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Are Scientists Honest? Applying Hanlon's Razor to
Science Funding
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Because of the replication problems facing biomedical science and psychology, much attention in
recent years has focused on scientific integrity. How can scientists ensure that the data they are
publishing is accurate and reliable?
A new report [2] that partially addresses that issue has been released by the National Academies. It
was reviewed by Physics Today [3], which said that, among other things, the report "advocates
stricter policies for scientific authorship attribution, increased openness in scientific work, [and] the
reporting of negative findings." These recommendations are fine, but they do little to address the
general public's concern: Is science reliable?
Increasingly, the public is becoming skeptical of science itself. This is the natural outcome of a
society that is hyperpartisan, ensconced in social media echo chambers, distrustful of expertise
and authority, leery of corporations, and quite eager to embrace conspiracy theories. Though
exceedingly rare, high-profile cases of scientific fraud haven't helped.
We shouldn't be surprised, therefore, that research perceived as even mildly controversial is
immediately met with the criticism, "Follow the money! [4]"

But this is a ridiculous and offensive thing to say. Off the bat, it assumes that scientists are frauds
and shills. But this is highly unlikely, not because scientists are incorruptible, but because the
scientific method is inherently self-correcting. If Scientist X tries to build upon Scientist Y's
research and is unable to, he or she has uncovered a clue that something is wrong in the scientific
literature. However -- and this is crucial -- it is not (yet) evidence that something nefarious has
happened. Why?
Applying Hanlon's Razor
Because in science (as in life), it is best to assume that people are well intentioned, until there is
sufficient reason to believe otherwise. In law, we call this "innocent until proven guilty," and on the
Internet, we call this Hanlon's Razor [5]: "Never attribute to malice that which is adequately
explained by stupidity." Keep in mind that the stupidity might be your own.
When the results of scientific research do not meet our expectations, applying Hanlon's Razor
would require scientists (and the public) to go through this thought process, in this order:
#1. I screwed up. The authors are correct, but I don't understand their methodology, results, or
conclusions. I need to work harder to understand them.
#2. The data is right, but the conclusions are wrong. The researchers' methodology is sound,
but the conclusions they make or policy recommendations they suggest do not necessarily follow
from the data.
#3. The scientists don't know what they're doing. While being well intentioned, the researchers'
methodology is sloppy, and their conclusions are wrong or sensationalist.
The vast majority of the time, your thought process can stop here. Almost all scientists are well
intentioned, and most of them are smart, too. Only if there is substantial evidence to the contrary
should you continue with this thought process:
#4. The scientists are pushing an agenda. Some scientists believe so firmly in an idea, that they
are willing to disregard any evidence to the contrary. They will publish research that stands in
direct contradiction to the scientific literature, and they make little if any effort to entertain the
notion that they might be wrong. These scientists may not be unethical, but they are certainly
driven by ideology, which is corrosive to the scientific enterprise. Now is the appropriate time to
ask the question, "Who funded the research?" The answer to this question may help shed light on
why such shoddy research exists.
#5. The scientists are committing fraud. If all of the other possibilities have been thoroughly
exhausted, it is possible that the scientists are doctoring the data or engaging in other acts of
deception or fraud. Thankfully, this is exceedingly rare.
Everybody wants to be treated fairly. We view ourselves as honest (even if we aren't), and that is
true of scientists as well. Treat them as you would like to be treated by giving them the benefit of
the doubt -- until extraordinary evidence indicates otherwise.

COPYRIGHT © 1978-2016 BY THE AMERICAN COUNCIL ON SCIENCE AND HEALTH

Source URL: https://www.acsh.org/news/2017/04/17/are-scientists-honest-applying-hanlons-razor-sciencefunding-11148
Links
[1] https://www.shutterstock.com/image-photo/scientist-equipment-science-experiments-lighting-effect371356072
[2] https://www.nap.edu/catalog/21896/fostering-integrity-in-research
[3] http://physicstoday.scitation.org/do/10.1063/PT.5.1115/full/
[4] http://acsh.org/news/2016/09/08/argumentum-ad-aurum-follow-money-fallacy-10133
[5] https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hanlon%27s_razor

