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Who

IntentFFP
Preponderance of the evidence

Why Claim Honest Error? - Not Misconduct

42 CFR§93.104: 

Requirements for findings of research misconduct  

Honest error or differences of opinion is not research misconduct



Honest Error 

▪ Unaware of falsifications

▪ Occasional 

▪ No manipulations

▪ Usually does not fit the intended 
hypothesis

▪ Correct data available

Intentional 

▪ Aware and deliberate

▪ Usually more than one occasion

▪ Usually manipulated

▪ Presented to fit the scientific 
message

▪ No real data available

Honest Error vs Intentional/knowing 



Allegations and Initial Findings

• A grant reviewer complained to NIH
▪ Figures from a paper were reused in the grant application as data from unrelated 

experiments

• Initial Institutional Findings ….
▪ Postdoctoral Fellow knowingly and recklessly falsified/fabricated data, possibly by 

forgetting to replace placeholders, and therefore is guilty of misconduct 

▪ Principal Investigator (PI) recklessly failed to adequately review and oversee the 
assembly of data presented in grant applications and for publication, thereby 
preventing him from detecting the misconduct



ORI Oversight Review - Additional Concerns in 17 Grant Applications



Figure 3

Figure 4

Figure 5

ORI findings included …..

106 figure panels in 50 figures included in 3 papers, and 16 PHS grant applications



Honest Error 

▪ Unaware of the falsifications

▪ Occurs occasionally

▪ No manipulations

▪ Not usually fit the intended 
hypothesis

▪ Correct data is available

Intentional 

▪ Knowing and intentional

▪ One or more research records

▪ Usually manipulated

▪ Presented to fit the scientific 
message

▪ No real data available

Honest Error vs Intentional/knowing 



Postdoctoral Fellow - Acknowledged that he made the figures

• But still claimed that:

▪ The reused images are “placeholders” and he forgot to replace the 
placeholders; “Honest Error,” not intentional falsification/fabrication

▪ He was not responsible; the PI, who oversaw the work was responsible

▪ The affected data are not scientifically significant

▪ The replacement data are available for some but not all questioned figures



Principal Investigator - Did not challenge the figure reuse 

• But he:

▪ Denied culpability

▪ Blamed the Postdoctoral Fellow

▪ Claimed honest error of forgetting to replace the “placeholders”

However, the PI’s actions were knowing and reckless

• ORI also found:

▪ PI was involved in two prior misconduct cases, though no findings against him

▪ Blamed other laboratory members for the issues, as in this case

▪ During the current proceedings, he continued to submit grant applications with 
falsified data



When Presented with Evidence - Respondents did not challenge

▪ Both respondents signed voluntary settlement agreements with ORI

ORI Findings – Research Misconduct: 

▪ The Postdoctoral Fellow knowingly, intentionally, and/or recklessly falsified and 
fabricated data 

▪ PI knowingly and/or recklessly reported falsified and fabricated data

• In the absence of reliable image data, the respondents falsified or falsely reported 
figures and quantitative data in associated graphs purportedly derived from those 
images, statistical analyses, and related text are also false.



Outcome of ORI’s Efforts – Protect PHS Funds, 
Correct Affected Literature, Deterrence of Misconduct

• Postdoctoral fellow:
▪ Debarred from receiving federal funding for four (4) years and supervised for 

another 4 years 

• Principal Investigator 

▪ Research supervised for a period of twelve (12) years.

•  Affected Papers have been retracted
▪ https://www.nature.com/articles/s41598-018-34658-3   

▪ https://www.nature.com/articles/srep13149  

• Findings are published on ORI website and Federal Register Notice
▪ https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2022/03/24/2022-06246/findings-of-research-misconduct

▪ https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2022/08/05/2022-16867/findings-of-research-misconduct 

https://www.nature.com/articles/s41598-018-34658-3
https://www.nature.com/articles/srep13149
https://ori.hhs.gov/sites/default/files/2022-03/FRN%20-%20Hui%20%28Herb%29%20Bin%20Sun.pdf
https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2022/08/05/2022-16867/findings-of-research-misconduct


“Placeholder claims” are a red flag - necessary to rule out intent.

Thank you

For more information and Case Summaries
https://ori.hhs.gov
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ORI’s Mission & Vision

Mission 

ORI’s mission is to advance research 

integrity, protect taxpayer funds for 

Public Health Service-supported 

research, and support research 

integrity communities.
 

Vision

Promoting a world where we build 
trust in science together for future 
generations.
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