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Who We Are 
 

 Offices of Inspector General     

  Prevent and detect fraud, waste, abuse 
  Promote economy, efficiency, effectiveness 
  Conduct investigations, audits, inspections, reviews of agency 
    programs (funded activities), operations 
 

 Features: 
  Independent of agency management  
  Jurisdiction (NSF activities, programs, operations) 
  Staff of experts:  administrators, attorneys, auditors,   
    criminal investigators, and scientists   
 

Responsible for ensuring the integrity in NSF’s programs and operations 
  

 



Snapshot of Allegations  
Office of Investigations 
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What is Research Misconduct (RM)? 
• Federal-wide definition and procedural framework (Dec. 2000).   

 
• RM means fabrication, falsification, or plagiarism in proposing or 

performing research [], reviewing research proposals [] or in 
reporting research funded by [the agency].  45 C.F.R. 689.1.a 
 

• Not honest error or differences of opinion. 
 

• Must be reckless, knowing, or intentional and not careless. 
 

• Must be “a significant departure form the accepted practices of the 
relevant research community.” 
 

• NSF RM Regulation delegates investigation to NSF/OIG 



Common Types of Administrative Allegations 
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Animal /Permit / Biohazard / Humans (2%)

Conflict of Interests (2%)

Data sharing (2%)

Fabrication (5%)

Falsification (16%)

Fraud (7%)

Impeding Research Progress (2%)

Abuse of Collegues/Students (5%)

Mishandled Investigations /Retaliation (4%)

NSF Procedures (8%)

Merit Review (6%)

Plagiarism (verbatim, Intellectual theft) (40%)

     Research Misconduct Findings: 
   Fabrication  12%           Falsification  15% 
       Plagiarism  66%            Other  11%   



Ensuring appropriate credit to avoid 
plagiarism 
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Research Misconduct Process 

 Inquiry – Confidential between IG and subject 
 

 Referral of Investigation to Institution 
 

 OIG Investigation  
 

 Report to Agency  -  Subject Comments 
 

 Agency Decision 
 

 Appeal 
 



A few of our favorite excuses 
           Why did these plagiarism excuses not work? 
 

 My graduate student / post doc / lab manager / etc. wrote that part and I 
assumed they knew how to cite. 

 It’s only background material. 

 The reviewer’s are smart enough to know what is mine and what is in the 
literature. 

 I used the same words, but I meant something different. 

 I was told that having between 70-80 citations in a proposal was enough.  
Anymore and I would look like I wasn’t proposing to do something new. 

 My computer was attacked by a virus and the ensuing confusion, combined 
with my influenza, caused me to inadvertently upload the incorrect version. 

 I was distracted by bird vocalizations outside my thatched roof hut, grabbed 
my digital camera … , and when I returned to my computer where I thought I 
had saved my changes to the material, it had crashed with the wrong draft 
saved.   



Plagiarism  Case Study 1 

 PI submitted SBIR-1 proposal as follow up to his MS 
Students thesis work ($100K, 6 months). 

 PI copied the thesis into his final report 
and proposal for the SBIR-2 award ($500K). 

 University notifies OIG of plagiarism allegation 
 When awarded, PI used the money to  

pay his child’s tuition at a University, along with  other 
personal expenses. 

 PI denied everything.  His wife did not. 
 



Plagiarism Case Study 1 

 At a meeting with DOJ, the professor through his 
attorneys indicated that he would like to 
1)  plead guilty to a criminal count (1001)  

and pay $240,000 restitution and fines 
2)  avoid jail 
3)  avoid Federal action against his wife 

 
 NSF OIG recommended RM finding and debarment.   
 Professor and NSF settled for 3 years voluntary 

exclusion from Federal funding. 
 



Plagiarism Case Study 2 

 US researcher serves as peer reviewer for European Agency 
 Keeps proposal / uses 2 pages of material for his next NSF proposal 
 European authors selected to peer review his proposal 
 OIG works with funding agency to get original document 
 

 Copied text includes novel research idea never discussed before 
 NSF concludes subject committed verbatim and intellectual theft 
 Debars subject for two years 
 Subject is “soft” money; has to seek employment 



 Research submits proposal with text copied from multiple 
sources 
 Subject admits mistake and “notifies” all source authors 
 Notifications less than detailed 
 OIG Recommends 3 yrs certifications/assurances 

 NSF DD asks us to interview author of a source proposal 
 Researcher confirms that he gave proposal to subject 
 Stated he could use it for guidance; not verbatim; was hoping for a 

collaboration 
 NSF DD makes finding and debars subject for 1 year based 

on verbatim and intellectual theft 

Plagiarism Case Study 3 



Trends  
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• Apparent shift of plagiarism technique from using single to 
multiple sources   

• Pre - 2000:  Plagiarism often characterized by large 
blocks of text, figures from one or only few sources 
•Currently:  Plagiarism of single sentences adding up to 
mlareger blocks of text drawn from multiple sources 
(mosaic or patchwork plagiarism) 

• 1 proposal with  text and figures from  24 sources 
• 6 proposals with text and figures from 56 sources  

 
 

    Technology and Identifying Plagiarism 



    Technology and Identifying Plagiarism 

 Investigative analysis must consider the block of text as 
well as individual sentences 

 Many more internet sources 

 Electronic software detection makes finding evidence of a 
pattern in publications, theses, other proposals easier to 
find 

 Two types of software needed to facilitate hand analysis 

• Software to scan internet/publications for common text 

• Software to compare two documents for similarities 

 



Current Technologies 
 Internet Scanning  

 Eve2 
 Inexpensive 
 Turn around can be slow, no direct linking to sources, limited 

doc types, not always stable 
 Plagiarism Finder (Germany) 

 Was inexpensive 
 Spidered off web engines; often engines shut down searches 
 No links to sources 

  Edutie ;  Plagiserve (Ukraine) 
  Inexpensive/free 
 Limited doc types, no links to sources, slow turnaround 

  Ithenticate 



Current Technologies 

 Document Comparison 
 wCopyfind 

 U Va product, free, side by side with common text highlighted 
 Limited doc types: old Word, rtf, HTML; doesn’t like pics or 

equations 
 YAP (Yet Another Plague)  University of Sydney /  MOSS   

Stanford University – Measures similarity 
 Greater focus on software code 
 
 



iThenticate  
 Developed by the same company as Turnitin.com 

  Expensive but seems to offer greatest power/flexibility 
  Searches internet and scientific journals 
  Many document input formats 
  Turnaround in minutes vs hours/day 
  Provides links to all sources, overall similarity percentage and 

percentage for each source 
 Identifies similar text in highlights 
  User friendly (interns up and running within a 1-2 days) 
  Confidentiality concerns 
 Documentation is 20 different languages, non-English source 

materials limited but expanding 



iThenticate* 

*  NSF/OIG does not endorse this or any other commercial plagiarism detection software 



How We Analyze for Plagiarism 
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How We Analyze for Plagiarism 





 



 





Concluding comments  

 Substantive allegations of research misconduct are on the rise 
 Technology makes it easier to cut-and-paste text into 

papers/proposals 
 Nature of plagiarism has changed (large blocks vs small blocks, 

multiple sources) 
 iThenticate seems to be the current leader (OIG uses but does 

not endorse) 
 Other tools are available with more limited capabilities 
 Growth of industry indicator of growing problem 

 
 



Contact Information 

 Internet:  http://www.nsf.gov/oig/ 

 E-mail:  oig@nsf.gov  

                                    jkroll@nsf.gov 

 Telephone:    703-292-5012 

 Write:  4201 Wilson Blvd. Suite II-705 

    Arlington, VA  22230 
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