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Ironically, he has things exactly
backward. In government and uni-
versity occupations, researchers who
commit fraud are putting just what
at risk, personally? Perhaps their
reputation, if they are caught. Per-
haps their job, if the sin is egregious.
Susceptible to fashions, the govern-
ment and university sectors have
a strong incentive to protect re-
searchers and their work and to
overlook little flaws that may tend to
advance common interests. And with
little or no need to produce a com-
mercial product, university and gov-
ernment researchers are subject to
no mechanism for independent test
of value, other than the so-called
peer review of other soldiers in the
same army. If and when somebody is
exposed doctoring data, still nobody
really loses. The researcher is “pro-
moted sideways” (found another job
in another lab or agency), a polite re-
traction is issued by the sponsors or
department head, and the money
keeps flowing. In last year’s most
newsworthy revelations of physics
fraud, not one of the coauthors of
the perpetrator’s papers admitted
even secondary responsibility (“I just
assumed he was providing good
data,” they whined), let alone suf-
fered the slightest financial or career
setback. Except for one man, the
fraud was free.

In industry, by contrast and as
Laughlin correctly noticed, the
stakes are much higher. Industrial
research, far from being insulated
from self-correcting (market) forces,
experiences the strongest possible
discipline daily. Consider where the
high stakes of investment costs and
the potential value of intellectual
property really lead: not to fraud but
to truth. Senior people in high-tech
companies who pursue fraud do not
just lose their reputations, they lose
their homes, their fortunes, their
livelihoods, and sometimes even
their families under the stress.

Just as a successful discovery or
development can make you rich, a
false one can ruin you. Entrepreneurs
bet everything they own on the value
of their ideas, discoveries, develop-
ments, products. They have little
time to waste on data or ideas they
know to be false or worthless, be-
cause they literally cannot afford fail-
ure or wasted effort. They are paying
for the work themselves. Naturally,
ideas, discoveries, and developments
result in intellectual property, some-
times of the very highest value. But
the property has value only to the ex-
tent it is valued by others. Once a
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private enterprise brings a new dis-
covery or product to the market, con-
sumers will test the work immedi-
ately and without pity. If it is without
merit, or if its value is significantly
less than the developers claimed, cus-
tomers and competitors quickly crush
the developers with rejection. That
market scenario contains very little
room for fraud and the greatest
penalties when fraud is exposed.
I would suggest that somebody enroll
Laughlin in Economics 101.
Laurence N. Wesson
(AuroraSplr@aol.com)
Aurora Instruments Inc
Ambler, Pennsylvania

could not disagree more with Robert

Laughlin’s analysis of recent fraud
in experimental physics and the cure
for what ails the profession. For sci-
ence to be “relevant,” it must produce
something—which may be beauty or
insight or patent royalties—that has
real value to someone. Our best re-
sponse to economic pressure is to cre-
ate things with real value.

Laughlin claims that we scientists
have an “obsession with fundamen-
tals and truth” but that present eco-
nomic “pressure can turn otherwise
excellent and honest scientists into
willing deceivers.” Scientists as a
group have moral frailties similar to
other professional groups, but most
of us understand two basic parame-
ters. First, science is based on re-
peatable experiments and calcula-
tions, so it will not advance one’s
career to publish results that others
will not repeat. And second, products
and processes based on faulty pa-
rameters and theories do not work
well. So truth is valuable in science
because it enhances the value of in-
tellectual property. A sane scientist
would not assert a false answer to a
question that has economic impor-
tance, but might be tempted to as-
sert a self-serving falsehood that is
“academic.” Major hard-science
frauds are generally committed by
people who think that they know
what the “right result” is and are
frustrated in their attempts to get
that result honestly.

To suppress fraud in physics, we
can test our students for fraud in
labs and assigned problems and pun-
ish where it is found. An instructor
can set up a lab class to expect a fal-
lacious result and then give a zero
score to those who report it and
praise those who report properly.
Students often are given the correct
answers before they begin to work
assigned problems, especially those
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in which issues of sign or factors of 2
are tricky. The instructor can check
that the student obtained the correct
sign or factor at the correct point,
rather than changed it at some arbi-
trary step, and thus grade accord-
ingly. Substantial partial credit
should be given for a calculation pre-
sented honestly with the wrong sign
or factor and a O for the correct an-
swer presented dishonestly. In addi-
tion to teaching our students physics,
it is also valuable to teach them to
correct those misunderstandings
about what is proven and what is
speculated that arise from different
personality types.

Laughlin asserts that the recent
frauds at Bell Labs “are noteworthy
only because of Bell’s special stature
in American science and its reputa-
tion, both partly attributable to Bell’s
having been shielded from [economic]
pressures by the old AT&T monop-
oly.” I assert that it is noteworthy
that, despite its immediate economic
stress, the present Bell Labs did the
right thing. That benefits Bell’s long-
term economic interest.

The private companies that hire
Oregon State University students
report that OSU’s most important
lesson is ethics.

J. A. Van Vechten
(Javv@ece.orst.edu)
Oregon State University
Corvallis, Oregon

he frightening trend of industrial-
izing our universities is, I believe,
the single greatest threat to the in-
tegrity of higher education in this
country (and probably all countries).
The topic was hotly debated 30 or 40
years ago, but as the money has
flowed, the concern seems to have
waned. To better tap industrial
largess and to appease state legisla-
tures, university administrations
have turned to the business model,
which, as Laughlin so eloquently
wrote, “is such a terrible idea.”
Martin E. Ross
(m.ross@neu.edu)
Northeastern University
Boston, Massachusetts

So pervasive are the contradictions
in Robert Laughlin’s disingenu-
ous view of research in industrial
laboratories that it is not easy to
know where to begin the counter-
argument.

Having spent many years as a re-
searcher and manager in an indus-
trial laboratory, I came to understand
that companies investing in basic re-
search do not think of it as “charity
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or part of an advertising budget.”
For a century, corporation-funded
basic research has been a prolific
driver of the technical revolution

on which the world’s economy is
increasingly built, human health
improved, and national security
enhanced. Without these impacts, it
would be hard to justify the large in-
vestments, by both government and
industry, in both basic and applied
science. And contrary to Laughlin’s
assertion, basic research continues to
flourish in corporate laboratories
where it is embedded in a balanced

research portfolio and is highly val-
ued by its corporate investor.

I discount Laughlin’s assertion
that “research linked to property has
a built-in conflict of interest toward
the truth” as being even less credible
than it would be if “personal success
and recognition” were substituted for
“property.” True, research is linked
to property; something of economic
value is created. However, it is
patently false and contrary to experi-
ence that “intellectual property—
knowledge that one can sell—. . .
must be kept secret.” Were it so, it
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