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Research health required
The creation of a US Research Integrity Advisory Board is long overdue. Such a leadership body 
would mitigate bad practices and strengthen good research.

Research integrity is often taken to mean misconduct and its 
prevention. But the integrity of research enfolds much broader 
dimensions that represent the health — technical, ethical, social 

and psychological — of research activity. Each of these aspects can be 
too easily undermined, whether at the level of a university or company 
department, a research group leader, a research group or an institute. 
Efforts to preserve integrity need more support. 

Many officials in universities and funding agencies increasingly 
acknowledge how the pressures of academic life undermine the 
capacity of their researchers to provide due diligence, such as check-
ing the validity of results and mentoring younger scientists. This is 
compounded by the ever more acute pressures on those younger 
scientists to deliver high levels of achievement. This combination 
yields a potentially toxic environment for research, all too ripe for 
shoddiness or even fraud — and one that an increasing proportion 
of excellent researchers are voting against with their feet. The costs 
in wasted research funds are substantial. The United States can take 
a step forward to help redress the situation, a move that is urgently 
needed and that can also inspire research leaders and communities 
in other countries. 

Committees at the US National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, 
and Medicine have twice looked at how to support research integrity (in 
its more conventional, fraud-busting definition). And both times — in 
1992 and 2017 — their recommendations included a proposal for a 
Research Integrity Advisory Board (RIAB). This year’s report, Fostering 
Integrity in Research, recommends that the RIAB should be independ-
ent of government or other institutions, and funded by subscriptions 
from stakeholder bodies such as universities and funders (see https://
www.nap.edu/catalog/21896/fostering-integrity-in-research).

Such a body would indeed be valuable, and even more so if it were to 
pursue a broader research-health agenda. It could establish best prac-
tices and improve research environments, develop new approaches to 
incentives and to documenting contributions to research, and develop 
consensus over standards and penalties for various types of miscon-
duct. It could produce training resources on ethics, and other topics 
that would help new research-group leaders. It might also encourage 
funders to introduce conditions of compliance on grants. And it could 
push for more funds to support efforts by research groups to deliver 
good research and good mentoring. Funders will jib at the challenge 
of monitoring compliance, but this important work must start some-
where, and they have remarkable leverage. The RIAB would need a 
small staff, who would work with others in the research system. It would 
not take on the role of adjudicating particular cases of misconduct. 

One might argue that it is the job of heads of universities and 
their departments and institutes to develop standards. But the reali-
ties of economic and other pressures on institutional leaders divert 
attention that many would wish to devote to this challenge. Indeed, 
a functioning RIAB would help to provide university leaders 

with the clout needed to develop positive changes in culture and 
practice that are too often resisted by researchers.  

The bad news is that, despite the consistent and strong recommenda-
tions and the evident need for such a body, there is no discernible gath-
ering of momentum that would help the research community to create 
one. And the political environment hardly suggests that the federal 
government will take the lead.

But there are ways forward, nevertheless. By focusing on the broadest 
agendas, which include support for good 
research ‘health’ and leadership, alongside 
measures against bad conduct, the emphasis 
can be placed where it should be: on a sig-
nificantly better return in robust research 
results per dollar of research investment, 
with researchers better trained to meet today’s 
demands. 

The US National Academies should take 
the lead. They should propose a working 

group to develop the agenda and practicalities of an RIAB. The 
necessary funds should be solicited from federal funders, including 
the National Institutes of Health and the National Science Foundation, 
and from private foundations. The group’s deliverables would include 
a set of priorities, evidence of buy-in from stakeholders, and a timeline 
for achievements over five- and ten-year timescales. 

The RIAB is a necessary step towards a culture of research health that 
can counteract the adverse pressures that so many researchers currently 
face. We all need it to happen. ■

Bonn chance
UN climate talks finesse details as disconnect 
grows between rhetoric and real-world trends.

It will not go down in history as a great moment of climate 
diplomacy. But the United Nations climate talks in Bonn, Germany, 
that ended last week did have their moments. One was the indig-

nant jeering with which audience members and protesters met a 
White House delegation attempting to justify US President Donald 
Trump’s take on climate and energy policy. Otherwise, two years after 
the triumph of reaching the Paris agreement on climate change, del-
egates were largely preoccupied with the important work of finessing 
the rules and technicalities of that landmark deal.

Few expected the 23rd Conference of the Parties — the first since 
the United States announced its intention to quit the Paris accord — to 
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support efforts 
by research 
groups to deliver 
good research 
and good 
mentoring.” 

2 3  N O V E M B E R  2 0 1 7  |  V O L  5 5 1  |  N A T U R E  |  4 1 3

THIS WEEK
EDITORIALS

©
 
2017

 
Macmillan

 
Publishers

 
Limited,

 
part

 
of

 
Springer

 
Nature.

 
All

 
rights

 
reserved.



Nurture negatives 
Awards recognize that science cannot be  
self-correcting when information is missing.

Two research prizes signal a shifting culture. One, announced 
earlier this month by the European College of Neuropsycho-
pharmacology, offers a €10,000 (US$11,800) award for negative 

results in preclinical neuroscience: careful experiments that do not 
confirm an accepted hypothesis or previous result. The other, from 
the international Organization for Human Brain Mapping, is entering 
its second year. It awards US$2,000 for the best replication study — 
successful or not — with implications for human neuroimaging. 
Winners, to be announced next year, are chosen for both the quality 
of the study and the importance of the finding being scrutinized. 

Research cannot be self-correcting when information is missing. 
The sorts of information most likely to stay in the shadows come from 
the negative results and replication studies that these two prizes put 
into the limelight. Indeed, in many fields, independent replication can 
be an advance in itself. Biomarkers and drugs, for example, must be 
tested in different patient populations from those of the initial studies 
to show that they work broadly and reliably — or, more importantly, 
that they don’t. Working out why can inform clinical approaches and 
elucidate the underlying biology.

Then there is all the time wasted when many scientists attempt 
the same thing. A researcher might not need to explore a particu-
lar hypothesis if others have spent months carefully doing so. But 
in today’s science system, those who toil but find no evidence for a 
hypothesis, or find similar evidence to others, have scant means or 
reason to publicize their efforts.

Why do such useful results remain hidden? They are often harder 

to assess. There are so many reasons why two researchers might get 
different results. (We at Nature are developing ways of more delib-
erately supporting significant replications and refutations of Nature 
papers.) Another barrier is cultural. Those who publish replica-
tion studies that yield different results risk the wrath of the original 
researchers, who may be more concerned with preserving their status 
than with understanding why someone else found something differ-
ent. Those who argue that the entire burden of proof should be on 
replicators are putting scientific reputations before science itself. 

New kinds of papers that encourage replication are gaining traction, 
particularly in psychology. For registered replication reports, journals 
adjudicate proposals for studies that could be replicated. These are 
then carried out, often by more than a dozen labs in consultation with 
original researchers. Just this week, Perspectives on Psychological Sci-
ence released such a report. Replication studies by 23 labs could not 
confirm much-cited work claiming that priming people to think of 
themselves as scholarly improves performance.   

What these prizes attempt to do is counteract risks (including the 
risk of wasted effort and potential backlash from original researchers) 
and boost rewards for negative results and replications. They provide 
a line on winners’ CVs that committees can see and value. The hope is 
that such recognition will encourage researchers to present work that 
would otherwise languish on their hard drives.

Another tack is to fund researchers to actually do replication stud-
ies. This July, the government of the Netherlands gave grants to nine 
projects intended to replicate studies that have become important in 
public policy. One of these — on whether pupil dilation reflects per-
sonal interest in a subject being viewed  — is more than 50 years old. So 
far, a total of €3 million has been allocated for such investigations over 
a planned three funding rounds. Encouragingly, they are competitive: 
with 85 applications in the first round, fewer than 1 in 9 was successful. 

That fact suggests strong interest in doing replications if duly 
supported, whether results are negative or confirmatory. It may take 
only small shifts in encouragement to realize their value to science. ■

produce more than incremental progress. Opening the two-week meet-
ing, Prime Minister of Fiji Frank Bainimarama invoked the “talanoa 
spirit” — a term used in his small Pacific state to describe inclusive and 
transparent dialogue. His plea underlined the push, led by poorer coun-
tries disproportionately vulnerable to the consequences of global warm-
ing, for accelerated climate action by the world’s leading economies. 

It is a dire political setback that the United States, the world’s largest 
economy (and second-largest emitter of carbon dioxide, behind 
China), intends to leave the Paris agreement in 2020. But market forces 
will bolster the expansion of carbon-cutting efforts in the US energy 
and transport sectors, regardless. And several US states, cities and 
large companies have promised to honour the Paris goals. In Bonn, 
the more than 170 parties, including the European Union, that have 
ratified the agreement pledged solidarity. 

Unfortunately, data released while the talks were happening 
highlight a worrying disconnect between rhetoric and real-world 
trends. After three years in which global CO2 emissions have 
remained flat, they will probably surge by 2% in 2017, reaching a 
new record level, according to researchers with the Global Carbon 
Project (see Nature 551, 283; 2017). And despite countries’ commit-
ments to cut carbon, the global demand for fossil fuels is set to rise 
until at least 2040, according to this year’s World Energy Outlook, 
released last week by the International Energy Agency (see go.nature.
com/2hg2hzp). Emissions are exceedingly unlikely to peak earlier.

In fact, many industrialized countries — including Japan, Germany 
and the EU — are struggling to meet their climate goals. By contrast, 
China is on track to reach its emissions peak before its 2030 target, 
although its coal consumption seems to have surged again this year. 
Reliance on coal for electricity also hampers progress in India, which 
is expected to contribute almost one-third of the projected 30% rise in 

global energy demand by 2040. For conference hosts Germany, often 
regarded as a leaders in the race for clean energy, it is embarrassing 
that coal comprises 40% of its power mix. 

Even if — and it is a huge if — all countries meet their current Paris 
pledges, the world will probably heat up by substantially more than 
2 °C above pre-industrial temperatures, with grave consequences for 
ecosystems and societies. Countries must do more, and must be more 

transparent in their plans and achievements. 
In particular, they must strive to break free 
of the coal trap. A worldwide carbon-pricing 
scheme would be the most effective way to 
phase out burning of the cheapest, most plen-
tiful and, alas, dirtiest fossil energy source. 
At the least, governments should clearly 
lay out the steps and incentives — taxes, 

carbon-pricing schemes or clean-technology subsidies, for exam-
ple — through which they hope to reduce emissions, and should 
be candid about what efforts will cost. Countries should also open 
up their national pledges for review by scientists and economists, to 
increase trust and transparency.

Science can help in other ways. Fair burden sharing depends on 
reliable methods of reporting and verifying human-caused CO2 emis-
sions. Research funders must provide sustained support for accurate 
atmospheric measurements to allow carbon researchers to disentangle 
emissions from human activity and natural processes.

The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change is preparing a 
special report on the impacts of 1.5 °C of warming, due for release next 
October. It is sure to add urgency to the next round of climate talks. 
But for nations, regions, cities, companies and individuals, the need 
for yet more action is immediate. ■
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their plans and 
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