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In this editorial we discuss the problems associated with HARKing (Hypothesizing After Results Are 
Known) and draw a distinction between Sharking (Secretly HARKing in the Introduction section) and 
Tharking (Transparently HARKing in the Discussion section). Although there is never any justifica-
tion for the process of Sharking, we argue that Tharking can promote the effectiveness and efficiency 
of both scientific inquiry and cumulative knowledge creation. We argue that the discussion sections 
of all empirical papers should include a subsection that reports post hoc exploratory data analysis. 
We explain how authors, reviewers, and editors can best leverage post hoc analyses in the spirit of 
scientific discovery in a way that does not bias parameter estimates and recognizes the lack of 
definitiveness associated with any single study or any single replication. We also discuss why the 
failure to Thark in high-stakes contexts where data is scarce and costly may also be unethical.
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Study #1

A graduate student, desperate to get a job, takes 30 of the shortest and most easily obtained 
survey measures and creates a pair of long questionnaires. The first questionnaire includes 15 
of the indices and categorizes them as independent variables (IVs), and the second 
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questionnaire includes the remaining indices categorized as dependent variables (DVs). The 
student then recruits 2,000 Mechanical Turk workers for pennies per hour, and sends out the 
questionnaires separated in time by 2 months. The respondents fill out the surveys in minutes 
in order to maximize their effort-to-pay ratio. At the end of the 2 months, the 30 × 30 correla-
tion matrix generated by this process is analyzed, and this near-random data produces 20 cor-
relations that are significant at the .05 level of probability level, some of which cross the Time 
1 – Time 2 divide. Half of the correlations make no sense whatsoever; however, one could 
weave a plausible post hoc narrative that integrates theories from several different literatures 
to explain these results among the remaining ten statistically significant correlations. Some of 
these findings were totally unanticipated (and thus novel), and some were even counterintui-
tive (thus challenging the current knowledge base), and thus, the causal model that linked the 
10 together might be well-received in journals that emphasize those two criteria.

The student converts some of the IVs and DVs to mediators based on the results and the 
post hoc narrative, and then presents the results as an a priori causal model that is written up 
and published in a top journal. The study attracts a great deal of attention, because of its nov-
elty and counterintuitive nature, and several other research teams try to replicate the findings. 
None are able to do so, and many of these subsequent findings wind up unpublished because 
they were essentially reporting null results. Eventually, however, enough direct replications 
and indirect replications (i.e., reports of the parameter that were not directly intended as repli-
cations or part of a formal hypothesis) seep through the literature to allow a meta-analytic 
examination. This meta-analytic follow-up, based upon a sample size 30 times larger than the 
original study, fails to support any of the inferences reported in the original article and pro-
vides the best true estimates (near zero) of all the parameters that were part of the original 
study. Researchers in the field eventually abandon the model, and the field moves on to other 
models. Many people speculate on whether the graduate student was incompetent, unethical, 
or just very lucky, but in the end, everyone moves on to better, more robust models.

Study #2

A team of experienced epidemiologists suspect, based upon past published findings and 
well-established theory in their literature, that a certain drug might cure a novel life-threaten-
ing disease caused by a new virus. They secure funding from the National Institutes of 
Health, quickly recruit 100 patients from across the United States, and launch an experimen-
tal trial where half of the subjects are given the drug and half serve as controls. After two 
years of study, the results reveal a correlation of .10 between the treatment and survival, 
which, with this sample size, is not statistically significant.

One of the researchers notes to others that she is disappointed because she knows one 
woman in the eastern region where this researcher worked who was cured by the treatment. 
Another researcher chimes in and notes that she knew a woman in her region in the south 
who was also cured. When the third researcher from the north reported the exact same obser-
vation, no one waits for the fourth researcher from the west to tell his story—they are already 
reanalyzing the data. The results indicate that when analyzed separately by gender, the effect 
size for men is .00 and the effect size for women is .20, which, with this sample size, is still 
not statistically significant.

Disappointed, but not deterred, a discussion that lasts for days ensues regarding all the 
many different physiological differences between women and men that might explain this 
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