
EWS & COMMENT 

A Shaky Consensus on Misconduct 
An academy committee says scientific misconduct should be taken seriously but recommends narrowing 

the definition to include only the most egregious offenses 
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Few issues punch as many hot buttons for The government, it says, has every right to 
research scientists as does scientific miscon- investigate cases of plagiarism, data fabrica- 
duct. Ever since Congress and funding agen- tion, and falsification, but other "question- 
cies began in the mid- to late-1980s to take able research practices" are the business of 
an active interest in preventing and punish- universities alone. (See box for the report's 
ing scientific wrongdoing, researchers have key recommendations.) 
watched nervously, fearful that federal rules, Not all the participants were willing to 
regulations, and investigations would regi- crowd onto the panel's middle ground, how- 
ment science and stifle creativity. Yet they ever. Two prominent University of Califor- 
have been deeply divided on how to respond nia biochemists on the panel-Howard 
to this perceived threat. Some, like Harvard Schachman of Berkeley and Keith Yamamoto 
biochemist Paul Doty, have become con- of San Francisco-signed a dissent from the 
vinced that the community must get more report, complaining that it overstates the im- 
serious about miscon- portance of scientific 
duct for its own good. misconduct, draws a 
Others, such as former sloppy line between 
Harvard microbiolo- ;, misconduct and other 
gist Bernard Davis, ere a problem here, or practices, and fails to 
continue to argue that address conflicts of in- 
science's "self-correct- I terest. The dissenters 
ing" mechanisms of point to language in 
peer review and experi- the text of the report 
mental replicability are -Eawara David that appears to fudge 
sufficient to handle the its stated recommen- 
few cases of misconduct that have 5 dations, and they suggest 
cropped up in public. And while the $ that the panel has really 
community has dithered, govern- d failed to reach much 
ment agencies such as the National 2 agreement after all. This 
Institutes of Health (NIH) and the @ hedged language has al- 
National Science Foundation (NSF) ready resulted in widely 
have forged ahead in creating offices varying press accounts of 
to investigate misconduct, leaving the panel's recommen- 
working scientists more or less on dations, and it could 
the sidelines. blunt the report's useful- 

So when a high-level panel of the ness to government offi- 
National Academy of Sciences re- cials who have been 
leased a 2-year study* on scientific integrity awaiting its recommendations for use in for- 
last week, it had a unique opportunity to mulating suggestions for government-wide 
inject a powerful scientific voice into what misconduct regulations. 
has become a national debate. The panel, 
chaired by former presidential science ad- Anxiety attacks in the academy 
viser Edward David Jr., appears at first glance The panel's lack of consensus reflects am- 
to have bridged some of the schisms within bivalence within the ranks of the academy 
the scientific community. O n  one hand, its itself, for academy members have long been 
report states that "every case of misconduct uneasy about producing a broad study on sci- 
in science is serious and requires attention," entific integrity. The Institute of Medicine's 
and it explicitly acknowledges that science's (IOM) 1989 report on responsible conduct 
self-correcting mechanisms are not sufficient in the health sciences, for instance, "created 
to guard against dishonest research. But it a lot offuss," says then IOM president Samuel 
also argues that the primary responsibility for Thier, now president of Brandeis University. 
detecting and punishing misconduct lies with Despite what Thier calls the IOM report's 
universities, not with the federal government. "positive emphasis" on what the research 

community could do to improve its practices, 

*Responsible Science: Ensuring the of "there was a lot of anxiety about it-just that 
the Research Process, Volume I, National it would create more trouble and stir things 
Academy Press, Washington, D.C., 1992. up, that the scientific community would think 

the academy wasn't sensitive enough to the 
value of the research going on, and so forth." 

But widespread interest in the IOM re- 
port demonstrated the need for a broader- 
based study that would address the same is- 
sues for the entire research community. As a 
result, the academy's highest-level commit- 
tee-COSEPUP, the Committee on Science, 
Engineering, and Public Policy-began to con- 
sider the idea. COSEPUP members are reluc- 
tant to describe the committee's internal de- 
liberations in detail, but Thier, who was not a 
member, notes that some members were "anx- 
ious that [the study] would not disrupt the 
community and that it would serve some use- 
ful purpose." Not until they had satisfied them- 
selves that misconduct presented similar prob- 
lems in all scientific disciplines and that the 
issues raised wouldn't "get out of hand," in the 
words ofCOSEPUP chairman Cornelius Pines. - .  
provost at the University of Southern Califor- 
nia, did committee members unanimously ap- 
prove the study in early 1989. 

Putting the study panel together, how- 
ever, proved a difficult matter. Just finding a 
chairman took 7 months, and the search 
ended then onlv because David. the first of 
five candidates who considered and then re- 
jected the job, relented and agreed to serve. 
Academy staffers had similar trouble locat- 
ine bench scientists without close ties to " 

prominent researchers involved in ongoing 
misconduct investigations-in particular, 
Nobel laureate David Baltimore and NIH 
AIDS researcher Robert Gallc-who would 
agree to sit on the panel. By spring 1990, 
however, staffers had assembled a 22-mem- 
ber  ane el that included 11 academic scien- 
tists in a variety of disciplines, three univer- 
sity administrators, a lawyer, a historian, a 
consultant, a journal editor, two public policy 
and ethics experts, and two industrial re- 
searchers. 

What the report says 
The diverse background of the members mir- 
rored their diversity of opinion. "The only 
thing that the committee pretty much agreed 
on in the beginning was the potential impact 
on the field of how [misconduct] cases are 
handled-both in terms of how one operates 
in the lab and how government regulation 
could influence the way we work," says Marye 
Ann Fox, a chemist at the University of Texas 
at Austin. But when conversation turned to 
specific issues, panel members invariably 
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found themselves at odds. "Most people came 
with their own ~ositions. then found some- 

That same bright line, - panel's two dissenters, 
states the  report, who argue that the 
should also keel) the I I I  LIW ~ I IU ,  L I I ~  r e p  whole tone of the re- 
government out of the port-mild as it may 
business of investigat- simply wafflt seem to some-exag- 
ing those questionable the definitioi gerates the problem. 
research practices. 

F9 
"Doing science is a 

The panel essen- rather remarkable en- 
tially ducked the ques- ;=ith yamamoto deavor," says Yam- 
tion of just how preva- amoto. "I think the 
lent scientific miscon- , report, written this 
duct is, saying there's no 5 way with this overall tone, misses 
reliable information. To that." Yamamoto also criticizes the 
help get a better fix on 2 report for its failure to address con- 
the scope of the prob- flicts of interest-especially the con- 
lem, the report recom- 9 flicts universities face in responding 
mended creating an in- to allegations of misconduct involv- 
dependent policy board ing their own faculty members. 
that would, among other But Yamamoto's most serious ob- 
things, collect and ana- jection involves the panel's attempt 
lyze data on such cases. to limit the definition of misconduct 
Academy president to falsification, fabrication, and pla- 
Frank Press has sug- giarism. While he favors the elimi- 
gested he will call a meeting to assess the nationofal'catch-a1l"categoryfrom thedefi- 
community's feelings about creating such a nition, Yamamoto complains that the panel 
board. "For such an important recommenda- didn't go far enough. In ~articular, he seizes 
tion, I wouldn't want to see it end with the on two phrases in the text of the report that 
issuance of the report," he says. he argues could give the government license 

to investigate relatively trivial matters or to 
What the report doesn't say include other types of misconduct, such as 
Beyond its recommendations, however, the sexual harassment or misuse of grant funds, as 
report will likely be read as much for what it part of scientific misconduct. 
doesn't say as for what it does. While re- For instance, at one point the report lumps 
searchers critical of the report for not going actions such as coverups of scientific miscon- 
far enough are bound to emerge eventually, duct and reprisals against whistleblowers to- 
for now the field belongs to the camp of the gether with "other misconduct," noting that 

"[oln some occasions, however, certain forms 
of 'other misconduct' are directly associated 
with misconduct in science." At &other, the 
report acknowledges that panel members "did 
not reach final consensus" as to whether the 
definition of misconduct itself required "ad- 
ditional flexibility" to address problems such 
as abuse of the peer-review system or inten- 
tionally deceptive data selection. "In the end, 
the report simply waffled a bit on the defini- 
tion," Yamamoto says. 

These arguments are more than academic. 
Within the federal govemment, an inter- 
agency working group charged with formu- 
lating a set of government-wide guidelines 
for dealing with allegations of scientific mis- 
conduct has been stalled for months in an- 
ticipation of the academy report. According 
to D.A. Henderson, an associate director for 
life science at the Office of Science and Tech- 
nology Policy (OSTP) who is coordinating 
the group, the goal is to produce guidelines 
that individual funding agencies can adopt 
for their own uses. Such guidelines, Hen- 
derson says, will likely include a suggested 
definition of misconduct.In other words, the 
report could exert afar greater influence than 
most academy reports enjoy-if its message 
does not get lost in the hedged language. 

-David P. Hamilton 
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one across the table from them who really 
disagreed," says Robert Sprague, a psycholo- 
gist at the University of Illinois. 

So it's no surprise that panel members 
tend to emphasize the points where they did 
agree over those where they didn't. David, for 
instance, argues that the panel has broken new 
ground by issuing a consensus statement that 
misconduct in science must be taken seriouslv. 
"The principal issue was, is there a problem 
here, or just the appearance of a problem!" he 
says. "A lot of people [on the panel] thought it 
wasn't a problem. But we heard testimony from 
a lot of people, many of whom were involved 
in cases, and after some thinking, people were 
willing to say there's a problem." 

In a similar fashion, panel members point 
to a "taxonomy" they developed to clarify 
the definition of scientific misconduct. The 
  an el recommended that federal agencies - 
limit their definition to plagiarism and data 
fabrication and falsification, thereby elimi- 
nating an "ambiguous" fourth clause now used 
by NSF and NIH that defines misconduct as 
"other serious deviations from accepted prac- 
tices." Panel member Ira Hirsch, a psycholo- 
gist at Washington University, explains that 
the panel wanted to draw a bright line be- 
tween serious transgressions that could harm 
the "edifice" of scientific knowledge and ques- 
tionable research practices, such as discard- 
ing primary data or claiming "honorary" au- 
thorship of a paper, that don't interfere with 
the development of scientific knowledge. 
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