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Fraud in biomedical science

K. SATYANARAYANA

While scientific misconduct including plagiarism, fabrica-
tion of data, and fraudulent claims have rocked Indian
science in the past, the recent action of a university in
suspending a senior professor from the faculty is perhaps
the first firm action taken against an erring scientist in
this country. A University of Punjab geologist, Vishwa Jit
Gupta, has been suspended from service! after an accusa-
tion by Australian geologist John Talent was upheld.
Talent maintained that Gupta had duped the scientific
community for 25 years by faking Himalayan fossils.?
The head of the department of zoology of Bharatiyar
University, Tamilnadu, was accused of perpetrating a
hoax by passing off a common crustacean collected from
the British Coast as a rare specimen from the Himalayas.
The Vice-chancellor of the university has set up an
enquiry. In the USA last year, David Baltimore-a Nobel
laureate-was indicted by the National Institutes of
Health after a long drawn out inquiry.? Baltimore was
accused of fraud and had to apologize to the whistle
blower, Margot O'Toole, besides retracting his joint
paper published in Cell during 1986. Fraud in biomedical
science is very much in the headlines at home and abroad.

The need to detect scientific misconduct before it
appears in print cannot be overemphasized. These, and
the celebrated cases of John Darsee, Robert Slutsky and
Philip Soman, have one thing in common; the fraud was
detected much after publication of the research. The
wide negative publicity generated by these events has jolted
scientists, science dons, and learned societies into facing
the issue of misconduct in science. 4-7 At least in the USA,
the threat of the Congress intervening through legislative
measures is looming large7•s in spite of stiff attempts to
stall such a move. John Dingell, Chairman of the House
subcommittee on oversight and investigation is holding a
series of hearings on several cases of scientific misconduct
including those of Robert Gallo and Baltimore. Dingell is
determined to introduce legislative measures to check
misconduct in public funded research despite pressure
from the scientific community to stall political inter-
ference in science. Such organized attempts to confront
fraud in India are very few.

'Fraudbusters' Stewart and Feder estimate that in
the West the incidence of scientific misconduct is con-
siderably higher, as the number known is of reported
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cases, not the actual number." Dan Koshland, who edits
Science, vehemently disagrees saying that 99.999 per cent

.of scientific reports are accurate and honest. 10 The truth
perhaps lies somewhere in between. The extent of fraud
in science in India is not accurately known, but anecdotal
evidence suggests that it is as bad, if not worse, than in the
West. As Nature commented recently: 'out-and-out false
claims are commonly suspected but rarely investigated
seriously.'!' Duplicate publication, plagiarism, exaggerated
claims and piecemeal publication are well known but
unfrequently publicized. A recent study, 'Quality, character
and efficiency of scientific research in universities and
Indian Institutes of Technology' notes that the malaise
is deep rooted, and unfair practices in research are
common.'? More disturbingly, 30% to 50% of scholars
polled said they were aware of such malpractices. The
Society for Scientific Values (SSV), which has fellows
from the Indian National Science Academy and the
National Academy of Medical Sciences, discussed means
to check the menace at a recent serninar.P Paintal, a
fellow of the Royal Society and President of the SSV
commented that the 4000 odd theses from medical
colleges were not merely substandard but' ... the majority
of them are also the outcome of fraud and misconduct' .14

How does this fraud persist? It is perpetrated, due to
the failure of the twin safeguards in science: refereeing
and reproducibility" or due to the inadequacies in the
self-regulation of science." While reproducibility is
no longer possible due to the enormously complex nature
of present day science, the refereeing process remains
most crucial.

Lock feels that peer review is also under tremendous
pressure because the scientific community holds false
values: ' ... the pressure for newness at all costs, publish or
perish syndrome-leading to inadequate peer review' .16

In fact investigation into the Darsee, 17 Slutsky IS and other
cases has shown that a diligent referee or an alert editor
could have easily picked up the errors. Otherwise how
could a 17-year-old male with 4 children aged 8, 7, 5
and 4, have been included in one of Darsee's papers
in the New England Journal of Medicine. In some of
Slutsky's papers the reviewers also failed to detect
incorrect statistical calculations and implausible technical
accomplishments. IS

In India, getting medical papers well refereed is difficult
because there is a dearth of knowledgeable reviewers.
There are some .who are really unprofessional, being tardy



SATYANARAYANA : FRAUD IN BIOMEDICAL SCIENCE

and perfunctory, and returning papers with a cryptic note
recommending acceptance scribbled on the covering
letter sent to them by the editorial office. Refereeing
is considered an unattractive occupation because it is
nearly always unpaid. There are a few good reviewers but
they are always overburdened both by journal editors and
by grant agencies. One possible solution, as has been
suggested elsewhere.!? is to use foreign referees. Even
if this is costly it may be beneficial in the long run.

Do the editors of journals add to this growing malady
of misconduct? Certainly in the West the race to publish
'exciting science' has reached disturbing proportions.
Journals like Cell, Nature and Science go to unbelievable
lengths to publish 'that highly citable paper'. 20 Koshland
editorializing on an article that was later proved to have
been plagiarised, said: 'We will continue to publish
research at the forefront and exciting news of science,
warts and all-which means there may be need for correc-
tions at times'." John Maddox, the editor of Nature,
feels that no special steps are needed to combat fraud in
science. Nature, he says' ... will rather rely on exhortation
and the occasional admonitory illustrative example'. 22 He
has thrice published papers which warrant accompanying
editorials questioning the main results and setting off
fierce debates.Pv"

How can Indian journal editors tackle what seems to be
a growing malady? Among the earliest to respond to the
increasing number of cases of misconduct has been the
International Committee of Medical Journal Editors
which issued guidelines for dealing with this problern.P
The recent edition of the Vancouver guidelines recom-
mends that it should be ensured that all authors are
familiar with the contents of the paper and are willing to
take responsibility for these=. Editors may also require
authors to justify the assignment of authorship." Some
journals in India like the Indian Journal of Medical
Research have also taken steps in this direction.

The Vancouver group has now gone a step further and
suggested that authors should be prepared to share their
detailed research results with others.F This step has
already won wide support in the USA and is a require-
ment for the Society of General Microbiology's nine
journals. Others are actively considering introducing such
a move. Drummond Rennie, an editor of the Journal of
the American Medical Association has suggested an audit
for fraud under the aegis of biomedical joumals.i? The
absence of such a forum of editors in India is possibly a
reason for the lack of debate on this important issue.

Among a large number of editors who attended a meet-
ing convened in November last by the office of scientific
integrity of the National Institutes of Health a broad
understanding seems to have been reached on some
issues.F Journals should allow their correspondence
columns to be used by scientists other than the authors to
comment on published research, a practice not widely
prevalent in the West and almost absent in India. Important
benefits could be better communication between readers
and editors, detection of plagiarism and false claims on
priority would be detected quickly.
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Another important point debated in this meeting
related to stamping out 'honorary co-authorship"? in
research papers which is prevalent in the West-" as well as
in India.'? Darsee's example (he had 47 co-authors)
clearly shows how honorary authorship can land co-
authors in trouble. The unethical practice of gifting
authorship to heads of departments and other minor
participants seems to be commonplace in our medical
colleges?? Few journals in India routinely examine
the relative contribution of scientists to multi-authored
papers. Some do not even bother to take concurrence
from their co-authors before publishing their data, which
often results in embarrassing and avoidable squabbles.
The Indian Journal of Medical Research has taken steps
to curb this practice by requesting a written undertaking
to accompany all manuscripts stating that all signatories
agree to be co-authors in the same sequence of authors as
given, and any change in number or sequence needs the
written concurrence of others.

So called 'salami science' where data are published in a
piecemeal fashion to enlarge bibliographies is another
common and unfair practice. Computers are still not
available in all Indian editorial offices and their use might
help track down similar papers published by a group.
Software packages are now marketed for such editorial
processing such as the Peer Review Plus and the Journal
Editors' Management System.

Any system through which the editor of a journal can
have better channels of communication will help curb the
unethical practices of duplicate publication and rapid
'modifying' of papers from one journal to another. Such
modifications may include an increased sample size and
addition of a group of control subjects-all courtesy of
the referee's comments when the paper was previously
submitted. A curious example of malpractice concerned a
senior scientist who received a manuscript from a reputed
medical journal for peer review. The senior scientist chose
to publish this paper in an association journal of which he
was the editor without informing the authors. The paper
then had to be withdrawn from the journal to which it had
originally been submitted. No action was taken against
the erring scientist. The lesson is that editors need to have
the total support of not just the academic community but
science managers as well and we must evolve a system to
expose such people. There is an urgent need for an Indian
Biomedical Editors Association.
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