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Plagiarism

Sperm Oddities
Recently, an odd case of scientific plagia-
rism generated many controversial com-
ments from the scientific community. On 8 
July Stem Cells and Development published a 
paper online, ahead of print, on the genera-
tion of sperm-like cells from human embry-
onic stem cells. Corresponding author was 
Karim Nayernia from the North East Eng-
land Stem Cell Institute and the University 
of Newcastle. 

In the paper, the authors described how 
they had succeeded in deriving sperm pre-
cursor cells from human embryonic stem 
cells in vitro. These derived cells were able 
to divide and generate cells with tail-like 
structures and just one set of chromo-
somes, as is characteristic of sperm. Given 
this claim, the paper, of course, immediate-
ly caused a major media stir. 

At the same time, however, Graham 
Parker, editor-in-chief of Stem Cells and De-
velopment, received an email pointing out 
that two paragraphs from Nayernia’s in-
troduction constituted a direct copy from a 
2007 review published by Makato Nagano 
from Montreal in Biology of Reproduction. 
Strangely, these two paragraphs exclusive-
ly described previous work from Nayernia’s 
group itself, raising questions about what 
the motivation was for such a plagiarism. 
The data in the paper, on the other hand, 
was not questioned at all.

When confronted by Parker, Nayernia 
blamed postdoc and initial first author, Jae 
Ho Lee, who has since left the group, for in-
serting the offending text without attribu-

tion to its original author. According to Nay-
ernia, however, the copied text was just part 
of a working version of the paper, which 
had finally been submitted by mistake in-
stead of the correct version. 

Since the paper itself had been pub-
lished online before copy editing or proof-
reading, Nayernia immediately sent Parker 
the correct version. Strangely, Jae Ho Lee, 
who had meanwhile apologised to his co-
authors, no longer appeared on the paper 
for his ‘mistake’. 

Parker, however, wasn’t convinced. 
On 21 July he announced on the journal’s 
homepage that the paper was being retract-
ed, without giving details. “The available 
evidence does not substantiate the claim of 
an accidental submission of the wrong man-
uscript,” Parker was quoted by Science.

Nayernia now intends to submit the pa-
per to another journal. This, however, might 
also have further problems. Miodrag Stojk-
ovic, another co-author of the paper, work-
ing at the Prince Felipe Research Centre in 
Valencia, told the German newspaper Süd-
deutsche Zeitung that he had asked Nayernia 

to remove him from the paper’s author list. 
“I have never received any final version for 
inspection. That’s not the way it should be,” 
he was quoted. Nayernia claimed that he 
had sent the manuscript to every single co-
author prior to submission. However, Wolf-
gang Engel, another co-author from Göttin-
gen University, also confirmed that he had 
never seen a final draft.

In addition, Stojkovic has meanwhile 
joined the critics stating that Nayernia’s 
claims go too far. According to them, there 
is no doubt about the data but proof is still 
lacking that Nayernia’s ‘sperm-like cells’ are 
indeed sperm precursor cells. 

Concerning the plagiarism issue, the 
comments were split. Allan Pacey, secretary 
for the British Fertility Society, for example, 
told Associated Press, “This is clearly scien-
tific misconduct. I can understand why peo-
ple might think, if they were sloppy here, 
maybe they were sloppy elsewhere.”

However, Graham Parker has also be-
come the target of some harsh criticism. A 
comment on Nature’s website says, “I can-
not understand the journal editor’s decision 
at all. He requested first the correct version 
of the paper from the authors, but he him-
self retracted the correct version after sub-
mission. [...] It seems that he had made his 
decision far before and his action appears 
more like a political mischief rather than 
a sound and fair decision based upon sol-
id reasoning.”

Perhaps another comment on Science’s 
blog ScienceInsider actually hits the mark, 
“Both the authors and the publisher deserve 
this mess, because their primary goal is not 
good science, but good publicity.”        -RN-

Paul the Postdoc
 Okay, that was too much! 
Who do you think you are? 
You shabby little gene!
   I‘m gonna show you
          who‘s boss

                 around here...


