Court Test for Plagiarism Detector?

Fraud investigators Walter Stewart and Ned
Feder, who toil in a cellar laboratory choked
with file cabinets and computer equipment
at the National Institutes of Health (NIH),
have been using a mechanized plagiarism
detector to mine a new vein of misconduct.
Now, they are planning a court appearance
for the technique—if they are permitted to
testify as expert witnesses in a trial over
disputed rights to a textbook on plastic
surgery, slated for 9 December.
~ Stewart and Feder got involved in the case
in August, when an attorney for the plaintiff
asked them to compare duplicate wording in
two textbooks. The earlier text is a seven-
volume, nearly 4000-page tome called Re-
constructive Plastic Surgery (second edi-
tion), published in 1977 and edited by John
Marquis Converse. He was director of the
Institute of Reconstructive Plastic Surgery
(IRPS) at the New York University School of
Medicine until his death in January 1981. A
third edition of the textbook was being dis-
cussed in late 1980 by Converse and his
assistant editor, plastic surgeon Joseph G.
McCarthy, the current IRPS director. But
the third edition never appeared. Instead, in
1990 the publisher—W.B. Saunders Co.—
released an eight-volume textbook titled
Plastic Surgery, edited by McCarthy. In a
civil action, Converse’s estate is suing W.B.
Saunders and McCarthy, charging that “sig-
‘nificant portions of [Plastic Surgery] are
copied almost verbatim...or are substantially
copied...or are derived from” the original
text. In addition, lawyers for the estate con-
tend that in referring to their project as the
third edition of “Converse’s Reconstructive
Plastic Surgery” when lining up some of the
authors for Plastic Surgery, McCarthy and
Saunders were misusing the Converse name.
Through his lawyer and in court docu-
ments, McCarthy has denied the allegations,
but admits that Plastic Surgery “contains
material that appeared in” Reconstructive
Plastic Surgery. In his preface to Plastic
Surgery McCarthy writes, “Many of the ideas
and principles, if not the exact words, that
were integral to the teaching and writing of
Dr. Converse live on in the present volumes.”
Lawyers for the publisher, meanwhile, have
filed a brief saying, “Saunders owns the copy-
rights to the work which was allegedly plagia-
rized and, thus, has the right to copy it.”
Other plastic surgeons who wrote chapters
in both textbooks are dismayed by the suit.
“The idea was to preserve the flavor of the
Converse text,” says Earl Browne Jr., chair-
man of the department of plastic and recon-
structive surgery at the Cleveland Clinic
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Foundation. “I sympathize with [the Con-
verse family],” adds Nicholas Georgiade, a
plastic surgeon at Duke University School of
Medicine. “But [Plastic Surgery] is consid-
erably different than Converse’s book.”
Since being drawn into the case, Stewart
‘and Feder have been feverishly feeding pages
from both textbooks into Hewlett-Packard
scanners. Using a computer program de-
signed by Stewart, the NIH duo has been
calculating the percentage of 30-letter
strings that are identical in Converse’s 100
chapters and McCarthy’s 135 chapters. Their
measuring stick is called the “freeman,” after
a physician recently accused of plagiarism.
One freeman equals a completely plagia-
rized text. In their chapter-by-chapter analy-
sis, Stewart and Feder say they have found
close correlations between a number of chap-
ters, especially the two introductory chap-
ters—which overlap to the tune of 568.856
millifreemans, meaning there is a 57% match.
Stewart claims to have discovered many in-
stances in which words and drawings from
the Converse textbook were used without

acknowledgment in the McCarthy text.

Whether Stewart and Feder are allowed to
air their opinions in court as “expert wit-
nesses” for the Converse estate is still unde-
cided. NTH has permitted Stewart and Feder
to testify “in our own, private capacity,” says
Stewart. However, lawyers for Saunders and
McCarthy, who declined to be interviewed,
are expected to challenge the NIH scientists’
standing as expert witnesses.

Nevertheless, some misconduct experts
think Stewart’s computer work will become a
convenient means to quantify plagiarism,
which is difficult to do at present. “Academ-
ics feel that they know plagiarism in most
cases” when they see it, “but of course they’d
like to...verify it,” says one misconduct inves-
tigator. Officials who must enforce ethics
codes would welcome a numerical method
for identifying violations, like the freeman-
based software. “There’s plagiarism that’s
black-and-white, then a huge gray area,” says
C.K. Gunsalus, a University of Illinois official
who oversees academic integrity issues at the
university, and who is expected to testify for
the Converse estate. Stewart’s software
“vastly speeds up the process of investigating
plagiarism cases, which is in the interest of all
the parties,” she says. B RICHARD STONE

Europeans Launch Diet, Cancer Study

Last week, European epidemiologists
launched in London a study billed as “the
world’s largest-ever in-depth investigation
into diet and cancer.” It will run for at least
5 years, involve seven European countries
and require more than 250,000 people to
keep detailed diaries about what they eat
and provide blood samples to scientists.
“We decided to take advantage of the large
diversity of dietary habits in Europe and the
diversity of cancer incidence,” said Elio
Riboli, the project coordinator and head of
the Program of Nutrition and Cancer at the
International Agency for Research on Can-
cer at Lyon in France. To create the pan-
European project, smaller studies being
planned around the Mediterranean were put
together withfothers in Britain and northern
Europe, says Riboli. Funding will be pro-
vided from sources within each participating
country and coordination costs will be paid
by the European Commission.

Already 12,000 women from around
Milan in northern Italy have been enrolled
in the project, along with 98,500 teachers
from all 95 departments of France. They will
soon be joined by people from Britain and
Spain and, in 1993, from Germany, Greece,
and Holland.

Previous studies have indicated many pos-
sible links between diet and cancer. For

example, people who eat a lot of fruit and
vegetables apparently suffer less stomach
and bowel cancer. Burned meat may be bad
news for stomach cancer. And high fat diets
seem to be implicated in breast cancer. But
the results are uncertain. “There are many
issues which are still open,” says Riboli.
Take fats and cancer. If there is a link, “is it
with total fats or specific components?” he
asks. “If it is specific components, are some
protective, and if so, which?”

One problem with previous investigations,
says Sheila Bingham, a nutritionist at the
Medical Research Council’s Dunn Clinical
Nutrition Centre in Cambridge, is that
“you’re asking people to recall their food
habits from years ago. They actually tend to
tell you what they’re eating now.” To get
around this problem, Bingham and her col-
leagues have devised food diaries. Everyone
in the study will keep these diaries and the
records will be used later to search for links
between diet and cancer.

Given the amount of data expected to
flood in, it’s no surprise that epidemiologists
with an interest in diseases other. than cancer
are also planning to join in the study. The
British Heart Foundation will use it to help
collect more data about diet and cardiovascu-
lar disease, while the UK Ministry of Agricul-
ture, Fisheries, and Food will support an
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