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interactive map displayed on the monitor, and there is an error in the recording mech-
anism that produces very long times to touch the screen, then you might reasonably 
exclude those cases (e.g., Devlin & Bernstein, 1997; see discussion of this issue in Devlin, 
2006). You might be justified in excluding those cases particularly if you set the exclu-
sion criteria BEFORE you collected your data. If long times to touch the screen could be 
related to someone’s hesitancy to make a decision, and arguably to their confidence, the 
decision to exclude those data is questionable.

Like detecting the pattern of missing data in your dataset, the statistical approaches 
for dealing with outliers that occur for a reason other than such experimental errors as 
equipment malfunction are beyond the scope of this chapter. The focus here is to provide 
some basic sense of what the issues are and specifically to consider the ethical aspects.

REVISIT AND RESPOND

•• Explain the difference between data that represent out-of-range values and data 
that represent outliers.

Outliers and Opportunistic Bias

One of the major concerns in dealing with outliers is whether the researcher is creating 
opportunistic bias (DeCoster, Sparks, Sparks, Sparks, & Sparks, 2015), that is, creating 
opportunities to find statistical significance that otherwise would not have been the case. 
Jamie DeCoster et al.’s (2015) article highlighted the kinds of practices that research-
ers may follow to improve their chances of finding significance. Such practices involve 
reporting only the desirable results from a larger set of analyses, changing the statistical 
approach to achieve greater significance, and adjusting the variable (e.g., using different 
cut-off points for categorization), among several examples. This article is well worth read-
ing for anyone who wants to conduct research because it reminds us that ethical choices 
face us in every decision. The flexibility researchers have in deciding how to analyze and 
report their data has also been described as the “researcher degrees of freedom” (Simmons, 
Nelson, & Simonsohn, 2011, p. 1359, emphasis in the original). Given the scrutiny that 
social science is undergoing as a result of high-profile cases of fraud in research (think 
back to the example in Chapter 1), being aware of opportunistic bias should make you 
more thoughtful about the decisions in your own research.

Regarding outliers, whether such opportunistic bias is present depends on the reason 
the case is an outlier (and what you do about it). Vic Barnett and Toby Lewis (1994), 
who were cited in DeCoster et al. (2015), said people agree that genuine errors (such as 

Opportunistic 
bias: pursuing 
data analysis in 
multiple ways 
that increases 
the chances 
of finding 
significant 
results.


