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Research Misconduct 
 

 

Policy Statement 

Durham University is committed to maintaining the highest standards of research excellence 
and subscribes to the principles of the UUK Concordat to Support Research Integrity. 

This policy supports the Research Integrity Policy and Code of Good Practice which sets 
out clear guidance for all members of staff on the University’s policy and procedures for the 
maintenance of good practice in research.   

This policy explains the action which will be taken should an allegation of research 
misconduct regarding University staff come to light. 

This policy also references the UK Research Integrity Office Procedure for the 
Investigation of Misconduct in Research. 
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Misconduct in Research 

Standards of research conduct and definitions of unacceptable behaviour are set out in the 
Research Integrity Policy and Code of Good Practice.  

 
This procedure applies to allegations of misconduct in research made against the 
University’s staff.  Any allegations of misconduct in research made against the University’s 
students will be treated under the existing procedures detailed in the General Regulations 

of the University, Section IV.   

 
The University's Statement on Whistle-blowing should be referenced when members of 
staff of the University believe that other malpractice may be taking place, whether financial 
or procedural, or that the requirements of good governance are not being followed.   
 

Research misconduct procedure in brief  

The University’s procedures are intended to assure both those who make allegations of 
misconduct, and those against whom allegations are made, that any suspicions will be taken 
seriously and investigated.  The procedures for investigating allegations are briefly 
summarised as follows:  

A. An allegation of misconduct in research against a member of staff at the University is 
made to the PVC Research in writing and in confidence.   

B. The PVC Research asks the relevant Faculty PVC to arrange an informal investigation; 
the respondent is informed and given an opportunity to comment.   

C. Where there is sufficient substance in the allegation to warrant a formal investigation, the 
PVC Research is notified and the investigation is referred to an independent investigator, 
who will conduct interviews.  This investigation will follow the principles of the 
investigation stage of the University Disciplinary Regulations.     

D. If the evidence suggests that further action is warranted, the PVC Research will decide 
on the action to be taken in line with University policies and procedures. 

 
NOTE: For the purposes of the procedures any reference to the PVC Research includes a 

senior member of his/her staff delegated to act on his/her behalf to ensure the proper 

conduct of these proceedings. 

 

Procedure for the Investigation of Allegations of Misconduct in 
Research against staff of University of Durham 

Responsibilities of the University 

 
1. All allegations of misconduct in research made against the University's staff will be 

taken seriously and investigated.  Those who raise concerns in good faith will not be 

http://www.dur.ac.uk/resources/university.calendar/volumei/current/regs.discipline.pdf
http://www.dur.ac.uk/resources/university.calendar/volumei/current/regs.discipline.pdf
https://www.dur.ac.uk/resources/business.assurance/WhistleblowingPolicy.pdf
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penalised in any way for doing so.  Findings of misconduct in research are matters 
for consideration under the University's Disciplinary Regulations. 

 
2. Where an allegation of misconduct results at any stage in the emergence of evidence 

of fraud or irregularity, the Head of University Assurance shall be informed 
immediately, as detailed under the University’s Anti-Bribery and Fraud Policy.  The 
University reserves the right to contact the appropriate authorities as deemed 
necessary.   

 
3. Where an allegation of misconduct results at any stage in the emergence of evidence 

of any other criminal activity, the PVC Research and the relevant authorities shall be 
informed immediately.   
 

4. Some funding bodies have terms which require they are informed of investigations 
against a member of staff funded or engaged by them.  Research and Innovation 
Services is responsible for updating funding bodies when an investigation reaches a 
stage at which notification is required by the funder (or when otherwise appropriate).      
 

5. In cases of serious allegations, consideration may be given to the suspension of the 
respondent by the Director of HR and Organisational Development.  This should 
usually only be considered  as detailed with the University’s Disciplinary Regulations 
which will be referred to in this situation, and any appropriate funding bodies may be 
advised.   
 

6. If procedures are terminated prior to conclusion (for example by the resignation of an 
individual), the investigation is likely to continue.    If the respondent fails to engage in 
the process they should be advised that the details of the outstanding case may 
(without prejudice) be passed to any future employer, ‘bona fide’ enquirer, and may 
also be passed to any appropriate regulatory or professional supervisory body.   
 

7. If an allegation involves work which was carried out whilst employed by another 
institution, Research and Innovation Services will make contact with this institution 
and together a judgement will be made as to who will be most appropriate to lead an 
investigation.  The lead institution will keep the other updated as to progress and 
outcomes.  If the individual is linked to the University in another way, for example an 
honorary contract, the University will determine the most appropriate way to progress 
on a case by case basis.     

 

Confidentiality 

 
8. Where possible, allegations will be investigated in confidence.  All those who are 

involved in the procedures for investigating an allegation, including witnesses, 
representatives, and persons providing information, evidence and/or advice, have a 
duty to maintain confidentiality.   

 

http://www.dur.ac.uk/hr/policies/disciplinary/
https://www.dur.ac.uk/resources/business.assurance/AntiBriberyAndFraudPolicy.pdf
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Initial Complaint 

 
9. If a member of the University or the public believes in good faith that a witnessed or 

suspected act of research misconduct has occurred or is occurring, he/she should 
make a complaint against the member of staff concerning his or her alleged 
misconduct in research.  The complaint must be made in writing and in confidence to 
the PVC Research.  The presumption of innocence shall be maintained until the 
investigation is complete.  If the complainant is unsure of the action to take, they may 
wish to seek advice from Research and Innovation Services.     

 
10. Failure to adhere to the standards detailed within this policy may amount to 

misconduct as defined under the Disciplinary Regulations and therefore the 
principles of these regulations will apply.  This is not a presumption of guilt but 
protects both the staff member and the organisation by applying the relevant 
principles from the earliest possible point.  Failure to engage fully with the 
misconduct process may in itself be a disciplinary issue.     

 

Informal Investigation     

 
11. If the PVC Research receives a complaint of misconduct in research against a 

member of staff, he/she will:  
 

(a) Immediately request a detailed statement in writing from the person making the 
allegation (the complainant).  The principles of confidentiality should be observed 
as outlined in point 9.  The detailed statement should normally include relevant 
research data and proposals, publications, correspondence, emails and 
memoranda of telephone calls in support of the allegation.  It is important not to 
dissuade complainants from reporting concerns if such information is not freely 
available.  If required, this information can be obtained from another source, such 
as the Head of Department.       

(b) Notify the relevant Faculty PVC of the respondent and ask the Faculty PVC to 
arrange an informal and discreet investigation into the complaint.  If the allegation 
is against a Faculty PVC, the PVC Research will instead notify one of the non-
Faculty PVCs and ask him or her to act.  Should any investigator have a conflict 
of interest then an alternative investigator shall be appointed. 

(c) Notify HR and Research and Innovation Services of the allegation who will advise 
the investigator as required.   

14. The purpose of the informal investigation is to decide whether there is a prima facie 
case to answer that warrants a full and detailed formal investigation.  Normally the 
informal investigation will take no more than 14 days from receipt of the detailed 
statement, be thorough, fair and protective of the confidentiality and reputations of all 
the participants.   
 

15. The respondent should be made aware of the allegation and the process being 
followed at the earliest practicable time.  The process and the possible progression 
routes and outcomes should be explained to the respondent, and they should be 
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given the opportunity to seek clarification on any point.  The respondent may wish to 
seek advice from their Trade Union representative at any point through the process.  
As part of the informal investigation the member of staff should be provided with the 
evidence and allowed the opportunity to respond to the allegations.  It should be 
made clear to the respondent that this action is not to be regarded as a disciplinary 
step but is necessary for enabling the allegation to be investigated.   
 

16. Those conducting the informal investigation shall consider all reasonable evidence 
available to decide if there is a prima facie case to answer.  This may include but is 
not limited to relevant research data and proposals, publications, correspondence, e-
mails and memoranda of telephone calls.  If necessary to decide how to proceed, the 
investigator may seek further evidence and confidential advice from experts in the 
relevant subject.  It may be deemed that if there is a prima facie case to answer, the 
above evidence, if vast and / or complex would be best considered as part of the 
formal investigation.       

 
17. Following this process, those who conducted the preliminary investigation may:  
 

(a) Recommend that the allegation is unfounded because it is frivolous or is without 
substance.  The PVC Research may, in consequence, dismiss the complaint and 
inform the respondent and the complainant accordingly.  If the allegation is 
deemed to be malicious, unsupported and not made in good faith, the PVC 
Research may determine whether any subsequent action is necessary.    

(b) Recommend  that the allegation is proven, but is too minor in nature to warrant a 
formal investigation, and so conclude the investigation by recommending what 
action, if any, is required to put the matter right in so far as is possible and update 
the PVC Research.  This may include utilising the informal process as detailed 
within the Disciplinary Regulations.     

(c) Recommend that there is sufficient substance in the allegation to warrant a formal 
investigation of the complaint and notify the PVC Research accordingly.   

 
18. Following the informal investigation, the investigator will make their preliminary 

findings available to the complainant and respondent.  They will have seven days in 
which to comment on the findings.    
 

19. The investigator will consider any further comments provided as above and provide a 
final recommendation.   

 

Formal Investigation 

 
 

20. If, after completing the informal investigation and considering any information 
provided by the person against whom the allegation is made, the informal 
investigator and the PVC Research consider a formal investigation to be necessary, 
the PVC Research will appoint an independent investigator to examine the 
allegations and make further enquires.  The investigator should be someone with 
sufficient knowledge and experience of research and with relevant experience of 
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investigation procedures; in exceptional and very serious cases, this may be a role 
for a small panel and / or include external representation.      
 

21. In certain circumstances, it may be appropriate for the informal investigator to 
continue the investigation into the formal stage, for example if the issues under 
discussion are particularly specialised and therefore specific knowledge in the field is 
an advantage.   
 

22. The investigator must have no conflict of interest in the case, and must have the 
appropriate qualifications and/or experience in the relevant field to be able to 
evaluate the issues under investigation.  There will be a demonstrable separation 
from the normal management chain in which the alleged incident has arisen.  The 
investigator must be replaced if the respondent is able to show reasonable grounds 
in writing that they are not appropriate.     
 

23. The University Discipline Regulations will be followed during the investigation and a 
HR representative will be allocated to support the investigator.  This investigation 
may lead to later formal disciplinary action.      

 
24. The aim of the investigator will be to fully establish and investigate the facts to see if 

there is a potential disciplinary case to answer, and to expedite the formal 
investigation as quickly as may be reasonable.  An expected timeframe should be 
provided to the respondent at the beginning of the investigation and all parties should 
be kept updated if any significant fluctuations are experienced.  Within the 
procedures defined by these guidelines, the investigator will be free to determine 
their own detailed approach to the conduct of the investigation.  The respondent will 
be asked to produce relevant documentary evidence such as laboratory notebooks, 
papers, witness statements, computer records, emails, and any other relevant 
materials.   

 
25. The investigator must secure the necessary and appropriate expertise to carry out a 

thorough investigation and authoritative evaluation of the relevant evidence.  The 
scope of the investigation must be widened if it seems desirable.  The investigation 
should be reasonable in scope and consider confidentiality, but the need to seek the 
truth will be paramount.  It will be up to the investigator to judge apparently 
contradictory pieces of evidence.   

 
26. The investigator should conduct the investigation objectively and impartially, so as to 

retain the confidence of both the complainant and the respondent.  Precautions 
should be taken to avoid real or apparent conflicts of interest on the part of those 
involved in the inquiry or investigation.   

 
27. The investigator will review the informal investigation and interview both the 

complainant and the respondent, and any other persons who may be regarded as 
witnesses.  The complainant, if employed by the University, and the respondent have 
an absolute duty to attend such an interview upon reasonable notice.  The 
respondent may be accompanied by a member of the University or appropriate Trade 
Union of their choosing.  The principles of the Disciplinary Regulations (investigation 
stage) should be followed in inviting the respondent to a meeting to ensure they are 
aware of their rights and obligations. 
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28. The investigator will prepare a written report after reaching a recommendation, 

setting out the evidence which has been evaluated, accounts of interviews, the 
investigators proceedings, conclusions and recommendations.  The report must state 
how the proceedings were conducted; describe how and where appropriate, from 
whom, further information may be obtained relevant to an appeal; the findings of the 
investigator and the basis for those findings.   
 

29. During the investigation, the investigator will keep all records and related evidence, 
securely and confidentially.  Records of interviews shall be agreed with the 
interviewee(s) for corroboration of factual accuracy and signed by the interviewee(s).  
At the conclusion of the investigation, Human Resources will keep the records, 
securely and confidentially in accordance with legislation.   

 
30. The investigator will report their findings to the PVC Research of the University and 

to the Faculty PVC of the respondent.   
 
31. If the investigator recommends that the allegations are substantiated, the PVC 

Research, in consultation with the Faculty PVC, will decide what action needs to be 
taken; this may involve arranging a hearing under the University’s Disciplinary 
Regulation.    
 

32. If the allegations are dismissed at this stage, a clear statement must be made to the 
respondent.  The PVC Research, in consultation with the Faculty PVC will judge 
whether any relevant information is required by any third parties.     

 
 

Following the Implementation of Formal Disciplinary Procedures 

 
33. If formal disciplinary procedures are implemented, the steps in the University’s 

Disciplinary Regulation will usually be followed.  The formal investigation conducted 
in line with the Research Misconduct Policy will also serve as the disciplinary 
investigation.  The disciplinary hearing may warrant a panel to hear the case and in 
any event, if dismissal is a possible outcome, a panel must be convened to hear the 
disciplinary case.  
 

34. The University is responsible for informing the relevant Council / Funding Body of the 
outcome.   

 
35. If, after following formal disciplinary procedures, and in the event of a finding of 

misconduct, where the respondent is subject to the regulation of a professional body 
such as the General Medical Council, the PVC Research in consultation with the 
Faculty PVC shall consider whether the University is obliged to, or whether it is 
appropriate to, inform the professional body of any finding.   

 
36. In the event of a finding of misconduct, where the respondent has published research 

to which the misconduct relates, the PVC Research in consultation with the Faculty 
PVC shall consider whether it is appropriate to inform the journal editors or others of 
any finding.   
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37. Should the charge not be upheld, appropriate steps will be taken to preserve the 

good reputation of the respondent.  
 
38. The PVC Research will inform Senate and Council of the charge and of the final 

outcome of the investigations, although, if the charge has been dismissed, the 
respondent will have the option of requesting that no report of the case be made to 
Senate and Council.  The PVC Research, in consultation with the Faculty PVC will 
judge whether any relevant information is required by any third parties; it is likely that 
the Communications Office will need to be briefed in order to respond to any media 
enquiries.     

 

Questions and Answers 

Q: What are the timescales for the informal and formal investigation? 

It is difficult to provide timescales as investigations may involve very different contexts and 

consideration of information.  However, the informal investigation is intended to recommend 

an initial position and should not usually take more than 14 days.  The formal investigation is 

more difficult to quantify, however, at the beginning of the formal investigation, the 

investigator should provide the respondent with an indicative timeframe.  The person 

involved should have at all points the right to be updated on progress.   

Further Information 

Contacts: 

Support from Research and Innovation Services is provided by the Research Policy Team, 

research.policy@durham.ac.uk (link).   

Human Resources contacts (link).   
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Process Flow Chart 
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Document Administration 

Current Status 

Version: V2.0 

Approval date: 21/6/2017 

Approved by: Senate 

Owner: Director of HR and OD  

Review date: 21/6/2020 

 

Related Documents 

• Research Integrity Policy and Code of Good Practice 

• Disciplinary Regulations 

 

Revision History 
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V1.0 21/06/17 Final released version Emma Beavis, HRA 

Projects and Policy 

V2.0 12/6/19 Updated link to Whistleblowing 

Policy as requested by Maria Towes  

Brian Elliott, HRBP 

Projects and Policy 

 

 
 


