AAAS News

Scientists and
Lawyers Look at
Fraud in Science

ow much fraud is
chcre in scientific re-

search? How can it
best be found? What should
happen to the perpetrators? Is
there something we can do to
assure the “whistleblower” that
his or her allegations will be
taken seriously and handled dis-
creetly and that standards of due
process will be applied? These
are the kinds of issues that
formed the focus for a recent
workshop, sponsored by the
National Conference of Lawyers
and Scientists (NCLS). The
NCLS is a joint project of the
AAAS and the American Bar
Association.

The issue of ethical miscon-
duct among research scientists
and engineers, especially the
fraudulent reporting of research
results, affects both the scientific
and legal communities. Misrep-
resentation of research threatens
the entire fabric of scientific
conduct and brings institutions
into the legal arena where
charges of misconduct must be
handled. The topic is a critical
one, with many more questions
than answers—from how insti-
tutions should best guard
against misconduct to such basic
questions as how much scientific
fraud is really going on and just
what constitutes fraud.

Project director Albert H.
Teich noted that the purpose of
the workshop was “to provide
. an opportunity for individuals
and institutions from both the
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scientific and legal communities
to learn from each others experi-
ence in dealing with allegations
of misconduct, in order to im-
prove the way such allegations
are handled in the future.”

In a paper commissioned for
the workshop, Patricia K. Woolf
of Princeton University stated
that the incidence of fraud in
science appears to have in-
creased in recent years. What we
still do not know, she observed,
is whether the scientific frauds
that have been reported are “bad
apples” or “the tip of the ice-
berg.” “While there is no evi-
dence of an epidemic of fraudu-
lent science,” said Woolf, “there
is a persistent and growing con-
cern with a variety of ethical
problems in scientific research
and publication. As institutional
mechanisms for receiving and
evaluating allegations develop,
estimates of the prevalence of
misconduct will improve.”

Participants at the September
NCLS workshop directed their
attention to incidents of fraudu-
lent reporting of research and
other clear misrepresentations.
The definition of “fraudulent
science,” however, is not
straightforward, as indicated by
several questions about whether
such practices as automatically
including the head of a lab as
lead author on publications
coming out of the lab, should
fall into the category of misrep-
resentation.

Several workshop participants
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D.C. Members—TV and Radio Reviewers

Entries in the AAAS-Westinghouse Science Journalism
Awards Contest are due in mid-November. All entries, cover-
ing science stories from acid rain to space exploration, must be
screened for scientific accuracy before submission to the final

This Award, administered by the AAAS Office of Commu-
nications, honors outstanding reporting in the sciences and
their technological applications, excluding medicine. By en-
couraging the highest quality science journalism, the Award
plays an important part in advancing the Association’s goal of
improving the public understanding of science and technolo-
gy. Because so many people rely on the broadcast media for
much, or all, of their news, the scientific accuracy of these

We are asking AAAS members in the Washington, D.C.,
area to help us screen radio and television entries in the
Awards Contest. If you would be willing to come to the
Association’s headquarters (1333 H Street, NW) to screen
entries in your scientific discipline, please contact Joan
Wrather, Office of Communications, 202-326-6440, by 16

described specific - incidents in
which they had been involved,
either as whistleblower, lab
head, editor, government grant-
or, or university official. All
characterized the process of in-
vestigating allegations as long
and tedious, with few incentives
for pursuing the perpetrator,
and many headaches for those
diligent few who do follow
through. Participants encour-
aged the adoption by both
granting institutions and univer-
sities of clear-cut guidelines for
reporting, investigating, and
settling cases involving fraudu-
lent research.

Both the National Science
Foundation and the National
Institutes of Health have guide-
lines in place for investigating
cases brought to their attention.
In extreme cases, the agencies
have the power to bar an institu-
tion or individual from receiving
further research funding. On the
whole, however, both NSF and
NIH rely very heavily on the
university where the researcher
is located to do an investigation,
report its findings, and take
whatever punitive action the
university feels is called for.

This role of policing faculty is

one that does not come easily to
university administrators, noted
Stanford University President
Donald Kennedy. He likened
the universities’ role as enforcer
to that of “the fellow in the
small Texas town—we got made
sheriff because we have the only
gun.” He said that watching for
misconduct and reporting it are
roles the university can handle
pretty well, but being responsi-
ble for punishing faculty flies in
the face of what most universi-
ties are all about. William R.
Wilkerson, assistant provost for
research at the University of
Virginia, echoed these senti-
ments, saying he feared universi-
ties might “come to grief be-
cause of failure to fulfill unfulfil-
lable commitments.” ;
Benjamin  Lewin, editor in
chief of the journal Cell, de-
scribed how scientific journals
become involved in scientific
fraud. He told of several inci-
dents in which, after fraudulent
research had been published, at-
tempts were made to print some
sort of retraction or correction.
Sometimes, he pointed out, this
is not possible. Lewin said that
it is not the responsibility of the
scientific journal to editorialize
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