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Case Study 

Misplaced Attribution 

Lisa is a post-doc who has been working at a major research university for the past year and a half. She has 

gotten along well with her boss, Dr. Richard Bell. The work in his lab relates to synthesis and characterization 

of anti-cancer agents. Lisa’s first project was the synthesis of Divialan, which has been difficult to synthesize 

in the lab. About six months after her arrival, she developed a few more steps of the synthesis, and things 

looked very promising. 

Lisa told Dr. Bell, “Rick, you have to take a look at this result on the reaction I performed. I believe that it is a 

derivative of Divialan.” Bell looked at the data, “Lisa, this is great, “he said. I will have to study the data more 

closely to know for sure. Let me look at it in more detail and if it looks good I will start writing a paper for 

submission.” Lisa had a lot of work to do on the other characterizations, and she agreed. 

A month and a half later, Lisa was talking with Pete, a post-doc in another lab. Lisa was saying, “I have been 

having a lot of trouble trying to get the final steps in the synthesis of Divialan, but I did get a surprising 

derivative along the way.” She went on to describe the procedure to obtain the derivative. Pete was a little 

surprised. He said, “I was just at a meeting, and Dr. Bell presented that same synthesis. The think is that your 

name wasn’t mentioned in the presentation or on the accompanying paper.” 

Discussion Questions: 

1. What should Lisa do to get the credit she deserves? Should she confront Dr. Bell? 

2. What kind of rights do trainees have concerning their work? 

3. Could Lisa or her department have avoided this situation? 
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Case Study 
Case of the Missing Data 
Adapted from USC-ORPS 

 
Dr. Samuels is a faculty member relatively new to research who is working with Dr. Norman who is an 
established researcher with several successfully completed R01 projects related to adolescent suicide 
prevention. Dr. Samuels has been working on the analysis of the effects of an intervention on suicide risk in 
adolescents. Although Dr. Norman reviewed and provided input on the research proposal on several 
occasions the design, preventive intervention, data collection, and analysis have been performed by Dr. 
Samuels. Dr. Samuels shows Dr. Norman a draft of an unfinished manuscript and ask for input while 
continuing data analysis.   
 
Sometime later Dr. Samuels arrives early in Norman’s office for a progress meeting and sees a manuscript 
acceptance notice on the desk. Looking at the slip of paper, she sees that it refers to her work. She is 
surprised, since her research is incomplete. She decides not to say anything, thinking that Dr. Norman will 
bring it up. He does not.  
 
Later that night, Dr. Samuels looks for the manuscript on Dr. Norman's desk. She finds a completed 
document describing her preventive intervention, with results and detailed graphs. She decides to confront 
Dr. Norman concerning his suspicious behavior. Although the results reported in the graph are consistent 
with what she has found and expects to find, they report results that she does not have.  
Dr. Samuels confronts Dr. Norman the next day. She demands that the paper be recalled. He replies that the 
paper has already been accepted and is probably in press by now. He informs her that she is listed as first 
author and that submitting a retraction at this point would look very bad, likely affecting her career as well as 
his.  
 
Dr. Norman goes on to say that the lab has been waiting for a breakthrough for a long time. The grant that 
pays the salaries of the technicians and students is up for renewal soon. Without this publication, there is 
almost no chance for his grant to be renewed, and the lab may have to be shut down. He explains that all he 
did was extrapolate a line and write the conclusions, submitting the article a little early.  
 
Discussion Questions:  
1. Should Dr. Samuels attempt to have the paper recalled or should she say nothing and hope that her 
research backs up Dr. Norman's "predictions"?  

2. If Dr. Samuels decides to retract the paper, should her action be classified as "whistle-blowing"?  

3. What effect could recalling the paper have on her career as a young scientist?  

4. What are the most significant ethical issues raised by Dr. Norman's actions?  


