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Abstract

The present study concerned the database, Case Closeout Memoranda, established by the
National Science Foundation (NSF) of the United States. In the study, the current authors retrieved
3,064 reported cases of suspected noncompliance in research between 1989 to 2019. We then analyzed
the classification of misbehaviors and subsequent actions; the authors also investigated the evolution
of the violations and actions over the three decades. The preliminary results include the following: the
closed cases over the years can be categorized into 31 types of misbehaviors and 5 types of subsequent
actions; the total number of closed cases increased significantly after 2004 and reached a peak in the
same year; among the closed cases, verbatim plagiarism accounts for the most significant reported
breach, followed by grant frauds; in terms of subsequent actions, individuals with fewer breaches were
often warned about questionable research practices, and a major portion of those with more severe
issues performed administrative actions, followed by monetary recovery and being defined as research
misconduct. Finally, the authors proposed establishing a national case database of noncompliance in
research in Taiwan to promote retrospective studies and categorization research further. In addition,
the authors hoped that Taiwanese local government ministries and research institutions can consider
the suggestions in the article to uphold accountability, transparency, and social responsibility.
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Extended Abstract

1. Introduction

The advancement of human knowledge is
driven by the extensive development of science
and technology. Developed countries typically
invest in academic research with the power of
the state, that is, by financing the execution of
academic research with public budgets. Therefore,
when a researcher is involved in research
misconduct or noncompliance, the issue of how
public research funding agencies should respond
and handle such situations is worth discussing.
The United States (US) is one of the few countries
that releases closed cases of research misconduct
and noncompliance to the public. When further
comparing the practices of different US federal
agencies, the Office of Investigation General, as
an independent regulatory unit of the National
Science Foundation (NSF-OIG), has a comparably
unique practice of establishing a case database
and making it accessible to the public. The current
study uses the Case Closeout Memoranda database
(https://oig.nsf.gov/investigations/case-closeout-
memoranda) as a research instrument to explore

the closed cases collected therein.

2. Research Method

The authors retrieved the Case Closeout
Memoranda in January 2020 and obtained 3,064

independent cases from 1989 to 2019 (31 years)
that had been documented as closed cases by
NSF-OIG. The purpose of this study was to
examine the volume of cases over the years, the
types of violation behaviors, and the subsequent
actions taken by the NSF-OIG in response to the
incidents. Three research questions (RQs) were
proposed as follows.

RQ1: What were the categories and behavior
classifications of the suspected research
noncompliance incidents recorded by the
NSF over the years, and what were the
subsequent actions taken by the agency?

RQ2: What were the respective numbers
of counted closed cases, behavior
classifications, and subsequent actions
in response to the suspected research
noncompliance incidents each year? What
were the numbers of incidents that were
subsequently acted upon and those that
were not by the NSF-OIG? What was the
distribution of the abovementioned items
each year?

RQ3: Among the suspected research noncompliance

incidents over the years, what was the

number of cases filed for each category and
behavior classification?

RQ4: Among the suspected research noncompliance

incidents over the years, what were the

Note. To cite this article in APA format: Chou, C., & Pan, S.J.-A. (2022). Analyses of US National Science
Foundation’s suspected incidents of noncompliance in research: 1989-2019. Journal of Library and
Information Studies, 20(1), 69-99. https://doi.org/10.6182/jlis.202206_20(1).069 [Text in Chinese].
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subsequent actions commonly applied in

response to each behavior classification?

3. Results

3.1 Research question 1

Among the research projects funded by the
NSF, possible research noncompliance incidents
involved a variety of behavior classifications;
a total of 31 classifications by the NSF-OIG
were further segmented into 11 categories by the
authors. In addition to federally defined research
misconduct (i.e., fabrication, falsification, and
plagiarism), violations related to intellectual
property, peer review, use of funds, conflict
of interest, industry-academia collaborative
research, and animal experiments and human
subjects were documented in the memoranda. The
incidents also included those that would affect the
normal operations of the NSF, such as NSF logo
abuse and theft of NSF properties.

There were five types of subsequent actions
that were taken in cases of confirmed research
noncompliance, ranging from minor corrective
and persuasive warnings (i.e., questionable
practice warnings) to more serious actions,
including enforcing administrative actions, civil
and criminal actions, and research misconduct
findings. The NSF in some cases also required
the reimbursement of funds (i.e., monetary
recovery). Since the NSF is a research funding
agency, its actions are limited to rescuing
grants and formulating sanctions and do not
involve recognizing and revoking academic
degrees and faculty qualifications issued by

academic institutions.
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3.2 Research question 2

The number of closed cases each year seemed
to gradually increase over the past 31 years and
reached a peak in approximately 2004. In addition,
a further review of the memoranda revealed that
some of the suspected research noncompliance
incidents were compound cases, where the
individuals in question committed more than one
behavior classification in a single incident. Hence,
the number of cases recorded in the behavior
classifications was greater than the number of
closed cases each year.

The NSF-OIG did not carry out subsequent
actions in response to all suspected research
noncompliance incidents. In other words, the
NSF-OIG did not find evidence of noncompliance
in some alleged situations. Specifically, a total
of 2,015 incidents were not followed up with
subsequent actions, representing approximately
65.76% of the total number of closed cases over
the years. Moreover, with the significant increase
in the number of closed cases since 2004, there
was a noticeable increase in the number of cases
that had enforced subsequent actions (i.e., where

noncompliance did occur).

3.3 Research question 3

Among all behavior classifications, incidents
involving verbatim plagiarism had the largest
number filed over the years, accounting for
nearly one-fifth of the total (682 cases, 19.03%),
followed by grant fraud (657 cases, 18.34%) and
intellectual theft (359 cases, 10.02%). In terms of
categories, the largest number of cases filed was
the use of funds (907 cases, 25.31%), followed by
plagiarism (682 cases, 19.03%) and falsification/
fabrication (480 cases, 13.40%).



Journal of Library and Information Studies 20:1 (June 2022)

3.4 Research question 4

The current study only analyzed cases that
involved a single classification of noncompliance
to gain a preliminary understanding of the most
common action taken by the NSF-OIG for
specific behaviors. In other words, the analyses
for answering RQ4 did not cover the 3,064 cases
collected from the Case Closeout Memoranda
over the past 31 years. Therefore, one should be
cautious when inferring the results.

First, the results showed that the NSF-OIG’s
decision to take a single subsequent action or
multiple actions likely depended mainly on the
severity of the incident. When a single action
was taken, the incidents in most behavior
classifications were subject to a questionable
practice warning only. The notice played a much
more significant role in reminding the individuals
of their inappropriate research behavior than
enforcing substantive sanctions.

Second, when multiple subsequent actions
were enforced in the incidents categorized in
falsification/fabrication and plagiarism, the most
commonly performed actions were administrative
action combined with research misconduct
finding. In addition, research misconduct finding
was only observed in four behavior classifications
related to the two aforementioned categories (i.e.,
data tampering/sabotage/fabrication, fabrication
of substance in proposal, falsification in proposal/
progress report, and verbatim plagiarism) and was
not seen in the actions taken for other categories
or behavior classifications.

Finally, for noncompliance incidents under the
use of funds category (i.e., classifications of grant
fraud and administrative financial violations [PI/

PS]), monetary recovery was the primary action
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taken, regardless of the severity of the case and the
type of funding. Moreover, all six cases classified
as PI misconduct and enforced multiple actions
were being required the reimbursement of funds.
The results implied that these incidents contained
more serious violations and involved misbehavior

related to funding.

4. Discussion and Suggestion

The government ministries responsible
for overseeing higher education and academic
research (e.g., the Ministry of Science and
Technology and the Ministry of Education)
should uphold accountability, transparency,
and social responsibility when fulfilling their
regular duties. In this vein, they should offer an
appropriate channel to the public to help society
understand how the public sectors handle and
discipline research noncompliance. Ideally, such
public sectors should release details of confirmed
research noncompliance incidents without
violating relevant laws and regulations while
protecting personal privacy. However, there is still
room for discussion of the extent and means of
information disclosure.

The authors propose two anticipated benefits
for the Taiwanese academic and public sectors
if the NSF-OIG is used as a reference for the
development of a national case database in the
future. First, establishing a case database will
facilitate the long-term tracking of research
noncompliance and serve as evidence for
measuring the effectiveness of research policy
implementation. It is expected that the case
database will also enable academic ethics
review committees to review similar incidents

comprehensively when dealing with new
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allegations and to work toward reaching similar
judgment and action for similar situations.
Second, the establishment of a case database
will facilitate categorization research. However,
if related parties aim to use the database for
such research, the items to be entered into
the database should be carefully planned in
advance. Not only should the format of these
records be consistent, but standard operating
procedures (SOPs) should also be developed,
and adequate training should be provided to
the data entry staff to ensure the integrity of the
data files for relevant research.
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