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Falsification of Data

Professor Cynthia Bingham is head of a research immunology laboratory at Mt. Zion Hospital, which is affiliated with the University of North Oregon.  She has a number of NIH research grants and is a collaborator together with three other researchers from different institutions on a multicenter study evaluating the long-term outcomes of Hepatitis C (HCV) on children with sickle cell anemia.  Dr. Stepdar of the University of California is the PI.  

Study research samples have been collected from over 300 study subjects every six months for eight years and sera, cells and DNA are stored on these study subjects.  Dr. Bingham contributed to the writing of the RO1 grant application, which was funded.  In her section of the grant proposal, she proposed to study intracellular cytokines in the cells collected from these children to better understand mechanisms of individual responses to the virus.  This data was to be correlated with data generated by her collaborators including those focused on T cell responses and those studying genetic characteristics associated with long-term outcomes.  

At a study collaborators’ meeting held just prior to closure of study subject evaluations, Dr. Bingham was asked for her plans regarding study sample evaluation.  She responded that her laboratory would be initiating analyses within three months. Nothing was heard from Dr Bingham for the next 10 months, whereupon a call to her was made by the research study coordinator. On that call Dr Bingham requested aliquots of cells from all study subjects from all time points as well as key study subject clinical and virologic data including viral load.  The cells were shipped to Dr. Bingham and the data was emailed to her.  Nothing was heard from her for 12 months.  When the study PI, Dr. Stepdar, sent her an email asking for status of her analysis, she replied that she had completed a set of analyses documenting INF and b-Interferon levels to be highly correlated with HCV viral clearance.  She stated that a manuscript had been written and submitted to the prestigious Journal of Experimental and Clinical Virology for publication. Dr. Stepdar was disturbed that Dr. Bingham had not let him know, but he simply asked for a copy of this manuscript, which he received within a week.  He was relieved to read that he and the other two collaborators on the study were included as co-authors.  His name was placed as senior author.  

Six weeks later Dr. Stepdar and all collaborating authors received a letter from the Journal stating that the manuscript was not acceptable to the Journal as there was evidence that there was falsification of data as a photograph of cells claimed to fluoresce with an INF marker had partially been presented in an article published by the American Journal of Gastroenterology six months prior. 

Dr Stepdar was informed by the journal that he would not be eligible for manuscript submission for the next five years.  One week later, Dr. Stepdar received a letter from the NIH office of Research Integrity (ORI) informing him that his site would be subjected to an inspection two weeks later.  DR. Stepdar’s three collaborators on the research all received similar letters from the NIH ORI.

Questions:   

1) How could Dr. Stepdar and his study group take steps to avoid this unfortunate incident? 
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What are the consequences of this episode for Dr. Stepdar and his colleagues?
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