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The title of this conference is “Research misconduct: learning the lessons”.
However, the organizers seem to be somewhat confused, because the title
of this last session today is: “Will anything really change?” If you really have
learnt your lessons, then things will change. However, as we all know, that
is not always the case. A familiar example is the fact that although we know
a lot of things in medical practice, it is often a huge step from knowledge to
implementation.

I will skip to the conclusion right away: Will anything really change?
My answer is: No. I will try to explain why this is the most likely answer, as
seen from an editor’s point of view.

Two examples–no consequences
In 2005, a paper in The Journal of the Norwegian Medical Association was re-
tracted (1). I was the medical editor for that manuscript, and I remember I
was thinking that this was a pretty good paper. A few months later, I real-
ized why. The paper had been plagiarized from another paper published
two years earlier in The Lancet. This was the first retraction in the 125-year
history of The Journal of the Norwegian Medical Association (2). As a matter
of standard procedure, The Editor-in-Chief informed all the authors’ em-
ployers. However, to our surprise, almost nothing happened.

In the autumn of 2006, Iain Chalmers presented us with another case
of scientific misconduct: the case of the Croatian professor Asim Kurjak
(3). Kurjak had plagiarized on at least two occasions – but with almost no
personal consequences. There seems to be a pattern here, and Chalmers put
it accurately: unless perpetrators face greater sanctions, the problem is un-
likely to go away. But what about Jon Sudbø? He has really experienced se-
rious sanctions. True, but why? To me, the reason is obvious: it was not
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possible to get away with fraud. When he admitted to having fabricated
data in The Lancet paper, the international research community looked –
for a while – to Norway, and his employers had to do something in order
to retain this country’s credibility in the international research community
(4).

Reasons why things won’t change
There are many examples like the two cases I have briefly described. The
point should be clear: the crux of the matter for the perpetrators and their
employers is: is it possible to get away with it? And as long as the answer
more often than not is “Yes”, then why should anything really change?

The second reason why nothing will change is that research is based on
trust. There is no alternative; and in relationships based on confidence, you
always run the risk that someone will cheat you.

Moreover, misconduct may be difficult to detect. Jon Sudbø was caught
because his fraud finally became obvious. His paper in The Lancet was reck-
less. If he had been more careful, I guess that today he would still be a star
in the scientific community.

Finally, the counter forces are strong; and they are all pervasive. For ex-
ample: publish or perish: in order to survive in the scientific community to-
day, you have to publish – extensively. It is then of course tempting to take
short cuts to achieve this. Moreover, the perpetrators often deny what they
have done. Neither Kurjak nor Sudbø has admitted (nor possibly even re-
gretted) what they have done. These are only examples of what I mean
when talking about counter forces.

Let’s go on as before
In my opinion, the main reason why nothing will change is that fraud is
unpleasant. I have two images of this: no one likes to be cheated. We all
know that. Moreover, when someone is caught with their trousers down, it
is unpleasant not only for the owner of the trousers, but also for others
around them. The plagiarism in the Norwegian journal that I mentioned
earlier is an example: it was obviously unpleasant for the authors, or more
precisely, for those who pretended to be the authors – and it was also un-
pleasant for us at the journal – and everyone else. So why bother?

The obvious conclusion is: let’s go on as if nothing has happened: that
is to the benefit of all of us. I’m sorry to bring you this unfortunate conclu-
sion.

M I C H A E L 1  /  2 0 0 754



Final remark
Despite all my pessimism – or maybe it is realism? – I will point to some
ways out of this mess, again primarily from an editor’s point of view. The
problem would be solved if researchers became honest; that is, if they be-
came better human beings. That is not very likely, is it? We have a few
thousand years of observation of mankind now, and there are not too many
signs of progress.

The journal’s role is important but limited. In the past, editors would
simply reject papers that were suspected of being fraudulent. Now, the
Committee of Publication Ethics clearly states that editors have an obliga-
tion not to ignore suspicions of fraud. Journals are important whistle-blow-
ers, because they, their reviewers, or readers are often the first to suspect re-
search misconduct (5). However, at what time does one blow the whistle?
How much evidence is necessary?

Investigating cases of suspected fraud may be very demanding on re-
sources and time consuming. An illustrative case was presented in the BMJ
in 2005 (6). After a publication of a paper in the BMJ in 1992, Dr Ram B.
Singh became the focus of an investigation into suspicion of scientific mis-
conduct, spanning well over a decade.

The journals have a duty to notify their readers if a paper proves to be
fraudulent. However, usually it must depend on others – that is, a legiti-
mate authority such as an employer, university, or funding body – to hold
an investigation and reach a conclusion on the status of the work. How-
ever, what should be done when there is no authority, or when the author-
ity doesn’t see it as its task to investigate or doesn’t even want to investigate?

The largest responsibility has to be put on the institutions. When they
are informed about the suspected fraud, then they have to respond. They
have to investigate. And they have to reach a conclusion.
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