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It was with great satisfaction that I read the leading
a rticle ”Pl a g i a rism in Science” by Carlos E.A. Co i m-
b ra Jr. in Cadernos de Saude Pu b l i c a. I myself have
w ritten about the problem and found it ve ry compli-
cated (Forsman, 1996). Scientific integrity and mis-
conduct is an important issue to handle. The pro b-
lem was first noticed officially in the United St a t e s.
Du ring the 1980s seve ral organizations we re estab-
lished to deal with allegations of misconduct. T h e
most we l l - k n own is the Office of Re s e a rch In t e g ri t y
(ORI) under the De p a rtment of Health and Hu m a n
Se rv i c e s. Other countries have also established org a-
nizations to handle the problem, as in Scandinavia.
Sweden was the last of the Scandinavian countries to
f o rm an “e x p e rt gro u p” for treating allegations of mis-
conduct in medical re s e a rch. This group has 11 mem-
b e r s, most of whom are medical pro f e s s o r s. Howe ve r,
the chairman is a prominent jurist, and there are also
lay people (politicians) in the gro u p.

Some of the most we l l - k n own cases discussed in
this context are connected with rather famous senior
scientists in Great Britain, United St a t e s, and Au s-
t ralia. Most of the cases have to do with medical re-
search. A book by Stephen Lock and Frank Wells, Fraud
and Misconduct in Medical Re s e a rc h , g i ves an inter-
esting survey of the problem area (Lock & We l l s, 1996). 

Of course, the fact that most cases have been de-
tected in medical re s e a rch in English-speaking coun-
t ries does not mean that this is the only area in which
p roblems exist. It just happens that this area has been
most thoroughly investigated. In the book by Lock &
Wells (1996) there are indications that scientists in
some countries are more eager to hide possible mis-
conduct. Two French authors, Lagarde & Ma i s o n-
n e u ve (1996), claim that in France there is not much
i n t e rest in re vealing such negative news. And a Ge r-
man author, St e g e m a n n - Boehl (1996), re p o rts that
” t h e re is a fairly high percentage of undetected cases
in Ge rm a n y. Almost eve ryone knows of more or less
s e rious cases from their immediate environment –
cases that have never been systematically cleared up
or made public”.

The issue of scientific misconduct is, of course,
e x t remely important, since we should be able to tru s t
re s e a rch re s u l t s. Howe ve r, there are a great deal of
p roblems in the area. Definitions of misconduct
t h e m s e l ves invo l ve many intricate pro b l e m s. T h e
O R I ’s definition reads like this:

Fa b rication, falsification, plagiarism, or other
p ractices that seriously deviate from those that are

commonly accepted within the scientific community
for proposing, conducting, or re p o rting re s e a rch. It
does not include honest error or honest differe n c e s
in interpretations or judgments of data. (ORI, 1993)

In late 1995 an American commission led by Dr
Kenneth Ryan of the Ha rva rd Medical School pub-
lished a re p o rt in which a new and much more exten-
s i ve definition was suggested. The main points in this
definition are the following: ”Mi s a p p ro p ri a t i o n”, ”In-
t e rf e re n c e”, and ”Mi s re p re s e n t a t i o n”(CRI, 1995.) Mi s-
a p p ro p riation means plagiarism and use of materi a l
one does not have the right to use. In t e rf e re n c e
m e a n s, among other things, destroying the materi a l
and/or pro p e rty of others. Mi s re p resentation is, for
e x a m p l e, falsely establishing something as a fact or
e xcluding facts in order to give a favo rable version. 

These suggestions have still not been implement-
ed, and I am not certain whether they ever will be.

T h e re has been much discussion over a pro p e r
definition of scientific misconduct and where the
b o rders should be drawn. One of the most active par-
ticipants in this debate is Donald Bu z zelli, head of the
Office of Inspector Ge n e ral at the National Science
Foundation in Washington, D.C. (Bu z zelli, 1992; 1993).

Howe ve r, even if there is an accepted definition
of misconduct, it is ve ry hard to determine if a single
case is applicable to this definition. Of course, there
a re clearcut cases, such as that of William Su m m e r l i n ,
who painted parts of white mouse skin black and pre-
tended to have transplanted black skin onto white
m i c e. But many cases invo l ve a much more subjec-
t i ve judgment. How much can one use from another
p e r s o n’s intellectual pro p e rty before it can be re g a rd-
ed as plagiarism? How important must a fabri c a t e d
detail be before it is judged as scientific misconduct?

The we l l - k n own T h e reza Im a n i s h i - Ka ri case in
the United States illustrates the pro b l e m s. In 1986 an
a rticle was published in Ce l l about the immune sys-
tem of a certain strain of transgenic mice. A junior re-
s e a rcher at the same labora t o ry, Dr Ma rgot O’To o l e,
re p o rted that T h e reza Im a n i s h i - Ka ri had interf e red in
the labora t o ry data. T h e re we re many turns in this
c a s e, before the ORI found her guilty of scientific mis-
conduct on 19 counts in 1994. Im a n i s h i - Ka ri ap-
pealed this judgment to the De p a rtmental Ap p e a l s
Bo a rd (DAB) and used a ve ry prominent lawye r,
Joseph Onek. DAB found Im a n i s h i - Ka ri not guilty and
said that the challenged data we re not used in the
Ce l l a rticle or we re unimportant and peri p h e ra l
( Kaiser & Marshall, 1996).

T h e re are also great problems in detecting mis-
conduct. It has often been said that peer review in
j o u rnals or funding authorities will sort out eve ry-
thing that is not re l i a b l e. Howe ve r, many we l l - i n-
f o rmed persons doubt this, for example Frank We l l s
(We l l s, 1994). 

One judgement is this: peer re v i e wers necessari l y
assume that authors are truthful. Because the centra l



5 6 5

Cad. Saúde Públ., Rio de Janeiro, 13(3):545-546, jul-set, 1997

C A RTAS  L E T T E R S

issue to be re s o l ved in a misconduct case is whether
an individual has been truthful, a system like peer re-
view is inappro p riate because it lacks the inve s t i g a-
t i ve, adjudicatory, and due process mechanisms to
e valuate that issue accurately and fairly (Go l d m a n
He rman et al., 1994).

One of the most prominent Danish players in this
d e b a t e, Povl Riis, writes: “Editors have few opport u n i-
ties both in theory and in practice to detect and to pre-
vent scientific fra u d . […] Readers often credit editors
with far more power and competence for detecting sci-
entific dishonesty than they can ever exe rt.” (Riis,
1994) 

On the whole, there is not much evidence that the
self-policing systems of the scientific community
w o rk. Ra t h e r, most re p o rted cases come fro m
w h i s t l e b l owe r s. And these people live dangero u s l y.
( See for example Devine & Aplin, 1988; St e w a rt et al.,
1 9 8 9 . )

I have given some glimpses of the problems in
connection with scientific misconduct. What I have
said gives an indication that it is far from easy to de-
t e rmine how common the problem is. T h e re are also
challenges in deciding what to do about it. Bu z ze l l i
and Ryan have both said that universities must play a
m o re active part in fighting misconduct. Howe ve r,
they also say that universities have not done ve ry we l l
so far. T h e re have been many heated articles about
who should deal with allegations. In t e rnalists say that
this must be done by the scientists themselve s, while
e x t e rnalists say that scientists cannot be tru s t e d .
T h e re must be a tra n sp a rency to outside society.

Howe ve r, the undeniable fact that the problem of
scientific misconduct is highly complex should not
p re vent us from trying to handle it.

The following could be a worthwhile stra t e g y:
• Identify what should be re g a rded as scientific
misconduct, both with theoretical considera t i o n s
and empirical inve s t i g a t i o n s, for example by asking
a c t i ve re s e a rchers of different ages, sexes, and posi-
tions how they would judge certain cases.
• Make an anonymous questionnaire to find out
h ow common scientific misconduct is in the country
( a c c o rding to the chosen definition).
• O rg a n i ze courses in re s e a rch ethics. I myself have
s t a rted such courses in the medical school at Lu n d
Un i versity in Sweden, and I find this work ve ry
p ro m i s i n g .
• O rg a n i ze a national body to handle allegations of
scientific misconduct. T h e re is much wisdom to be
l e a rned, not the least from De nm a rk and the Un i t e d
St a t e s.
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