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Imagine…
You have spent the last 7 years in a PhD program.  You’re in a lab with 5 other graduate and post-doctoral students.  Your lab is located in a major university and is led by an enthusiastic, optimistic senior scientist (the “Principal Investigator” – PI) who is widely published and highly regarded.  She has taken the whole lab on horseback riding trips and has held annual holiday parties for the lab at her home.
One day, you visit the PI’s office to tell her you’re concerned about your project.  You’re afraid it isn’t yielding usable results.  Although you’ve been trying for several months, you haven’t been able to replicate earlier lab findings.

The PI gives you pages of a grant application she’s submitted to the National Institutes of Health (NIH) that built upon the work of another student in the lab named Garett, and encourages you to read it over to see if there’s anything that might suggest a new project.

Your enthusiasm turns to alarm as you notice that one figure in the application is represented as unpublished data although you know it was published several years ago.  You show the pages to Garett and he notes that they describe the results of an experiment that wasn’t actually performed, and include several published and unpublished figures that seem to be manipulated.
You decide to confront the PI.  She becomes extremely nervous and repeatedly says that she has messed up.  She blames the problem on a computer file mix-up.  A few days later, she asks for forgiveness, thanks you for pointing out the errors, and copies you to an email to she wrote to the NIH citing some of the problems in the application.  

You call a meeting of the students in the lab to try to decide whether you should bring the issue to the administrators of the university.  One student believes that people deserve a second chance and is worried about what the administration will do to the PI.  A second student, deeply religious, cannot reconcile her moral convictions with the apparent actions of the PI. Another student is worried about what might happen to her own career and those of others in the lab. If the PI is found guilty of misconduct, the lab will probably be shut down.  You and the other students might not be able to apply all the years you have worked towards your PhDs, and you might need to start all over in a new lab with a new PI. 
Questions to consider:
· Who will your decision impact? What impact might it have?

· What should you do?  Why?  

· What are some of the factors that are important in your decision?  

Postscript:

This case is based on the story of Elizabeth Goodwin, a senior researcher working with C. elegans (a soil worm frequently used as a research model) at the University of Wisconsin-Madison.  

Chantal Ly, the protagonist in the story, had fled Cambodia when she was 8 years old.  Her father was killed in his country’s civil war, and her mother worked long hours to put Chantal through school. Garrett Padilla, her lab mate, was in his third year of graduate school when this story took place in 2005.  

The students waited until they had come to consensus as a group about what to do.  They decided, after several months of deliberation, to bring the issue to the school administration. The school canceled the government grants to the lab, and funded the graduate students through different sources.  Goodwin, who at first tried to continue chatting with her students, no longer visited the lab – she only appeared once or twice after the formal investigation began.  Then, students heard from other professors that she had resigned.  The university’s investigation report described “evidence of deliberate falsification” in the three applications for the grants that had been cancelled.
One of the other faculty members told the students that he didn’t know whether the students had done the right thing.  Others called them “informers”.  Rumors circulated that the PI needed to fake data because her graduate students were not productive enough.

The review committees that looked at the work of the six graduate students decided that only one could continue – the rest needed to start over with a new project.  The reason they provided was not that the data were necessarily faked, but that the overly optimistic PI might have led them to follow paths that they shouldn’t have. 

Ly left the PhD program and became a technician in a cancer lab.  She intends to leave science and is considering business school.  Garrett left science also and started law school.  A third student also quit pursuing a PhD.  Between them, these three students had invested 16 years in obtaining their PhDs. Two other students started PhD projects over again in new labs.

One student said, “We unintentionally suffer the consequences” of turning Goodwin in. Another said, “We kept thinking, ‘Are we just stupid [to turn Goodwin in]?  Sure it’s the right thing to do, but right for who?  Who is going to benefit from this?  Nobody.” However, a third student said she primarily wanted to alert the administration so no other future students would end up in the same position as she did.  
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Ethical Analysis

Arguments in favor of turning Goodwin in:
The students have an obligation to turn Goodwin in.  Knowing about possible misconduct, it would be unethical not to act upon that knowledge.  If the students hold honesty as an important value, they need to act in ways consistent with that value.
“Whistle-blowing” is virtuous.  If students see themselves as future scientists and value honesty in data reporting, their core purpose as scientists is tied to their professional roles and responsibilities. Goodwin has professional roles, including serving as a mentor and leader.  Those roles entail certain responsibilities and duties, and she is obligated to fulfill those. Since she has failed to do so, she should be turned in. 
By turning Goodwin in, future students will be protected from investing time in research that might later be deemed unusable.

If everyone acted as Goodwin did, the scientific enterprise as a whole would no longer function (Kant’s categorical imperative). Science as a human endeavor depends on certain behaviors of scientists.  Scientists are expected to be truthful and report data honestly.  Because the work of scientists builds upon the work done by others, it is of vital importance that data is reported accurately.  Goodwin’s students have already suffered the consequences of the use of flawed data, and other scientists could also spend valuable time trying to replicate or build upon the faked data.
Arguments against turning Goodwin in:

The students need to heavily weigh all the time that they have invested in their PhDs to date.  Turning Goodwin in might benefit students in the future, and might help other scientists, but this benefit is not outweighed by the extensive harms to the graduate students.  They will have to sacrifice years of work towards their PhDs.  
It’s not fair to the students they bear the burdens of her misdeeds. While Goodwin is the one who acted unethically, it is the students who will also suffer the consequences of her actions. The consequences include impacts on the finances of the students and their families, as well as career impacts.  Moreover, the careers of many people, not just Goodwin’s, will be jeopardized if Goodwin is found guilty. 
Goodwin already has notified the NIH of potential problems in her grant application, so she has fulfilled her duties in notifying the authorities. Giving Goodwin the “benefit” of the doubt respects her as a person. The lab could handle the situation internally, and in doing so protect the reputation of the PI, graduate students, and the school overall.  Furthermore, the graduate students would avoid ostracism from other scientists who could view the students as “informers.”
We need to look critically at a system that creates such enormous pressures upon scientists to publish that the only way for them to survive and be funded is by continuously generating new and interesting data.  
