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the initial hypotheses. Here we are talking about exploring data in terms of relationships 
that were not originally postulated.

Various names are given to the steps you could take to “go fish.” Norbert Kerr (1998) 
talked about HARKing: hypothesizing after the results are known. In his article, Kerr 
took aim at authors such as Daryl Bem (1987, 2004) who suggested that you write your 
research paper focused on the results that emerged, not on those that were hypothesized. 
Kerr defined HARKing as “presenting post hoc hypotheses in a research report as if 
they were, in fact, a priori hypotheses” (p. 197). The reasons HARKing is a problem 
in his view are as follows: Type I errors are translated into theory; such hypotheses “fail  
Popper’s criterion of disconfirmability” (p. 205); and an explanation designed to fit post hoc 
results (accommodation) is less likely to be correct than one based on hypothesizing those 
results (prediction). Other problems are losing information about the original hypothesis 
through HARKing; that statistical abuses are promoted (such as the use of one-tailed tests 
without a priori hypotheses); and communication of an inaccurate model of science that 
presents a more positive image than is justified (also see Kerr’s summary, p. 211). Among 
the solutions he recommended (in addition to not HARKing) is empirical replication.

In terms of other questionable practices, Uri Simonsohn, Leif Nelson, and Joseph 
Simmons (2014) talk about p-hacking (p. 534), which is when researchers file away 
the subsets of analyses that have failed to yield significant results. They argued that this 
practice makes the file drawer phenomenon (see Chapter 2) even more problematic and 
further inflates the perceived reliability of data that are published—few unsuccessful 
studies in the drawer may represent many unsuccessful analyses.

REVISIT AND RESPOND

•• In your own words, describe “going fishing” and p-hacking. How is p-hacking related 
to the file drawer phenomenon? Opportunistic bias deals with adjustments to data 
in the context of your original hypotheses, whereas HARKing deals with hypothesiz-
ing after the results are known. When HARKing occurs, you explore aspects of your 
data that were not originally hypothesized, and significant findings may emerge. Why 
does this process communicate a more positive image of science than is justified?

ETHICS, CLEANING UP, AND REPORTING 
YOUR DATA: FINAL COMMENTS
We have just reviewed a variety of different (potentially questionable) practices that 
researchers may take involving missing data, outliers, and post hoc hypothesizing. It has 

HARKing: 
hypothesizing 
after results are 
known (Kerr, 
1998).

p-hacking: 
processes such 
as continuing 
to test data or 
conducting post 
hoc analyses 
to produce 
significant 
results.


