
NOVEMBER 2002 TODAY’S CHEMIST AT WORK 9©2002 AMERICAN CHEMICAL SOCIETY

F o r  O p e n e r s

Fraud

JAMES F. RYAN

“It’s a good thing Seaborg died before this because he would have
been one of the coauthors. This would have killed him.” So said Albert
Ghiorso as quoted in the New York Times on October 16. The name,

of course, refers to Nobel laureate Glenn T. Seaborg, known for his work on the
chemistry of transuranic elements, but the primary reference is to the fraudu-
lent declaration by a key researcher that scientists at the Lawrence Berkeley
National Laboratory (LBL) had succeeded in making element 118 and the
subsequent publication of the hoax in a peer-reviewed journal. The fraud was
committed not by the entire LBL research community, but rather by one scien-
tist. Unfortunately, in the scientific paper announcing the purported discov-
ery, there were 14 coauthors, none of whom had actually gone back to check
the original data. Each in his or her own way was tarnished. 

Plagiarism and falsification or fabrication of data are the primary means of
scientific fraud. Whether data are made up, copied from someone else, or manip-
ulated to achieve some desired end result, it’s always fraud. But perhaps the
more interesting question concerning fraud is why it happens. Sometimes the
reason is money. There were several environmental labs in the 1980s and 1990s
whose employees were caught changing the time clock on their GC/MS data
systems or changing the baseline on a chromatographic analytical method
(processes known colloquially as time traveling and peak shaving). In another
case, data were shown to be completely fictitious. A lab received samples and
sent out data with no intervening lab procedures. At the behest of the U.S.
Environmental Protection Agency and state regulators, federal marshals swooped
down on the lab, impounded its data, and took most of the staff to jail.

But that didn’t happen at Lawrence Berkeley, probably because money wasn’t
the instigation. In this case, the lure seems more to have been personal glory or
collegial esteem. It’s interesting that in the environmental cases, lab managers
were shown to be the instigators of the deceit while the lab employees were the
unwitting accomplices. In contrast, the LBL case had the employee committing
the fraud while lab management merrily went along. But what’s similar among
all these cases is that the data poseurs were tripped up by their computers,
which stamped dates and times for the data entries and file manipulations. 

It’s been said that science, at least in Western societies, is regarded by
many as the ultimate arbiter of truth. But it’s a truth that historically is based
on trust in one’s colleagues and co-workers. There may be an intrinsic account-
ability that arises in the scientific method. Experiments are repeated, discrep-
ancies noted, questions asked. Errors are attributed to mistakes, and we don’t
often contemplate outright fraud. But computers, without which we couldn’t
perform our analyses, are not a fraud’s friend. H. L. Mencken once defined
conscience as being the “inner voice which warns us someone may be look-
ing.” Today, we might recast Mencken’s inner voice to be a computer auto-
matically recording all our keystrokes. Something to keep in mind as you collect
data. Remember that the computer logs are out there. And if you are asked to
be a coauthor, always check the original data. ◆
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