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22 �Analyzing Data Ethically:  
How Not to Lie About Relationships 

When the data analyst begins to examine relationships among variables in some real data, social science research 
becomes most exciting. The moment of truth, it would seem, has arrived. Either the hypotheses are supported or 
not. But, in fact, this is also a time to proceed with caution and to evaluate the analyses of others with even more 
caution. Once large datasets are entered into a computer, it becomes very easy to check out a great many relation-
ships; when relationships are examined among three or more variables at a time, the possibilities become almost 
endless.

This range of possibilities presents a great hazard for data analysis. It becomes very temping to search 
around in the data until something interesting emerges. Rejected hypotheses are forgotten in favor of high-
lighting what’s going on in the data. It is not wrong to examine data for unanticipated relationships; the prob-
lem is that inevitably some relationships between variables will appear just on the basis of chance association 
alone. If you search hard and long enough, it will be possible to come up with something that really means 
nothing.

A reasonable balance must be struck between deductive data analysis to test hypotheses and inductive 
analysis to explore patterns in a dataset. Hypotheses formulated in advance of data collection must be tested as 
they were originally stated; any further analyses of these hypotheses that involve a more exploratory strategy 
must be labeled as such in research reports. Serendipitous findings do not need to be ignored, but it must be 
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In the study site video for this chapter, Dana Hunt discusses two of the many 
lessons she has learned about measurement in a decades-long career in social 
research. Hunt received her BA in sociology from Hood College in Pennsylva-
nia and then earned her PhD in sociology at the University of Pennsylvania. 
After teaching at Hood for several years, she took an applied research position 

at National Development and Research Institutes (NDRI) in New York City. NDRI’s description on its 
website gives you an idea of what drew the attention of a talented young social scientist. 

Founded in 1967, NDRI is a nonprofit research and educational organization dedicated to advancing scien-
tific knowledge in the areas of drug and alcohol abuse, treatment, and recovery; HIV, AIDS, and HCV (hepatitis C 
virus); therapeutic communities; youth at risk; and related areas of public health, mental health, criminal justice, 
urban problems, prevention, and epidemiology. 

Hunt moved from New York to the Boston area in 1990, where she is now a principal scientist at Abt 
Associates, Inc., in Cambridge. Abt’s website description conveys the scope of the research projects the company 
directs. 

Abt Associates applies scientific research, consulting, and technical assistance expertise on a wide range of 
issues in social, economic, and health policy; international development; clinical trials; and registries. One of the 
largest for-profit government and business research and consulting firms in the world, Abt Associates delivers prac-
tical, measurable, high-value-added results. 

Two of Hunt’s major research projects in recent years are the nationwide Arrestee Drug Abuse Monitoring 
Program for the Office of National Drug Control Policy and a study of prostitution and sex trafficking demand 
reduction for the National Institute of Justice.
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