out 
how to per-
form open 
science  
 
Costs of pub-
lishing open 
access  
 
Difficulties in 
anonymising 
interview ma-
terial 

Longevity plans/sus-
tainability plans of re-
search projects   
 
Funders could provide 
information on similar 
funded projects to 
other beneficiaries  
 
Develop intelligent 
search systems  
 
Disciplinary tailored 
guidelines within the 
humanities  
 

4.1.10.2 Key observations: ‘Publication and communication’ 

‘Publication and communication’ and especially the subtopics ‘Publication requirements’ and ‘Open 
science’ were discussed in the groups. Most fruitful was the discussion on ‘Open science’. The in-
terviewees mainly discussed open science as open data/sharing one’s data, and saw this as a very 
important area to focus on. To share one’s data was understood as a way to avoid wasting re-
sources. According to the interviewees, RFOs have a crucial role to play in ensuring that data are 
stored in a good way and made openly available for other researchers. It is also important that 
other researchers are made aware of already existing data and that new projects builds on such 
data, instead of collecting them once again. One challenge here is the enormous amount of existing 
data. Accordingly, developing intelligent search tools that can help researchers identify already ex-
isting data, was seen as an important thing to focus on. 

The discussion on open data also revealed significant disciplinary differences that are important to 
bear in mind when formulating guidelines and SOPs within this area. For example, to make qualita-
tive material, especially interview material, openly available can be challenging due to anonymisa-
tion issues,  
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“The interview transcripts that we have are impossible to anonymise. That might be in other 
social science contexts different, where you say: ‘Okay, we can anonymise that and then we 
can share that’. But in these cases, the information is so specific. By the time you’ve removed 
everything that would identify this person […] you can’t use that material anymore.” (Junior 
research group leader in science communication, focus group 13, p. 10).  

There are also differences in open data perceptions and practices between different disciplines 
within the humanities. As one participant explained,  

“I’ve never met people who sit on their research as much as historians sit on their research 
and we’re often talking about material that is very, very old. It’s not like contemporary re-
search that they are doing at the moment. However, I think in the digital humanities the 
notion of openness is absolutely essential and integral because we couldn’t do the work that 
we do if our stuff wasn’t connected. It’s really that simple, like you can’t, a digital humanities 
project that doesn’t have a basis in open science, either in the data or the content, is like a 
closed book that sits on the shelf and it doesn’t really go anywhere.” (Associate researcher 
in digital humanities, focus group 13, p. 8).  

Furthermore, it was pointed out that open science is not a new thing: it has been practiced for 
centuries via libraries. However, the digitalisation of the humanities changes the conditions, de-
mands, and expectations of open science. For example, there are new costs to take into consider-
ation when it comes to publishing in open-access journals. According to the interviewees, funders 
have to balance their expectations of open science with the costs related to not just publishing in 
open-access journals, but also the costs related to archiving data,  

“Yeah, maybe also in the context of data sharing, open science, and these kind of expecta-
tions that now are being added on everything, that’s another component. So, it’s not just 
the effort in terms of money for a student assistant to data clean or something which gets 
archived. It’s the researchers, who have to figure out how to best archive data, or share 
data, or how to anonymise, or whatever. And that’s additional time, that’s not just more 
money, it’s also adding a year or something. I feel we are facing more and more expecta-
tions without the time for actually, for realising that, being available.” (Junior research 
group leader in science communication, focus group 13, p. 6). 

One last point brought up in the discussion on open science was the lack of credit given to research-
ers for publishing their data after the project end,  
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“[…] the problem is that those kind of places are not recognised necessarily as outputs by 
the people who you need to convince of your outputs. So you can have a beautiful Github 
repository with all sorts of complex stuff in it, or you know have your stuff sitting in Zenodo, 
but it doesn’t count as a top tier publication and “why bother?” tends to be the attitude of 
a lot of people.”(Associate researcher in digital humanities, focus group 13, p. 9).  

The interviewees pointed out that it would be good if funders would ensure ‘longevity plans’ for 
funded projects. This is important to avoid waste of resources (i.e. that data just disappears when 
the research projects end). Openness standards should also be adjusted to the different disciplines 
within the humanities – there is no ‘one size fits all’, “[…] if the openness is going to work, we also 
need to look at the standards of openness that exists in those disciplines and decide when it’s going 
to be appropriate for us and when it isn’t.” (Associate researcher in digital humanities, focus group 
13, p. 10). 

Regarding publication requirements, funders have to think about possible negative consequences 
of too high publication expectations, “The first is ‘publication requirements’, which I think are quite 
important because they, well they pressure or press you in a certain direction where you can find 
yourself in a conflict that also compromises ethics.” (Research professor in medieval studies, focus 
group 2, p. 31).  

Finally, the interviewees in the German group pointed out that authorship guidelines from other 
topics might work in the humanities, but that it is important to respect disciplinary differences 
within the humanities when implementing such guidelines.  

 

  Intellectual property issues 

‘Intellectual property issues’ refers to policies that research funding organisations may have in 
place, i.e. regarding ownership of intellectual property rights in funded research. The topic was 
discussed as part of the sorting exercise in the four groups. The observations below are based on 
comments made during these discussions in the groups.  
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4.1.11.1 Key observations: ‘Intellectual property issues’ 

From the comments to the sorting exercise (and the results, see section 4.1.12), it is clear that the 
mixed humanities focus groups attached less importance to this topic than to many of the other 
topics. For example, this was expressed as, “I think that it’s very important in terms of reviewing 
academic research integrity but I think in terms of comparing it to those other things for example, I 
wouldn’t say it’s that important” (Postdoc in Archaeology, focus group 12, p. 20).  

In one group (focus group 2, p. 26), some humanities scholars said that they do not have any IPR 
related conflicts in their research. The scholars seemed to have difficulties relating to the question 
of IPR issues, because they do not deal with patents and the like. Here, the discussion of Intellectual 
property rights led to a discussion of authorship issues and plagiarism.  

 



  

 

SOPs4RI_AU_WP5_D5.2_Report on the Results of the Focus Group Interviews_Version 1.0 

  

 

 Copyright by the SOPs4RI Consortium  Page 187 of 348 

 

 

 

  Heat map of perceived importance – humanities and RFOs 

 

Figure 4.1.12: Heat map displaying sorting exercise results of 11 RI topics in the humanities RFO focus groups. 

  

This heat map shows the results of the sorting exercise conducted during the focus group interviews 
for the stakeholder and researcher groups from the humanities. It reflects the importance assigned 
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to specific topics in relation to research integrity. The map provides an overview of the areas where 
participants perceived that RFOs could support the development of a strong research integrity cul-
ture with SOPs and guidelines. There are a few topics where it is clear that guidelines and SOPs 
could be useful; these include ‘Research ethics structure’, ‘Independence’, and ‘Publication and 
communication’. In general, participants were concerned with an increase in bureaucracy and often 
did not agree if RFOs should also be involved in certain topics such as ‘Dealing with breaches of RI’. 
For other topics, it was stated that good measures already are in place, such as for ‘Declaration of 
competing interests’. Finally, ‘Intellectual property issues’ and ‘Collaboration within funded pro-
jects’ seemed not to be so important for the humanities. 

 

  Concluding remarks regarding humanities and RFOs 

In this chapter, we have examined the understandings, prioritisations and recommendations of the 
four mixed (researchers and stakeholders) focus groups within the humanities in relation to the 11 
selected RI topics. The groups were carried out in four countries (Spain, Greece, Germany, and the 
Netherlands) with researchers from these countries, as well as other countries. Overall, 18 inter-
viewees participated, representing a broad range of disciplines within the humanities as well as 
RIOs, funders, ethical committees, RI committees, editors etc.  

The heat map and discussions in the four groups show that apart from ‘Declaration of competing 
interests’ and to a lesser degree ‘Collaboration within funded projects’, all topics were considered 
important for RFOs to focus on and to develop policies for in the humanities. However, no topic 
was placed in the ‘very important’ category in the sorting exercise within all the groups. Likewise, 
no issue – also not ‘Declaration of competing interests’ – was placed in the ‘none or minimal im-
portance’ category in all groups.  

This shows how difficult it is to speak about the humanities as a coherent unit, across disciplinary, 
institutional and national differences. The examination of the single topics above, for example, gives 
many examples of differences between disciplines within the humanities that can explain some of 
the differences in the assessment of the importance of the single topics. Institutional and national 
differences clearly also play a role, and finally, the many subtopics within most of the 11 discussed 
topics also have to be factored in. In some groups, emphasis was put on one subtopic, in others on 
another. This can give different results. For example, the topic ‘Selection and evaluation of pro-
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posals’ was considered very important in the Greek and Spanish based groups, as somewhat im-
portant in the German based group, and of none or minimal importance in the Dutch group. As the 
examination of the topic reveals (see section 4.1.4), the low score of this topic in the Dutch group 
has to do with a general critique of the national funding system in the Netherlands and an emphasis 
on the subtopic ‘RI Plan’ in the card exercise (a topic that the participants understand as a respon-
sibility of RPOs, not RFOs).  

The examination of the single RI topics provides rich material that can be used in the SOPs4RI pro-
ject and by RFOs to understand the special needs and challenges of the humanities. The material 
shows that the humanities deal with many of the same issues as other main areas of research, but 
that the humanities also have distinct problems that need to be taken into account when RPOs 
formulate RI policies for the humanities. One example of this could be the challenges some disci-
plines within the humanities experience with the concept of self-plagiarism, for example, when 
reusing the “same line of thought” in different publications and/or languages (see discussion on 
‘Dealing with breaches of RI’, section 4.1.1). Another example could be the need for a broader un-
derstanding of the impact and measurability of humanities research (see discussion on ‘Selection 
and evaluation of proposals’ in section 4.1.4). On the other hand, researchers within the humanities 
had more or less the same understandings as researchers from other main areas of research when 
it comes to some of the other discussed topics. A good example of this is the discussion of ‘Inde-
pendence’ (see section 4.1.9).  
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4.2 Social science 
The focus group study aims to explore how the main disciplinary fields of research perceive and 
relate to a number of research integrity issues relevant for both RPOs and RFOs, to understand the 
potential disciplinary variation in experienced challenges, and their needs for institutional guide-
lines and SOPs to promote research integrity. In this section, we explore the need for research 
funding organisations to address different topics of research integrity in relation to the social sci-
ences. Compared to the humanities, more studies exist on research behaviour and research integ-
rity within the social sciences. However, most of the research integrity literature across the differ-
ent fields of disciplines focuses on the perception and prevalence of detrimental research practices 
within RPOs (Bouter et al. 2016; Fanelli 2009; Haven et al. 2019).  

In the following, we examine how different stakeholders within and around the social sciences, 
such as researchers, REC and RIO members, editors, and researchers in management positions un-
derstand and prioritise RI topics such as ‘Monitoring funded applications’, ‘Declaration of compet-
ing interests’ and ‘Research ethics structures’. The aim is to increase our understanding of how 
RFOs may advance research integrity amongst researchers through the development of policies 
that are in alignment with the particular needs and interests of the social sciences.  

Four focus groups within the social sciences discussed and prioritised 11 different main RI topics, 
whereas a selected number of topics have been discussed in depth by the different focus groups, 
as shown in display 4.2 below. Representing a number of disciplines within the social sciences, 16 
different stakeholders across four European countries discussed and reported on their perceptions 
of the different topics, the main challenges related to them, and ideas and good examples of how 
to support RI practices and procedures within each distinct topic. The results of these discussions 
are addressed by topic in the following sections and summarised in separate displays. We also pro-
vide a heat map at the end of this chapter (section 4.2.12) that visualises the assessed importance 
of each RI topic for the social sciences. 
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Display 4.2. Overview of participants in the social science focus group interviews 

Focus 
group 
num-
ber  

Disciplines 
represented*  

Topics for in-
depth discus-
sion 

Stakeholders 
represented** 

Country Face-to-
face/online 
interview 

Number of 
participants 

3 Economics 
(health, busi-
ness) 
 
Political sci-
ence 
 

Research eth-
ics structures 
 
Selection and 
evaluation of 
proposals 
 
Independence 
from commer-
cial influences 
(discussed 
briefly) 

Research ethics 
coordinator 
(REC) 
 
Member of re-
search ethics 
committee 
 
RIO 
 
Management 
position at uni-
versity 
 
Researcher 
 

DK Face-to-face 4 

14 Psychology 
(Developmen-
tal, methodol-
ogy, cognitive, 
organisa-
tional) 
 
Political sci-
ence 
 

Education and 
training in RI 
 
Dealing with 
breaches of RI 
 
Publication 
and communi-
cation (dis-
cussed briefly) 

Researcher 
 
Management 
position at uni-
versity  
 
Member of re-
search ethics 
committee 
 
Journal editor 
 
RI course 
teacher 

NL Face-to-face 5 

22 Sociology 
 
Pedagogy 
 

Publication 
and communi-
cation 
 

Management 
position at uni-
versity 
 
Researcher 

HR Face-to-face 5 



  

 

SOPs4RI_AU_WP5_D5.2_Report on the Results of the Focus Group Interviews_Version 1.0 

  

 

 Copyright by the SOPs4RI Consortium  Page 192 of 348 

 

 

 

Maritime 
Studies 
 
Psychology 
 

 

Monitoring of 
funded appli-
cations 
 
Dealing with 
breaches of RI 

 
Researcher (in-
dustry) 
 
Former journal 
editor 

28 Sociology  
(RE/RI) 
 
Linguistics  

Independence 
from commer-
cial influences 
 
Conflict of in-
terest 
 

Researcher (in-
dustry) 
 
Member of re-
search ethics 
committee 
 
 

GR Face-to-face 2 

* Participants may represent more than one discipline 
** Participants may represent more than one type of stakeholder  
 
 

 Dealing with breaches of RI  

The topic ‘Dealing with breaches of RI’ relates to structures and procedures that funding organisa-
tions can adopt to deal with cases of misconduct by funded researchers. The topic was discussed 
in-depth in the Dutch and Croatian focus groups, but with special attention paid to the structures 
and procedures for dealing with research misconduct at universities. Hence, parts of these discus-
sions are also used under the corresponding topic for the RPOs’ social science groups (see section 
3.2.3).  

4.2.1.1  Key features of the topic ‘Dealing with breaches of RI’  

Display 4.2.1: The mixed social science groups’ view on ‘Dealing with breaches of RI’ 

Topic/subtopics Main topic 
perceptions 

Example of 
good prac-
tices 

Challenges  Recommendations and 
ideas for guidelines and 
SOPs  

Dealing with 
breaches of RI 

  Legal framework 
not in place in 
many countries 

Funders should require that 
institutions have procedures 
in place  
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Inaccessible sys-
tems in RPOs 

 
Culture with room for mis-
takes 
 
Focus on procedures for pre-
vention of misconduct ra-
ther than prosecution  
 
Counselling and open office 
hours where researchers can 
seek advice  

RI bodies in the 
organisation 

    

Procedures for 
breaches by 
funded research-
ers  

    

By review com-
mittee members  

    

By reviewers      
By staff members      
Protection of 
whistle-blowers 
and the accused  

  Small research 
communities – eve-
rybody knows each 
other 
 

 

Sanctions/other 
actions  

  Cases are very dif-
ferent, standardisa-
tion is difficult  
 
Difficult to figure 
out what has hap-
pened 

Thorough investigation be-
fore jumping to conclusions 
and sanctions 

Communicating 
with the public  
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4.2.1.2 Key observations: ‘Dealing with breaches of RI’ 

Participants in the Greek, as well as the Croatian group, said they would like to see funders ensuring 
that RPOs have sufficient and good procedures in place for ‘Dealing with breaches of RI’. A partici-
pant in the Croatian focus group expressed it in this way,  

“[…] it might be a good idea from funders to require that institutions do have procedures in 
place. That way that way institutions could not compete for grants unless they do have. And 
then also it would be excellent if there was some common good practice so that we… that 
each institution doesn’t invent the wheel from the beginning.” (Associate professor of psy-
chology, focus group 22, p. 17).  

However, from the conversations in the different groups it also became clear that ‘Dealing with 
breaches of RI’ is a very difficult topic to deal with. First, it can be very difficult to find out what 
exactly happened: thorough investigations are often needed for determining this. Second, there is 
no legal framework for misconduct cases in many countries. Third, there are a great number of 
cases in the grey area of questionable research practices. These cases can be more or less severe 
and, in these cases, researchers could more or less intentionally have violated good research prac-
tices. Accordingly, when potential cases of misconduct are thoroughly investigated, they often turn 
out to be more about mistakes, misunderstandings, or lack of knowledge and training, than delib-
erate attempts to cheat. As one of the participants in the Dutch group explained,  

“I can share my experience as an ethics committee member. I've run into a few instances 
where I thought, where I find out that things were done differently than was told and we 
just talked about it with this person and in most cases it was a misunderstanding or it was 
something that someone didn't realise and you just solve it together.” (Associate professor 
of organizational psychology, focus group 14, p. 31).  

Instead of focusing on sanctions for violation of good research practices, participants argued in 
favour of paying particular attention to better procedures. Focus should be on preventing breaches 
instead of punishing them. According to one participant, sanctions can also be counterproductive 
since they may signal that everything that cannot be sanctioned is considered to be ok,  

“[…] Sanctions is nine out of ten times not the proper way to deal with mistakes that are 
made, but also because there is a very perverse effect. It's extremely hard to sanction people 
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and if you cannot do that, then by implication you say “Okay, this is apparently, this is al-
lowed”. Which is absolutely not the case.” (Professor of political science, focus group 14, p. 
34).  

One way of focusing on procedures instead of sanctions, would be to create a culture where mis-
takes are allowed, where people dare to report and talk about their own mistakes and doubt, “You 
should not discourage people from reporting that they've made mistakes.” (Associate professor of 
cognitive psychology, focus group 14, p. 34). One element in building such an environment could 
be to have RI offices at the RPOs where researchers can pop in at open office hours and discuss 
their cases. It was likewise seen as very important that the RI and ethics committees are accessible 
and not hidden away behind rigid bureaucratic procedures.  

 

 Declaration of competing interests  

Under the topic of ‘Declaration of competing interests’ the social science stakeholders discussed 
which kind of competing-interests issues they find to exist within social sciences, for instance 
amongst review committee members. The topic was discussed in-depth in the Greek group, and 
the remaining groups assessed it in terms of importance in the sorting exercise.  

4.2.2.1 Key features of the topic ‘Declaration of competing interests’ 

Display 4.2.2: The mixed social science groups view on ‘Declaration of competing interests’ 

Topic/sub-
topics 

Main topic perceptions Example of 
good practices 

Challenges  Recommendations and 
ideas for guidelines 
and SOPs  

Declaration 
of compet-
ing interests  

Competition amongst or-
ganisations (e.g. private 
firms) causing conflict of in-
terest  
 

Preserving aca-
demic integrity 
by being trans-
parent about 
one’s affiliations 

The com-
petitive 
nature of 
academia 

 

Among re-
view com-
mittee 
members  

Stealing ideas for patents  
 

  Avoid conflict of inter-
ests in committees by 
not letting people from 
the same organisations 
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review each other’s 
work 

Among re-
viewers  

“Tempted” to promote col-
leagues and disadvantage 
academic competitors   

   

Among staff 
members  

    

4.2.2.2 Key observations: ‘Declaration of competing interests’ 

The participants in the mixed social science groups understood conflicts of interests as situations 
where one could be accused of promoting colleagues and friends, or disadvantaging academic com-
petitors. The interviewees had not themselves encountered severe conflicts of interests, but they 
had, for example, heard stories from colleagues about how reviewers had tried to steal ideas for 
patents in the review process, “I have heard of, also, people in review committees reading papers, 
then rejecting them, and trying stealing patents, things that have not been patented yet.” (Re-
searcher in speech and language, focus group 28, p. 8).  

It is very important that reviewers are not brought into potential conflicts, because, as one of the 
participants explained,  

“[…] it’s only human that you may be affected by this, or, for example, the colleague you 
very much like and you’d like to help and all that. I try to, I personally try to distance myself 
from the situations, I honestly do, I’ve asked to be excluded from reviews of work of people 
that I particularly disliked, not because of something personal, but because of their overall 
academic, you know, performance and all that.” (Researcher in research ethics and re-
search integrity, focus group 28, p. 8).  

The participants in this group argued in favour of some basic guidelines that should make sure that 
people from the same organisations did not review each other’s work. However, they also under-
lined that the researcher has a personal responsibility for being as transparent as possible with his 
or her affiliations, so that conflicts of interests could be avoided.  

The main challenge for conflict of interest-issues is the general competition in academia and 
amongst private firms. As one of the participants expressed it, “[…] if we reduce the level of compe-
tition, life can potentially be more ethical […]” (Researcher in research ethics and research integrity, 
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focus group 28, p. 9). However, this interviewee also made it clear that we have a personal respon-
sibility for avoiding conflicts of interests.  

 

 Funders’ expectations of RPOs  

‘Funders’ expectations of RPOs’ concerns which policies and expectations funding organisations 
can put forward to the RPOs, whose researchers apply for money from the funding organisations. 
This, for instance, includes structures and procedures in RPOs to deal with research integrity and 
misconduct issues. Across the social science focus groups, the topic was discussed as part of the 
importance assessment in the sorting exercise.  

4.2.3.1 Key features of the topic ‘Funders’ expectations of RPOs’ 

Display 4.2.3: The mixed social science groups view on ‘Founders’ expectations of RPOs’ 

Topic/subtopics Main topic percep-
tions 

Example 
of good 
practices 

Chal-
lenges  

Recommendations and ideas for 
guidelines and SOPs 

Funders’ expecta-
tions of RPOs 

Funders can make 
an impact, but fear 
of a random focus 

  Funders creating awareness and 
encouragement for researchers 
to reflect upon their research 
practices  
 
Build up national systems for 
checking if the right RI structures 
are in place at the RPOs (some-
thing like the Netherlands’ Board 
on Research Integrity (LOWI)) 
 

Codes of conduct      
Assessment of re-
searchers  

   Move away from box checking to 
stimulating change and good 
practices 

Education and 
training for RI  
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Processes for in-
vestigating allega-
tions of research 
misconduct  

Responsibility does 
not lie with the fun-
ders 

  Funders make sure that recipient 
organisations have RI mecha-
nisms in place, e.g. whistle-
blower-protection   

4.2.3.2 Key observations: ‘Funders’ expectations of RPOs’ 

According to the interviewees, funders can without doubt make an impact on the RI standards of 
RPOs, “I think if there are more funders who actually say that it's important, then that's an incentive 
for researches to do so.” (Researcher in developmental psychology, focus group 14, p. 39). How-
ever, the participants in this Dutch group feared that the different RPOs will focus on random cor-
ners of RI. One of the interviewees therefore suggested that we establish national bodies that can 
oversee the RI policies and procedures of the RPOs, something like LOWI (the Netherlands’ Board 
on Research Integrity).  

In the Danish group, an international scholar who had spent many years in the United States and 
United Kingdom, said that in small countries like Denmark you could expect a relative high (and 
almost identical) standard of RI in all RPOs, but that this was not the case in e.g. the United States, 
where you have a much more diverse RPO landscape. The interviewee therefore felt it was very 
important for funders to check that RPOs had the necessary policies and procedures in place. This 
wish was also expressed in the Greek group, “[…] should make sure that the recipient organizations 
have mechanisms to observe ethics and research integrity, and that should include a mechanism for 
the protection of whistle-blowers. I think this is important for all organizations who receive funding.” 
(Researcher in research ethics and research integrity, focus group 28, p. 2). 

In the Danish group, a wish for moving beyond box checking towards stimulating better practices 
was expressed,  

“I think it's important for funders to move a bit beyond just obtaining compliance, just have 
recipients of funding tick a box, ‘yes, I'm aware of this and that, and I'll live up to’. It's im-
portant also for them to, well to create awareness, but to encourage people to actually think 
about the way they conduct their research, and that I think the basic premise is not to be 
suspicious, and that's the balance, but also to have some kind of trust in what these re-
searchers are going to do.” (Coordinator of RI training, focus group 3, p. 3).  
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 Selection and evaluation of proposals  

In the discussion of ‘Selection and evaluation of proposals’ the focus groups discussed how funding 
organisations can introduce different criteria for promoting responsible research in their proce-
dures on selection and evaluation of proposals. For example, this could be requirements for RI plans 
from funding applicants. The topic was mainly discussed in the Danish focus group, but the Greek 
group also granted the topic quite some attention. The Dutch and Croatian groups discussed the 
topic’s importance in connection with the sorting exercise.  

4.2.4.1 Key features of the topic ‘Selection and evaluation of proposals’  

Display 4.2.4: The mixed social science groups view on ‘Selection and evaluation of proposals’ 

Topic/subtop-
ics 

Main topic percep-
tions 

Example 
of good 
practices 

Challenges  Recommendations and 
ideas for guidelines and 
SOPs  

Selection and 
evaluation of 
proposals 

RFOs have an impact in 
creating sound re-
search environments 
with focus on RI  

  RFOs give clear instruc-
tions to reviewers  
 
Avoid tick-box exercises 
 
RFOs must emphasise orig-
inality of research ideas   
 

RI plan   Difficult to 
make standard 
requirements 
across social sci-
ence 
 
Risk of bureau-
cratisation 

RI reflections afterwards in 
first deliverable from 
granted project  
 
Necessary adjustments 
happening post-grant  
 
Stimulate self-reflections 
on proposals 

Methodologi-
cal require-
ments 

    

Plagiarism      
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Diversity is-
sues  

   Funders setting standards 
for gender and other social 
justice balance issues  
 

4.2.4.2 Key observations: ‘Selection and evaluation of proposals’ 

This issue led to a lengthy discussion on the responsibility of RFOs in the Danish focus group (focus 
group 3). Here, interviewees pointed out that funders have a key role to play in putting more focus 
on RI. This should not be done as box ticking exercises, but as real reflections on RI issues in a 
research project by the grantee. In order to avoid waste of resources, interviewees suggested to 
move such a reflection away from the proposals, and instead make it the first deliverable of the 
funded project,  

“I think it's also a question of what should be part of the application and what should be a 
deliverable, because it doesn't make sense to have people, as important as it is, it doesn't 
make sense to have people spend hours and hours and hours on planning something that 
they then will not get funding for.” (Research ethics coordinator, focus group 3, p. 7). 

In the selection of proposals, it was stressed that funders should avoid putting too much emphasis 
on metrics like researchers’ H-index. It was also seen as important to give the reviewers of proposals 
clear instructions as to what to look out for in proposals. Here, the originality of the proposal was 
emphasised as the most important thing.  

In the discussion, it was also pointed out that it is important to have structures in place at the RPOs 
to back up RI plans for single projects, which points back to the topic of ‘Funders’ expectations of 
RPOs’ (see section 4.2.3). Otherwise, the risk is that it will be hard for the grantee to live up to the 
promises made in the RI plan,  

“I think it needs to be backed up by requirements for an organizational set up to deal with 
these issues, because it is not enough to have people comply who is ‘well we are following 
the Vancouver rules’, the problem will arise once they get into the actual research. So a set 
up for dealing with any issues and also for keeping the attention to for instance ethical as-
pects.” (Coordinator of RI training, focus group 3, p. 4). 

The participants further said that the requirement for RI considerations in funded projects should 
be set up in such a way that they allowed for disciplinary differences, not just between main areas 
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of research, but also within the social sciences where disciplines, according to the interviewees, can 
have different challenges when it comes to RI, “[…] where I work, you have everything from people 
doing hard-core, big-number crunching, you know, correlates of war-type research, all the while 
anthropology, right, you know, you need the ethical framework if you're applying it on war studies 
that basically can match that range, right”. (Associate professor in political science, focus group 3, 
p. 4).  

Of concrete things that could go into a RI plan, an interviewee in the Greek group suggested that 
funders could have standards for gender and other ‘social justice balance issues’,  

“And a third thing would be, for funders, to set standards for gender and other social justice 
balance issues. And not only for the inclusion of more women, this is not the only issue, but 
also for what their results mean and what their research means for say gender, say socially 
excluded groups, are these groups included in the fund, in the research, will the results be 
useful to these people, and things of that sort.” (Researcher in research ethics and research 
integrity, focus group 28, p. 3).  

 

 Research ethics structures  

The topic of ‘Research ethics structures’ considers what kind of ethical requirements that funding 
organisations can set for funded researchers, for instance obtaining of ethical approvals. The topic 
was discussed at length in the Danish focus group, but it was also granted a lot of attention in the 
other three groups throughout the focus group interviews. Aside from ethical requirements that 
funders can implement, the focus groups also discussed research-ethics issues in social science in 
general.  

 

 

 

 



  

 

SOPs4RI_AU_WP5_D5.2_Report on the Results of the Focus Group Interviews_Version 1.0 

  

 

 Copyright by the SOPs4RI Consortium  Page 202 of 348 

 

 

 

4.2.5.1 Key features of the topic ‘Research ethics structures’ 

Display 4.2.5: The mixed social science groups’ view on ‘Research ethics structures’ 

Topic/subtop-
ics 

Main topic percep-
tions 

Example of 
good prac-
tices 

Challenges  Recommendations 
and ideas for guide-
lines and SOPs  

Research eth-
ics structures 

Ethics approval pro-
cedures have be-
come very compli-
cated  
 
Research ethics con-
siderations are bene-
ficial especially when 
working with vulner-
able groups 
 
Flexibility in proce-
dures, respecting the 
individual project  
 
 

The Norwe-
gian system   

Balance of getting 
people to consider 
ethical issues with-
out making systems 
too bureaucratic 
 
Consent forms 
from vulnerable 
groups 
 
Blurriness in social 
science on “what is 
good enough?” in 
terms of ethical 
considerations. 

Guidelines for when 
to apply for ethical 
approval  
 
Guidelines for how to 
consider ethical is-
sues in your research 
 

Research eth-
ics require-
ments  

   Funders make sure 
that recipient organi-
sations have ethics 
observing mecha-
nisms  
 
Funders require ethi-
cal reviewing of re-
search  
 
National ethics bod-
ies for industry re-
search and independ-
ent researchers  
 

Ethics report-
ing require-
ments  

   Guidelines important 
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4.2.5.2 Key observations: ‘Research ethics structures’ 

According to the participants in the focus groups, the main challenge when it comes to ethical re-
quirements is to find the right balance between requiring enough, but not requiring too much. A 
stakeholder working in a RIO expressed the challenge in this way, “[…] the things we run into is this, 
bringing together the needs of the researchers and the necessities of ethics reviews for example, 
that you, keep it down to earth. Keep it simple, but not too simple […]” (Research ethics coordinator, 
focus group 3, p. 20).  

Apparently, it is hard to find this balance. At least, many researchers in the groups expressed a 
feeling of being over-burdened with ethical approval procedures,  

“This is just one of many other admin producing activities currently and my job has dramat-
ically changed. If I think back when I started. I had an idea, I programmed the experiment, I 
drove down to the university, would hang up a few ads, and then next morning there would 
be all the participants and I would have one more day and I had all the data. And now, I 
would never become a researcher again. Never, ever, I would not recommend to anyone to 
do this under these circumstances. And this is not just a few forms, it's dramatically differ-
ent. After you have to typically, you have to invest three or four weeks in order to get 
through all this shit.” (Professor of cognitive psychology, focus group 14, p. 6).  

Nevertheless, both researchers and stakeholders across the different groups acknowledged that 
some minimum standard of ethical considerations are necessary and beneficial. A participant in the 
Danish focus group expressed it in this way,  

“I think part of the problem that we have with the research, that we do right now, is that 
we probably don't think about it enough, right. You know, I come out of a, I spent almost a 
decade in the British system, where, you know, this is done, I would say do not replicate 
what they do, because it's super bureaucratised, right, you know. But at least, right, they 
have very basic ideas, right, you know. So when I was working in [a university in the UK], I 
had to basically say ‘what ways’, you know, ‘does the research harm the researcher, does it 
harm the subject of the research or could it possibly harm the university's reputation’, right.” 
(Associate professor in political science, focus group 3, p. 5).  
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This was seen as a good and necessary exercise by this researcher, who particularly emphasised 
the need for protecting vulnerable groups/participants in research projects. An ethics committee 
member expressed a similar view,  

“I think at some point it's good to have a certain sort of more general discussion of what 
you're planning to do […] I see from being, having been in an ethics committee for a while 
now, and also I learned myself from this experience, right? Sometimes we overlook things 
that are important for participant’' wellbeing or just, that you don't want to have people 
undergo research that is not giving, bringing anything, right” (Associate professor of organ-
izational psychology, focus group 14, p. 8). 

In these reviews, interviewees underlined that it is crucial to have respect for disciplinary and pro-
ject differences. In some projects, you might not be able to get signed consent forms from partici-
pants, for example, even though they still would like to share their experiences with you. According 
to one interviewee, this was the case in his research amongst indigenous people. The participants 
also underlined that not all research projects need to go through formal ethical approval proce-
dures. However, guidelines on when a research project must be submitted to an ethics committee 
for approval would be very beneficial, especially within the social sciences where borders can be 
quite blurred. In relation to this discussion, the Norwegian system was highlighted as an example 
of best practice, “I quite a lot fancy the Norwegian system, because they have an ethical committee 
system that covers all major disciplines, and you are not obliged to seek approval, but they have 
some quite good guidelines […]” (Coordinator of RI training, focus group 3, p. 11).  

One of the things that the interviewees stressed across the different groups, was the huge differ-
ences between institutions and countries when it comes to procedures and structures for ethical 
approval of research projects. Interviewees expressed a wish for a more harmonised system, also 
when it comes to the many different guidelines that exist within this area. Further suggestions for 
what funders could require included that funders make sure that beneficiary institutions have re-
search ethics structures in place. They could also require that projects are put through ethical re-
views (when necessary). Finally, they could make sure that national ethical review boards are es-
tablished for independent and industry researchers in countries where such procedures are not in 
place.  
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 Collaboration within funded projects  

‘Collaboration within funded projects’ concerns funders’ expectations and guidelines for collabora-
tive research. The topic was discussed by all four social science focus groups during the sorting 
exercise, primarily as a part of a very general discussion on problems in collaborative work.  

4.2.6.1 Key features of the topic ‘Collaboration within funded projects’ 

Display 4.2.6: The mixed social science groups’ view on ‘Collaboration within funded projects’ 

Topic/subtopics Main topic percep-
tions 

Example 
of good 
practices 

Challenges  Recommendations 
and ideas for guide-
lines and SOPs 

Collaboration 
within funded pro-
jects 

Difficulties relating to 
topic, as collaborative 
work is quite uncom-
mon to participants  

 Differences in 
national rules, 
tendencies 
choosing rules 
with the least 
bureaucracy 

 

Expectations on 
collaborative re-
search 

   Need for manage-
ment plans  

Research that is co-
financed by multi-
ple funders 

    

4.2.6.2 Key observations: ‘Collaboration within funded projects’ 

For many of the participants, it was difficult to relate to this question, since many of them did not 
have any experience with projects funded by multiple funders, or with collaboration across institu-
tions.  

Those with experience with such projects pointed out that one of the challenges with cross-national 
projects is that there are different standards in different countries. Here, the interviewees prob-
lematized the tendency to choose the rules of the country with the least bureaucracy, instead of 
the country with the best rules.  
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In collaborative research projects, it is (according to the participants) an advantage to have a man-
agement plan that clearly outlines the responsibilities of the partners,  

“It's important that there is some sort of idea of how the project is organised, also in the 
management of the project, so that, when, who is to contact about certain issues and in 
particular if many partners are involved in the project. I think that this is an important topic 
to consider. How to be, who is the, yeah, responsible for the organisation of the project.” 
(Associate professor in health economics, focus group 3, p. 14). 

 

 Monitoring of funded applications  

The topic of ‘Monitoring of funded applications’ covers which monitoring policies and procedures 
funders could implement in relation to funded projects, for instance, in terms of financial and grant 
execution monitoring. Both the Croatian and Danish groups had some thorough discussions on the 
topic, whereas the two other groups discussed the topic’s importance in the sorting exercise.  

4.2.7.1 Key features of the topic ‘Monitoring of funded applications’ 

Display 4.2.7: The mixed social science groups’ view on ‘Monitoring of funded applications’ 

Topic/subtopics Main topic percep-
tions 

Example 
of good 
practices 

Challenges  Recommendations and 
ideas for guidelines and 
SOPs  

Monitoring of 
funded applica-
tions 

“It’s one of those 
things where there 
must be a happy me-
dium” (Associate pro-
fessor in political sci-
ence, focus group 3, 
p. 17) 
 

 Massive drain on 
researchers’ re-
sources  
 
Different re-
quirements from 
different actors 

“make it as much as is 
necessary or maybe as 
little as is necessary” 
(Associate professor in 
political science, focus 
group 3, p. 17) 
 
Create alignment in re-
quirements 

Financial moni-
toring 

  Over monitoring 
that may take 
time away from 
research 

RPOs should have mech-
anisms overseeing the 
use of funds  
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Monitoring of compli-
ance with auditing re-
quirements, but no 
more than that 
 

Monitoring of ex-
ecution of re-
search grant 

A nightmare for all re-
searchers  
 
Need for flexibility  
 

  In case of major changes 
to plan, some sort of 
output to explain why 
the research didn’t turn 
out as planned 

Monitoring of 
compliance with 
RI requirements  

    

4.2.7.2 Key observations: ‘Monitoring of funded applications’ 

While interviewees across the focus groups agreed that some monitoring was necessary – espe-
cially financial monitoring, which was suggested could be done by the RPOs – they also agreed that 
we could easily end up having too much monitoring. Some participants already felt over-monitored, 
and some even expressed a feeling of being under surveillance by a massive bureaucratic system 
as, for example, expressed in this way in the Croatian group,   

P1: “I fully agree. And I think we are creating way too much burden, administrating, which 
could be used for actual productive scientific work. (Associate professor of psychology, focus 
group 22, p. 14). 

P2): “Exactly. There is whole… sorry… whole army of people who administrate something. We 
are at the lowest level, we are reporting to somebody, somebody is monitoring us. Then we 
are reporting to the next level. The next level is reporting to the… the highest one. So the 
whole army of this bureaucratic, administrative forces are actually I don’t know just watching 
if there is something wrong in the procedure, if the, the receipt or the invoice looks like it 
should be and it’s really burden to a researcher.” (Management position at university, focus 
group 22, p. 14). 

It is therefore important that the monitoring of grants take the costs for researchers into account 
and try to find a ”happy medium”. As a Greek interviewee expressed it, “[…] but what do you have 
to do, right, in terms of the monitoring requirements, you know, I mean, it's just so much, so it's one 
of those things where there must be a happy medium there. You know, you check in once in a while, 
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but otherwise assume they're getting on with what they're doing right.” (Associate professor in po-
litical science, focus group 3, p. 17). In the same group a wish for “as little monitoring as possible” 
was expressed. This wish is shared across the focus groups. Every time researchers have to use time 
on issues related to monitoring, it takes time away from research.  

When working with guidelines and SOPs for monitoring the execution of grants, it is also important 
to allow for some flexibility, to make sure there is room for unforeseen outcomes and for research 
projects that turn out differently than expected. These deviations could then be explained in an 
output, a report, to the funders at the end of the grant period.  

Across cases, interviewees felt monitoring was a burden, and one interviewee even called the mon-
itoring of ERC grants a nightmare. Interviewees also requested more aligned requirements for au-
diting and monitoring across institutions, organisations, and countries, “[…] there should be some 
form of consensus of what is being monitored […]” (Associate professor of psychology, focus group 
22, p. 15). 

 

 Updating and implementing the RI policy  

The topic concerns which procedures funding organisations could have for updating and imple-
menting their RI policies. It was briefly discussed as part of the sorting exercise.  

4.2.8.1 Key observations: ‘Updating and implementing the RI policy’ 

This topic generated very little discussion amongst the participants. Before putting the card in the 
‘somewhat important’ group in the sorting exercise, one participant in the Danish focus group ex-
plained his choice by saying, “i'm a bit undecided about the updating because if you have a good 
policy, you do not need to update it, and of course you should implement it …” (Research ethics 
coordinator, focus group 3, p. 17). However, another participant in focus group 22 (Assistant pro-
fessor in sociology, p. 28), pointed out that technological developments (e.g. enabling new visual 
methods) could lead to the need for updating RI policies.  
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 Independence  

‘Independence’ concerns policies and actions that can be taken by RFOs to hinder unjustifiable in-
terference from, for instance, funders themselves or political or commercial influences. The topic 
was discussed in-depth in the Greek focus group, with a heavy focus on commercial interests and 
interference. The Danish and Croatian groups also granted the topic quite some attention through-
out their focus group interviews.  

4.2.9.1 Key features of the topic ‘Independence’ 

Display 4.2.9: The mixed social science groups’ view on ‘Independence’ 

Topic/subtopics Main topic perceptions Example 
of good 
practices 

Challenges  Recommendations 
and ideas for guide-
lines and SOPs  

Independence Independence issues of less 
important in social science  

 Private com-
panies hav-
ing more 
money and 
better data 
access  

 

What counts as 
an unjustifiable 
interference? 

Interference with experiment 
design, e.g. in industry funded 
PhDs 
 
Some interference can be 
good, e.g. on gender issues   
 

   

Preventing unjus-
tifiable interfer-
ence by the fun-
der 

RPOs protecting young re-
searchers  
 
Should RPOs have clear poli-
cies on researchers’ collabora-
tion with private funders? 
 

  Be transparent about 
funding sources 
 
Signing agreements 
up front with funders  

Preventing unjus-
tifiable interfer-
ence by political 

Interference from NGOs and 
political lobbies 
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or other external 
influences 
Preventing unjus-
tifiable interfer-
ence by commer-
cial influences  

Researchers are truth-seek-
ers, whereas industry has 
commercial interests. Industry 
has a legitimate right to focus 
on their commercial interests.  
 
RPOs protect their research-
ers from unsound interfer-
ence 

   

4.2.9.2 Key observations: ‘Independence’ 

Across the focus groups, ‘Independence’ – especially from commercial interests – was not seen as 
a big problem within social science. This was expressed in different ways,  

“[…] it’s not as tricky as for example big pharma interfering with medical research. But could 
be.” (Associate professor of psychology, focus group 22, p. 30) 
“[…] in my kind of research I don’t really have to deal with that.” (Assistant professor of 
cognitive psychology, focus group 14, p. 41)  
“Well, being a social scientist, you know, my interactions with industries and SMEs are lim-
ited.” (Researcher in research ethics and research integrity, focus group 28, p. 7) 

Nevertheless, participants in the mixed social science groups had good examples of problems re-
lating to interference, both in collaborations with private companies and other types of organisa-
tions. A social scientist could, for example, run into unjustifiable interference from political parties 
or organisations as well as NGOs,  

“Well, our researchers were doing research on a major […] NGO and got into all kinds of 
interviews, did all the things right, and then the sort of major administrative body of the 
NGO caught wind that it was happening, and told her that she was not allowed to publish 
anything unless they had approved exactly what was going to go into the journal, you know. 
So that created, I think, right, otherwise they were basically going to poison the well and 
she wouldn't get anybody else to talk to her. So again, just to think about these issues that 
we’re dealing with, where pressure can come from.” (Associate professor in political sci-
ence, focus group 3, p. 10).  
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Although it is not as common in social science as in the other main areas of research, social scien-
tists work together with commercial partners from time to time. Here, the general differences be-
tween private companies’ commercial interests and researchers’ ‘truth-seeking’ can be the source 
of problems. One participant, for example, said, “I can see, however, how industries and SMEs would 
appear as intervening and restricting academic freedom, or whatever, and impose commercial in-
fluence. Well, industry and SMEs that’s what they do.” (Researcher in research ethics and research 
integrity, focus group 28, p. 7).  

Another participant gave a concrete example of where a researcher’s independence had been 
threatened,  

“I know of a PhD project here that was a complete mess because a private funder wanted 
to determine which, it was some kind of testing, which company, or which product that 
should be the control in some kind of experiment they set up. And it's definitely, clearly be-
yond what they should interfere with, because that's research. And the PhD student got into 
trouble because her supervisor was a good friend of that private funder, and so she had to 
give up the project, because she didn't want that kind of interfering.” (Coordinator of RI 
training, focus group 3, p. 9).   

Some interviewees also argued that private companies have a legitimate interest in the commercial 
side of knowledge, and that they cannot be blamed for that. It is therefore the responsibility of the 
RPOs to protect the independence of researchers, “[…] the responsibility of academia is to make 
sure that they collaborate with the industry on terms that they can, the academics, the researchers, 
they are feeling comfortable with.” (Researcher in research ethics and research integrity, focus 
group 28, p. 8). Here, there seems to be a special need for protection of PhD students and young 
researchers. Having clear policies of independence, and guidelines in place, would also make it eas-
ier for researchers in such collaborations, i.e. not leaving it to them to negotiate the terms and 
conditions. However, no matter how good the guidelines are, the imbalance between the financial 
resources that big private companies have compared to most RPOs can cause problems. One inter-
viewee gave the example of RPOs having problems competing with private companies for data and 
the best candidates within the field,  

“… the most advanced achievements will always be from companies like Google or Amazon, 
who are the owners of computational power, because what the field has become lately is 
finding as much data as possible and designing very complex algorithms and trying to model 
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human language in that way. So we recently see that academia cannot really come to the 
same standards with commercial teams, groups, so this possibly leads more people leaving 
academia if they want to be on, let’s say, top research, state-of-the-art research, and trying 
to find a research job in industry.” (Researcher in speech and language, focus group 28, p. 
6).  

It was also pointed out that researchers always have to disclose their funding, “I’d say that trans-
parency would be number one. I can get money from big corporation but as long as I publish that I 
was funded by them that’s I think better.” (Associate professor of psychology, focus group 22, p. 4). 
Another good practice would be to sign an agreement up front, before the research begins, ”[…] 
signing the agreement regarding research aims and regarding biases, discriminations and any kind 
of aims that are not in core of research and scientific work.” (Assistant professor of sociology, focus 
group 22, p. 4).  Finally, one interviewee also said that not all interference is bad. To this inter-
viewee, an example of a legitimate form of interference would be to demand a fair gender balance 
in funded projects.  

 

  Publication and communication  

‘Publication and communication’ has three subtopics, ‘Publication requirements’, ‘Expectations on 
authorship’, and ‘Open science (open access, open data, transparency)’. It concerns how RFOs can 
potentially set requirements and guidelines on the publication and dissemination aspects of funded 
research. All three subtopics were discussed thoroughly in the focus groups, especially ‘Open sci-
ence’. The Croatian focus group had an in-depth discussion on this topic, and the other three groups 
discussed the topic throughout their focus group interviews.  

 

  

4.2.10.1 Key features of the topic ‘Publication and communication’ 

Display 4.2.10: The mixed social science groups’ view on ‘Publication and communication’ 
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Topic/subtopics Main topic perceptions Example 
of good 
practices 

Challenges  Recommendations 
and ideas for guide-
lines and SOPs  

Publication and 
communication 

  Too much focus 
on empirical ra-
ther than meth-
odological and 
theoretical re-
search  
 

Good guidelines for 
reviews of applica-
tions, papers etc.  

Publication re-
quirements  

Publication pressure  
 
Need for fewer, but bet-
ter papers 

 A lot of bad pa-
pers published 
  
Overpromising 
of research   
 

Clause in calls stating 
that negative results 
are of equal value  
 

Expectations on 
authorship  

Unawareness of social 
science guidelines 

 Disciplinary dif-
ferences 
 
Guidelines are 
no insurance 
against conflicts  
 

Requirement for re-
flection on author-
ship issues in applica-
tion  
 
 

Open science 
(open access, 
open data, trans-
parency)  

Taking responsibility by 
sharing data  
 
Different perceptions of 
preregistration. It’s not 
automatically good sci-
ence 
 
Open access is a must in 
public funded research 
 
 

Guidelines 
from 
American 
Sociologi-
cal Associ-
ation 

Some disciplines 
having prob-
lems with open 
data sharing  
 
Open-access 
publication fees  
 
Dilemma be-
tween open sci-
ence and re-
searchers to 
protect their re-
search ideas 

Guidelines on open 
science procedures 
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4.2.10.2 Key observations: ‘Publication and communication’ 

Regarding publication requirements, participants across the focus groups pointed out the problem 
of a strong focus on quantity – number of papers – and argued in favour of putting more focus on 
the quality of papers. There is not a need for more papers, but for better and more relevant re-
search and papers. Reviewers and editors have an obligation to reject bad papers – and here, good 
guidelines for reviews (of applications, papers etc.) could be beneficial, “When I do a reviewer report 
on some paper I always have on the right side of me some basic guidelines. Not to forget something. 
Like main criteria for a good paper. So, it helps me to be a better reviewer.” (Associate professor of 
pedagogy, focus group 22, p. 21).  

Some participants also felt that there is too little room for research and papers that deal with meth-
odological or theoretical questions,  

“P1: So I think that maybe the emphasis to do the empirical research maybe not the issue but 
it could be less empirical research. More methodological research. 

Interviewer: Do you think that funders, as the one who are giving the money to…yeah, do you 
think that change can also start with them? What can you do in that sense? 

P1: Yeah, but we probably need research for some kind of applicable aim. I don’t think that 
they would be very interested in theoretical and methodological work.” (Assistant professor 
of sociology, focus group 22, p. 12).  

According to the interviewees, there is a tendency to overpromise results when applying for grants. 
A tendency that again may lead to an unsound hunt for positive results, which eventually could 
jeopardise RI. Here, it was suggested that funders should recognise the existence of negative re-
sults, “[…] as a funder, you give direction to research. And that’s why they have responsibility to 
make sure, I don’t know, it could be a clause even in the call of proposals that say that negative 
results are of equal value or something to that effect.” (Researcher in research ethics and research 
integrity, focus group 28, p. 3).  

Only a few of the interviewees had knowledge about authorship guidelines for social science, but 
guidelines were discussed as a possible way forward, especially to protect PhD students from hav-
ing difficult conflicts with their supervisors over who is going to be an author. However, guidelines 
are no insurance against conflicts, “[…] they want to have more forms and more guidelines and i'm 
not sure whether it's actually going to protect these PhD situations because with any new rule that 
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you make, people will always find some kind of way to interpret it in a different way and make sure 
that they get their way.” (Assistant professor in psychology, focus group 14, p. 10).  

Special attention should be paid to collaborative projects across disciplines, because authorship 
traditions are very different from discipline to discipline. Here, it was suggested to make it obliga-
tory to address this question already in the application, “[…] it could be very helpful if there were 
some guidelines or some, that we needed to live up to even in the application to show that this is 
something that is taken care of in the steering committee or whoever is the principal investigator 
[…]” (Associate professor in health economics, focus group 3, p. 4).  

Across the focus groups, open science was seen as a positive thing. As one interviewee put it,  

“Sharing stuff is taking responsibility because by putting your code online, by putting your 
data online, you give others the possibility to rerun your analysis and to make sure that you 
did a good job. You don't do that because you want to show ‘Look, I’m perfect’. You do that 
because you want to be sure that you did a proper job.” (Assistant professor of cognitive 
psychology, focus group 14, p. 29).   

However, open science does not solve all problems: just because a study has been preregistered, 
for example, does not automatically make it good science. In many cases, you can preregister with-
out any form of peer review. Therefore, the real test of quality is still in the end when the paper is 
submitted to a journal and going through peer review. Another problem with open science (open 
data) for social science is disciplinary differences. For example, some disciplines like anthropology 
can have difficulties sharing their data, because of anonymisation issues and long-term relation-
ships built up with the communities that are studied.  

To publish in open-access journals was generally also seen as a good thing, and it was pointed out 
that it is especially important that results of public funded research are made public, “It’s a must. 
It’s public money. And the results of your research, they belong to the society. So it’s, it should be 
the core of, or the purpose of this public funding.” (Assistant professor of sociology, focus group 22, 
p. 7). There are also problems in open-access publishing, especially the costs are a challenge, “So it 
costs anywhere from thousand to four thousand Euro. The publication that we had. So the better 
the journal, the more money. […] So when we talk about social sciences, you know, I mean it’s really 
rare that you’ll get this kind of money to be able to publish in top journals.” (Associate professor of 
psychology, focus group 22, p. 6). 



  

 

SOPs4RI_AU_WP5_D5.2_Report on the Results of the Focus Group Interviews_Version 1.0 

  

 

 Copyright by the SOPs4RI Consortium  Page 216 of 348 

 

 

 

Finally, a challenge was pointed out in the movement towards open science. For, although science 
will benefit from more openness, this is not necessarily the case for single researchers, who can 
have good career (competition) reasons for not sharing data, ideas etc.  

 

  Intellectual property issues 

‘Intellectual property issues’, concerns RFOs potential policies for tackling IPR issues in funded pro-
jects, was briefly discussed with researchers and stakeholders from the social sciences as part of 
the sorting exercise.  

4.2.11.1 Key features of the topic ‘Intellectual property issues’ 

Display 4.2.11: The mixed social science groups’ view on ‘Intellectual property issues’ 

Topic/subtop-
ics 

Main topic perceptions Example 
of good 
practices 

Chal-
lenges  

Recommendations and 
ideas for guidelines 
and SOPs  

Intellectual 
property is-
sues 

Difficulties understanding the 
topic. Not common in social sci-
ence, but some experiences within 
development of measuring instru-
ments (e.g. psychometric instru-
ments)  

 Steal-
ing of 
ideas  

 

 

4.2.11.2 Key observations: ‘Intellectual property issues’ 

Most of the interviewees had difficulties relating to the topic. Only in one group (focus group 22), 
did they immediately understand what intellectual property rights could be. Here, the development 
of psychometric instruments was used as an example of an issue in which Intellectual property 
rights were at stake. In this group, the issue was considered very important, whereas the topic was 
considered less important in the groups were the participants had difficulties relating to the issue.  

In the Dutch group, the discussion of Intellectual property rights led to a discussion on the stealing 
of ideas in general, which was considered a serious problem – and something that is driving new 
forms of publications,  
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P1: “I think that also the open science movement can contribute here, because here for in-
stance what you were discussing before when you, I don’t know, share your ideas with other 
people now that is what we constantly do at conferences for instance. But now, more and 
more people are making online all their presentations, posters, and this is a way also to, I 
don’t know, guarantee that your intellectual property is preserved. Or not to guarantee, be-
cause then you never know, someone can steal your idea, but. (Assistant professor of cogni-
tive psychology, focus group 14, p. 37) 

P2: I mean, there is a lot of stealing. I hate to say it, if you see papers and particularly from 
Asia and China, a lot of them are simply stolen.” (Professor of political science, focus group 
14, p. 37). 
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  Heat map of perceived importance – social science and RFOs  

 

Figure 4.2.12: Heat map displaying sorting exercise results of 11 RI topics in the social science RFO focus groups. 
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This heat map shows the results of the sorting exercise conducted during the focus group interviews 
for the stakeholder and researcher groups from the social sciences. It reflects the importance as-
signed to specific topics in relation to research integrity. The map provides an overview of the areas 
where participants perceived that RFOs could support the development of a strong research integ-
rity culture with SOPs and guidelines. While most of the topics were sorted as important and a few 
as very important, there were distinctions in how they were perceived. For example, ‘Funders’ ex-
pectations of RPOs’ and the ‘Selection and evaluation of proposals’, were both seen as topics where 
there could be a positive contribution from RFOs, while ‘Collaboration within funded projects’ and 
‘Monitoring of funded applications’ were seen as a propensity to increase red tape.  

 

  Concluding remarks regarding social science and RFOs 

This chapter examines the understandings, prioritisation and recommendations of the four mixed 
focus groups within the social sciences in relation to the 11 selected RI topics. The groups were 
carried out in four countries (Croatia, Denmark, Greece, and the Netherlands) with researchers 
from these countries as well as other countries. In all, 16 interviewees participated in the focus 
groups and they represented core disciplines within social science such as psychology, political sci-
ence, economics, and sociology. Both qualitative and quantitative researchers took part in the dis-
cussions, as well as representatives from e.g. RIOs, ethical committees, and journal editors.  

The heat map and discussions in the focus groups show that interviewees across the groups con-
sidered it important for RFOs to address all 11 topics in relation to the social sciences. Hence, all 
topics were placed in the ‘very important’ category by at least two groups. Of these 11 topics, six 
topics were placed in the very important category by three groups and two topics were placed in 
this category by all four groups (‘Publication and communication’ and ‘Research ethics structures’).  

‘Intellectual property issues’ was the only issue that was placed in the category ‘none or minimal 
importance’ by two of the four focus groups. This happened in two groups (in the Dutch and Danish 
groups). However, the two other groups placed it in the ‘very important’ category. The differences 
here probably have to do with the lack of experience with and understanding of intellectual prop-
erty issues amongst the participants in the Dutch and Danish groups, whereas a concrete example 
of IPR with relevance to the social sciences (psychometric instruments) was discussed in the Greek 
group.  
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The discussion in the social science groups revealed large national differences and a wish for a more 
harmonised system, especially when it comes to legal frameworks for dealing with breaches of RI. 
Interviewees also expressed that it is difficult to make standard RI requirements across disciplines 
in the social sciences, including across qualitative and quantitative approaches. The interviewees 
further pointed towards a number of challenges in academia, which they felt could jeopardise re-
search integrity: very intense competition, open science dilemmas, overpromising outcomes, too 
many low-quality papers etc.  

Although participants in general were positive towards RFOs developing policies for the discussed 
topics, they also warned against the possible negative bureaucratic consequences of added RI re-
quirements. They also expressed the view that guidelines and SOPs are not a guarantee against 
research misconduct. 
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4.3 Natural science 
The focus group study aims to explore how the main disciplinary fields of research perceive and 
relate to a number of research integrity issues relevant for both RPOs and RFOs, to understand the 
potential disciplinary variation in experienced challenges and their needs for institutional guidelines 
and SOPs to promote research integrity. In this section, we explore the promotion of research in-
tegrity in research funding organisations from the disciplinary perspectives of the natural sciences, 
including technical science.  

Most studies on research behaviour and RI have been performed within the behavioural and (bio) 
natural sciences, as already mentioned above (Anderson et al. 2007; Hofmann and Holm 2019; John 
et al. 2012; Steneck 2006). Hence, akin to the humanities, natural science and technical science are 
not equally represented as fields of research in the academic literature on RI. In addition to studies 
that focus on misconduct and questionable research practices (QRPs), some studies exist that, for 
instance, address variation in “styles of doing science” also within the natural science as a field of 
research (Penders et al. 2009),  or examine what “integrity looks like in practice” for researchers 
within the natural science (Davies 2019, 1238). However, in general, evidence from the natural and 
technical sciences on RI practices and perceptions of them remain limited (Haven et al. 2019).   

In the following, we examine how different stakeholders within and around natural science, includ-
ing technical sciences, such as researchers, REC and RIO members, trade union and funding repre-
sentatives understand and rank RI topics, such as publication and communication, selection and 
evaluation of proposals, and research ethics structures. The aim is to increase our understanding 
of how RFOs may foster and advance RI practices and policies in alignment with the particular needs 
and interests of the natural and technical sciences. 

The four focus groups within natural and technical sciences discussed and prioritised 11 different 
RI topics, most of the topics were discussed in depth by the different focus groups as shown in 
display 4.3 below. Representing a number of disciplines within natural and technical sciences, 24 
different stakeholders took part in the focus group conducted in four European countries. They 
discussed and conveyed their considerations on the different RI topics, key barriers related to them, 
and best practice cases on how to improve RI practices and procedures within each distinct topic. 
The results of the discussions are addressed by topic in the following sections and summarised in 
separate displays. We also provide a heat map at the end of this chapter (section 4.3.12) that visu-
alise the assessed importance of each RI topic for the natural and technical sciences. 
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Display 4.3. Overview of participants in the natural science focus group interviews 

Focus 
group 
num-
ber  

Disciplines 
represented*  

Topics for in-
depth discus-
sion 

Stakeholders 
represented** 

Country Face-to-
face/online 
interview 

Number of 
participants 

7 Indoor envi-
ronment 
 
Geometry 
 
Wind Energy 
 
 
 

Research eth-
ics structures 
 
Selection and 
evaluation of 
proposals 

RIO 
 
RPO codes of 
conduct work-
ing group 
 
Researcher  
Trade union 
representative 
 
RI course 
teacher 
 

DK Face-to-face 5 

18 Health re-
search 
 
Technical 
health re-
search 
 
Physics 
 
Bionatural en-
gineering 
 
Nanoscience 

Education and 
training in RI 
 
Dealing 
With 
Breaches 
Of RI 
 
 

Medical coordi-
nator, RPO 
 
Privacy coordi-
nator, industry 
 
Compliance re-
view member 
 
Ethical review 
board member 
 
Public funding 
org. repre-
sentative 
 

NL Face-to-face 8 

24 Physics 
 
Chemistry 
 
 
 

Publication 
and communi-
cation 
 

Researcher 
 
Researcher, in-
dustry 
 

HR 
 

Online  6 
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Monitoring of 
funded appli-
cations 
 
 
 

Management 
position at RPO 
 
 

29 Chemical En-
gineering 
 
Mathematics 
 
Geology 
 
Physics 
 
Engineering 
 

Independence 
from commer-
cial influences 
 
Declaration of 
competing in-
terests   
 
 

Researcher 
 
Management 
position at RPO 
 
Public funding 
org. repre-
sentative 
 

GR Face-to-face 5 

* Participants may represent more than one discipline 
** Participants may represent more than one type of stakeholder  
 

 Dealing with breaches of RI  

‘Dealing with breaches of RI’ is about policies and procedures that funding organisations could have 
in place in order to address research integrity breaches. The natural and technical science focus 
groups, for instance, discussed which procedures funding organisations themselves can implement 
compared to existing structures in RPOs, and how they can handle sanctions for misconduct. The 
topic was discussed in-depth in the Dutch group, and the Danish group also granted the topic thor-
ough attention. The Croatian and Greek groups only discussed the topic in their sorting exercise.  

 

 

 

 



  

 

SOPs4RI_AU_WP5_D5.2_Report on the Results of the Focus Group Interviews_Version 1.0 

  

 

 Copyright by the SOPs4RI Consortium  Page 224 of 348 

 

 

 

4.3.1.1 Key features of the topic ‘Dealing with breaches of RI’ 

Display 4.3.1: The mixed natural science groups’ view on ‘Dealing with breaches of RI’   

Topic/subtopics Main topic perceptions Example 
of good 
practices 

Challenges  Recommendations 
and ideas for guide-
lines and SOPs  

Dealing with 
breaches of RI 

Current systems of dealing 
with misconduct works quite 
well  
 

 Lacking 
transparency  
 
Power dis-
parity in fil-
ing com-
plaints 

Everybody should 
know where to go 
with their issues   
 
Powerful independ-
ent person to ap-
proach with one’s is-
sues 
 

RI bodies in the 
organisation 

“ […] Very important that we 
don't sort of overrule existing 
structures […] we have actually 
a legal framework for dealing 
with this” (RIO, focus group 7, 
p. 22) 
 
National differences  
 

  Funders take a bigger 
responsibility in 
countries without na-
tional procedures 
and legal systems for 
dealing with miscon-
duct  

Procedures for 
breaches by 
funded re-
searchers  

Many pitfalls, funders should 
talk to RPOs before making 
policies  
 
Accusations of misconduct can 
be political or personal  

 Black and 
white under-
standings in 
RFOs 

 

By review com-
mittee mem-
bers 

    

By reviewers      
By staff mem-
bers 

    

Protection of 
whistle-blowers 
and the accused  

  Difficult to 
protect 
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whistle-
blowers 
 
Risk of ca-
reer destruc-
tion  
 

Sanctions/other 
actions  

RPOs worried about having to 
pay back funding    

 Funders 
quarantining 
researchers 
accused of 
misconduct 

 

Communicating 
with the public  

Universities can be hesitant to 
expose cases publicly  
 

  RPOs exercise trans-
parency and respon-
sibility when they en-
counter a case of 
misconduct 

4.3.1.2 Key observations: ‘Dealing with breaches of RI’ 

The discussion on how to deal with breaches of RI revealed huge differences in national systems. 
Some countries have systems in place, whereas others have not. In one of the countries, where a 
legal system for dealing with misconduct cases exists, interviewees were hesitant towards the idea 
that RFOs should build up their own systems for dealing with breaches,  

“[…] in Denmark we have actually a legal framework for dealing with this. It's not something 
WE invented at [name of RPO], it's a standard for all Danish universities. So we also need to 
respect our system, we might not completely agree with the system, but then we need to 
work on changing the system but not having this overruled by a funding agency.” (RIO, focus 
group 7, p. 22).  

On the other hand, funders might need to take a bigger responsibility for these issues in countries, 
where there are no national procedures or legal system for handling these issues, “[…] from a fun-
der's perspective if you for instance were funding research in Italy or Greece, then from a funder's 
perspective there might be a need for you to deal with breaches of research integrity, because there 
might not be any system at the university.” (RIO, focus group 7, p. 22).  
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In the focus group conducted in the Netherlands, it was pointed out that most people probably do 
not know whom to contact if they want to report (or just discuss) issues related to breaches of RI. 
It can also be a problem that the structures are set up in such a way that one’s PI will be notified, 
or that complaints have to go through the PI, “I was a Postdoc here and it was a long time ago, so I 
am confident and I hope that things are different. But, when I did have to make a complaint, I was 
told that the only way to formalise the complaint was to go through my PI who was; who I also saw 
was part of the problem.” (Research support manager, focus group 18, p. 21). It was recommended 
that RPOs made sure that all employees are made aware of the existing structures and procedures 
for ‘Dealing with breaches of RI’, including whom they can contact in case they want to report or 
discuss issues related to breaches of RI.  

As will also be discussed in the section on ‘Funders’ expectation of RPOs’ (see section 4.3.3), the 
interviewees warned against funders formulating too black and white policies for dealing with 
breaches of RI. There are many pitfalls related to this subject. For example, some funders might 
threaten to stop the funding of a project if a person, who is maybe only one out of many researchers 
working on that project, is accused of misconduct. In large, collaborative projects, it can cause se-
vere problems for the RPOs if funding is stopped on this basis for the whole project. Before making 
policies like this, it is therefore important that funders talk to RPOs to learn more about research 
practices. For example, they have to be aware that many accusations of research misconduct might 
have more to do with personal or political disagreements than research misconduct. If funders have 
quarantine policies for researchers who are accused of misconduct, accusations can also be used 
to harm one’s competitors, “The personal conflict is often sort of a starting point, so if you want to 
get rid of the competition when you're applying [for funding from a particular funder, who has a 
quarantine policy], you can just make anonymous accusations.” (RIO, focus group 7, p. 6). 

Interviewees took the view that universities have a special responsibility to be transparent about 
cases of misconduct internally, as well as externally. However, when dealing with accusations of 
breaches of RI, it is very important that both the whistle-blowers and accused researchers are 
treated fairly. It can destroy researchers’ careers if they are wrongly accused of misconduct – or if 
their names are associated with convicted researchers.  

 



  

 

SOPs4RI_AU_WP5_D5.2_Report on the Results of the Focus Group Interviews_Version 1.0 

  

 

 Copyright by the SOPs4RI Consortium  Page 227 of 348 

 

 

 

 Declaration of competing interests  

‘Declaration of competing interests’ relates to issues of conflicts of interest amongst: a) review 
committee members, b) amongst reviewers, and c) amongst staff members. It addresses the kind 
of procedures that RFO’s could implement to handle conflict of interests. The Greek focus group 
discussed the topic in-depth, and the remaining three groups assessed its importance in the sorting 
exercise.  

4.3.2.1 Key observations: ‘Declaration of competing interests’ 

The discussion on competing interests is interwoven with the discussion on ‘selection and evalua-
tion of proposals’ and analysed in detail in section 4.3.4. As described in this section, the discussion 
largely outlined the difficulties of appointing knowledgeable but independent reviewers in small 
research communities. Recommendations for blind review procedures and evaluations of evalua-
tors were proposed as actions to reduce conflicts of interests and enhance transparency and ac-
countable review procedures (for specifications, see section 4.3.4). The Dutch focus group ranked 
the topic as somewhat important, whereas the remaining focus groups (Greece, Denmark, and Cro-
atia) assessed the topic to be very important for RFOs to address.  

  

 Funders’ expectations of RPOs  

‘Funders’ expectations of RPOs’ comprises policies and requirements that funding organisations 
can put forward towards the RPOs whose researchers apply for funding from the RFOs. The topic 
was discussed in all groups. However, in the Dutch group, the discussion was mostly focused on 
education and training in RPOs. This part of the discussion in the Dutch group has therefore been 
moved to the analysis for the natural sciences groups on the topic ‘Education and training for RI’ in 
RPOs (see section 3.3.1). 

4.3.3.1 Key features of the topic ‘Funders’ expectations of RPOs’ 

Display 4.3.3: The mixed natural science groups’ view on ‘Funders expectations of RPOs’ 

Topic/subtopics Main topic perceptions Example 
of good 
practices 

Challenges  Recommendations 
and ideas for guide-
lines and SOPs  
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Funders’ expec-
tations of RPOs 

Policies and expectations 
from funders should be in 
line with how research is or-
ganised and carried out in 
RPOs 
 
Funders should ensure that 
procedures exist in RPOs – 
but not be too involved in 
them  
 

 Funders keen 
on ensuring 
own interests 

Funders must dis-
cuss their codes and 
guidelines with RPOs 
before implement-
ing them 

Codes of conduct  RPOs have the main respon-
sibility for researchers’ com-
pliance  
 

 Codes of con-
duct not help-
ing researchers 
in their daily 
work  
 
People not 
reading decla-
rations of in-
tegrity  

 

Assessment of re-
searchers  

    

Education and 
training for RI  

RI training relevant at all lev-
els 

Ameri-
can fund-
ing agen-
cies 

 Funders can require 
teaching in good sci-
entific practice  

Processes for in-
vestigating alle-
gations of re-
search miscon-
duct  

“The universities they have 
the major role to play” (pub-
lic funding org. representa-
tive, focus group 18, p. 3)  

   

4.3.3.2 Key observations: ‘Funders’ expectations of RPOs’ 

Across the groups, interviewees expressed the view that it is up to the RPOs to ensure a high stand-
ard of RI amongst their researchers. The role of funders is primarily to monitor that standards and 
structures are in place, “[…] this is actually just expectations that we as a university have these 
procedures in place, they [funders] shouldn't be involved in the procedures, but they should ensure 
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that they are there.” (RIO, focus group 7, p. 24). One of interviewees in the Dutch group, who rep-
resented a RFO, also stressed this in a discussion on what to do about processes for investigating 
allegations of research misconduct, “[…] at [name of funding agency] we have our own procedure 
to send in complaints when you think that something is going wrong, and we ask all our funded 
projects to comply with this code. But in general we think, in the Netherlands the universities they 
have the major role to play […]” (Public funding org. representative, focus group 18, p. 3).  

It is also very important that funders discuss and coordinate their policies with the RPOs before 
implementing them, as RFO and RPO policies have to be in accord in order to be effective and have 
a positive influence on researchers. One of the interviewees gave an example of a proactive funder, 
who had formulated a new code of conduct,  

“[…] instead of publishing the code of conduct and sending a notification to us as a partner 
with the [name of funder], saying ‘oh, and we have made this wonderful code of conduct’, 
and then we read it, or I read it, and I see that there are some passages that are problematic, 
it would be really good since they are new, why don't they ask? Say, ‘alright, if we, we want 
to write this, are there something that you can see from a university point of view that could 
be problematic?’” (RIO, focus group 7, p. 6).  

Interviewees also felt that funders were currently very busy trying to protect themselves – e.g. in 
cases of misconduct – and therefore made their documents on RI too black and white, i.e. not 
suitable for the reality of knowledge production at RPOs, “[…] they are so keen on ensuring their 
own ‘behind’ that they forget how the universities really work. I actually think it's a very American 
code of conduct from my perspective, this by covering yourself and then show the monkey at some-
one else…” (RIO, focus group 7, p. 5). Instead of fixed black and white documents, the interviewees 
pointed out that codes of conduct and similar RI documents had to be seen as living documents 
that could be changed.  

Another problem pointed out by the interviewees, was that codes of conduct rarely help research-
ers in their daily practices. This partly is the result of researchers not reading these documents, but 
it also has to do with the aggregated level of such documents. Some translation work therefore 
needs to be done at the RPO in order to give such documents impact.  

This translation work could be part of the education and training in RI at the RPOs. Here, it was 
pointed out that such training had to be carried out on all levels,  
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“[…] good scientific practice or training in research integrity, it should happen on all levels. 
I think these ongoing discussions, because we, when you're a PhD student it's certain topics 
you're concerned about. I mean the authorship is the same for everybody, but then when 
you're more senior then there might be collaborations with more companies for instance 
uhm, other political organisations, at [name of RPO] we have many commercial activities 
that affect our research.” (RIO, focus group 7, p. 13).  

According to the interviewees, funders could make it a requirement for RPOs who receive funding 
to have good teaching and training systems in place. The teaching also needs to be very thorough 
and it should consider field specific problems. Here, American funders were highlighted as best 
practice examples, “[…] we see it from American funding agencies that they have this requirement, 
and sometimes you see if you have to go to, from post doc to associate professor for instance, then 
you sort of have to pass a test, to even obtain that degree, on good scientific practice. We don't 
have anything like that implemented in Denmark.” (RIO, focus group 7, p. 13).  

 

 Selection and evaluation of proposals  

The topic ‘Selection and evaluation of proposals’ includes the criteria for research integrity issues 
that could or should be integrated and assessed when RFOs select and evaluate research proposals. 
Such criteria could include attention to diversity issues, an RI plan specifying a data management 
plan, openness concerning publishing and training in RI issues, amongst other topics. The topic was 
discussed by all four focus group, either as part of the first open question or as part of the in-depth 
question as well as in the sorting exercise.   

4.3.4.1 Key features of the topic ‘Selection and evaluation of proposals’ 

Display 4.3.4: The mixed natural science groups view on ‘Selection and evaluation of proposals’ 

Topic/sub-
topics 

Main topic per-
ceptions 

Example of good 
practices 

Challenges  Recommendations and 
ideas for guidelines and 
SOPs 
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Selection 
and evalua-
tion of pro-
posals 

Key focus on the 
qualification re-
quirements of 
researchers and 
the qualifications 
of reviewers 

Reviewers may 
suggest budget 
cuts (not the 
RFO) and they 
have to suggest 
project modifica-
tions, too 
 
RFO exclusion of 
long publication 
lists in connec-
tion with re-
search proposals 
 
 
 

Too many con-
trols and checks 
from the funder 
may create dis-
trust and result 
in standard ‘tick 
box’ answers 
 
RFO cut in re-
search budget 
may affect the 
project quality  
 
Long response 
rates to submit-
ted proposals 

Implementation of an eval-
uation of proposal evalua-
tors (and sanctions for un-
accountability) 
 
Greater use of reviewers 
that academically are close 
to the application topic, for 
instance by increasing the 
use of international review-
ers 
 
Increase deliverable re-
views on sensitive issues  
 
Implementation of blind 
evaluation procedures 
 
Less focus on CVs and met-
rics that result in exclusion 
and potentially QRPs 
 
RFO application require-
ments should allow for pro-
ject specific clarifications 

RI plan     
Methodo-
logical re-
quirements 

    

Plagiarism      
Diversity is-
sues  

    

4.3.4.2 Key observations: ‘Selection and evaluation of proposals’ 

The issue of selecting and evaluating funding applications gave rise to extensive discussions across 
the four focus group interviews.   
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In both the Greek and Dutch focus groups, the strong focus on merits through CVs and performance 
metrics in funding processes was considered a problem, because this could exclude younger re-
searchers and non-established researcher groups from funding, and in some cases it may also push 
them into the grey area of questionable research practices (QRPs). As a public funding representa-
tive from the Dutch group said,  

 “We want to select the best research proposals of the best researchers. But the best re-
searchers, what are they? We do not ask at [name of funding organisation] anymore for a 
full publication list, we only want small numbers of the most relevant publications with re-
gard to research proposals. So, not to have, let us say, ten Nature publications on the list. 
So, to reduce this pressure. This is; it is enormously important to do something about that 
in Europe, especially the young PhDs and Post Docs who are really suffering from short-term 
contracts, and trying to get a scientific job. They are really under pressure to perform and 
to give their best results. So, when you come in the grey-area they are stretching the grey-
area maybe” (Public funding org. representative, group 18, p. 8). 

In the Greek natural science focus group, they – as in the Greek humanities and social science group 
– brought up the issue of small research communities which, consequently, result in a small pool 
of potential funding application reviewers. As one participant remarked, “The village is small and, 
even worse, the passions are big” (Public funding org. representative, group 29, p. 15). In this group, 
it was suggested to: a) increase the use of international reviewers to enhance the reviewer exper-
tise on the particular proposal topic; b) implement blind review procedures; c) implement an eval-
uation of evaluators and employ sanctions if reviewers do not act accountable and in compliance 
with ethical and integrity standards; and d) evaluate the outcome of the funded projects in accord-
ance with “sensitive issues” and not merely as to whether the project produced the stated output. 
The public funding representative in the group mentioned that the use of international reviewers 
implies that proposals need to be written in English and that the RFOs have experienced objections 
to this from the research community. The lack of contextual knowledge, for instance regarding the 
Greek economic situation, was also stated as a potential challenge when using international review-
ers. The funding representative also objected to the use of blind review procedures, as it may be 
difficult for the reviewers to assess proposals without CVs. In this regard, another interviewee sug-
gested implementing a first evaluation stage with no references and with a “pure proposal” in order 
to secure a “two-way blind procedure” (Assistant professor in Engineering, group 29, p. 15). In this 
group, very long response rates from funding organisations were also problematised as they can 
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be a challenge to sustaining research groups. Furthermore, another interviewee called attention to 
the challenge of RFOs cutting funding of the projects in the last part of the approval phase, “… the 
Greek state announces a significant cut of the budget and I think this affects the quality and the type 
of the research” (Assistant professor in mechanical engineering, group 29, p. 5). The funding repre-
sentative responded that their practice is that the reviewers can make suggestions for budget cuts 
and not the RFO. The reviewer then has to justify the suggested budget reductions and make rec-
ommendations on how to modify the proposal.  

In the Dutch stakeholder group, one participant brought forth the perspective of excessive bureau-
cratisation, which is also seen as a cross-cutting theme in the focus group study at large (see section 
5). If RFOs implement too many rules and procedures related to research ethics and integrity, it 
may create “more distrust towards researchers, instead of the thing you want to achieve [which] is 
to have responsible researchers” (Medical coordinator, focus group 18, p. 5). This view was partly 
backed by the RIO representative in the Danish group, as extensive RFO procedures may lead to 
the request by researchers to have ‘standard’ application text that probably may not promote in-
dependent RI reflections and practices. According to this RIO, requirements should be imple-
mented, such as data management plans, but they should be implemented in a way that allows for 
reflection on how RI requirements (such as GDPR) are relevant for, translated into, and managed 
in the individual projects.   

The groups were equally divided between assessing the topic as very important (Greece, the Neth-
erlands) and somewhat important (Croatia, Denmark). The rationale in the Danish group was that 
subtopics such as procedures for plagiarism and guidelines on diversity are in place. It was, how-
ever, noted – as in the Greek group – that funders should keep a strong focus on how and why 
review committees are appointed.  

 

 Research ethics structures  

‘Research ethics structures’ concerns ethics requirements that RFOs can set up for researchers 
when applying for and receiving funding. The participants also discussed challenges in existing in-
stitutional and national ethics review systems. The topic was mainly discussed in the Danish and 
Dutch focus groups, whereas the Croatian and Greek focus groups dealt with it in their sorting ex-
ercise. 
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4.3.5.1 Key features of the topic ‘Research ethics structures’ 

Display 4.3.5: The mixed natural science groups’ view on ‘Research ethics structures’ 

Topic/subtopics Main topic percep-
tions 

Example 
of good 
practices 

Challenges  Recommendations and 
ideas for guidelines 
and SOPs  

Research ethics 
structures 

Ethical approval 
whenever doing re-
search with humans 
 
DPO expertise neces-
sary  
 
Funders should not 
get involved in this  
 

 Guidelines and 
codes are no guar-
antee against un-
ethical behaviour 
 
Different set-ups 
across Europe  
 
Lacking institutional 
structures 
 
Existing structures 
not fitting the 
emerging problems 
in the discipline 

Make CV and publica-
tion list less important 
for getting the grant - 
promote ethical behav-
iour in research 

Research ethics 
requirements  

    

Ethics reporting 
requirements  

    

4.3.5.2 Key observations: ‘Research ethics structures’ 

Both the Danish and Dutch groups pointed out that it is important to have ethical structures in 
place in the RPOs, mainly to check the safety of the people who participate in a research project. A 
problem here is that not all RPOs have these structures in place, and that the established structures 
in some countries do not always fit the emerging problems within, for example, biotechnology,  
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“I think ethical requirements is not a big problem if it's ethical issues in relation to the legal 
framework, so working with research animals, human test subjects and all this. But we have 
many, within engineering research you have many, many research topics coming out in bi-
otechnology all of these where you actually need an ethical permission or approval, but you 
do not follow within the scope of the ethical committee system in Denmark, because you 
are not injecting anyone.” (RIO, focus group 7, p. 24). 

A further problem is the different rules that exist in different countries on when you need ethical 
approval for your study.  

Besides having to do with the protection of humans, the Dutch group stressed that the issue of 
ethical structures is also linked to data protection, that is to the protection of personal data.  

Across the groups, the interviewees did not see a need for funders to get involved in this topic 
beyond checking if the RPO that receives the funding has an ethical structure in place, “I am think-
ing, I am not really sure and I don't really see; I don't really know if it would be a good idea to have 
this kind of responsibility; responsibility with the funder to be honest.” (Researcher in medical and 
social sciences, ethical review board member, focus group 18, p. 4). 

Finally, interviewees pointed out that guidelines and codes of conduct are no guarantee against 
unethical behaviour. If you want to cheat, there is always a way, “[…] having a code is very good to 
remind people to be, yeah, true etc., etc. But, in the end if I am a clever researcher and I want to 
fraud, play; make fraud, I think I can get away with it to be honest.” (Privacy coordinator, industry, 
focus group 18, p. 6). Funders could remove some of the motivation for cheating by focusing less 
on the CV and publication list when they fund research.  
 

 Collaboration within funded projects  

‘Collaboration within funded projects’ relates to RFOs’ expectations regarding research integrity 
issues in collaborative research between multiple organisations or in research projects that are co-
financed by multiple funders. This topic was only discussed as part of the sorting exercise in the 
four groups. 
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4.3.6.1 Key observations: ‘Collaboration within funded projects’ 

The interviewees generally agreed that the topic is important, “I think it's more important than IPR 
and that's because collaborations is sometimes where projects they die, if something goes wrong.” 
(RIO, focus group 7, p. 17). However, the issue only sparked an extended discussion in the Danish 
group. Here, it was pointed out that collaboration issues are the project manager/management’s 
responsibility, “But I would say, this is the problem of the project manager, he should take care of 
that. It's not the funding authorities that should do that.” (Professor in wind energy, focus group 7, 
p. 17). The interviewees pointed out that it is up to the RPOs to make sure the project manager is 
properly trained and has the necessary institutional back up, “We have a, all projects have a small 
group, background group that discuss that. We never go to the funding authorities to discuss these 
issues.” (Professor in wind energy, focus group 7, p. 17). A funder’s role could be to check that there 
is a sound management structure around granted projects and that the project manager is properly 
trained, “But they can, they can check if there's a description of the project management structure 
and if they have an education” (Researcher of indoor environment, focus group 7, p. 17).  

 

 Monitoring of funded applications  

Under ‘Monitoring of funded applications’ the focus group participants discuss several aspects of 
monitoring that funding organisations may perhaps implement for the research they fund. This 
could include monitoring of financial, grant execution, or RI compliance aspects. The topic and its 
subtopics were discussed at length in the Croatian and Greek groups, but also touched upon in the 
Danish and Dutch groups. 

4.3.7.1 Key features of the topic ‘Monitoring of funded applications’ 

Display 4.3.7: The mixed natural science groups’ view on ‘Monitoring of funded applications’ 

Topic/subtopics Main topic perceptions Example 
of good 
practices 

Challenges  Recommendations and 
ideas for guidelines and 
SOPs  

Monitoring of 
funded applica-
tions 

More administration for 
PIs 

 Lack of de-
liverable 
evaluation 
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Financial moni-
toring 

Funding organisations 
should trust universities 
and researchers more 
 

   

Monitoring of ex-
ecution of re-
search grant 

Flexibility needed because 
of unpredictability of re-
search 
 

  Clarifications of output 
expectations beforehand  
 
Simplicity and clarity in 
the final reporting  
 

Monitoring of 
compliance with 
RI requirements  

   Ex ante reflections and 
evaluations on RI in grant 
applications 

4.3.7.2 Key observations: ‘Monitoring of funded applications’ 

In the Greek group, it was pointed out that it is very important to have some kind of evaluation of 
the deliverables from projects. At least, funders have to make sure that grantees deliver what they 
promise. As it is now, you can promise as many deliverables as you want in your applications with-
out being held accountable for them, “You can give an endless list of deliverables and you don’t 
have to deliver them; no one will judge you. Nationally, it will not be taken into account for your next 
proposal.” (Professor in applied mathematics, focus group 29, p. 4). This makes people promise way 
too much in their applications. This was seen as a problem in national [Greek] applications, whereas 
the EU projects are monitored much more closely when it comes to deliverables, “So, there [in 
Horizon2020 projects] is actually an evaluation of the deliverables. And in some cases, some deliv-
erables may return back, may be rejected and have to be redrafted in order for the 2nd period of 
funding to be able to start.” (Project interviewer, focus group 29, p. 4).  

Across cases, some level of monitoring was considered necessary. But it was also pointed out that 
more monitoring means more administrative work for the researchers, especially the PI, “The first 
thing that comes to my mind is more administration for principle investigator.” (Assistant professor 
of chemistry, focus group 24, p. 13). It was also important for the interviewees that monitoring 
takes the shape of interest instead of control, “[…] we don't want control systems, it would be good 
with some interest, but we would like to deal with some things ourselves.” (RIO, focus group 7, p. 
25). In the Danish group, freedom from interference was seen as a positive thing; too much moni-
toring was seen as a signal of lack of trust in researchers and RPOs,  
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“I think it would be good also to throw in the American way of thinking when we talk funding 
because if we look to Harvard and MIT, they are funded a lot. The money that follows are 
not in the same sense, or at least as far as I know, are not earmarked in the same way as 
they are when you get an ERC grant after a specific application or funding from Novo 
Nordisk or Willum [two big, private Danish RFOs] or whatever. And this of course is a matter 
of trust, right.” (Researcher of geometry, focus group 7, p. 14). 

If we look at the monitoring of the execution of research grant, it was pointed out that some flexi-
bility in the monitoring is necessary, because research avenues are unpredictable, “[…] funding 
agencies that monitor projects should be more flexible. Because it’s not easy to predict what, what 
your, which results will bring your research in next, three, four or five years. And, so more flexibility 
in monitoring is also required.” (Professor of physics, focus group 24, p. 14). However, clarifications 
of output expectations beforehand, like in EU-funded projects, could be a good thing – if there is 
room for flexibility. It was further emphasised that the final reporting should be kept as short and 
to the point as possible, “But these final forms are usually too administrative. […] what’s really im-
portant to the funding agency, like European funding agencies should be made much more clear 
and much more simple, I would say. I think this would be the best monitoring.” (Physicist, researcher, 
industry, focus group 24, p. 14). 

Finally, regarding monitoring of compliance with RI requirements, it was suggested to have ex ante 
evaluations of this as part of the evaluation of the research grant applications.  

 

 Updating and implementing the RI policy  

This topic concerns procedures that funding organisations may put in place regarding updating and 
implementing policies on research integrity. It was discussed as part of the sorting exercise in the 
four groups.  

4.3.8.1 Key observations ‘Updating and implementing the RI policy’ 

This topic did not generate any lengthy discussion in the groups. Only the Danish group touched 
upon it shortly. Here, it was pointed out that it is important for funders to have policies that are 
regularly updated in dialogue with the RPOs, so that the funders and RPOs’ policies are in line with 
each other.  
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 Independence  

‘Independence’ as a topic, addresses guidelines that funding organisations could implement to pre-
vent unjustifiable interference from the side of for instance funders and commercial interests. The 
participants also discussed the overall importance of researchers maintaining their independence. 
The topic, with a special focus on independence from commercial interests, was discussed in-depth 
in the Greek group. Independence and its subtopics were further discussed as part of the sorting 
exercise in all four groups. 

4.3.9.1 Key features of the topic ‘Independence’ 

Display 4.3.9: The mixed natural science groups’ view on ‘Independence’ 

Topic/subtopics Main topic perceptions Example of 
good prac-
tices 

Challenges  Recommendations and 
ideas for guidelines 
and SOPs  

Independence Independence connected 
with trust in researchers 
and autonomy  
 
Commercial interests and 
research manipulation are 
central issues 

 Exaggera-
tion of out-
come expec-
tations in 
order to at-
tract fund-
ing 

 

What counts as 
an unjustifiable 
interference? 

    

Preventing unjus-
tifiable interfer-
ence by the fun-
der 

Funders’ interference 
through goal-setting for 
projects can jeopardise in-
tegrity  
 
Funders should be aware 
of possible side effects of 
making very specific calls                                    

   

Preventing unjus-
tifiable interfer-
ence by political 
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or other external 
influences 
Preventing unjus-
tifiable interfer-
ence by commer-
cial influences  

Researchers and private 
companies have different 
outputs and interests. 
Funding from commercial 
actors involves delivering 
specified things.  
There can be interests in 
results manipulation and 
publication embargos.  
 
Collaboration with indus-
try necessary to develop 
real-scale models  

 No official 
way to influ-
ence SMEs’ 
research in-
tegrity  
 

Guidelines on ensuring 
RI in collaborations 
with industry before 
signing funding con-
tracts 

4.3.9.2 Key observations: ‘Independence’ 

‘Independence’ was understood as autonomy; that a researcher must be free to choose the design, 
methods, outputs etc. that make most sense scientifically. Independence also has to do with trust-
ing researchers, “Well, independence shows that you trust your researcher which is important and 
they feel; I mean that is why you become an academic, right? You want to; yeah, have your own 
research lines and make your own impact.” (Research support manager, focus group 18, p. 23).  

Interviewees across the focus groups pointed out that researchers have to be careful with who 
funds their research and under what conditions the funding is given. Too close collaboration with 
industry can have a bad influence on research integrity, “We all think that avocados are healthier 
than red meat, but I understand that the research that proved that avocados are healthy was funded 
by the California avocado industry. So, it is just as lousy as all these other things. Probably it is a little 
bit healthier anyway, but still.” (Professor of applied physics, focus group 18. p. 23).  

According to the interviewees, private companies could have an interest in manipulating the sci-
ence in projects they fund (methods, results, outputs etc.). The project interviewer mentioned food 
products as an example where you could manipulate results in order to boost your sale, “[…] in 
these cases you can manipulate somehow the results, get some profit in the meantime, and then 
the market will show whether you were successful or not.” (Project interviewer, focus group 29, p. 
11). An interviewee in the same group supplemented that with an example from another type of 
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industry, “A colleague of mine received funding to do research on [the research project and where 
it was carried out]. All the money came from the company. So, first of all, there was an embargo in 
publishing their results, but, also, there was some manipulation about the results. So it depends 
always on the funding source.” (Assistant professor of agriculture, focus group 29, p. 10).  

The problem with industrial funders who want to delay or influence research publications due to 
commercial interests, was also brought up in one of the other groups,  

“And they want really to push you in a specific direction. I have examples from, right now, I 
have, one of my people there, he's having a project with a Danish [type of company]. […] So 
there’s a discussion now on how to, the interpretations of measurements they are taking in 
field, and they don't believe the measurements because they say it could be due to this or 
that and so on. So these are also a part of that and when they are starting to release a 
scientific journal article on that, I'm sure there will be a lot of constraints on what's allowed 
to say or not say.” (Professor in wind energy, focus group 7, p. 9).  

Many of these problems have to do with the fundamental differences in interests between re-
searchers and industry. Researchers are mostly interested in publications and other academic out-
puts, whereas industry primarily has a commercial interest in science. However, interviewees also 
pointed out that collaborating with industry has many advantages, as for example better opportu-
nities to scale up experiments and to make real life testing. To avoid problems of unjustifiable in-
terference, interviewees suggested clarifying mutual expectations between industry and research-
ers before a funding contract is signed. Here, guidelines could be helpful.  

In general, funders have to be careful with being too goal oriented in their approach to science, as 
this this could jeopardise RI,  

“It’s a problem that you have to reach a goal and this includes everybody. Maybe the SME 
that has invested – because I think they also, this is cofounded, they have to invest some 
money to the project – they will push to rather to produce something to get their money 
rather than stop the project or take the way out or whatever.” (Associated researcher in 
civil engineering, focus group 29, p. 10).  

Being very goal oriented puts the independence of research at risk,  

“[…] we see a tendency at the moment that they specify the calls to an absurd extreme 
sometimes. That you need to use something about green energy and then you get this sort 
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of detailed call about what they are really looking for. So maybe they should look, they 
should look more at independence and more at trust of researcher […].” (RIO, focus group 
7, p. 19).  

Finally, it was pointed out that researchers also have a responsibility not to exaggerate the outcome 
expectations when submitting their research bids, “people exaggerate a lot to get the funding.” 
(Professor in wind energy, focus group 7, p. 10). With the increased focus on the societal benefits 
of science, this was seen as an increasing tendency.  

 

  Publication and communication  

Discussions on ‘Publication and communication’ concerned how RFOs can impose requirements 
and guidelines on publication and dissemination aspects of the research they fund. This could be 
setting publications requirements, clarifying expectations on authorships for project outputs, and 
setting requirements for open science. The topic was discussed in depth in the Croatian group, but 
also led to lengthy discussions in the Danish and Greek groups during the sorting exercises. 

4.3.10.1 Key features of the topic ‘Publication and communication’ 

Display 4.3.10: The mixed natural science groups’ view on ‘Publication and communication’  

Topic/subtopics Main topic perceptions Example 
of good 
practices 

Challenges  Recommendations and 
ideas for guidelines and 
SOPs  

Publication and 
communication 

  Commercial 
journals have 
copyright over 
research once 
published 
 

 

Publication re-
quirements  

Reporting on failed re-
search and negative re-
sults  
 
PhD publication re-
quirements  

 Journals unwill-
ing to publish 
negative results 

All negative results must 
be published 
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Expectations on 
authorship  

Authorship distribution 
typically according to 
contribution 
 
Unfair assigning of au-
thorship considered a 
big RI issue 
 

Nature or 
Science 
papers’ 
contribu-
tion of 
each au-
thor 
 

Authorship prac-
tices are embed-
ded in local sci-
entific culture. 
Guidelines will 
have difficulties 
solving the prob-
lems  
 

Funders having guide-
lines on authorship con-
tribution like journals  
 
Need to get rid of gift 
authorship culture  
 
 

Open science 
(open access, 
open data, 
transparency)  

Funders can exercise 
their power and change 
open-access systems  
 
Disciplinary differences 
in traditions and differ-
ent perceptions of how 
mainstream open sci-
ence is  
 
Data sharing really im-
portant for some re-
search topics  
 
Data collectors owning 
the data  
 

Open data 
proce-
dures in 
astrophys-
ics  
 
Portals for 
data shar-
ing  
 
arXiv por-
tal 

Lacking proper 
data sharing in-
frastructure 
 
Huge expenses 
and sanctions 
from journals 
and publishers 
on open access 
 
Funding sanc-
tions for not liv-
ing up to open-
access require-
ments  
 
Low-quality 
open-access and 
predatory jour-
nals  

Ensure data publicly in 
databases if possible  
 
Funders refuse to pay 
for Golden Open Access  
 
Research communities 
establish their own jour-
nals 
 

4.3.10.2 Key observations: ‘Publication and communication’ 

If we first look at the subtopic ‘Publication requirements’, the problems and advantages connected 
to publishing negative results were amongst the issues discussed. It was pointed out that it is im-
portant to publish negative results, and in general to make room for failure,  

“[…] when we are talking about research integrity, we mainly focus on success and excellence, 
but on the other hand, a macroscopic measure of research integrity might be the reported 
failures. I mean, if after so many years of having conducted research in a specific way within 
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EU, there are no reported failures, this certainly means something, either that many of basic 
research projects are not very ambitious, so there is no risk, and this, certainly, compromises 
progress in knowledge, or, somehow, failure in is hidden or masked. […]  we should leave 
some space for failure, not punishing the research groups that actually have performed the 
research according to all guidelines and best practices but still they failed. There is no progress 
if there is no possibility of failure. And definitely there is no research integrity, because failure 
is always there. If you are actually doing research.” (Assistant professor in engineering, focus 
group 29, p. 25).  

One of the challenges for publishing negative results is that very few journals actually publish these 
results.  

It was further discussed how much, and how early in the process, PhD students should publish 
during their PhD projects. The interviewees in the Greek focus group all agreed that it is a positive 
thing to publish papers as part of your PhD. To get your writings peer reviewed and to gain experi-
ence with publishing was seen as helpful for the candidates’ further carriers. However, in order not 
to put too much pressure on the PhD candidates, it was also underlined that we have to be careful 
with the requirements for the number of papers that need to be published to obtain a PhD degree, 
“Maybe we must go to the middle way, it should be not too many, but not zero.” (Project inter-
viewer, focus group 29, p. 22).  

The issue ‘Publication and communication’ sparked a long discussion in the Croatian group on prob-
lems related to authorship. Authorship issues were considered by this group as a major RI problem. 
In the natural and technical sciences, authorships are typically distributed according to contribu-
tion, “What we usually do is the first author is the person who writes the paper, second author is 
the one who has contributed the most to the paper, and then, the rest of them as the contribution 
goes. The last author is always the advisor or the one who pays the money to the team.” (Professor 
in applied mathematics, focus group 29, p. 20). 

The interviewees encountered many problems related to unfair distributions of authorships. This 
can both be in the form of gift authorships, where people who have not really contributed to a 
paper nevertheless get their name on it. Less frequently, it can also be the other way around, where 
authors are not getting their name on the paper, even though they substantially contributed to the 
work.  
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According to the interviewees, authorship practices are determined by different national and local 
cultures, or ways of ‘doing science’. For example, even though they have not contributed directly 
to the work, you are expected in Croatia to put your professor and the data owner on the paper, 
“If you want some data you need to put the owner of the data on the paper first. That’s mandatory. 
It’s like unwritten rule. But only in Croatia. When I worked with data from abroad it’s free.” (Assistant 
professor of physics, focus group 24, p. 4).  

Because the distribution of authorships is so deeply embedded in the local scientific culture, it will 
also be hard to change it via, for example, SOPs and guidelines. Nevertheless, it was considered 
good practice to outline the contribution of each author in the paper. This could be turned into a 
general requirement from funders to funded research projects that authors of papers from such 
projects specify the contribution of every single author.   

If we turn to open science, including open-access publication and open data, it was pointed out 
that funders here really can make an impact, like when the EU made it mandatory to have a DMP 
in Horizon 2020 projects. One of the things that could be taken up by the funders is open-access 
fees,  

“[…] the ones paying what we are doing they have a huge say, and therefore it would also 
be really nice if funding agencies wanted to invest more time in ensuring that we are not 
double or triple paying for our publications, because they have an enormous power. So if 
they are saying ‘sorry but we are simply not going to pay for Gold Open Access’, then the 
system will change, because they are the ones with the money.” (RIO, focus group 7, p. 3).  

Another, related problem, is that publishers get copyright over the research once it is published. As 
a researcher, you can therefore not publish it on open platforms without their permission. On the 
other hand, if researchers do not live up to funders’ requirements for open-access publishing, the 
RPO can be punished financially. Focus on open-access publishing has also led to the increase in 
highly problematic, high fees but also low-quality ‘predatory’ journals. To avoid these journals and 
the high fees of the better commercial journals, one interviewee in the Danish group suggested 
appealing to scientific communities to start their own open-access journals. In this way the quality 
of the journal would be ensured, while at the same time the prices for publishing could be kept to 
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a minimum. In connection with this discussion, arXiv5 was mentioned as a good example of a com-
munity driven portal for scientific papers.  

There are similar problems attached to open data. Here, data collectors typically own the data: it is 
therefore up to them to make the data openly accessible. COVID-19 and climate change research 
has shown us how dependent we are on available data and that data is shared openly. Here funders 
could make sure that data from publicly funded projects are made publicly available. The discus-
sions around open data made it clear that there currently are disciplinary differences in natural 
science when it comes to open data. For some this was mainstream, for others it was something 
relatively new. It was further pointed out that there can be practical problems connected to making 
your data openly available,  

“I work with the huge amount of data and, in images. So I do, I work on software to analyse 
images and for me it’s quite normal to share like open source code with some other people 
and also to use open source code from others. But the moment when you have lots of data 
that you acquired yourself it’s not so easy I would say to share it. First, you don’t have place 
to put it. There is no something like a huge, well organised public database where you could 
load your data. Second, it takes lots of time to sort it. And you have lots of trash data that, 
you know, that experiment didn’t go well.” (Physicist, researcher, industry, focus group 24, 
p. 11).  

 
Here, astrophysics might help with a best-practice example. As one interviewee explained, in astro-
physics you use, “big telescopes [unclear] telescopes all data you acquire you can use for yourself, 
for your research only for one year and then it gets public.” (Physicist, researcher, industry, focus 
group 24, p. 7). The portal Ocean colour6 was also mentioned as a good example of open data 
sharing. 

                                                      

 

5 https://arxiv.org/  

6 https://www.oceancolour.org/portal/ 

https://arxiv.org/
https://www.oceancolour.org/portal/
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  Intellectual property issues 

The topic ‘Intellectual property issues’ was discussed during the sorting exercise in the four groups. 
The topic addresses which policies RFOs possibly could adopt for tackling on IPR issues in the re-
search they fund. 

4.3.11.1 Key features of the topic ‘Intellectual property issues’ 

Display 4.3.11: The mixed natural science groups’ view on ‘Intellectual property issues’ 

Topic/subtopics Main topic perceptions Example of 
good prac-
tices 

Challenges  Recommendations 
and ideas for guide-
lines and SOPs  

Intellectual 
property issues 

Funders should not get 
too involved in dealing 
with IPR issues, RPOs can 
handle this  
 
Researchers generally un-
informed on IPR   

 Small research 
entities strug-
gling in deal-
ing with IPR in 
big projects  
 

 

4.3.11.2 Key observations: ‘Intellectual property issues’ 

The lengthiest discussion on this topic took place in the Croatian group. According to an interviewee 
in this group, researchers often lack knowledge about this issue,  

“I would say that this is the, the topic most of the researchers at least in my field are not 
very well educated or informed about. They know how to publish papers, they know about 
general ethics issues, about authorships but when it comes to the intellectual property rights 
then it’s like you know, not something general well known about.” (Assistant professor of 
chemistry, focus group 24, p. 20). 

However, across the groups, interviewees did not think that funders should get too involved in this 
issue. In the Danish group, it was expressed that this is something the university itself can, and 
should, handle, “I would say we can handle that.” (Researcher of indoor environment, focus group 
7, p. 16), and in the Croatian group one of the interviewees said that he had experienced a funder 
that went too far and thereby ended up preventing a technology transfer,  
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“they would even go little bit too far drafting the contract, the IP contract between the 
partners that you had to stick to. And that was in a way ridiculous even though they proba-
bly know the people don’t have experience but then at the end this contract that was al-
ready prewritten by the funding agencies, at the end were actually, they were obstacles to 
have some transfers of technologies.” (Physicist, researcher, industry, focus group 24, p. 
20).  

A challenge in big collaborative projects can be that individual researchers, small research units, 
and private companies do not always have the necessary legal knowledge and capacity to make the 
right decisions regarding IPR,  

“Maybe I can add something. So I had experience with this intellectual property in European 
funds in [name of institution] with the big consortium where I was a partner with my private, 
with my company […] I was really not in a good position to, I cannot say negotiate, but even 
to go in consortium agreement with, with some fight or some additional, or some bigger 
role that maybe I should have had if I have some, if I would have some legal advice that is 
usually expensive or so to have more rights with the intellectual property, with the part of 
the project that I did in the end.” (Physicist, researcher, industry, focus group 24, p. 4).  

The interviewees in this group did not think that guidelines or SOPs could solve this issue.  
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  Heat map of perceived importance – natural science and RFOs 

 

Figure 4.3.12: Heat map displaying sorting exercise results of 11 RI topics in the natural science RFO focus groups. 
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This heat map shows the results of the sorting exercise conducted during the focus group interviews 
for the stakeholder and researcher groups from the natural science. It reflects the importance as-
signed to specific topics in relation to research integrity. Specifically, the map provides an overview 
of the areas where participants perceived that RFOs could support the development of a strong 
research integrity culture with SOPs and guidelines. While the topics that demand the most atten-
tion from RFOs are clear, those marked as important deserve some elaborating. For some topics 
such as ‘Dealing with breaches of RI’ and ‘Research ethics structures’, the general feeling was that 
this must remain the responsibility of RPOs. Having tools for the ‘Selection and evaluation of pro-
posals’ was seen as a positive contribution, as it would make procedures more transparent and 
fairer. Finally, ‘Independence’ was deemed important as a topic, but the range of actions for RFOs 
on this, as well as its influence on research integrity, were questioned during the sorting discus-
sions. 

 

  Concluding remarks regarding natural science and RFOs 

This chapter examines the understandings, prioritisation and recommendations of the four mixed 
(researchers and stakeholders) focus groups within the natural sciences in relationship to the 11 
selected RI topics. The groups were conducted in four countries (Croatia, Denmark, Greece, and 
the Netherlands) with participants from these countries as well as other countries. In all, 24 inter-
viewees participated in the focus groups and they represent core disciplines within natural science 
(Chemistry, Physics, Geology, Nanoscience, Mathematics etc.) as well as technical science (e.g. 
Wind energy, Chemical engineering). Together with researchers, stakeholders representing fun-
ders, industry, RIOs, ethical committees, RI committees, and unions also took part in the discus-
sions.  

Discussions in the focus groups, together with the heat map, show that the participants thought 
that the RI topics are all relevant for RFOs to address. All topics were thus placed in the ‘very im-
portant’ category in the sorting exercise in at least two groups, and no topic was placed in the ‘none 
or minimal importance’ category in more than one group. Four topics were placed in the ‘very im-
portant’ category in three groups. These topics are ‘Declaration of competing interests’, ‘Funders’ 
expectations of RPOs’, ‘Updating and implementing the RI policy’, and ‘Dealing with breaches of 
RI’. 
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Although the overall picture is that all discussed topics are important for the RFOs to address, the 
discussions also revealed differences in the perception of the importance of the single topics be-
tween the groups. As is the case within the humanities and social sciences (see sections 4.1 and 
4.2), these differences can be explained with disciplinary, organisational, and especially national 
differences. For example, the topic ‘Dealing with breaches of RI’ was considered a ‘very important’ 
topic in three groups, but not in the Danish group, where it was placed in the category, ‘none or 
minimal importance’. As the discussion of this topic shows (4.3.1), this was not because the inter-
viewees in the Danish group believed that this topic was not important in itself. Instead, they 
pointed out that a legal system for handling this was already in place in Denmark and that RFOs 
therefore did not need to focus on this.  
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4.4 Medical science  
The focus group study aims to explore how the main disciplinary fields of research perceive and 
relate to a number of research integrity issues relevant for both RPOs and RFOs, to understand the 
potential disciplinary variation in experienced challenges and their needs for institutional guidelines 
and SOPs to promote research integrity. In this section, we explore the promotion of research in-
tegrity in RFOs from the disciplinary perspectives of medical science.  

Most studies on research behaviour and RI have been performed within the behavioural and (bio) 
medical science (Anderson et al. 2007; Hofmann and Holm 2019; John et al. 2012; Steneck 2006). 
As to the latter, a particular focus point of analysis has been the so-called “reproducibility crisis”, 
understood as the difficulties of independent researchers to reproduce study findings (Resnik and 
Shamoo 2017). Such studies are (as within the other main areas of research) often linked to 
breaches of RI, and only a small number of studies explore the broader question of how RI is con-
stituted and perceived from a more positive angle (Shaw and Satalkar 2018).   

In the following, we examine how different stakeholders within and around medical science, such 
as researchers, REC and RIO members, funders, and researchers in management positions under-
stand and prioritise RI topics such as independence from commercial interests, selection and eval-
uation of proposals, and research ethics structures. The aim is to increase our understanding of 
how RFOs may foster and advance RI practices and policies in alignment with the particular needs 
and interests of the medical sciences. 

Four focus groups within medical science were carried out in four different European countries 
(Belgium, Denmark, Italy, and Spain) and they discussed and prioritised 11 different main RI topics. 
20 different stakeholders representing core disciplines within medical science discussed and re-
ported on their understandings of the different topics, key challenges related to them, and ideas 
and good examples of how to advance RI practices and procedures within each distinct topic. All 
four interviews were performed online due to the COVID-19 situation. The selected number of top-
ics for the in-depth discussions (see display 4.4) in each group were integrated in the sorting exer-
cise to fit the online format (see the methodology section for elaboration, section 2). The results of 
these discussions are addressed by topic in the following sections and summarised in separate dis-
plays were possible. We also provide a heat map at the end of this chapter (section 4.4.12) that 
visualises the assessed importance of each RI topic for the medical sciences. 
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Display 4.4. Overview of participants in the medical science focus group interviews 

Focus 
group 
num-
ber  

Disciplines 
represented*  

Topics for in-
depth discus-
sion 

Stakeholders 
repre-
sented*** 

Country Face-to-
face/online 
interview 

Number of 
participants 

8 Molecular 
pharmacology 
 
Biomedicine 
  
Clinical medi-
cine 
 

Research eth-
ics struc-
tures** 
 
Selection and 
evaluation of 
proposals** 
 

Private funding 
org. repre-
sentative 
 
Management 
position at uni-
versity 
 
Researcher 
 
Member of re-
search ethics 
committee 
 
Administrative 
funding adviser 
(RPO) 
 

DK Online 4 

9 Science com-
munication 
 
Evolutionary 
Biology 
 
Developmen-
tal genetics 
 
Bioinformatics 
 

Independence 
from commer-
cial influ-
ences** 
 
Conflict of            
interest** 
 

Researcher 
 
RI working 
group member 
 
PhD pro-
gramme coor-
dinator 
 
Scientific coor-
dinator 
 

ES Online 4 

19 Physiology  
 
Clinical medi-
cine 
 

Education and 
training in RI 
 
Dealing with 
breaches of RI 

Researcher 
 
RIO 
 

BE Online 5 
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Nursing edu-
cation 
 

 
 
 

Management 
position at uni-
versity  
 
Public funding 
org. repre-
sentative 
 

26 Anatomy 
 
Psychiatry 
 
Health statis-
tics 
 
Gastroenter-
ology 
 
Biology 
 
Physiology  
 

Publication 
and communi-
cation** 
 
Monitoring of 
funded appli-
cations** 

Researcher 
 
Ethical review 
board member 
 
RI review board 
member 
 

IT Online 7 

* Participants may represent more than one discipline 
** Due to the online format, the topics for in-depth discussion were discussed as part of the sorting exercise 
*** Participants may represent more than one type of stakeholder  
 
 

 Dealing with breaches of RI  

The topic ‘Dealing with breaches of RI’ concerns, which policies and procedures funding organisa-
tions may have in place in order to address research integrity breaches. For example, the medical 
science groups discussed which procedures funding organisations should follow, when breaches 
are detected, and how breaches could be sanctioned. The topic was discussed at length in the Bel-
gian group, but the Danish and Spanish groups also granted the topic much attention in their sorting 
exercise discussions. 
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4.4.1.1 Key features of the topic ‘Dealing with breaches of RI’ 

Display 4.4.1: The mixed medical science groups’ view on ‘Dealing with breaches of RI’ 

Topic/subtopics Main topic percep-
tions 

Example of 
good prac-
tices 

Challenges  Recommendations 
and ideas for guide-
lines and SOPs  

Dealing with breaches of 
RI 

Focus on overall pro-
cedures and guide-
lines, whereas specific 
handling of cases is 
less important for this 
project  
 
RPOs should have de-
tailed protocols for 
this and procedures 
on national and EU 
level as well  
 
In some countries, de-
tailed procedures ex-
ist   

 Guidelines 
are no 
guarantee 
against 
miscon-
duct  

 

RI bodies in the organisa-
tion 

    

Procedures for breaches 
by funded researchers  

Funders be careful 
not to have separate 
procedures, if proce-
dures are already in 
place in RPOs – divi-
sion of work 

  Describe in grant 
agreement how 
breaches will be han-
dled  

By review committee 
members  

    

By reviewers      
By staff members      
Protection of whistle-
blowers and the accused  

    

Sanctions/other actions   Journal 
sanctions 
on dual 

Mobility 
problem  

Funders pay atten-
tion to misconduct 
cases  
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publica-
tions 

Clear agreements on 
violations in the grant 
agreement   

Communicating with the 
public  

    

4.4.1.2 Key observations: ‘Dealing with breaches of RI’ 

The discussion on ‘Dealing with breaches of RI’ revealed huge differences between different coun-
tries and institutions. In the Belgian group, the feeling was that this was not the most important 
issue to concentrate on amongst the discussed topics. Here, it was suggested to concentrate on 
overall guidelines, but to leave the investigation and sanctions to the RPOs and the already existing 
systems, for example the Flemish system. On the other hand, participants in the Spanish group 
would like to see much more focus on this topic than what is currently the case. The difference 
reflects the current situation, where the region of Flanders has procedures in place, and the Cata-
lonian region has not.  

In the Spanish group, it was thus pointed out that it is important for the RPOs to have detailed 
procedures on how they will deal with breaches,  

“But we decided or we discussed that it was very important that each institution has a pro-
tocol for dealing with this, a detailed protocol for dealing with this problem. So, how many 
people must be in the committee, from which, I mean, how we define the people that must 
be in the committee, all these steps in the process of dealing with this research integrity 
problem must be defined in this protocol for each institution... So I think it is very important 
to have some policies and some recommendations and some rules for it.” (Researcher in 
evolutionary biology, focus group 9, p. 16).  

The participants in the Spanish group also called for regional, national and EU level procedures, 
“[…] we need, apart from the institutional protocols and procedures, which, as we said before, it 
would be good if funders and agencies can force institutions to have these in order to get the money 
etc. But apart from that I think we need extra, like national level or maybe European level.” (Admin-
istrative employee in science communication, focus group 9, p. 17). 

One of the challenges, when dealing with breaches, is that guidelines are no guarantee against 
misconduct,  
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“I have been confronted with things that I thought were not very OK, but I think that for all 
those issues there were very strict guidelines, I think that the guidelines, they were available 
or they are widely known. I think it's well known what we have to do and not do as research-
ers, but it really doesn't always help for people to comply with those guidelines, I think.” 
(Professor of surgery, focus group 19, p. 3).   

If we look at ‘Procedures for breaches by funded researchers’, a funding representative in the Dan-
ish group warned against building up a detached system in RFOs,  

“I think it will make little sense to make separate rules for funders, at least as long as you're 
funding research that takes place in public institutions that have sets of rules for this al-
ready. It would probably just add to the confusion rather than making things easier for those 
who had to adhere to all those rules. So if you as a funder think that there is an issue, you 
should take it up with those who are in charge of the rules already in place, rather than 
making your own rules on top of those very complicated rules.” (Private funding org. repre-
sentative, focus group 8, p. 20).  

The grant agreement could make the procedures and responsibilities around breaches of RI clear.  

When it comes to sanctions, a participant in the Belgium group suggested looking at the entire 
research landscape. The interviewee was also a journal editor and pointed out that journals could 
(and already do) play a role in sanctioning, “[…] this is indeed, I think, written in most journals in-
structions to the author, that if there is detection of fraud, dual publication, plagiarism to an exten-
sive degree, that not only the manuscript will be rejected, but the faculty or the organization where 
the author is originating from will be informed.” (Professor of surgery, focus group 19, p. 11).  

When it comes to sanctioning, mobility was conceived as a major challenge. Because there is no 
transnational system in place through which RPOs and RFOs can warn each other about researchers 
who have been involved in misconduct, researchers can in many cases just move on to another 
university if they have been accused of or convicted of misconduct, 

“I think there should be more sanctions and it should be more coordinated, because other-
wise, you know, they could lose their job here but then they go to some other country and 
they get a job and continue doing the same thing. So it's not, there's no, because everyone 
does their own thing and everyone looks only at their own people, their own staff and I don't 
know. I think there should be a more kind of global or national or supranational or whatever 
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organisms or rules or something. It's like, for example what happens if someone that is in your 
institution committed misconduct when they were in a different institution, how, you know, 
what's the communication between the two institution, what, you know all these things, I 
think are not really solved. I don't know what funding agencies can do about it.” (Administra-
tive employee in science communication, focus group 9, p. 17). 

 

 Declaration of competing interests  

‘Declaration of competing interests’ concerns which kinds of competing interests the participants 
find to exist within the medical research field, and which policies funders can have on handling 
conflicting interests in their funded research. All four focus groups discussed this topic as part of 
their sorting exercise. 

4.4.2.1 Key features of the topic ‘Declaration of competing interests’ 

Display 4.4.2: The mixed medical group’s view on ‘Declaration of competing interests’  

Topic/subtop-
ics 

Main topic perceptions Example of 
good practices 

Challenges  Recommendations 
and ideas for guide-
lines and SOPs  

Declaration of 
competing in-
terests   

Very important for funders 
to have policies for this  
 
“We all have conflicts of in-
terests” (Associate professor 
in bioinformatics, focus 
group 9, p. 7) 

Danish Ministry 
of Higher Edu-
cation and Re-
search’s rules 
on conflict of in-
terest 

  

Among review 
committee 
members  

    

Among re-
viewers  

Close connection with inde-
pendence 

 Small re-
search 
communi-
ties 

Look for reviewers 
outside of Europe  

Among staff 
members  

    



  

 

SOPs4RI_AU_WP5_D5.2_Report on the Results of the Focus Group Interviews_Version 1.0 

  

 

 Copyright by the SOPs4RI Consortium  Page 259 of 348 

 

 

 

4.4.2.2 Key observations: ‘Declaration of competing interests’ 

Across the groups, interviewees agreed that it is very important for funders to have rules on con-
flicts of interest. This is due to the fact that all researchers have conflicts of interests, “But we all of 
us have conflicts of interests, I may have institutional conflicts of interests with my own institution, 
right, in the sense that I may speak fondly and very positively about the research of a colleague of 
mine, just because it's a colleague of mine, you know.” (Associate professor of bioinformatics, focus 
group 9, p. 6). Therefore, funding agencies have to have policies as to what counts as a conflict of 
interest, “[…] funding agencies have to be enforcing a very extensive declaration of conflicts of in-
terests, institutional, commercial of any kind.” (Associate professor of bioinformatics, focus group 
9, p. 6). A funder in the Danish group expressed a similar view, “So on conflicts of interest, I think it 
is extremely important for funders to have rules and to state these rules very clearly as an individual 
funder what you consider to be a conflict of interest and what not.” (Private funding org. repre-
sentative, focus group 8, p. 13). Here, the guidelines from the Ministry of Higher Education and 
Research in Denmark were highlighted as an example of good guidelines.  

The topic of ‘Conflicts of interest’ was also conceived to be close to the topic of ‘Independence’ – 
that reviewers were independent and as objective as possible in their evaluations, “[…] from my 
perspective I understood it otherwise and I understand it in combination with this one. So, independ-
ence means for us whether an assessor, an evaluator is independent.” (Public funding org. repre-
sentative, focus group 19, p. 17). Another challenge discussed was that conflicts of interest can be 
difficult to avoid due to small research communities where everybody knows everybody. In con-
nection with this discussion in the Italian group, it was suggested that funders look outside Europe 
for reviewers of proposals.  

 

 Funders’ expectations of RPOs  

‘Funders’ expectations of RPOs’ addresses expectations and requirements that RFOs may have to 
RPOs to enable their researchers to apply for and receive funding. The participants discussed ex-
pectations, on for instance, RI training sessions and institutional procedures in RPOs for handling 
misconduct. The topic was discussed in all focus groups in the sorting exercise, and the Belgian 
group furthermore had an in-depth discussion on the subtopic of ‘Education and training for RI’.   



  

 

SOPs4RI_AU_WP5_D5.2_Report on the Results of the Focus Group Interviews_Version 1.0 

  

 

 Copyright by the SOPs4RI Consortium  Page 260 of 348 

 

 

 

4.4.3.1 Key features of the topic ‘Funders’ expectations of RPOs’ 

Display 4.4.3: The mixed medical science groups’ view on ‘Funders’ expectations of RPOs’ 

Topic/sub-
topics 

Main topic perceptions Example of 
good prac-
tices 

Chal-
lenges  

Recommendations and 
ideas for guidelines and 
SOPs  

Funders’ ex-
pectations 
of RPOs 

Funders’ requirements of RI 
plans should aim at RPOs rather 
than single projects  
 
“Then you just create another 
tick box” (RIO, focus group 19, 
p. 16) 

  Controlling randomly se-
lected research projects 
from time to time 

Codes of 
conduct  

    

Assessment 
of research-
ers  

    

Education 
and training 
for RI  

Division of work between RFOs 
and RPOs: RPOs’ doctoral 
schools in charge of the RI train-
ing. RFOs raise awareness and 
make guidelines.  
 

FWO’s guide-
lines on pro-
motion/su-
pervision 

 RI training in institution a 
requirement to apply for 
funding 
 
Make it part of senior re-
searchers contract with 
funders to take part in RI 
training  
 
Ideas for RI training con-
tent: supervision, issues 
from researchers’ daily 
practices   
 

Processes 
for investi-
gating alle-
gations of 
research 
misconduct  

Differences between countries  
 
Funders can trigger institutional 
changes in procedures for han-
dling of misconduct  
 

  Institutional procedures 
for dealing with miscon-
duct a requirement to ap-
ply for funding 
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4.4.3.2 Key observations: ‘Funders’ expectations of RPOs’ 

In the discussion on ‘Funders’ expectations of RPOs’, interviewees made it clear that requirements 
regarding RI plans and policies should be aimed at the RPOs rather than single research projects. 
Participants would like to see funders put pressure on RPOs to have high standards for RI, as this 
dialogue from the Spanish group shows,  

P1: " […] in order to avoid you know extra burden and make it more difficult, perhaps I would-
n't, I don't think it's very important to have a research integrity plan specifically for each pro-
ject, you know, like ‘how I am going to do with plagiarism in this project, how am I’, but it 
requires that the institution has these things on place. 

P2: “No, I fully agree that the requirements should be at the institutional level” (Scientific 
coordinator, focus group 9, p. 11). 

P1: “Yeah, I also agree that this is very important. And I agree fully with [P2] that we need, 
apart from the institutional protocols and procedures, which, as we said before, it would be 
good if funders and agencies can force institutions to have these in order to get the money 
etc.” (Administrative employee in science communication, focus group 9, p. 11). 

However, one of the interviewees also saw dangers in this kind of approach. In the Belgian group, 
an interviewee warned against turning the question of RI into tick boxing exercises. Instead, a 
change of mentality is needed, “[…] then you just create another tick box because we already have 
to apply to a lot of things and you don't really create a change in mentality, which is more important, 
I think, than having all, then you can prove, you have a document in place because I don't think you 
change mentality with only documents.” (RIO, focus group 19, p. 16). 

As a supplement to the requirements to the RPOs, it was suggested in the Danish group to also 
control the projects from time to time to check if they actually live up to the RPOs’ RI standards. 
However, the interviewee who suggested this was also aware of the possible risks of putting an 
extra layer of bureaucracy on the research process,  

“I think if, I know we're not supposed to put on new layers of control or reporting, but all I 
would say is that from my experience from the ethics committee, it is good practice to do it 
sometimes. Not least, you have done a lot, and some of these new consortia, they span, you 
know, several different countries, so many different groups, and, you know, maybe some of 
the researchers, they do have a good plan initially, they want to monitor things, but then you 
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know things can go off in different directions. So I actually think it's a very good idea to just 
do some sort of a of a control, you know, of selected projects every once in a while.” (Professor 
in clinical medicine, research ethics committee member, focus group 8, p. 11).  

If we look at the discussion on ‘Education and training in RI’, a representative from a funder in the 
Belgian group emphasised that there should be a division of work between RPOs and RFOs, where 
the RPOs are in charge of the training. RPOs know better what the researchers need. On the other 
hand, RFOs should raise awareness, create guidelines etc., “So, this we do not see as a task for 
[name of the funder] apart from all kinds of raising awareness, also have guidelines that I already 
mentioned, profiles, frameworks, regulations etc., but for the moment we do not have the impres-
sion that for the training as such our intervention is necessary.” (Public funding org. representative, 
focus group 19, 7). 

In the Spanish group, it was suggested that funders should make it a requirement for funding that 
RPOs have RI training and education in place in their institutions. According to the interviewees, 
this would have a big impact on RI. In the Belgian group, it was pointed out that senior researchers 
also need to have RI training and that this requirement could become part of the contract with 
funders. Here, it was further pointed out that it is important to focus on supervision and mentoring 
in the RI training, “[…] what it is to be a supervisor and how you have to act and I think that's one of 
the important things for senior researchers, like how can I be a good supervisor […]” (Professor in 
clinical medicine, focus group 19, p. 8). It was also suggested to module the training and education 
programmes so that they match the actual research process.  

Another subtopic that was discussed in the groups was ‘procedures for handling misconduct cases’. 
Here, it was pointed out that there are huge differences between countries and institutions in how 
they handle cases of misconduct. In some countries, a legal system is in place for handling such 
cases, whereas other countries lack national legal systems for this, as well as local institutional sys-
tems. Here, funders could play a role as a ‘trigger’ for getting procedures in place,  

“So that could be a trigger to ask organisations, and not only organisations but also gov-
ernmental parts, in order for example in Nordic countries you're more advanced, you have 
centralised [unclear] that is clearly defined, I think, what is handled by a central committee 
of misconduct and what is handled at the institutional level or university level, here we are 
far beyond, we are just starting to have a consultative regional committee, but it will be just 
consultative.” (Researcher in developmental genetics, focus group 9, p. 4).  
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RFOs could, for example, make it mandatory for RPOs to have a good system in place if they want 
to apply for funding.  

 

 Selection and evaluation of proposals  

‘Selection and evaluation of proposals’ deals with criteria for research integrity issues that could or 
should be integrated when RFOs select and evaluate research proposals. This could be project-
specific research-integrity plans and issues of plagiarism. All groups discussed the topic at length as 
part of their sorting exercise. The Belgian group also discussed it in their opening session and as 
part of discussions on other topics. 

4.4.4.1 Key features of the topic ‘Selection and evaluation of proposals’ 

Display 4.4.4: The mixed medical groups’ view on ‘Selection and evaluation of proposals’ 

Topic/subtop-
ics 

Main topic perceptions Example 
of good 
practices 

Challenges  Recommendations and 
ideas for guidelines 
and SOPs  

Selection and 
evaluation of 
proposals 

RFOs try to implement qualita-
tive proposal assessments that 
looks at more than publications 
 
Funders be aware of national 
rules and codes of conduct   
 

New re-
view 
framework 
in the 
Nether-
lands 

 Make reflections on 
publications and out-
put a part of the appli-
cation 

RI plan RPOs should have RI policies in 
place, but RI plans for each pro-
ject not necessary 
 

DORA and 
WCRI dec-
larations 

 Make special places in 
application platform 
for addressing relevant 
RI issues in the specific 
research project  
 

Methodologi-
cal require-
ments 

   Funders ask for data 
management plans for 
individual research pro-
jects  

Plagiarism  Plagiarism of research project 
proposals sometimes experi-
enced in panels 

 Parallel 
funding: 
double 
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Extreme cases of multiple appli-
cations for double funding can 
lead to a misconduct case 

payment 
for the 
same piece 
of work  
 

Diversity is-
sues  

   Reflections on gender 
composition of re-
search team would be 
good, but be careful 
with quotas 

4.4.4.2 Key observations ‘Selection and evaluation of proposals’ 

In the discussion on ‘Selection and evaluation of proposals’, it was pointed out by a representative 
from a private funder that it is important that funders are aware of already existing national or 
institutional rules, before they start making their own, “[…] for a private funding organisation that 
does its research support into public research institutions of different kinds, it's very important to 
adhere to the national set of rules, code of conduct, whatever is rules that researchers at such insti-
tutions must adhere to in the first place.” (Private funding org. representative, focus group 8, p. 3). 

The general discussion also touched upon the publication pressure and funders’ role in this regard. 
One of the interviewees pointed to the Netherlands as an example of a new good practice, “[…] in 
the Netherlands this is the case, as you know, with the new review framework that is by NWO Acad-
emy has been presented at the end of 2019 to go to a more qualitative assessment, maybe also to 
avoid this stress on quantity, which indeed provokes sometimes bad practices.” (Public funding org. 
representative, focus group 19, p. 6). In the Danish group, the funder representative called for more 
reflections on outputs in the applications and an increased acknowledgement of different types of 
outputs, “[…] there are other just as valuable kinds of outputs that may be more relevant to the kind 
of project that you're suggesting compared to publishing everything in PNAS or wherever the impact 
factors are the highest.” (Private funding org. representative, focus group 8, p. 7).  

On the subtopic of ‘RI plan’, interviewees in the Spanish group said that RPOs should have RI policies 
in place, but that it was not necessary to have RI plans for each single research project, “I don't 
think it's very important to have a research integrity plan specifically for each project, you know, like 
‘how I am going to do with plagiarism in this project, how am I’, but it requires that the institution 
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has these things on place.” (Administrative employee in science communication, focus group 9, p. 
11).  

In the Danish group, interviewees expressed a need for separating RI questions from the project 
description in applications. Funders could dedicate space in the application to the things that they 
wanted applicants to reflect on, or account for (for example, which permissions and approvals they 
already have or would apply for). It was also pointed out that grant holders should be made aware 
that funders expect them to follow local rules and procedures, “[…] what does make sense is to 
make all applicants and not least grant holders aware that we expect them to follow rules at their 
local institution.” (Private funding org. representative, focus group 8, p. 19). 

In the Spanish group, the DORA7 and WCRI8 declarations were discussed as documents that could 
inspire the evaluation of the RI elements of a project,  

“The Hong Kong Principles asks for the evaluation of researchers to take into account integ-
rity issues. So for example here it says ‘assess responsible research practices, value complete 
reporting’ […] or make all data available, ‘reward the practice of open science, acknowledge 
a broad range of research activities, and recognise essential other tasks like peer review and 
mentoring’.” (Administrative employee in science communication, focus group 9, p. 19)  

Regarding ‘Methodological requirements’, it was suggested that funders could ask for a data man-
agement plan for granted projects.  

Besides cases of plagiarism, which funders from time to time run into, funding committees also 
have to look out for researchers who try to obtain parallel or double funding,  

“[…] Apart from that there is also the very specific issue of what we call parallel funding, so 
people trying to get paid twice, so to speak, for the same – or essentially the same – piece 
of work. We try to avoid that because we are working with public means and they should 

                                                      

 

7 https://sfdora.org/read/  

8 https://wcrif.org/guidance/hong-kong-principles  

https://sfdora.org/read/
https://wcrif.org/guidance/hong-kong-principles
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be spent in a fair and efficient way. Now, when those kinds of issues arise, again we rely on 
the peer reviews, the experts from the field, to actually point out whether this is parallel 
funding, and I can assure you this is not easy.” (Public funding org. representative, focus 
group 19, p. 5). 

Finally, it was suggested that more reflections on the gender composition of research teams would 
be good, but that it should not be in the form of a too instrumental use of quotas, “I am all in favour 
of quotas, because I think that we have a big problem and you have to force it somehow, but I 
understand that in some cases, for example if there's a very male dominated field and you put a 50 
percent quota for females makes it really really very hard” (Administrative employee in science 
communication, focus group 9, p. 11) 

 

 Research ethics structures  

In the discussion on ‘Research ethics structures’, the various stakeholders discussed existing insti-
tutional ethical guidelines and structures as well as the ethics requirements that RFOs do or could 
set up with regard to applying for and receiving funding. This includes requirements for attaining 
ethics committee approvals and for how ethical issues might be reported in funding applications. 
All groups discussed the topic as part of the exercise, and for three of the groups the issue was also 
brought forward as part of the open question session in the beginning of the interview.  

4.4.5.1  Key features of the topic ‘Research ethics structures’ 

Display 4.4.5: The mixed medical science groups’ view on ‘Research ethics structures’ 

Topic/subtop-
ics 

Main topic perceptions Example 
of good 
practices 

Challenges  Recommendations and 
ideas for guidelines and 
SOPs  

Research eth-
ics structures 

Research ethics structures 
should be in place through 
RPOs. Funders expect that 
rules are applied and neces-
sary approvals obtained 
 

 Negative 
findings do 
not get pub-
lished. Seen 
as a task for 
ethics com-
mittees to 

RFOs could have policies 
in place that ensure that 
all ethical approvals are 
obtained. If these are not 
obtained, the project will 
probably need to be ad-
justed and a plan b initi-
ated.  



  

 

SOPs4RI_AU_WP5_D5.2_Report on the Results of the Focus Group Interviews_Version 1.0 

  

 

 Copyright by the SOPs4RI Consortium  Page 267 of 348 

 

 

 

The topic is considered very 
important but also already 
very well addressed 

ensure pub-
lication. 

 

Research eth-
ics require-
ments  

    

Ethics report-
ing require-
ments  

   Online funding applica-
tions could provide an 
opportunity for ethical 
specifications related 
specifically to the topic 
of interest, e.g. clinical 
experiments 
 
Ethical considerations 
should have its own ded-
icated space for elabora-
tion in the funding appli-
cation 

4.4.5.2 Key observations: ‘Research ethics structures’ 

In general in the focus groups, there seemed to be a consensus that ethical structures are very 
important for medical research, but that as a topic, it is already well addressed at both RPOs and 
RFOs and ethical structures and guidelines are well established at large. Still, one associate profes-
sor of physiology pointed out that ethical commissions are not enough to cover the research integ-
rity aspects of research ethics and that the implementation of common SOPs could be an idea to 
promote these aspects,  

“… If you look to the example that you give us regarding to the COVID-19 and the research 
done by hydroxychloroquine, indeed the ethical committee is not enough to assure that 
integrity of the research should be done. And indeed we do need something different in 
order to start with the project, in order to design the study, in order to be sure that all the 
procedures are well done. And maybe that these SOP should be an useful tool in order to 
give strategy, a common strategy to perform research integrity activities” (Associate pro-
fessor of physiology, group 26, pp 2-3). 
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One funder pointed out that it is very important that RPOs have clear institutional ethical structures 
in place, and that the funding organisation rely on these structures. Hence, many applications will 
need to have ethical approvals from RPOs before projects are ready to be initiated. Furthermore, 
the funder also pointed out that funding applications need to contain a mandatory ‘ethics list’ (Pub-
lic funding org. representative, group 19, p. 14). Another private funding body representative 
agreed to the importance of well-functioning RPO ethical structures, and the person in question 
was not in favour of adding ”separate rules” that “may be even in conflict with the rules that actually 
govern whether people do or do not get approval from ethics committees” (private funding org. 
representative, group 8, p. 21). This funder looked positively upon implementing policies that re-
quire expected ethical approvals to be in place and if approvals cannot be obtained, a plan-b should 
be prepared.  

 

 Collaboration within funded projects  

‘Collaboration within funded projects’ was discussed in all groups in the sorting exercise, but most 
profoundly in the Danish and Spanish groups. The topic concerns expectations and guidelines that 
funding organisations can set regarding research integrity issues that may arise in research collab-
orations amongst RPOs or research that is co-financed by multiple funders. 

4.4.6.1 Key features of the topic ‘Collaboration within funded projects’ 

Display 4.4.6: The mixed medical science groups’ view on ‘Collaboration within funded projects’ 

Topic/sub-
topics 

Main topic 
perceptions 

Example of 
good prac-
tices 

Challenges  Recommendations and 
ideas for guidelines and 
SOPs  

Collabora-
tion within 
funded pro-
jects 

    

Expectations 
on collabo-
rative re-
search 

 The Euro-
pean Clinical 
Trial Part-
nership 

Consortium partners dif-
fering in strictness of re-
quirements 
 

Alignment on require-
ments, e.g. the highest 
standards asked for 
amongst the collabora-
tors 
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Country differences on 
standards for informed 
consent   

  

Research 
that is co-fi-
nanced by 
multiple fun-
ders 

Complexity 
added when 
different fun-
ders ask for 
different 
things  

  Common grant schemes 
e.g. within EU 
 
Researchers should live 
up to highest standards 
asked of them (in case 
they encounter different 
standards) and make fun-
ders aware of conflicting 
requirements 

4.4.6.2 Key observations: ‘Collaboration within funded projects’ 

One of the problems that the interviewees expressed they experience in collaborative projects is 
that standards and procedures differ from country to country and sometimes also from institution 
to institution within the single countries,  

“But I would say that it's a, when you have a collaboration where funding comes from dif-
ferent places that adds an extra level of complexity, because someone ask for something 
and some others ask for some other things. And maybe some partners in the consortium 
have more restrictive or more strict requirements and others not so much. So I believe that 
it is a problem or a difficulty or a challenge.” (Administrative employee in science commu-
nication, focus group 9, p. 14). 

The interviewees had, for example, experienced this with requirements regarding consent forms, 
“So there are countries where the standards are, how can I say it, a little bit different. Collection of 
informed consent to be included in trials such as countries where treatment is free if you're in the 
trial, but it's very expensive if you're not.” (Professor of clinical medicine, research ethics committee 
member, focus group 8, p. 12).   

In the discussion on the topic, it was suggested to make it a policy for funders to demand that the 
highest standards always should be followed, “The easy answer is to say that researchers should 
live up to the highest standard asked of them, because then all other funders' standards would be 
covered.” (Private funding org. representative, focus group 8, p. 12). The same interviewee (private 



  

 

SOPs4RI_AU_WP5_D5.2_Report on the Results of the Focus Group Interviews_Version 1.0 

  

 

 Copyright by the SOPs4RI Consortium  Page 270 of 348 

 

 

 

funding org. representative) further suggested making it a responsibility for researchers to make 
their funders aware of differing requirements and/or possible conflicts between funding sources.   

Participants further suggested that funders could look into making common grant schemes in which 
they specify which rules should be followed. This would make it easier for applicants,  

“I think recently there has been a few cases also in Denmark where for example several 
foundations in Europe have gone together on a common grant scheme. In that case, I think 
it will make it easier, if this is a common grant scheme, I think the foundations, it would be 
very nice if they had also considered which rules should be adhered to so it would be easier 
for the applicant.” (Administrative funding advisor in RPO, focus group 8, p. 12).  

Common standards on the European level were requested, but it was also pointed out in the Span-
ish group that there already were some common standards and guidelines which could be used in 
collaborative projects, e.g. guidelines from the EDCTP, The European Clinical Trial Partnership.   

 

 Monitoring of funded applications  

‘Monitoring of funded applications’ addresses different monitoring policies and processes that 
funding organisations can implement towards their grant holders. The topic was mainly discussed 
in the sorting exercise. The Danish, Spanish and Belgian groups had lengthy discussions on several 
monitoring aspects, including monitoring of the execution of research grants and compliance with 
research integrity requirements. 

4.4.7.1 Key features of the topic ‘Monitoring of funded applications’ 

Display 4.4.7: The mixed medical science groups’ view on ‘Monitoring of funded applications’ 

Topic/subtopics Main topic perceptions Example 
of good 
practices 

Chal-
lenges  

Recommendations 
and ideas for guide-
lines and SOPs  

Monitoring of 
funded applica-
tions 

Experiencing increased reporting 
to the funders  
 

 Bureau-
cracy 
and pa-
perwork 
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Financial moni-
toring 

    

Monitoring of ex-
ecution of re-
search grant 

Flexibility in the research process 
is important, and funders moni-
toring grant execution restricts 
the creativity  
 
Monitoring of publishing of all re-
sults is a task for ethics commit-
tees, not the funders  
 

   

Monitoring of 
compliance with 
RI requirements  

“We don’t have our own panels, 
because that would be a duplica-
tion” (Public funding org. repre-
sentative, focus group 19, p. 11)  
 

   

4.4.7.2 Key observations: ‘Monitoring of funded applications’ 

‘Monitoring of funded applications’ was seen across groups as an important issue to address. But 
while the interviewees in general acknowledged that monitoring is important, they also pointed 
out that more monitoring easily ends up in more bureaucracy,  

“And I think that if you, and it's very easy to prolong the list that you are going to control, and 
it's very difficult get things of that list once they have been on that list at any given point in 
time.” (Private funding org. representative, focus group 8, p. 9). 

“Also ’cause it's really difficult to do this without adding much more paper-work and and kind 
of administrative [work], you know, also for the researchers […]” (Administrative employee 
in science communication, focus group 9, p. 9). 

It is about reaching the right balance between monitoring what needs to be monitored, but not 
monitoring more than that.  

When it comes to ‘Monitoring of execution of research grants’, interviewees expressed quite di-
verse opinions. Some felt that funders should stay out of this part of the research process; others 
felt that funders could monitor this a bit more, illustrated in these two quotes from the Belgian 
group,  
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“I think it's worth it sometimes in some cases that some projects that have been approved are 
perhaps monitored a bit more intensively, whether or not they are actually executed etc.” 
(Nurse researcher and educator, focus group 19, p. 20). 

“[…] I don't think it's a good idea to monitor everything researchers are doing and I also don't 
think it's feasible or possible even.” (RIO, focus group 19, p. 20).  

It was pointed out that it is crucial to find a good balance between trust and control (focus group 
8). Making too strict rules for the execution of the grant was also seen as something that could 
jeopardise creativity. Some flexibility is needed, “But you talk about basic research and things are 
much more open, and you start to research something and then it becomes difficult or you find some 
[unclear] result, and you end up doing something totally different which maybe also as important, 
and there are so many examples of this.” (Associate professor of bioinformatics, focus group 9, p. 
10). However, as it is also mentioned in the analysis of the topic ‘Publication and communication’ 
(see section 4.4.10), it was important for the interviewees that all results, negative as well as posi-
tive, are published. However, according to one of the interviewees (focus group 8), the funders 
should not monitor this. It should instead be monitored by an ethics committee (see also section 
4.4.5).  

In the discussion on ‘Monitoring of compliance with RI requirements’, a funder in the Belgian group 
pointed out that they did not have their own panels for this, and that this was up to the RPOs to 
monitor, “We don’t have our own panels, because that would be a duplication” (Public funding org. 
representative, focus group 19, p. 11). However, in cases of misconduct funders should receive 
messages from the RPOs, so that they can react.  Another funder (in the Danish group) agreed that 
the monitoring of RI is a task for the RPOs and not the funders,  

“[…] of course it should be stated in their [the funders’] requirements that it should be under 
the umbrella of research integrity, but then that research integrity is more handled at the, 
for example at the university where they already have committees etc. in place to handle 
this. […] I think there is a big difference between monitoring and up front asking people to 
be compliant with rules. So I think it's important to state that you find this important as a 
funder, but I don't think it's important for the funding agency, whatever the source of money 
is, to control this, to monitor this. That would be at the university level.” (Professor of mo-
lecular pharmacology, management position at university, focus group 8, pp. 10-11).  
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 Updating and implementing the RI policy  

‘Updating and implementing the RI policy’ was discussed in all the groups as part of the sorting 
exercise. The topic addresses procedures that RFOs could have in place for updating and imple-
menting their policies on research integrity. 

4.4.8.1 Key features of the topic ‘Updating and implementing the RI policy’ 

Display 4.4.8: The mixed medical science groups’ view on ‘Updating and implementing the RI policy’ 

Topic/subtopics Main topic perceptions Example 
of good 
practices 

Chal-
lenges  

Recommendations and 
ideas for guidelines and 
SOPs  

Updating and 
implementing 
the RI policy  

Big funders must be aware of 
new things happening and up-
date their policies accordingly   
 
Regular updating is important 
to ensure relevance of policies 
and avoid aspect that are no 
longer necessary 

  Check regularly if policies 
are still appropriate  

4.4.8.2 Key observations: ‘Updating and implementing the RI policy’ 

Apart from implementing the policies already in place, interviewees across the groups said that it 
is very important to make sure that your policies are updated regularly. The big funding organisa-
tions have to keep themselves updated on relevant changes and developments and update their 
policies accordingly,  

“I think that when you're a funding organisation of a certain size, we have a lot, we have a 
huge amount of very small foundations in Denmark that, who are actually quite active within 
biomedical research, and you can't expect them to deal with all this governance, if they are 
only two or three people running a foundation. But when it comes to organisations of a cer-
tain size, I think that there's a great awareness, particular to the industrial foundations that 
we have so many of in Denmark, that you should, you should be aware of state codes of 
conducts and whatever rules you have, and stay in touch with whichever part of central ad-
ministration that can update you on issues […] then decide on whether your local rules should 
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be updated. So at least an occasional visit to your own sets of rules and see whether they 
should be updated or not.” (Private funding org. representative, focus group 8, p. 18). 

When you go through the policies it is also important to get rid of policies that are no longer im-
portant, in order to make sure the documents are kept as short as possible, “[…] once something 
comes in, it never comes out and there is a risk that these guidelines would just grow and grow and 
grow.” (Professor of molecular pharmacology, management position at university, focus group 8, 
p. 19). If that happens, there is a risk that the policies would turn into documents nobody would 
actually read.  

One of the interviewees (focus group 26) also said that it was important that these documents did 
not change all the time, or too frequently, so that researchers and others who would like to do 
things in the right way could keep up with the changes.  

 

 Independence  

‘Independence’ refers to policies that funding organisations might implement in order to hinder 
unjustifiable interference in the funded research, be it interference from funders themselves, po-
litical, or commercial influences. The participants also discussed what they perceived as unjustifia-
ble interference in the medical sciences. The topic was addressed by all four groups in the sorting 
exercise, and especially the Danish and Spanish groups had lengthy discussions on this topic. 

4.4.9.1 Key features of the topic ‘Independence’ 

Display 4.4.9: The mixed medical science groups’ view on ‘Independence’ 

Topic/subtopics Main topic perceptions Example 
of good 
practices 

Chal-
lenges  

Recommendations and 
ideas for guidelines and 
SOPs  

Independence Connection between inde-
pendence and conflict of in-
terests  
 

   

What counts as 
an unjustifiable 
interference? 

Interference with publishing 
and more 
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Subtle forms of interference  
 
Funders directing research in 
a certain direction  
 
Companies changing policies 
during research project or kill-
ing PhD projects, when they 
lose interest  
 

Preventing unjus-
tifiable interfer-
ence by the fun-
der 

Transparency about funding 
important  
 
External funding makes up al-
most 100 percent of funding, 
and funders often have their 
agenda present in the calls  
 

  Funders should only in-
terfere post-grant if 
something goes badly 
wrong  
 

Preventing unjus-
tifiable interfer-
ence by political 
or other external 
influences 

Independence is basically im-
possible because even univer-
sities’ basic funding is a result 
of a political process  

   

Preventing unjus-
tifiable interfer-
ence by commer-
cial influences  

Especially important within 
medical research and collabo-
ration with the pharmaceuti-
cal industry  
 

   

4.4.9.2 Key observations: ‘Independence’ 

According to the interviewees, unjustifiable interference can be found in open, as well as more 
subtle ways,  

“In the past where, you know, you have, you receive money from a company and then it is 
explicitly in the contract that you cannot publish anything or that they have to see every-
thing before you publish it, and that is definitely, I think, an interference that should not be 
allowed. But then there are some other more subtle as governments in disguise that maybe 
all the money that this guy received, they didn't tell him that you can't say or you should say 
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that, but it's influencing him kind of in a more subtle and difficult to grasp way.” (Adminis-
trative employee in science communication, focus group 9, p. 8). 

Unjustifiable interference was also discussed as funders guiding research in a particular direction 
by the way they distribute their funding, i.e. the funding schemes they set up. For example, an 
interviewee expressed a worry that certain diseases are unjustifiably prioritised, “A lot of research-
ers they are worried that the funders they will propose funding for projects that are associated with 
such as diseases, with cures that are expensive, and then sometimes forget the more marginalised 
diseases.” (Professor of clinical medicine, research ethics committee member, focus group 8, p. 
16). Another set of challenges are attached to funding from industry. Due to other time perspec-
tives and commercial prioritisations, industry can sometimes lose interest in a project and shut it 
down before it has been finalised. This can be especially harmful for PhD students who are working 
on such projects. 

In the discussion on how unjustifiable interference from funders could be prevented, it was pointed 
out that it is important that researchers are very transparent about their funding sources, “[…] when 
you have funding, it's always important to state where the funding comes from […] at least it's im-
portant that when a, when a researcher has a certain opinion that comes out of a research project 
that it's transparent if that could have been influenced by the funders.” (Professor of molecular 
pharmacology, management position at university, focus group 8, p. 14). Another way of ensuring 
independence for both researchers and funders would be to avoid interfering after the grant agree-
ment has been signed, “I guess that the independence that the foundations can have is that they 
can say that once they have granted the project, they will not basically, sort of interfere unless some-
thing really goes wrong.” (Professor of molecular pharmacology, management position at univer-
sity, focus group 8, p. 17). 

However, since external funding currently make up almost 100 percent of funding for research, 
research will always be influenced by funders,  

“[…] for me the balance is important, and I think if we look at Denmark, I think what we can 
call truly, completely independent researchers is almost extinct, in the sense that the basic 
funding that I get to run my research is close to nil beyond my own salary. So that means that 
everything I do, and that goes for most of the faculty now, is externally funded, either from 
private foundations, from companies or from the government. And of course some of the calls 
are quite open and unrestricted but nevertheless there are people reviewing them. So there 
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will be, in the end of the day, some restrictions and some areas, in particular new areas, can 
be very hard to fund initially. So I think to me the balance has gone too far towards the com-
petitiveness [competitive funding], and that everything should be in competition. So I think 
it's fine that that element is there, but it's almost 100 percent now, and I think maybe that's 
not ideal from a university subscribing to the Humboldt model of independence.” (Professor 
of molecular pharmacology, management position at university, focus group 8, p. 16). 

Even basic research funding given to universities also entails some risk of interference, because the 
priorities here are the result of political interests that in some cases are different from what re-
searchers themselves would have prioritised.   

Preventing unjustifiable interference from commercial influence is very important, according to the 
interviewees across the groups. Many interviewees mentioned potential problems related to re-
search sponsored by or carried out by the pharmaceutical industry. Here are two examples,  

“Yes, I agree that it's essential to maintain independence and to declare conflicts of interest. 
I think point D [preventing unjustifiable interference by commercial influence] is very im-
portant in medical research, especially in the research that is done and published by the phar-
maceutical industry. It's a huge problem and I hope that this project can help to address that 
in the future.” (Professor of clinical medicine, focus group 19, p. 15).  

“In biomedicine in particular, I think this independence of research is very important […] the 
pharmaceutical industry is a very good example and the pharma industry has such, is so 
strong and so powerful and can have, there are historically many, many examples where they 
have unduly influenced research” (Administrative employee in science communication, focus 
group 9, p. 8). 

Finally, it should also be mentioned that to some participants, ‘Independence’ was closely con-
nected to ‘conflicts of interest’, as these two examples illustrate, “Yes, I agree that it's essential to 
maintain independence and to declare conflicts of interest.” (Professor of clinical medicine, focus 
group 19, p. 15) and “Yeah, okay. I am not completely sure, but what you described, I first, I, it 
sounds to me like the subject of conflict of interests. And of course conflict of interest is extremely, 
extremely important.” (Associate professor of bioinformatics, focus group 9, p. 6).  
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  Publication and communication  

‘Publication and communication’ refers to the requirements and guidelines that funders can set for 
publication and dissemination of funded projects. The topic, for instance, involves open science 
and authorship. The topic was discussed at length in all focus groups, mainly during the sorting 
exercise but also as part of the opening sessions in the Belgian and Spanish groups. 

4.4.10.1 Key features of the topic ‘Publication and communication’ 

Display 4.4.10: The mixed medical science groups’ view on ‘Publication and communication’ 

Topic/subtopics Main topic perceptions Example 
of good 
practices 

Challenges  Recommendations and 
ideas for guidelines and 
SOPs  

Publication and 
communication 

Publication of research 
is crucial  
 

 Pressure to pub-
lish can lead to 
misconduct and 
publication of 
unfinished re-
search   
 
Bad science 

 

Publication re-
quirements  

Publication cultures are 
different across disci-
plines 
 
Important to publish all 
findings, positive and 
negative 
  

  RFOs ask researchers in 
their project descrip-
tions/applications to 
outline their view on rel-
evant outputs  
 

Expectations on 
authorship  

Guidelines on aggre-
gated level unusable to 
the specific research 
disciplines  
 
Funders expect re-
searchers to follow es-
tablished practices  
 

 Avoiding gift au-
thorships 
 
Authorship is-
sues in research 
collaborations   

Draft publication poli-
cies in advance  
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Open science 
(open access, 
open data, 
transparency)  

Open data just as im-
portant as open access 
to publication  
 
Funders can drive open 
science agenda forward 
 

 Open science is 
resource costly 
for the research-
ers, e.g. ‘open 
access’ 
 
Where and how 
to make data 
public 
 
 

Make it obligatory to 
share data  
 
Investments in open 
data procedures and in-
frastructure    
 
RFOs give funding to the 
open access require-
ments they set 
 
Journals’ prices should 
be scrutinised   
 
Train young researchers 
in open data  

4.4.10.2 Key observations: ‘Publication and communication’ 

Across the groups, the topic ‘Publication and communication’ led to a rich discussion on all the 
subtopics. In general, it was pointed out that it is important to publish your results,  

“But I think we have to change the mentality and also realise that the communication is 
part of your research. It's the last step, and it's as important, if not more, than everything 
else. Because if you do all of that and you don't make it available for everyone, it's like, it's 
not, you know, it doesn't really have an effect. So I think that's important.” (Administrative 
employee in science communication, focus group 9, p. 6).  

On the other hand, it was pointed out that too high a pressure to publish can also lead to bad 
research practices and publication of unfinished research,  

“I think the main problem is the fact that first of all there is a pressure to publish and this 
results in high level scandals where data have been fabricated, data have been manipulated, 
data have been invented, graphs have been manipulated.” (Professor in clinical medicine, 
focus group 19, p. 4).  

“I think part of the problem with research integrity might be connected to the growing pres-
sure on publish or perish, not least publish in high impact publications or perish, so that can 
lead to an un-, what was an unintended pressure on publishing results that are maybe not 
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ready for publishing yet.” (Professor of molecular pharmacology, management position at 
university, focus group 8, p. 6). 

A participant (in focus group 19) emphasised that it is a general challenge in medical science that 
there is a lot of bad science produced, and that the peer review process is crucial and needs to be 
strengthened, “I think in general there should be an effort trying to professionalize in a way the way 
that peer review is being done, so that you can really discriminate good science from bad science.” 
(Professor in clinical medicine, focus group 19, p. 5) 

Looking at the subtopic ‘Publication requirements’, interviewees pointed out that publication cul-
tures are different across disciplines and that funders should acknowledge differences between 
disciplines in their requirements for outputs. Not all results have to be published in the best jour-
nals: other types of outputs should also be considered. However, it was emphasised that it is im-
portant to publish both positive and negative results – and that funders keep an eye on this, “I think 
it's crucial, especially, or not at least, you know, considering studies which involve patients, because 
this is mandatory and we all write it in our protocol, you know, positive, negative, inconclusive, we 
will publish, but what's the follow up?” (Professor in clinical medicine, research ethics committee 
member, focus group 8, p. 7).  

Regarding ‘Expectations on authorship’, it was pointed out by an interviewee in the Belgian group 
that existing guidelines on authorship are on an aggregated level that make them difficult to use 
for the individual disciplines. Guidelines have to be close to the specific discipline, because each 
discipline has its own rules and traditions, “But it's not always easy to find the specific guidelines for 
every discipline, because for a lot of different things and different disciplines you have other rules, 
for example like authorship with the first author, last author and so on.” (RIO, focus group 19, p. 4). 
A funder in the Danish group said that they as a funder expected researchers to adhere to estab-
lished practices within their field, but that they otherwise did not interfere.  

One of the big challenges concerning authorship in the medical field is gift authorships. It is a chal-
lenge especially for young researchers to avoid them, “And it remains a general problem that gift 
authorships are abundant and that it's very difficult as a junior researcher not to mention the chief 
of your department, even if he or she did not contribute intellectually to the work that you've done.” 
(Professor in clinical medicine, focus group 19, p. 4). Collaborating with researchers outside your 
own lab can also make it difficult to settle roles; who should be co-author, corresponding author 



  

 

SOPs4RI_AU_WP5_D5.2_Report on the Results of the Focus Group Interviews_Version 1.0 

  

 

 Copyright by the SOPs4RI Consortium  Page 281 of 348 

 

 

 

etc. (focus group 26). In order to avoid such problems, it was suggested (focus group 26) to make 
a publication policy in advance in collaborative projects. 

Looking at ‘open science’, it was pointed out that funders can play a key role in driving this devel-
opment, “[…] if the funders make the requirements for open science, then the process is necessary 
and the process will be more likely to happen more quickly.” (Administrative funding advisor in RPO, 
focus group 8, p. 8). An interviewee from the Spanish group said that it was as important to focus 
on open data as well as open access. A challenge here is, however, where and how the data can be 
made publicly available. There are many problems related to logistics in this and so far no common 
infrastructure for data sharing.  

Another challenge, connected to open access, is the cost of open-journal publications. An inter-
viewee in the Italian group pointed out that it can be difficult to get funding for open access. Like-
wise, a participant in the Danish group said that funders often require open access, but that they 
are unwilling to fund the costs. Finally, an interviewee in the Spanish group reflected on the di-
lemma of spending money on open access that could have been used on research, “[…] it's tough 
to decide to use some of the money that I need for doing science, to dedicate this money to finance 
a publication in an open science journal.” (Researcher in evolutionary biology, focus group 9, p. 5). 

The discussions in the focus groups led to many concrete suggestions for improvements. First, it 
was suggested to make it obligatory to share your data openly, “So, I think this is the number one 
problem, there are no guidelines on that, and I think one of the possible solutions there would be to 
make it an obligation to share your source data publicly and I think that's the only way to go forward 
so that anyone can re-analyse the data.” (Professor in clinical medicine, focus group 19, pp. 4-5). 
Secondly, young scientists must be trained in good open data practices. Thirdly, it was suggested 
that governments invest more in open data infrastructures, so that data can easily be stored and 
shared. Fourthly, RFOs must ensure funding for open access, “[…] if they require open access they 
should also have funding for this and not just say that the funding we've already got should cover 
it.” (Professor of molecular pharmacology, management position at university, focus group 8, p. 6). 
Finally, it was suggested to look into the prices that journals set for open-access publishing,  

“[…] there must be done something in the journals also. I cannot imagine why we must pay 
so many… so much money for publishing just one paper, I mean, it's really really a lot of 
money when in fact as reviewers of the papers, we don't have, we don't receive any money 
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for reviewing a paper, so I don't know if it's so expensive to publish, why it must be so ex-
pensive to publish a paper in an open science journal.” (Associate professor of bioinformat-
ics, focus group 9, p. 6).  
 

  Intellectual property issues 

‘Intellectual property issues’ was discussed as part of the sorting exercise across all four groups. 
The discussions on the topic concerned whether the issues of IPR exist within the medical research 
field, and how funding organisations can take a position on such issues. 

4.4.11.1 Key features of the topic ‘Intellectual property issues’  

Display 4.4.11: The mixed medical science groups’ view on ‘Intellectual property issues’ 

Topic/subtopics Main topic perceptions Example of 
good prac-
tices 

Challenges  Recommendations and 
ideas for guidelines and 
SOPs  

Intellectual 
property issues 

Funder: no IPR strings at-
tached to the funding  
 
Complicated legal stuff  
 
IPR related to technology 
transfer and conflict of in-
terests 
 
Differences within medical 
research disciplines  
 

 Taking out 
patents 
can be “a 
nightmare” 

 

4.4.11.2 Key observations: ‘Intellectual property issues’ 

In the discussion across the groups it became clear that ‘Intellectual property issues’ is a difficult 
topic to handle, especially for researchers. One of the researchers gave an example from a project,  

“It’s because the, well first of all it's because there's two universities involved, so that's one 
complication already. But then with the EU and the EU project it is that our Tech Trans 
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Officer at [name of university] had difficulties in handling the whole process, because there 
are all these partners involved and whether it was, I guess it's somewhat unclear what was 
actually in the grant agreement, how to handle this. I'm not an expert in this, I cannot really 
tell you what difficulties are in details, but it's just that it seems like there is a least some-
thing in the grant agreement that becomes a complication.” (Professor of molecular phar-
macology, management position at university, focus group 8, p. 14). 

This participant took out a patent in relation to an EU funded project, and experienced the process 
as a nightmare, “[…] I took a patent, and right now I wish I never did, because it's just a nightmare 
to handle with the EU and everybody else involved in this. So there should, so they're certainly not 
facilitating the project process I think.” (Professor of molecular pharmacology, management posi-
tion at university, focus group 8, p. 14). A funder in the Danish group said that they never attached 
any intellectual property strings to their funding – and that it was very important that everybody 
could see if there are strings or not connected to the funding they receive. 

The discussion also showed that there are differences between basic research and clinical research, 
as well as research carried out with industry, as this dialogue from the Italian group shows,  

P: “And for sure if you are dealing with basic research should be not so very important the 
intellectual property issue, so we have to distinguish to my opinion between this two issues.” 

I: “But very important for clinical right? Or something like that?” 

P: “Also for the research activity that are done with industries you know. In terms of transla-
tion of the results of your research. In that case it’s very, very important because otherwise 
it’s impossible to deal with industries, companies or…” (Associate professor of physiology, 
focus group 26, p. 16). 

In the Spanish group, the IPR discussion led to a discussion on technology transfer and to possible 
conflicts of interests, “But the issue is that the moment that I, that you create intellectual property, 
if I create intellectual property for my own research, I create a conflict of interest. And from that 
point on whatever, I publish on that research, I have a conflict of interest because I'm making money 
out of it.” (Associate professor of bioinformatics, focus group 9, p. 14). 
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  Heat map of perceived importance – medical science and RFOs 

 

Figure 4.4.12: Heat map displaying sorting exercise results of 11 RI topics in the medical science RFO focus groups.  
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This heat map shows the results of the sorting exercise during the focus group interviews for the 
stakeholder and researcher groups from the medical sciences. It reflects the importance assigned 
to specific topics in relation to research integrity. Specifically, the map provides an overview of the 
areas where participants perceived that RFOs could support the development of a strong research 
integrity culture with SOPs and guidelines. From the eleven topics, six were deemed as areas where 
RFOs could contribute positively to RI efforts in research culture. As with the other disciplines, par-
ticipants noted that there must be a balance on the responsibilities between RPOs and RFOs. Thus, 
for some topics such as ‘Research ethics structures’, ‘Independence’, ‘Updating and implementing 
the RI policy’, and ‘Publication and communication’, RFOs should not interfere with the internal 
affairs of RPOs, but should demand that there are mechanisms in place. While others, such as ‘Dec-
laration of competing interests’ and ‘Selection and evaluation of proposals’, should involve the work 
of the RFOs themselves. Finally, the three topics marked as somewhat important (‘Funders expec-
tations of RPOs, ‘Collaboration within funded projects’, and ‘Monitoring of funded applications’) 
were seen as difficult to implement and follow effectively.  

 

  Concluding remarks regarding medical science and RFOs 

This chapter examines the understandings, prioritisation and recommendations of the four mixed 
focus groups within the medical sciences in relationship to the 11 selected RI topics. The groups 
were conducted in four countries (Belgium, Denmark, Italy, and Spain) with participants from these 
countries as well as other countries. In all, 20 interviewees participated in the focus groups. The 
participants represent all major disciplines within medical science (clinical research, physiology, 
anatomy, biomedicine, molecular pharmacology, nursing, health statistics etc.), as well as key 
stakeholders such as RIOs, private and public funders, ethical committees, and RI committees.  

The results of the discussions in the focus groups and the sorting exercise (displayed in the heat 
map) show that the topics ‘Publication and communication’, ‘Research ethics structures’, and ‘Dec-
laration of competing interests’ are especially important for RFOs in relation to medical science. 
These three topics were placed in the ‘very important’ category in all four groups. But also ‘Inde-
pendence’, ‘Updating and implementing the RI policy’, and ‘Selection and evaluation of proposals’ 
were assessed as important issues for funders to focus on. The results for ‘Intellectual property 
issues’, ‘Dealing with breaches of RI’, and ‘Funders’ expectations of RPOs’ were more indistinct, 
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while ‘Monitoring of funded applications’ and ‘Collaboration within funded projects’ were assessed 
as the least important topics for funders to deal with in relation to medical science.  

The low scores for ‘Monitoring of funded applications’ had to do with an experience of increased 
reporting to the funders and a fear of extra paperwork and bureaucracy. Moreover, the interview-
ees also pointed out that a balance between trust and control has to be found. For example, room 
for flexibility in the research process was considered important. A too rigid monitoring of the exe-
cution of the grant could jeopardise creativity. The low score for ‘Collaboration within funded pro-
jects’ probably has to do with an already confusing landscape of different requirements from dif-
ferent funders. The interviewees experienced that standards and procedures differ from country 
to country and sometimes also from institution to institution within the single countries. 

 

4.5 Cross-case analysis of RI topics in RFOs – perceptions and per-
ceived importance of topics across main areas of research   

The preceding within-case analyses provide thorough insights into how the different main areas of 
research perceive the selected 11 RI topics and prioritise them in terms of importance of having 
and implementing SOPs and guidelines in RFOs in order to support and cultivate a strong research 
integrity culture. The heat-map and cross-case analysis below shed some light on emerging patterns 
and contextual variation across the four main areas of research in relation to the perceived need 
for RI policies and procedures in RFOs.  
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Figure 4.5: Heat map displaying sorting exercise results of 11 RI topics across the 16 RFO focus groups. 

 

As highlighted throughout the within-case analyses above, each field of research has specific per-
ceptions of the topics and needs for RI SOPs and guidelines. Hence, a main cross-cutting finding is 
that RFOs must pay particular attention to disciplinary characteristics and varieties in RI needs when 
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considering, designing and implementing RI procedures and policies. This pattern is also displayed 
in the heat map above, which shows a quite varied picture of how the focus groups have sorted the 
topics within as well as across disciplines.  

Nonetheless, the heat map allows for an identification of several topics that were sorted more often 
under very important, such as ‘Dealing with breaches of RI’, ‘Research ethics structures’ and ‘Pub-
lication and communication’. The heat map also identifies topics that were more often sorted as 
less important, ‘Intellectual property issues’ and ‘Collaboration within funded projects’, but these 
topics were still ranked as important in several groups.  

Aside from disciplinary differences, other contextual factors such as national and organisational 
differences are found to influence the focus groups’ quite varied perceptions and importance as-
sessment of the different topics. For instance, the focus group participants come from different 
national contexts with variations in funding cultures and variations in legal and institutional struc-
tures for handling allegations and breaches of research integrity. Similarly, the organisational con-
texts differ across researcher and stakeholder institutional affiliations, with very varied attention 
given to the different topics in terms of established RI practices and procedures. Current RI land-
scapes are also determining for the recommended efforts for RFOs to pursue. Thus, if well-func-
tioning institutional and national practices are in place – e.g. related to managing potential RI 
breaches – RFOs should refrain from establishing parallel procedures. In this regard, consensus ex-
isted amongst participants that unnecessary bureaucratic requirements should be avoided. Re-
searchers, in particular, expressed the concern that added SOPs and guidelines from the RFOs will 
result in an increased administrative burden.  
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5. Conclusion, crosscutting themes and recommendations  
 

In SOPs4RI, it is a core idea that RPOs and RFOs must make their own Research Integrity Promotion 
Plans (RIPPs) to ensure that their research activities live up to the fundamental principles of the 
European Code of Conduct for Research Integrity: reliability, honesty, respect, and accountability 
(ALLEA, 2017). In the RIPPs, the RPO or RFO must describe the organisation’s RI policies and reflect 
as to how the policies will be implemented, monitored, and updated. To help RPOs and RFOs in this 
work, SOPs4RI is working on selecting and defining the topics that should be addressed in the RIPPs. 
SOPs4RI will further build a toolbox with SOPs and guidelines for the selected topics that RPOs and 
RFOs can use, or be inspired by, in their own work with the RIPPs.  

Nine RI topics were selected for the first version of the toolbox for the RPOs and eleven topics for 
the RFOs (see section 3 and 4 above). This selection was based on two extensive scoping reviews 
(D3.2, link in references), interviews with research integrity experts (D3.3, link in references), and 
a Delphi survey (D3.4, link in references). The focus group study has confirmed the importance of 
the selected topics for the toolbox. Although not all the topics are equally important for all disci-
plines, each of them was considered important by at least two main areas of research (medical 
science, natural science, social science and/or the humanities). In fact, as the combined heat maps 
in section 3.5 and 4.5 show, seven out of nine RPO-topics, and nine out of eleven RFO-topics were 
considered ‘very important’ or ‘important’ by at least three of the four main areas. ‘Declaration of 
competing interests’ and ‘Collaborative research among RPOs’ were the two topics that got the 
lowest scores within the RPO groups, while it was ‘Intellectual property rights’ and ‘Collaboration 
within funded projects’ in the RFO groups. However, as mentioned, in both cases two of the four 
main areas still considered these topics important. 

The RI topics and sub-topics that emerged in the focus group interviews are contained within the 
nine and eleven predefined and broad RI topics but they, as well as the interviews in general, add 
to a detailed understanding of the depth and width of the different topics. At the same time, the 
results of the focus group study show that several contextual factors and topics are of significance 
for researcher and stakeholder perceptions and vital to take into consideration when tailoring in-
stitutional RI polices and guidelines.  
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First of all, the focus group study clearly shows that RPOs and RFOs have to consider disciplinary 
differences when they prepare their RIPPs. For most of the topics discussed in the focus group 
interviews, the findings show that researchers requested policies that take disciplinary differences 
into account. This is also the case with SOPs and guidelines, where researchers from different areas 
of research expressed a need for discipline-specific support and guidance in their work. For exam-
ple, this became evident in discussions on the topic of ‘Data practices and management’. Here, 
many good examples of SOPs and guidelines already exist within medical science (e.g. for how to 
handle data in clinical trials). However, SOPs and guidelines from the medical sciences cannot 
simply be transferred to other main areas of research. Across the natural sciences, medical sci-
ences, humanities and social sciences, researchers work with very different types of data. They 
therefore also need different SOPs and guidelines to help them in their work. Therefore, to be use-
ful for different RPOs and RFOs – with different disciplinary priorities – SOPs4RI’s toolbox must 
contain SOPs and guidelines for all main areas of research.   

Besides offering insights into the specific needs of disciplines, the focus group study has likewise 
cast light on the understanding amongst researchers of the RPOs’ and RFOs’ roles in ensuring a high 
RI standard amongst researchers in Europe and beyond. Interviewees across the focus groups em-
phasised that the responsibility of the RPOs is to ensure a high standard of RI. For example, RPOs 
must ensure that researchers work in a sound research environment with fair procedures for ap-
pointments and promotions. They also have to establish ethics and RI structures, to ensure appro-
priate RI training of researchers at all levels, and prepare relevant SOPs and guidelines for the dif-
ferent disciplines.  

The results from the mixed focus groups also point towards many areas in which RFOs can make a 
difference. First, they can look at their own evaluation and funding procedures and practices and 
formulate policies for topics, such as, for example, ‘Selection and evaluation of proposals’, ‘Decla-
ration of competing interests’, and ‘Monitoring of funded projects’. Moreover, RFOs can also put 
pressure on RPOs in order to get them to focus more on RI, i.e. to have clear policies, governance 
structures, and guidelines in place. One of the challenges here is to find the right balance between 
making an impact through RI policies and practices in the RFOs and at the same time avoid dupli-
cating structures. If RPOs already have good policies and procedures in place, there is no need for 
RFOs to create their own policies and procedures for these topics. However, in the cases where 
good RI policies and procedures are not in place, RFOs can make a huge impact on RI issues by 
putting their own RI standards into effect.  
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Avoiding duplication and parallel systems constitutes another issue discussed by the participants 
during the interviews, i.e. avoiding unnecessary bureaucracy. Across disciplines, RPOs, and coun-
tries, researchers felt they have to deal with too much bureaucracy when it comes to RI. In the 
RPOs and RFOs, it is therefore important to think carefully about application requirements, review 
requirements, and other types of paperwork connected to RI. Interviewees expressed a willingness 
to work thoroughly with RI issues, but they feared that new policies and standards would be placed 
on top of already existing requirements, so that valuable time is taken away from research and 
redirected into paperwork.  

Consequently, RPOs as well as RFOs need to critically scrutinise all their documents, forms, and 
requirements in order to see if they can be slimmed down and made more relevant to researchers. 
They should ask: Are all the requirements necessary? Are they important for all disciplines in all 
types of RPOs across all countries? Can researchers actually answer the questions they are asked? 
RPOs and RFOs must make sure that all their RI requirements and tools are meaningful and practical 
for the researchers who are going to use them. If not, such policies, procedures, and practices will 
lose legitimacy, as shown in this report. 

A related issue that emerged in the focus group interviews, relate to the costs associated with RI 
requirements. Formulating policies, establishing RI structures, monitoring RI issues, paying more 
attention to RI issues in applications, and so on are all activities that potentially can ensure a high 
RI standard in the research carried out, but they are also activities that come with a cost (money, 
time, focus etc.). It is therefore important to carry out cost-benefit analyses to find out where to 
get most value for money. This will also be an element in SOPs4RI’s future work in relation to the 
pilot testing of the toolbox.  

Finally, it is also important to consider national differences. Some countries have national laws that 
regulate some of the topics discussed in the focus groups. This is, for example, the case with the 
topic ‘Dealing with breaches of RI’. Here, different national legislation and non-legislation has to be 
taken into account when formulating policies, governance practices, and guidelines for this topic. 

To conclude, the focus group study has validated the importance of the selected RI topics for the 
RPOs and RFOs. The study also clearly shows the need for a disciplinary approach in working with 
the RIPPs. When formulating policies, establishing governance structures, or preparing SOPs and 
guidelines, disciplinary differences have to be taken into account. The focus group study further 
shows that both RPOs and RFOs can play a positive role in ensuring high RI standards. However, the 
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message from the focus groups is also that RFOs especially have to be careful not to expend energy 
on establishing procedures and practices in areas where good procedures and practices already 
exist. To uphold legitimacy around RI procedures and practices, it is also essential to avoid unnec-
essary bureaucracy. Researchers should do the paperwork that is necessary to uphold a high RI 
standard, but not more than that. Requirements must also be meaningful and practical. Lastly, the 
focus groups also pointed towards important national differences that SOPs4RI have to consider in 
future work.  
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7. Appendices  
7.1 Appendix I. Roadmap  
SOPs4RI - Roadmap for WP5 

Planning and designing  

Deadline  Task  Responsible/involved  

15/8-19  Matching of expectations with WP4 on what we get 
from WP4 - and what we are expected deliver to WP4 

MPS 

15/8-19  Agenda for kick-off meeting in WP5 MPS/TR 

29/8-19 Kick-off meeting for WP in Aarhus  MPS/all 

29/8-19 Task distribution between partners MPS/all 

29/8-19  Sampling strategy  TR/all 

20/9-19 (send out 
for comments be-
fore 10/9) 

Invitation letter 

 

TR/comments from all   

20/9-19 Excel template for recruitment  TR 

20/10 (process be-
gins at kick-off 
meeting)  

Create exercise for focus group interviews MPS, TR/all 

1/11 (draft for 
comments 15/10) 

Interview guide MPS, TR, CWTS/all 

1/11-19 (draft for 
comments 15/10) 

Consent form  TR/all 

1/11-19  Finalise design of focus group interviews (Milestone 13 
in SOPs4RI) 

MPS/all 



  

 

SOPs4RI_AU_WP5_D5.2_Report on the Results of the Focus Group Interviews_Version 1.0 

  

 

 Copyright by the SOPs4RI Consortium  Page 296 of 348 

 

 

 

8/11-19 (draft for 
comments 3/11-
19) 

Submit Ethical Approval application to Aarhus Univer-
sity’s Research Ethics Committee (to be discussed by 
them on their meeting 5 December) 

MPS, TR/all 

18/11-19, from 
13:00 to 15:00 CET 

Skype meeting on recruitment process and test inter-
views 

All partners 

11/12-19 Test of interview guide/four test interviews  AU, CWTS, NTUA, 
MEFST 

16/12-19, from 
13:00 to 15:00 CET 

Skype meeting on experience with test interviews (Any 
problems in the interview guide? Exercise? Other 
things?) + status on recruitment process  

All partners 

20/12-19 Adjustment of interview guide and exercise  MPS, TR, CWTS 

15/1-20   Recruitment of interviewees finalised  All partners 

15/1-20 Guidelines for practicalities in connection with the in-
terviews (recording, material, catering etc.) 

TR 

31/12-19 Deliverable 5.1 ready for review: Protocol for the focus 
group interviews. This protocol must give a detailed 
description of the design, methods and aims of the fo-
cus group interviews.  

MPS/TR and CWTS + 
comments from all. 

31/1-20 All focus group interviews are planned (including re-
cruitment of interviewees, booking of rooms, catering, 
check of recording equipment etc.) (Milestone 14 in 
SOPs4RI).  

All partners 

31/1-20  Deliverable 5.1 uploaded to the EC  AU 

Interviewing 

Deadline  Task  Responsible/involved  

1/2-20 Interview period begins  All 

15/2-20 Template for transcription of interviews send out TR 
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31/3-20  32 focus group interviews conducted  All  

23/4-20  Transcription of 32 focus group interviews finalised (can begin 
immediately after each interview has been conducted) (Mile-
stone 15 in SOPs4RI).  

AU, CWTS, MEFST, 
NTUA 

Analysing and reporting  

Deadline  Task  Responsible/involved  

15/4-20 Coding strategy finalised  AU, CWTS 

24/4-20 Coding of interviews in NVivo begins  AU, CWTS 

31/5-20  Coding of all interviews completed  AU, CWTS 

1/6-20  Analysis strategy finalised and analysis of interviews begins:  

• responses to version 1.0 of the SOPs and guidelines 

• discipline specific needs regarding SOPs and guidelines 

AU, CWTS 

30/6-20  Analysis completed  AU, CWTS 

1/7-20  Writing period for report on the results of the focus group inter-
views begins. The report is going to describe the results of the 
focus group interviews, focusing on the differences between the 
four main disciplinary areas. It should be written in accordance 
with the expectations described in the protocol for WP4. 

AU, CWTS, all partners 
comment and/or con-
tribute  

31/7-20  Deliverable 5.2 ready for review. AU, all partners  

31/8-20  Deliverable 5.2. uploaded to the EC AU 
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7.2 Appendix II. Invitation letter to potential participants  
Invitation to participate in a focus group discussion on promoting a strong research integrity culture 
Dear Sir/Madam [replaced by name],  
 
We invite you to take part in a focus group discussion organized by the European project SOPs4RI 
(Standard Operating Procedures for Research Integrity: https://www.sops4ri.eu/) on the xx of 
March 2020 at the …. University.  
 
SOPs4RI is funded by the European Commission as part of the SwafS (Science with and for Society) 
program within Horizon 2020. SOPs4RI aims to promote excellent research and a strong research 
integrity culture across European Research Performing Organisations (RPOs) and Research Funding 
Organisations (RFOs). 
 
As part of the project, we plan to conduct 32 focus group interviews across Europe with researchers 
from the humanities, social science, natural science, and medical science together with main stake-
holders from, e.g. research integrity offices, academies of science, journals, RFOs, governmental 
bodies, industry, and researcher unions. 
 
In your capacity as a researcher [or stakeholder] within the field of x [replaced by field specific 
information], we would like to invite you to participate in one of these focus group interviews.  
 
We are interested to learn more about how RPOs (e.g. universities) and RFOs can help researchers 
within your discipline to conduct research in the best and most responsible way. In the focus group, 
we thus wish to learn from the participants’ needs for research integrity procedures and guidelines. 
Your valuable perspectives and knowledge will help us to identify best practices and develop a novel 
and practice-oriented set of useable research integrity guidelines that RPOs and RFOs can use to 
create institutionally tailored research integrity promotion plans. 
 
The focus group interview will involve 5-6 researchers from related research disciplines [or 3 re-
searchers and 3 stakeholders] together with two SOPs4RI members. Your personal information will 

https://www.sops4ri.eu/
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be kept strictly confidential throughout this process, and all written and processed interview ma-
terial will be anonymised. Please see our privacy policy for more information 
(https://osf.io/ycakg/).  
 
The interview will take place at x on x and will last for two hours. We would be very grateful if you 
could indicate whether you would like to participate in the focus group discussion.  
 
If you have any questions concerning the project and/or the details of the focus group study, please 
contact [the person recruiting + email + telephone]  
 

Kind regards, 

  

https://osf.io/ycakg/
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7.3 Appendix III. Letter of information to participants  
Background for the Focus Group Study 

SOPs4RI (Standard Operating Procedures for Research Integrity) is a four-year (2019-2022), multi-
partner project funded by the European Commission. SOPs4RI aims to stimulate transformational 
processes across European Research Performing Organisations and Research Funding Organisa-
tions (RPOs & RFOs). Specifically, SOPs4RI will establish an inventory of relevant Standard Operating 
Procedures (SOPs) and Guidelines that RPOs & RFOs can draw on when developing governance 
arrangements promoting strong research integrity cultures. 

In the new research framework program in the EU – Horizon Europe – that kicks off in January 2021, 
the European Commission wishes to strengthen its commitment to Research Integrity by requiring 
that organisations that receive EU funding, not only formally declare compliance with the European 
Code of Conduct for Research Integrity (ALLEA), but also do this in practice by implementing so-
called Research Integrity Promotion Plans (RIPPs). A RIPP is a plan for how the organization will 
ensure, foster and promote responsible research practices, avoid detrimental practices, and handle 
misconduct. 

The SOPs4RI project has been asked by the commission to deliver a document describing which 
topics that should be covered in the RIPPs. The research group behind the SOPs4RI project consists 
of 13 organisations in 10 different European countries. We are working towards creating an online, 
freely available toolbox with Standard Operating Procedures (SOPs) and Guidelines that Research 
Producing Organisations (RPO, e.g. universities) and Research Funding Organisations (RFO) can use 
in their work with the RIPPs. 

The Focus and Approach in the Focus Group Discussion 

In order to make the toolbox useful for different organisations, it is important that it is sensitive 
towards national, organisational and disciplinary differences. In different work packages, we look 
into different aspects of this. The purpose of the focus group study is to help us gain a better un-
derstanding of different disciplines’/main research areas’ needs for research integrity support from 
RPOs and RFOs in the form of SOPs and/or guidelines. 

In previous work in SOPs4RI, we have identified a number of topics that influence research integrity, 
and that are important for universities and other research producing or funding organisations to 
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address. Such topics could for instance be education and training in RI; research ethics regulatory 
procedures; publication and communication issues and dealing with breaches of RI, among other 
topics. 

In the focus group interview, we will present the focus group participants with some of the topics 
in order to learn more about their understanding of them – and the participants’ needs for SOPs or 
guidelines for these topics within different areas of research. In all, we are going to discuss two or 
three different topics in-depth. We also have an exercise where participants will be asked to sort a 
longer list of topics into three different groups, depending on their relevance and importance for 
the field of research. The interview will last for 2 hours including a short break. 

In a focus group interview, there are fewer questions than in a standard interview, and the conver-
sion in a focus group takes place among participants rather than between the interviewer and the 
interview person as in a standard interview. We wish to learn from the participants’ experiences 
and perceptions, and it is therefore important that the participants talk together and discuss the 
issues presented by the moderators of the focus group. The moderators’ role is therefore primarily 
to be mediators for a conversation between the participants. 

All issues discussed in the focus group interview are confidential. The interview will be audio rec-
orded and the subsequent interview transcriptions will be anonymized and handled in alignment 
with the European Union’s General Data Protection Regulation as outlined in the project’s privacy 
policy and in the consent form that participants will receive prior to the interviews. 
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7.4 Appendix IV. Consent form  
 

H2020-SwafS-03-2018. “Standard Operating Procedures for Research Integrity” 

(SOPs4RI) Grant Agreement no. 824481 

 

Informed Consent for Participation in SOPs4RI Focus Group Interview Study 

Description of the Project 

SOPs4RI aims to promote excellent research that aligns with the principles and norms of 
the European Code of Conduct for Research Integrity, and to counter research misconduct. 
Through the development and empirical validation of standard operating procedures 
(SOPs) and guidelines, the project intends to cultivate research integrity and reduce detri-
mental practices across European research performing organisations (RPOs) and research 
funding organisations (RFOs). SOPs4RI is funded by the European Commission as part of 
the SwafS (Science with and for Society) program within Horizon 2020. 

Aim of the focus group interviews  

In the focus group interviews, we wish to learn from the participants’ various experiences 
with the kinds of research integrity procedures and guidelines that are seen as beneficial 
for researchers and stakeholders from different fields and organisations. This valuable 
knowledge will help us identify best practices and develop a novel and practice-oriented 
set of useable research integrity procedures that RPOs and RFOs can use to create institu-
tionally tailored research integrity promotion plans. The 32 European focus group inter-
views in this study will include researchers from the humanities, social science, natural sci-
ence, and medical science together with main stakeholders from, e.g., research integrity 
offices, academies of science, journals, RFOs, governmental bodies, industry, and re-
searcher unions.  

The study poses a small risk of discovering sensitive information, for instance concerning 
research misconduct cases or problems with how specific institutions deal with research 



  

 

SOPs4RI_AU_WP5_D5.2_Report on the Results of the Focus Group Interviews_Version 1.0 

  

 

 Copyright by the SOPs4RI Consortium  Page 303 of 348 

 

 

 

integrity issues. In the focus group introduction and debriefing, we will emphasise that par-
ticipants are not to repeat what is said in the focus group interview to others. By signing 
this informed consent form, participants agree to maintain the confidentiality of the infor-
mation discussed by all participants and researchers during the focus group session. Par-
ticipants will have the opportunity to view, and if relevant, comment on their own tran-
scription.  

Use of data and dissemination of research findings to participants  

The focus group interviews will be audio recorded and the subsequent interview transcripts 
will be made fully anonymous. Informed consent forms will be stored separately from the 
audio files and interview transcripts. All data material will be stored encrypted and safely 
at SharePoint, a web-based collaborative and GDPR compliant platform, for 5 years after 
the last publication from the study. SharePoint will be administered by the project coordi-
nator, Aarhus University. 

Each participant in the focus group interview may at any time demand removal of his/her 
interview data by a simple request to the coordinator of the study, Mads P. Sørensen 
(mps@ps.au.dk), or to Aarhus University’s Data Protection Officer (DPO@au.dk). Data, 
which have already been published, cannot be removed. 

The findings from the focus group interviews will be analysed, published and made publi-
cally available. The project report detailing the findings of the study will be send to all par-
ticipants when the report has been finally approved by the European Commission. No per-
sonal identifiable information will be mentioned or disclosed at any point. To promote open 
science and avoid research waste, anonymised data from the focus group interviews will 
also be made available on the project’s OSF (Open Science Framework) site: 
https://osf.io/49fbk/. Here all names and other identifiers (information on country, univer-
sity etc.) will be removed to ensure full anonymity.  

Data breach  

In case of a data breach, affected participants will be contacted and data will be temporarily 
removed from the compromised storage. All internal transfer of sensitive data will be done 
though secure pathways. Specifically, the secure Sharepoint workspace established for the 
SOPs4RI project will be used for data transfer. 

mailto:mps@ps.au.dk
mailto:DPO@au.dk
https://osf.io/49fbk/
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Supervision 

Aarhus University’s Data Protection Officer (DPO@au.dk) can be contacted for questions 
regarding Data Protection in the SOPs4RI project. Research coordinator Mads P. Sørensen 
(mps@ps.au.dk) also welcomes any questions about this study.    

Consent 

Participation is voluntary and participants are free to withdraw from the study at any time 
and without giving any reason for withdrawing by contacting Mads P. Sørensen 
(mps@ps.au.dk) or Aarhus University’s Data Protection Officer (DPO@au.dk).  

By signing the consent form, you indicate that you are in agreement with all of the state-
ments below: 

• I have read the information provided about the study. I have had the opportunity 
to ask questions and my questions have been sufficiently answered. I have had 
enough time to decide whether I would like to participate.  

• I am aware that participation in the study is voluntary. I also know that I can decide 
at any moment to not participate or to withdraw from the study. I do not have to 
provide any reasons for not participating or terminating enrolment in the study.  

• I give consent to the audio recordings of the focus group interview.  
• I give consent to the collection and use of my interview data in line with established 

data protection guidelines and regulations (GDPR).  
• I give consent to having my interview data safely stored for five years on SharePoint 

after the last publication from the study.  
• I give consent to having my anonymised transcribed interview data made publicly 

available on OSF. I understand that this means that the anonymised data can be 
used for research purposes other than the ones described above. I am also aware 
that this means that my anonymised information may be used in countries outside 
of Europe and that the regulations for data processing and storage in those coun-
tries may not comply with those of the European Union.  

• I agree to maintain the confidentiality of the information discussed by all partici-
pants and researchers during the focus group interview. 

• I want to participate in this study. 

mailto:mps@ps.au.dk
mailto:DPO@au.dk
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Participant’s signature:     Contact’s signature: 

 

Name in Block letters:  

Day/month/year 
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7.5 Appendix V. Introductory power point slides to the interview  
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7.6 Appendix VI. Template for participant info sheet  
 
Focus group no. X, Field of research, discipline, mixed/researcher 
groups   
  
Date and time:   
  
Interview address:   
  
Interview participants:    

1. Name, affiliation, position, contact details, other important information (e.g. 
leave early etc.)  
2. X   
3. …  
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7.7 Appendix VII. Moderator guide  

The focus group study – the interview/moderator guide   
Consent form (5 minutes) 

“Before we start the interview, we need you to sign the consent forms we send you in advance.” 
[Have extra copies ready for signing, in case the participants haven’t brought a signed version of 
the copy that was send to them]. 

Introduction (10 minutes) 

[Parts of the following text – ‘Background’ and ‘What we are going to talk about today’ – will be 
send to participants beforehand, when the interview appointment is confirmed. During the in-
terview, the main points are summarized in a few slides].  

Welcome  

Thank you very much for taking the time to participate in this focus group study. We are very 
pleased that you accepted our invitation. 

Background [May be done in the national language, if needed] 

In the new research framework program in the EU – Horizon Europe – that kicks off in January 
2021, the European Commission wishes to strengthen its commitment to Research Integrity by 
requiring that organisations, that receive EU funding, not only formally declare compliance with 
the European Code of Conduct for Research Integrity (ALLEA), but also do this in practice by im-
plementing so-called Research Integrity Promotion Plans (RIPPs). [Have a copy of the Code of Con-
duct ready if anybody asks what that is] 

A RIPP is a plan for how the organization will ensure, foster and promote responsible research 
practices, avoid detrimental practices, and handle misconduct.  

Our project, which is called SOPs4RI (Standard Operating Procedures for Research Integrity), has 
been asked by the commission to deliver a document describing which topics that should be cov-
ered in the RIPPs. The research group behind SOPs4RI consists of 13 organisations in 10 different 
European countries. We are working towards creating an online, freely available toolbox with 
Standard Operating Procedures (SOPs) and Guidelines that Research Producing Organisations 
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(RPO, e.g. universities) and Research Funding Organisations (RFO) can use in their work with the 
RIPPs. 

• [Show an example of a guideline] By guidelines, we mean statements of principles or is-
sues to consider when performing a task, aimed to guide courses of action. Guidelines 
give direction and help users make decisions. They may include checklists. 
 

• [Show an example of a SOP] Standard Operating Procedure (SOP) are on the other hand 
a detailed, written instruction, aimed to achieve uniform action step-by-step. SOPs pre-
scribe specific actions; they liberate users from decision-taking by ensuring that the pro-
cedure is followed. They may come in the shape of a ‘decision-tree’/flow-diagram, simi-
lar to what is referred to as an algorithm in clinical contexts.  

 
In order to make the toolbox useful for different organisations, it is important that it is sensitive 
towards national, organisational and disciplinary differences. In different work packages, we look 
into different aspects of this. The purpose of the focus group study, which this interview is a part 
of, is to help us gain a better understanding of different disciplines’/main research areas’ needs 
for research integrity support from RPOs and RFOs in the form of SOPs and/or guidelines. The 
focus group study consists of 32 interviews overall.  

What we are going to talk about today  

We have invited you today, because you are researchers [or stakeholders] within x main area of 
research. 

In previous work in SOPs4RI, we have identified a number of topics that influence research integ-
rity, and that are therefore important for universities and other research producing [or funding] 
organisations to address. Today, we will present you with some of the topics in order to learn 
more about your understanding of them – and your area of research’s needs for SOPs or guidelines 
for these topics. In all, we are going to discuss two [or three] topics in-depth. We also have an 
exercise where you will be asked to sort a longer list of topics into three different groups, depend-
ing on their relevance and importance for your field of research. More about that later. 

Practical issues 

The interview will take 2 hours including a short break after an hour. [There is coffee, tea and 
water on the table. There is also some cake and some fruit, so please help yourself to some of that 
OR sandwiches/light lunch in the break].  
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In the interview today, we start with a couple of open questions. We then specifically look at two 
[or three] topics in-depth before we have a break. Hereafter, we turn to the exercise before round-
ing off.  

In a focus group interview, there are fewer questions than in a normal interview. It is important 
that you talk together and discuss the issues. Our role is primarily to be moderators for a conver-
sation between you.  

We also have to emphasise that all issues discussed in the focus group interview are confidential. 
It is important that everybody can talk freely without fearing that what he or she says here might 
be brought up elsewhere.  

After the interview  

The interview will be audio recorded so that we can remember what has been said today. The 
subsequent interview transcriptions will be anonymized and handled in alignment with the Euro-
pean Union’s General Data Protection Regulation as outlined in the consent form and the project’s 
privacy policy.  

Introduction of participants 

All participants introduce themselves [starting with their names, so that the transcribers can sep-
arate their voices.]  

Opening questions (10-15 minutes) 

For the 16 researcher-only groups 

1) “When you think about your own work/research, are there any areas related to RI 
where it would be beneficial to have more clear guidelines or SOPs?”  

Probes:  

“Have you experienced any problems when it comes to being able to conduct 
your research in a responsible way and would it have been useful for you to have 
SOPs or guidelines here?”  “Do you sometimes experience that it is difficult to find 
out what the right way to act is, when you are working with RI issues, for example 
some of the issues you just mentioned?”  

2) “Which topics would you like to see covered in a RIPP at your institution?”  
Probe:  
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“What is the most important topic for enhancing RI in your area of research?”  

For the 16 mixed groups 

1) “Funders could potentially play a role in setting RI standards that beneficiaries – both re-
searchers and their host institutions – should live up to in order to receive funding. 
Which areas related to RI would you like to see funders focusing on? 

Probe:  

“What is the most important topic for enhancing RI in X main field of research – 
and is it a topic that funders should do something about?” 

 “Which problems related to RI do you encounter in your work?”  

“Now we would like to delve into two [or three] RI topics that might be im-
portant for universities or other research producing organisations [or funders] to 
focus on: topic no. 1 is …, topic no. 2. Is … [and topic no. is …]  

[Overall, 40 minutes are allocated to the two or three topics] 

First topic (15 minutes): 

Second topic (15 minutes): 

Third topic (15 minutes): 

Break (10 minutes) 

[Moderator explains when the interview will start again]  

The sorting exercise (25 minutes) 

Introduction 

In our project (SOPs4RI), we have via a Delphi survey [Explain, if needed, what a Delphi consensus 
consultation process is], expert interviews and scoping reviews identified a number of topics that 
effect research integrity and that universities and other research producing organizations [or 
RFOs, for mixed groups] might need to address. However, we don’t know which of these issues 
are especially important for x main field of research. We would therefore like you as a group to 
talk about and to sort these topics into three categories:  
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• In group 1, you place the topics that are very important for RI within your field of re-
search, 

• In group 2, you place the topics that are somewhat important within your field of re-
search, 

• In group 3, you place the topics that are of no or minimal importance for research integ-
rity within your field of research. 

 
[We are especially interested in hearing their thought on how it should be – what we ideally should 
focus on– seen from their disciplinary perspective.] 

[The cards with the topics are placed on the table together with three other cards with group 
numbers, all participants get 3 minutes for themselves to think about the question, and collec-
tively they hereafter negotiate which cards to put into group 1, 2 and 3.]  

[Remember to take a photo of the cards at the end of the exercise!]  

Follow up questions, examples:  

• For the topics that are placed in group 1, “Is there a need for SOPs or guidelines for 
these topics?”   

• “Why have you placed X in group Y?” 
• “Is X not important since you have placed it in group 3?”   

 
Add to topics (5 minutes) 

“Are there important topics for RI that we have missed? Are there other topics we need to in-
clude? Things that RPOs and RFOs have to pay attention to and implement SOPs and guidelines 
for?”  

Rounding off/debriefing (5 minutes) 

• Thank you for you participation.   
• What will happen now: transcripts, analysis, report to the EC (we’ll send the report to 

you) plus academic papers.  
• End with a short evaluation of the interview ”How have you experienced the focus 

group?  
-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Extended feedback round during pilot focus groups (substitutes Rounding off/debriefing) (20-30 

minutes) 
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• Thank you for you participation.   
• What will happen now: transcripts, analysis, report to the EC (we’ll send the report to 

you) plus academic papers.  
 

“Since this is the first focus group we are conducting in this focus group study, it would be helpful 
for us if you could provide us with some feedback on the interviews. We will use this feedback to 
optimize the next focus groups.” 

Questions and concerns to be discussed 

• How did you experience the introduction – were the slides clear? 
o Did you feel you got enough information - and relevant information? 

• For each of the main questions in the topic guide (2-3 per focus group) 
o One of the main topics we addressed in the focus group was “…”. Were the 

questions related to this topic clear? Was there any ambiguity/lack of clarity in 
how the questions were asked? 
 Is there something we could improve in the questions discussed? 

• Regarding the sorting exercise 
o Was it clear what was expected of you during the exercise? 
o Were there any problems in conducting the exercise? Suggestions for improve-

ments? 
• On the general process of the focus groups 

o What could the facilitators do better to maximize the outcome of the focus 
group interview?  

o How did you perceive the informed consent process? 
• Is there any other general feedback you would like to give us about the focus group? 
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7.8 Appendix VIII. Ranking exercise template 
Template for ranking exercise in RPO focus groups  
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Templates for ranking exercise in RFO focus groups  
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7.9 Appendix IX. Topic list with questions and probes  

 Topics for Re-
searcher groups 

 

Start questions Probes Topics for mixed 
groups 

Start questions Probes 

1. Education and 
training in RI 

Education and training in 
research integrity issues 
are often emphasized as 
important to promote a 
more responsible re-
search culture. – Which 
type of issues do you 
think should be covered 
in RI training?  

 

Different issues for different 
groups? – students, junior and 
senior researchers) 

What kind of procedures could 
your institution/organization 
implement to ensure a high 
level of RI training? 

Would it be a good idea to 
have SOPs or guidelines here? 

 

Education and 
training in RI 

Education and training in 
research integrity issues 
are often emphasized as 
important to promote a 
more responsible re-
search culture. In this re-
gard, funders can pro-
vide an incentive to re-
searchers to obtain good 
education and training in 
RI.  –  

Which type of issues do 
you think should be cov-
ered in RI training?  

 

Different issues for different 
groups? – students, junior and 
senior researchers) 

Do you think funders should 
ask that researchers are 
trained in research integrity is-
sues to receive funding?  

(if yes, type of RI issues?) 

What kind of procedures could 
your institution/organization 
implement to ensure a high 
level of RI training?  

Would it be a good idea to 
have SOPs or guidelines here? 
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2. Research ethics 
structures  

Research ethics struc-
tures seem to differenti-
ate between research 
fields and across institu-
tions and countries. 
Which type of issues do 
you think should be cov-
ered in ethical approvals 
within your main field of 
research? (Hum, Soc Sci, 
Med, Nat) 

 

What kind of procedures could 
your institution/organization 
implement to ensure a sound 
and transparent ethical ap-
proval process? 

What is the perception of eth-
ics regulatory procedures in 
your field? (hinderance/nui-
sance, basic condition of doing 
good research, necessary step 
to receive funding, etc.) 

Would it be a good idea to 
have SOPs or guidelines here? 

 

 

Research ethics 
structures  

Research ethics struc-
tures seem to differenti-
ate between research 
fields and across institu-
tions and countries. 
Which type of issues do 
you think should be cov-
ered in ethical approvals 
within your main field of 
research? (Hum, Soc Sci, 
Med, Nat) 

 

What kind of procedures could 
your institution/organization 
implement to ensure a sound 
and transparent ethical ap-
proval process?  

Would it be a good idea to 
have SOPs or guidelines here? 
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3. Publication and 
Communication 
(authorship, open 
science) 

Is open science an im-
portant issue within your 
field of research? How 
do you practice open sci-
ence? (e.g. OSF, proto-
cols, citizen science pro-
jects, use of Re-
searchGate/ Mendeley 
etc.) 

How do you distribute 
authorships within your 
field of research? 

What are main RI-related barri-
ers of practicing open science 
in your field? 

What kind of procedures could 
your institution/organization 
implement to promote open 
science?  

What kind of procedures could 
your institution/organization 
implement to promote clear 
authorship guidelines?  

Would it be a good idea to 
have SOPs or guidelines here? 
(authorships/open science) 

Publication and 
Communication 
(open science) 

Is open science an im-
portant issue within X 
field of research?  

How is it typically prac-
ticed? (e.g. OSF, proto-
cols, citizen science pro-
jects, use of Re-
searchGate/ Mendeley 
etc.) 

Should funders require 
that beneficiaries (re-
searchers and research 
institutions) live up to 
certain standards when 
it comes to open sci-
ence?   

What kind of procedures could 
a RFO implement to promote 
clear standards for open sci-
ence?  

Would it be a good idea to 
have SOPs or guidelines here? 
(authorships/open science) 
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4. Dealing with 
breaches of RI 

(including RI in-
vestigations, pro-
cedures, sanc-
tions, whistle-
blowers) 

We know that institu-
tions and organizations 
deal with breaches of RI 
in different ways and 
that it e.g. varies 
whether there are local 
Research integrity offices 
(RIOs) and if national re-
search integrity commit-
tees are appointed 
within and across coun-
tries.  

Which type of issues 
would you like to see 
covered in RPOs’ and 
RFOs’ policies on (poten-
tial) breaches of RI? (e.g. 
allegation, investigation, 

“Do you see a need for more RI 
counselling and advice? (insti-
tutional/organizational, nation-
ally)” 

Would it be a good idea to 
have SOPs or guidelines here? 

What kind of procedures could 
your institution/organization 
implement to be better 
equipped to handle breaches 
of RI? (FFP, QRP) 

Dealing with 
breaches of RI 

(including RI in-
vestigations, pro-
cedures, sanc-
tions, whistle-
blowers) 

We know that institu-
tions and organizations 
deal with breaches of RI 
in different ways and 
that it e.g. varies 
whether there are local 
Research integrity of-
fices (RIOs) and if na-
tional research integrity 
committees are ap-
pointed within and 
across countries.  

Which type of issues 
would you like to see 
covered in RPOs’ and 
RFOs’ policies on (poten-
tial) breaches of RI? (e.g. 
allegation, investigation, 

“Do you see a need for more RI 
counselling and advice? (insti-
tutional/organizational, nation-
ally)” 

Would it be a good idea to 
have SOPs or guidelines here? 

What kind of procedures could 
your institution/organization 
implement to be better 
equipped to handle breaches 
of RI? (FFP, QRP) 
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appeal, sanction, dissem-
ination, infrastructure 
etc.)  

appeal, sanction, dis-
semination, infrastruc-
ture etc.)  

5. Data manage-
ment (GDPR) 

 

All researchers in Europe 
have to comply with the 
European GDPR rules. Do 
you see any challenges in 
fulfilling these require-
ments?  

 

Do you always know how to be 
GDPR compliant with the data 
generated from your research?  

What kind of procedures could 
your institution/organization 
implement to support respon-
sible research practices when 
collaborating with other RPOs? 

Would it be a good idea to 
have SOPs or guidelines here? 

Selection and 
evaluation of pro-
posals   

 

When research projects 
are funded, they need to 
be in compliance with 
existing research integ-
rity requirements and, 
ideally, this should be 
transparent in research 
applications when RFOs 
select and evaluate pro-
posals – In research ap-
plications, which RI ele-
ments do you view as 
important to include? 
Why?  

 

 

Would it be a good idea to re-
quest a RI plan from the appli-
cants?  

What elements should be cov-
ered in such a plan?  

What about diversity issues?  

How do we avoid that this be-
comes a pure box ticking exer-
cise?  

There are of course also many 
other issues to consider when 
selecting and evaluating pro-
ject proposals: How can fun-
ders e.g. ensure that the most 
relevant methods are used? 
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How can plagiarism be discov-
ered?  

Would it be a good idea to 
have SOPs or guidelines here? 

What kind of procedures could 
RFOs implement to ensure that 
funded research applications 
actually adhere to RI require-
ments ?   

6. Independence 
from commercial 
influences(acad-
emy/ industry col-
laborations) 

Issues regarding appro-
priate interference and 
research independence 
can emerge in collabora-
tions between academia 
and industry/SMEs 

 

(Good/bad examples?) 

What kind of procedures could 
your institution/organisation 
implement to support scientific 
freedom in academic/industry 
collaborations? 

Would it be a good idea to 
have SOPs or guidelines here? 

Independence 
from commercial 
influences(acad-
emy/ industry col-
laborations) 

Issues regarding appro-
priate interference and 
research independence 
can emerge in  collabo-
rations between aca-
demia and indus-
try/SMEs 

How do you experience 
academia/Industry col-
laborations in terms of 

(Good/bad examples?) 

What kind of procedures could 
your institution/organization 
implement to support scientific 
freedom in academic/industry 
collaborations?  

Would it be a good idea to 
have SOPs or guidelines here? 
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How do you experience 
academia/Industry col-
laborations in terms of 
ensuring that research 
remains independent 
from commercial influ-
ence?  

Can you think of other is-
sues that might endan-
ger academic independ-
ence, and for which 
some guidance might be 
helpful? 

 

 

ensuring that research 
remains independent 
from commercial influ-
ence? 

Can you think of other 
issues that might endan-
ger academic independ-
ence, and for which 
some guidance might be 
helpful? 

 

7.  Research collabo-
ration among 
RPOs 

We know from existing 
research that percep-
tions of how to practice 
responsible conduct of 
research can be quite di-
verse. 

Have you experienced any 
problems when it comes to be-
ing able to conduct your re-
search in a responsible way?  

What kind of procedures could 
your institution/organization 

Monitoring of 
funded applica-
tions  

 

When research projects 
are funded, they need to 
be in compliance with 
existing research integ-
rity requirements.  

RI requirements also include fi-
nancial monitoring and moni-
toring of the research 
plan/grant agreement – how 
do we secure that funds are 
used in the way they were sup-
posed to be used? And how do 



  

 

SOPs4RI_AU_WP5_D5.2_Report on the Results of the Focus Group Interviews_Version 1.0 

  

 

 Copyright by the SOPs4RI Consortium  Page 331 of 348 

 

 

 

How do you experience 
collaborations with other 
research performing or-
ganizations? 

 

 

 

implement to support respon-
sible research practices when 
collaborating with other RPOs? 

Would it be a good idea to 
have SOPs or guidelines here? 

How can funded applica-
tions best be monitored 
to secure compliance 
with RI requirements?  

 

 

we ensure that researchers live 
up to the grant agreement (re-
search plan)?  

What kind of monitoring proce-
dures could RPOs and RFOs im-
plement to ensure that funded 
research applications actually 
adhere to RI requirements?   

Would it be a good idea to 
have SOPs or guidelines here? 

How do we avoid too much bu-
reaucracy here? 
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8. Transparency 

(Supporting a re-
sponsible re-
search process)  

 

 

 

 

  

Transparency is consid-
ered an important norm 
in all fields of research; it 
has for example a promi-
nent place in many 
Codes of Conduct for Re-
search Integrity. We 
would like to hear your 
thought about how 
transparency can be en-
sured in your field of sci-
ence?” (Example of pos-
sible problems with 
transparency: That it is 
difficult to follow a paper 
– its methods, analysis or 
other parts of it – be-
cause of a lack of trans-
parency) 

What kind of procedures could 
your university implement to 
ensure transparency within 
your field? 

Would it be a good idea to 
have SOPs or guidelines here? 

 

 

 

Conflict of interest From a previous study in 
this project, it seems 
that conflicts of interest 
might be a central issue 
both to RPOs and RFOs 
(e.g. in regard to review 
committee members/re-
viewers) 

Have you encountered 
conflicts of interest?  

(examples?) How do you 
manage them? 

 

What kind of procedures could 
RPOs and/or RFOs implement 
to reduce conflicts of interest?  

Would it be a good idea to 
have SOPs or guidelines here? 
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9. Managing compe-
tition and publica-
tion pressure  

 

 

 

 

We know from existing 
research that competi-
tion and publication 
pressure in some cases 
may challenge responsi-
ble research practices – 
but we don’t know how 
this plays out within dif-
ferent disciplines.  

In your fields of re-
search, do you experi-
ence that competition 
and publication pressure 
can jeopardize responsi-
ble research practices? 
(In what way? Exam-
ples?) 

Do you know what is expected 
of you in terms of publica-
tions?  

Do you think the incentive 
structures in your institution 
(e.g. policies on hiring, promo-
tions, remuneration) influence 
publication pressure and com-
petition? (in what way?) 

Could your institution use 
other measures to assess re-
searchers, in order to alleviate 
competition and publication 
pressure? 

What kinds of additional proce-
dures could your RPO imple-
ment to ensure that competi-
tion and publication pressure 
do not jeopardize RI? 
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Would it be a good idea to 
have SOPs or guidelines here? 
Publication (e.g. publication 
policy) and Competition (e.g. 
positions/career progression)  

10. Responsible su-
pervision and 
mentoring 

 

Responsible supervision 
and mentoring are often 
emphasized as important 
to promote a more re-
sponsible research cul-
ture. Which type of is-
sues do you think should 
be covered in RI supervi-
sion?  

(Different for various posi-
tions/team collaborations?) 

What kind of procedures could 
your institution/organization 
implement to ensure a high 
level of RI mentoring / supervi-
sion? 

 

Would it be a good idea to 
have SOPs or guidelines here? 
(e.g. PhD/ Post doc guidelines, 
PI team leadership) 
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7.10   Appendix X. List of practicalities  

List of practicalities   

  
Prior to the focus group interviews:  

o Invitations + reminder(s) + confirmation mail with info on time, venue etc. (includ-
ing separate PDF introduction to the interviews and informed consent form)  
o Book a room in advance (agree on access issues etc. if the interview is going to take 
place at another university/organisation – remember to bring the contact details for the 
responsible administrative staff employee).   
o Catering (food and beverages, e.g. make prior arrangements with the local can-
teen to have the food delivered, remember to bring contact details for the catering ser-
vice). Make sure that they or you bring tableware, napkins etc.    
  
Materials to bring to the focus group interviews:  
o Paper and pens  
o Extra consent forms  
o Exercise material: posters and exercise cards (template for lamination provided), 
photo slip (template provided)  
o Overview of interview participants (template provided)  
o Interview guide + introductory slides  
o Topic list (with questions)  
o Small presents  
o Digital equipment  

o Two dictaphones suitable for group discussions (Rea’s recommendation: mi-
crophones: https://www.amazon.com/Olympus-Conference-Omni-directional-
microphone-capabilities/dp/B009OOEP4U; Digital voice recorder Olympus 
(WS-853).  
o Camera or phone for the exercise photo  
o Computer and projector for the intro slides  

  
Remember to take a photo of the exercise at the end of the focus group + remember to get 
signed informed consent forms from all participants!  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

https://www.amazon.com/Olympus-Conference-Omni-directional-microphone-capabilities/dp/B009OOEP4U
https://www.amazon.com/Olympus-Conference-Omni-directional-microphone-capabilities/dp/B009OOEP4U
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7.11  Appendix XI. Topic division and distribution of focus groups 
Aarhus 

Discipline Place Topic 1 Topic 2 Topic 3 Back-up topic 
HUM historical  DK Data manage-

ment 
Transparency Independence 

from commer-
cial influences 

 

HUM stakeholder/research-
ers  

ES Research ethics 
structures 

Selection and 
evaluation of 
proposals 

- Independence 
from commer-
cial influences 

SOC stakeholder/researcher DK Research ethics 
structures 

Selection and 
evaluation of 
proposals 

- Independence 
from commer-
cial influences 

SOC qualitative  ES Data manage-
ment 

Transparency Research col-
laboration 
among RPOs 

- 

NAT lab/exp/app  ES Data manage-
ment 

Independence 
from commer-
cial influences  

-  

NAT theoretical DK Dealing with 
breaches of RI 

Transparency   Data manage-
ment 

NAT stakeholders/research-
ers 

DK Research ethics 
structures 

Selection and 
evaluation of 
proposals 

- Monitoring of 
funded applica-
tions 

MED stakeholders/research-
ers 

 

DK Research ethics 
structures 

Selection and 
evaluation of 
proposals 
 

- Education and 
training for RI 

MED stakeholders/research-
ers 

ES Independence 
from commer-
cial influences 

Conflict of in-
terest 

- Monitoring of 
funded applica-
tions 

MED clin/trans/pub health  DK Data manage-
ment 

Transparency Independence 
from commer-
cial influences 

Publication and 
communication 
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CWTS & VUmc 
 

Discipline Place Topic 1 Topic 2 Topic 3 Back-up topic 
HUM language NL Managing com-

petition and 
publication 
pressure 

Supervising & 
Mentoring 

Education & 
Training in RI 

- 

HUM stakeholders/research-
ers 

NL Education and 
training in RI 

Dealing with 
breaches of RI 

- Publication 
and 
communicati
on 

HUM stakeholders/research-
ers 

DE Publication and 
communication 

Monitoring of 
funded 
applications 

- Education 
and training 
in RI 

SOC stakeholders/researchers NL Education and 
training in RI 

Dealing with 
breaches of RI 

- Research 
ethics 
regulatory 
procedures 

SOC quantitative NL Managing com-
petition and 
publication 
pressure 

Supervising/Men-
toring 

- Education 
and training 
in RI 

SOC qualitative DE Education and 
training in RI 

Publication and 
communication 

- Managing 
competition 
and publica-
tion pressure 

NAT lab/exp/app  BE Managing 
competition 
and publication 
pressure 
 

Supervising/Men-
toring 
 

Research 
collaboration 
among RPOs 

- 

NAT stakeholders/researchers NL Education and 
training in RI 

Dealing with 
breaches of RI 

- Research eth-
ics regulatory 
procedures 

MED stakeholders/research-
ers  

BE Education and 
training in RI 

Dealing with 
breaches of RI 

- Publication 
and 
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communicati
on 

MED clin/trans/pub health  NL Managing com-
petition and 
publication 
pressure 

Supervising/Men-
toring 

Research 
collaboration 
among RPOs 

- 

 
MEFST & UoT 
 

Discipline Place Topic 1 Topic 2 Topic 3 Back-up 
topic 

HUM communication HR Research 
collaboration 
among RPOs 

Publication and 
communication 

- Supervision 
and 
mentoring 

SOC stakeholders/researchers  HR Publication and 
communication 

Monitoring of 
funded 
applications 

- Dealing with 
breaches of 
RI 

NAT lab/exp/app  HR Education and 
training in RI 
 

Publication and 
communication 

Research 
ethics 
structures 

- 

NAT stakeholders/researchers  IT Publication and 
communication 

Monitoring of 
funded 
applications 

- Conflicts of 
interest 

MED basic research HR Education and 
training in RI 
 

Publication and 
communication 

- Reseach 
collaboration 
among RPOs 

MED stakeholders/researchers  IT Publication and 
communication 

Monitoring of 
funded 
applications 

- Conflicts of 
interest 

 
NTUA & LSE 
 

Discipline Place Topic 1 Topic 2 Topic 3 Back-up topic 
HUM philosophical & aes-
thetic 

UK Research ethics 
structures 

Dealing with 
breaches of RI 

- Transparency 
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HUM stakeholders/re-
searchers 

GR Independence 
from 
commercial 
influences 

Conflict of 
interest 

- Selection and 
evaluation of 
proposals 

SOC quantitative  UK Research ethics 
structures 

Dealing with 
breaches of RI 

Independence 
from 
commercial 
influences 

- 

SOC stakeholders/re-
searchers 

GR Independence 
from 
commercial 
influences 

Conflict of 
interest 

- Selection and 
evaluation of 
proposals 

NAT stakeholders/re-
searchers 

GR Independence 
from 
commercial 
influences 

Conflict of 
interest 

- Dealing with 
breaches of RI 

MED basic research GR Research ethics 
structures 

Dealing with 
breaches of RI 

Independence 
from 
commercial 
influences 

- 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 



  

 

SOPs4RI_AU_WP5_D5.2_Report on the Results of the Focus Group Interviews_Version 1.0 

  

 

 Copyright by the SOPs4RI Consortium  Page 340 of 348 

 

 

 

7.12  Appendix XII. The rationale for the combination of topics in 
the interviews  

The tables in this appendix show which topics are combined in the interviews and the reasons be-
hind the single pairings/groupings. The overall rationale behind the pairing/grouping is that we 
wanted to combine ‘most similar topics’ in order to make them supplement and inform each other 
as much as possible. The intention is to gain as deep knowledge as possible about the topics in the 
focus groups (i.e. to open up for ‘thick descriptions’). 

RPO Topics to combine Reasons 

Data manage-
ment 

Transparency Collaboration among 
RPOs 

Data management and transparency 
(e.g. preregistration) issues are closely 
related to each other. Collaboration 
among RPOs will have important impli-
cations on data management and 
transparency, so it is interesting to dis-
cuss these in the same focus groups. 

Managing com-
petition and 
publication 
pressure 

Supervision and 
mentoring 

 The way that supervision and mentor-
ing is done has a strong influence on re-
search culture and the pressures that 
researchers feel.  

Education and 
training in RI 

Publication and 
communication 

 A big part of research integrity educa-
tion is related to improving awareness 
about things like open science, author-
ship issues, predatory publishing, etc. 

Research ethics 
structures 

Dealing with 
breaches of RI 

Independence from 
commercial  influ-
ences  

These are the topics which contain a lot 
of existing resources. It is interesting to 
find out about disciplinary differences 
here to see if existing resources are ap-
propriate across fields. 
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RFO Topics to combine Reasons 

Research ethics 
structures 

Selection and 
evaluation of 
proposals 

 These are both topics that need to be 
addressed early on (before the project 
has even received funding), and it is 
therefore make sense to cover them to-
gether. 

Independence 
from commercial  
influences 

Conflict of inter-
est  Both of these topics have to do with 

conflicts of interest, but the first one is 
more focused on commercial influences. 
Therefore, it is appropriate to discuss 
them together. 

Publication and 
communication 

Monitoring of 
funded applica-
tions 

 Since monitoring, as well as publication 
and communication, are aspects of re-
search that occur later down the line in 
the process (after the project has re-
ceived funding and run for a little while), 
it makes sense to discuss these topics 
together. 

Education and 
training in RI 

Dealing with 
breaches of RI  By discussing breaches and education 

together, we can explore what happens 
(or should happen) when RI is not ad-
hered to and what kinds of aware-
ness/education/training is needed to 
prevent such things from happening or 
to deal with them. 
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7.13  Appendix XIII. Topics for the sorting exercise  
The following two topic lists are identical with the final lists of topics for the first version of the 

toolbox (cf. D.4.2.) 

Topics for the ranking exercise – for the 16 researchers only/RPO groups.  

Rank Topic Subtopics 

1 Education and training in RI 

a. pre-doctorate 
b. post-doctorate 
c. training of RI personnel & teachers 

d. RI counselling and advice 

2 Responsible supervision and men-
toring 

a. PhD guidelines 
b. supervision requirements & guidelines 

c. building and leading an effective team 

3 Dealing with breaches of RI 

a. RI bodies in the organisation 
b. protection of whistle-blowers 
c. protection of those accused of misconduct 
d. procedures for investigating allegations 
e. sanctions 

f. other actions (including mobility issues) 

4 Research ethics structures 
a. set-up and tasks of ethics committees 

b. ethics review procedures 

5 Data practices and management 
a. guidance and support 
b. secure data storage infrastructure 

c. FAIR principles 

6 Declaration of competing interests 

a. in peer review 
b. in the conduct of research 
c. in appointments and promotions 
d. in research evaluations 
e. in consultancy 

7 Research environment 
a. fair procedures for appointments, promotions and numeration 
b. adequate education and skills training 
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c. culture building 
d. managing competition & publication pressure 
e. conflict management 
f. diversity issues 
g. supporting a responsible research process (transparency, qual-
ity assurance, requirements) 

8 Publication and communication 

a. publication statement 
b. authorship 
c. open science 
d. use of reporting guidelines 
e. peer review 
f. predatory publishing 

g. communicating with the public 

9 Collaborative research among RPOs 
a. among RPOs inside/outside the EU 
b. with countries with different R&D infrastructures 

c. between public and private RPOs 
For a description of the topics/subtopics, click here. 

Topics for the ranking exercise – for the 16 mixed groups/RFO groups. 

Rank Topic Subtopic 

1 Dealing with breaches of RI 

a. RI bodies in the organization 
b. procedures for breaches by funded researchers 
c. by review committee members 
d. by reviewers 
e. by staff members 
f. protection of whistle-blowers and the accused 
g. sanctions/other actions 
h. communicating with the public 

2 Declaration of competing interests 
a. among review committee members 
b. among reviewers 

c. among staff members 

3 Funders' expectations of RPOs 
a. Codes of Conduct 
b. assessment of researchers 

https://osf.io/jc6u2/
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c. education and training for RI 

d. processes for investigating allegations of research misconduct 

4 Selection & evaluation of proposals 

a. RI plan 
b. methodological requirements 
c. plagiarism 

d. diversity issues 

5 Research ethics structures 
a. research ethics requirements 
b. ethics reporting requirements 

6 Collaboration within funded projects 
a. expectations on collaborative research 

b. research that is co-financed by multiple funders 

7 Monitoring of funded applications 
a. financial monitoring 
b. monitoring of execution of research grant 

c. monitoring of compliance with RI requirements 

8 Updating and implementing the RI 
policy 

NONE 

9 Independence 

a. What counts as an unjustifiable interference? 
b. preventing unjustifiable interference by the funder 
c. preventing unjustifiable interference by political or other exter-
nal influences 

d. preventing unjustifiable interference by commercial influences 

10 Publication and communication 
a. publication requirements 
b. expectations on authorship 

c. open science (open access, open data, transparency) 
11 Intellectual property issues NONE 

For a description of the topics/subtopics, click here.  

 

  

https://osf.io/82dwk/
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7.14  Appendix XIV. Documentation for ethical approval  
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7.15 Appendix XV. Privacy Policy 

SOPs4RI – WP5: Focus groups 

Privacy policy 

This document describes the privacy policy that all research activities conducted in work package 5 
are committed to follow.  

Data collection, processing, storage and usage 

Collection, storage and use of the data collected during the focus groups interviews will be in align-
ment with the European Union’s General Data Protection Regulation and Danish Ministry of Higher 
Education and Science’s recommendation in the Danish Code of Conduct for Research Integrity, 
section II. 2.1.i.  

The ethical approval of the focus group study in Work Package 5 will be obtained from the Research 
Ethics Committee at Aarhus University.  

Before the interview, all participants in the focus group interview will be presented with an infor-
mation letter and  an informed consent form, which includes information on the project’s purpose, 
funding, recruiting processes, methodologies, expected risks/adverse effects, beneficiaries of re-
search results, communication of research results and all matters concerning collected data as de-
scribed in this document.  

In order to be able to transcribe and analyse the interviews, the focus group interviews will be audio 
recorded. The subsequent interview transcriptions will be anonymised. Informed consent forms 
will be stored separately from the audio files and transcripts. All data material will be stored safely 
at SharePoint, a web-based collaborative and GDPR compliant platform, administered by the pro-
ject coordinator, Aarhus University. All data will be stored encrypted at SharePoint for 5 years after 
the last publication from the study. The findings from the focus group interviews will be analysed, 
published and made publicly available. No personal identifiable information will be mentioned or 
disclosed at any point. Data preservation will comply with GDPR regulations, and it is the responsi-
bility of the WP5 research coordinator, Mads P. Sørensen (mps@ps.au.dk) to ensure that sensitive 
data is secured and deleted in accordance with the GDPR regulations. 

Each participant in the focus group interviews may at any time demand removal of his/her interview 
data by a simple request to the coordinator of the study, Mads P. Sørensen (mps@ps.au.dk), or to 

http://data.europa.eu/eli/reg/2016/679/oj
https://ufm.dk/publikationer/2014/filer-2014/the-danish-code-of-conduct-for-research-integrity.pdf
https://medarbejdere.au.dk/en/administration/researchandtalent/responsible-conduct-of-research/ethical-approval-of-research-projects/
https://medarbejdere.au.dk/en/administration/researchandtalent/responsible-conduct-of-research/ethical-approval-of-research-projects/
mailto:mps@ps.au.dk
mailto:mps@ps.au.dk
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Aarhus University’s Data Protection Officer (DPO@au.dk). However, data, which have already been 
published, cannot be removed.  

To promote open science and avoid research waste, anonymised data from the focus group inter-
views will also be made available on the project’s OSF (Open Science Framework) site: 
https://osf.io/49fbk/. Here, all names and other identifiers (information on country, university etc.) 
will be removed to ensure full anonymity.  

In case of a data breach, affected participants will be contacted and data will be temporarily re-
moved from the compromised storage. All internal transfer of sensitive data will be done through 
secure pathways. Specifically, the secure SharePoint workspace established for the SOPs4RI project 
will be used for data transfer.  

Questions about the Privacy Policy? 

Aarhus University’s Data Protection Officer (DPO@au.dk) can be contacted for questions regarding 
data protection, privacy issues and use of data in the SOPs4RI project. Research coordinator Mads 
P. Sørensen (mps@ps.au.dk) also welcomes any questions about this study. 

mailto:DPO@au.dk
https://osf.io/49fbk/
mailto:DPO@au.dk
mailto:mps@ps.au.dk
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