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August 17, 2018 by Kupferschmidt
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RESEARCH MISCONDUCT

What universities can learn
from epic case of research fraud

Analysis of misconduct investigations suggests institutional probes aren 't rigorous enough.

BY HOLLY ELSE

But over the past few years, he's devel-
oped another speciality: the case of one
of science’s most prolific fraudsters.

From 1996 to 2013, Yoshihino Sato, a Japanese
bone-health researcher, plagiarized work,
fabricated data and forged authorships —
prompting the retraction of more than 60 stud-
ies from the scholarly literature so far. Grey and
colleagues at the University of Auckland in New
Zealand and the University of Aberdeen, UK,
are among the researchers who have raised con-
cerns about Sato’s work over the past decade or
so, and they have studied the case in detail —
in particular, how universities involved in the
research investigated concerns about his work
and allegations of misconduct.

At the World Conference on Research Integ-
rity in Hong Kong from 2 to 5 June, Grey’s
team described its years-long efforts to clean
up Sato’s literature, and presented its analysis
of the inguiries conducted by four universities
in Japan and the United States ensnared in the
scandal. The team published its analysis of three
investigations in February (A. Grey et al. Res.
Integr. Peer Rev. 4, 3; 2019). Grey says the find-
ings support a growing view among some in the
academic community: that university investiga-
tions into research misconduct are often inad-
equate, opaque and poorly conducted. The
team says that the results challenge the idea that
institutions can police themselves on research

B y day, Andrew Grey studies bone health.

integrity, and proposes that there should be
independent organizations to evaluate allega-
tions of research fraud.

The analysis is one of just a few to look
closely at research-misconduct investigations,
and the first to use a systematic approach to
rate them, says C. K. Gunsalus, a specialist in
research integrity at the University of lllinods at
Urbana-Champaign, who was not part of the
analysis. Too many research-misconduct inves-
tigations turn out to be inadequate or flawed,
says Gunsalus. She had a hand in creating a
26-point checklist that university officials can
use to guide probes into research misconduct;
Grey's team used this to rate the investigations,

The checklist questions an investigation’s
scope, reliability and impact — for instance,
whether the investigating committee included
external members and whether evidence could
have been tampered with. Two members of
Grey’s team independently assessed each
investigation report using the checklist. “Over-
all, each report was considered unacceptable
by both assessors.” say Grey and colleagues.

ALARM BELLS

Sato, who diedin 2016, studied and ran clinical
trials of drugs and supplements that might help
to prevent bone fractures. Researchers in the
field began raising concerns about his work #
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Correlation between impact factor and retraction index.
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