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A potential case of data manipulation has been uncovered in a psychology paper. The suspect article is 'Why money meanings matter in
decisions to donate time and money' (2013) from psychologists Promothesh Chatterjee, Randall L. Rose, and Jayati Sinha. This study fell into
the genre of 'social priming', specifically 'money priming'. The authors reported that making people think about cash reduces their willingness to
help others, while thinking of credit cards has the opposite effect. Now, a critical group of researchers led by Hal Pashler allege "troubling
oddities" in the data. Pashler et al.'s paper is followed by three responses, one from each of the original authors (Chatterjee, Rose, Sinha), and
finally by a summing-up from the critics. Pashler et al. recently published a failure to replicate several money priming effects. Pashler et al.
focus on Chatterjee et al.'s Study #3, the last of the three experiments reported in the paper; they report having some concerns about the other
two studies as well, but they don't go into much detail. The "odd" data in Study #3 comes from a word completion task. In this paradigm,
participants are shown 'word stems' and asked to complete them with the first word they think of. e.g. the stem might be BR___ and | being a
neuroscientist might write BRAIN; you might be feeling hungry so you might write BRUNCH. Pashler et al. say that 20 participants (out of 94
who completed Study #3) gave a striking similar pattern of word-stem responses. Specifically, these 20 participants tended to give the same
answers to nine 'filler' items, which were chosen to not be affected by the money vs. credit card priming. Here are the raw responses:

Table 1. Filler word stem completions chosen by the subjects in the (5,0) and (0,5) groups.

CHA LA BR TAB BO DU FO NA SPO
(5,0) Group

CHAIR LAP BRIGGLE TABLE BOOK DUE FOOL NAP SPOOK
CHAIR LAP BRAIN TABLE BOULDER DUST FOOT NAP SPOOK
CHAIR LAP BRAIN TABLE BOOK DUMB FOND NAP SPOOK
CHAIR LAP BRAIN TABLE BOOK DUMP FOOT NAP SPOOK
CHAIR LAP BRAIN TABLE BOOK DUG FORD NATE SPOOK
CHART LAP BRAIN TABLE BOOK DUNK FOOT NAP SPOOK
CHAIR LAP BRAIN TABLE BOSS DURATION FOOT NAP SPOOK
CHAIR LAP BRAIN TABLE BOOK DULL FOOT NAW SPOOK
CHAIR LAP BRAIN TABLE BOOK DUE FOOT NAP SPOOK
(0,5) Group

CHA LA BR TAB BO DU FO NA SPO
CHAIR LAY BRIBE TABLE BOOK DUNE FOOT NAP SPOOK
CHAIR LAVA BRIBE TABLE BOOK DUCK FOOT NAP SPOOK
CHAP LAKE BROWN TABLE BOG DUKE FOG NAG SPOKEN
CHAIR LAVA BRIDE TABLE BOAT DucC FOND NAP SPOOK
CHAIR LAVA BRIBE TABLE BOOK DUD FOOT NAP SPOOK
CHAIR LAVA BRIBE TABLE BOOK DUMB FOOT NAP SPOOK
CHAIR LAVA BRIBE TABLE BOOK DUMB FOOT NAP SPOOK
CHAIR LAY BRIBE TABLE BOSS DUMB FOOT NAP SPOOK
CHAIR LAVA BRIBE TABLE BOOK DUNK FOOL NAP SPOOK
CHAT LAMP BRING TABLE BOAT DUE FORT NAP SPOT
CHAIR LAVA BRIBE TABBY BOOK DUMB FOOL NAP SPOOK

Note. The stem is shown on the first line of each set, followed by the complete set of subject responses within the group.

Pashler et al. (2018)

The sets of words are not identical, but most of them differ in only one or two words from the "consensus" answers within the block. Pashler et
al. sav that this is extremelv unlikelv to have habbened bv chance. and thev raise the possibilitv that these 20 particinants were "reduplicated" -
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These are the same 20 participants in whom the responses to the filler items are extremely similar. Hmm. So this is the main "troubling oddity".
Pashler et al. also report other strange features, such as a number of subjects who made the same, invalid responses e.g. six participants wrote
"SURGERY" for the stem "SUPP__". This, they say, could be evidence that someone manually changed copy-pasted responses, forgetting what
the stem was. In my view, Pashler et al. are right: these data are extremely odd. True, there is no proof of misconduct here, or even of honest
error. These data coul/d be real. It seems extremely improbable, however. That said, it's hard to say exactly how unlikely these results are. The
authors, in their various rebuttals, raise the possibility that people who are highly susceptible to priming (i.e. the 20 "odd" participants) are
psychologically similar to one another, and therefore tend to give similar word completions, even to filler words. Pashler et al. dispute this
defense, saying that the 'priming susceptibility' effect would have to be enormous in order to account for the data, but it's impossible to rebut
completely. Overall, | think we're faced with a similar situation as with Jens Forster. Forster is a German psychologist who in 2014 was shown
to have published papers containing extremely improbable data. Many of these papers have since been retracted, but Forster denies any
wrongdoing, and he has defended himself by saying that some unknown mechanism could have generated the odd statistical patterns. In this
case, none of the authors have confessed to wrongdoing. They have, however, reportedly agreed to retract Study #3, and two of them have
now disclaimed any involvement in handling the data for that study. According to Pashler et al. in their summing up:

Shortly after our paper was accepted for publication, we learned that all of the original authors had apparently
decided amongst themselves that Study 3 should be “retracted.” As far as we know, they have not explained
precisely what that means or exactly why they wish this partial retraction to take place, beyond referring to alleged
“coding errors”... From the authors’ commentaries on our paper, it seemed to us that two of the three authors (Rose
and Sinha) wish it to be known that they had no personal involvement in the data analysis. Sinha stated that the
first author (Chatterjee) was exclusively responsible for “data merging,” data coding, and data analysis. Rose goes
further to say that he had no involvement in either data collection or data analysis.
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