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Scientific Misconduct, 
and Its Aftermath
A university investigation found 
psychology professor Marc Hauser “solely 
responsible” for eight instances of scientif
ic misconduct, announced Faculty of Arts 
and Sciences (FAS) dean Michael D. Smith 
on August 20, 10 days after the Boston Globe 
broke news of the investigation.

Hauser has taught at Harvard since 
1992; he investigates animal cognition as a 
window into the evolutionary roots of the 
human mind. “A star in his field and an in
tellectual celebrity,” as the journal Nature 
put it, he has written popular works that 
include Wild Minds: What Animals Really Think 
(2000) and Moral Minds: How Nature Designed 
a Universal Sense of Right and Wrong (2006). He 
has won many teaching awards, including 
a Harvard College Professorship, and co
taught the popular Core course “Evolution 
and Human Nature” (nicknamed “Sex”).

Now he is on a yearlong leave of ab
sence; the University has not said whether 
the leave was previously planned or con
nected to the misconduct investigation. 
Hauser has not responded to inquiries 
from Harvard Magazine. An automatic e
mail reply stated that he is at work on his 
next book, listed on his curriculum vitae 
as Evilicious: Explaining Our Evolved Taste for 
Being Bad; Viking Press has not indicated 
whether the book is still scheduled. (Af
ter news broke of the investigation into 
Hauser’s lab, the University office of pub
lic affairs and communications removed 
photographs of Hauser from its inventory 
of available images.)

Hauser was to have taught a psychology 
course at the Extension School this fall, 
but on the first day of the session, students 
who had enrolled were notified by email 
that the course had been canceled at Haus
er’s request, and tuition and fees would 
be refunded to those who did not wish 
to take an alternate course. The message 
contained a statement from Hauser: “Be
cause of the controversy surrounding the 
investigation, I have decided that the best 
thing for the students is that I not teach at 
the Extension School until things conclude 
with the case. Given my great desire to 
teach, I look forward to sharing my knowl
edge of these disciplines in the future.” A 
course Hauser was scheduled to teach in 
the spring, “The Moral Sense: From Genes 
to Law,” has also been canceled. Two grad

uate students he advised, and two under
graduates whose senior theses he was to 
advise, have found other mentors. Presi
dent Drew Faust told the Globe on Septem
ber 22 that Hauser “may decide he may not 
wish to come back.” She was apparently 
not hinting that Hauser had made this de
cision, but rather was responding to a re
porter’s followup question after she said 
there were “uncertainties” surrounding 
his scheduled return in the fall. (See also 
Faust’s comments on the Hauser incident 
and University values, page 55.)

In explaining the misconduct finding, 
Dean Smith cited three papers with which 
a faculty investigating committee found 
“problems.” One, published in the Proceed
ings of the Royal Society B in 2007, involved 
rhesus monkeys’ ability to recognize hu
man gestures; a correction published in 
July states that Hauser and a collabora
tor returned to the original site to rerun 
the experiment after it was discovered 
that video records and field notes for their 
original work were incomplete. The new 
experiment reproduced the original find
ings, the journal reported. A second paper, 
published in Science in 2007, examined the 
ability of rhesus monkeys, cottontop tam
arins, and chimpanzees to make inferences 
about humans’ mental states based on ob
served actions. Field notes and other in
formation about the rhesus monkeys were 
missing for this paper also, so the research
ers returned to the site to replicate that 
experiment, too. A Science spokeswoman 

said peer reviewers were still analyzing the 
new material.

The third paper, published in 2002 in the 
journal Cognition, purported to find that 
cottontop tamarin monkeys could recog
nize auditory patterns, or “grammars.” The 
experimental setup described in the paper 
exposed one group of monkeys to two dif
ferent grammars, and another group to 
two sequences from the same grammar. 
The paper reported that the monkeys who 
heard a second sequence from a different 
grammar paid more attention, indicating 
that they noticed the difference. Height
ened attention to novel stimuli, a facility 
much studied in human infants, is believed 
to underpin the capacity for speech.

The Cognition paper was retracted in 
August, after Hauser notified the journal 
that the data did not support the report
ed findings. Editor Gerry Altmann said 
he subsequently received more details 
in a letter from Smith: an examination of 
the experiment’s videotapes found that 
all the monkeys had been exposed to two 
different grammars, making it impossible 
to compare reaction to a familiar versus a 
novel grammar. Altmann said the letter did 
not specify how this happened. “It is con
ceivable that there was in fact no intent to 
deceive or fabricate, if we assume a whole 
chain of procedural errors,” he wrote on 
his blog—if, for example, one group heard 
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Marc hauser, photographed in his  
laboratory in 2003
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endowment 
Improvements
The university’s endowment was val
ued at $27.4 billion as of June 30, the end of 
fiscal year 2010—up 5.4 percent from $26.0 
billion at the end of fiscal 2009—accord
ing to Harvard Management Company’s 
annual report, released on September 9. 
During the fiscal year just ended, HMC 
recorded an investment return of 11.0 per
cent on endowment and related assets—a 
welcome improvement from the negative 
27.3 percent investment return during the 
financial upheavals in fiscal 2009, when the 

endowment’s value declined by nearly $11 
billion. The difference between the rate of 
investment return and the growth in the endow
ment’s absolute value reflects the distribution 
of endowment funds to support Univer
sity operations (about $1.56 billion in fiscal 
2010, down from $1.66 billion in fiscal 2009 
and $1.63 billion in fiscal 2008), offset by 
gifts received.

The arithmetic—gross investment 
gains, less distributions, plus gifts, 
equals net endowment growth—mat
ters. HMC’s fiscal 2010 investment return 
handily exceeded its longterm goal: 8.25 
percent annual gains. After distributions 
for University spending (the endowment 

the wrong grammar due to computer error 
or human error, and none of the research
ers who scored the monkeys’ responses or 
checked the results noticed the discrep
ancy. But Altmann, a psychology profes
sor himself, believes this explanation is 
improbable: “I am forced to conclude that 
there was most likely an intention here, 
using data that appear to have been fab
ricated, to deceive the field into believing 
something for which there was in fact no 
evidence at all.”

Smith’s public statement did not give de
tails on the other five counts of misconduct, 
but said they related to studies that “either 
did not result in publications or where the 
problems were corrected prior to publica
tion.” Neither did Hauser in his statement 
to the Boston Globe the same day, though he 
said he was “deeply sorry” and had made 
“significant mistakes.” “I have learned a 
great deal from this process and have made 
many changes in my own approach to re
search and in my lab’s research practices,” 
he added. “Research and teaching are my 
passion. After taking some time off, I look 
forward to getting back to my work, mind
ful of what I have learned in this case.”

Harvard’s investigation evidently began 
in 2007; the Chronicle of Higher Education ob
tained a statement from a former research 
assistant in Hauser’s lab who said he and 
other researchers had approached Univer
sity authorities with their concerns about 
practices there. According to the Chronicle, 
the trouble started with an experiment 
involving rhesus monkeys’ ability to rec
ognize auditory patterns. Hauser and one 
research assistant watched the monkeys’ 
responses to the sounds and “coded” the 
results, marking whether they seemed to 
respond to novelty (similar to the study 
with the cottontop tamarins). A second 
research assistant, who was asked to ana
lyze the data, noticed a major discrepancy: 
the first research assistant’s coding found 
the monkeys didn’t notice the patterns; 
Hauser’s coding of the same videotapes 
indicated that they did.

After Hauser resisted a request to have 
a third investigator review the data inde
pendently, one of the research assistants 
and a graduate student reviewed the tapes 
themselves without Hauser’s permission, 
the Chronicle said.

They each coded the results inde
pendently. Their findings concurred 
with the conclusion that the ex

periment had failed: The monkeys 
didn’t appear to react to the change 
in patterns. They then reviewed Mr. 
Hauser’s coding and…discovered 
that what he had written down bore 
little relation to what they had ac
tually observed on the videotapes. 
He would, for instance, mark that a 
monkey had turned its head when 
the monkey didn’t so much as flinch. 
It wasn’t simply a case of differing 
interpretations, they believed: His 
data were just completely wrong.

Harvard did not announce anything 
about the affair until the Globe reported the 
Cognition retraction on August 10. By that 
point, Nature subsequently noted, gossip 
about an investigation of Hauser’s lab “had 
become standard cocktailhour fare” at con
ferences of scientists. Other publications 
reported that, years earlier, SUNYAlbany 
psychology professor Gordon Gallup Jr. had 
publicly questioned a Hauser finding that 
monkeys could recognize their own reflec
tions in a mirror; he reviewed the video
tapes from Hauser’s experiment and said he 
saw no evidence of recognition. 

The University still has not said exactly 
what discipline, if any, has been handed 
down. According to Smith’s statement, the 
options for cases of misconduct include in
voluntary leave; the imposition of addition
al oversight on the laboratory of the scholar 
in question; and restrictions on his or her 
ability to apply for grants and supervise 
graduate and undergraduate students.

In an interview with Harvard Magazine, 
President Drew Faust said neither the 
length of the investigation, nor Smith’s 

reticence, should be interpreted as an at
tempt to sweep the incident under the 
rug. She noted the complexity of the work 
under review and the need to keep certain 
details confidential until federal agencies 
have concluded their own investigations. 
(Smith said the University was cooperat
ing with inquiries from agencies includ
ing the Public Health Service Office of 
Research Integrity, the National Science 
Foundation Office of Inspector General, 
and the U.S. Attorney’s Office for the Dis
trict of Massachusetts. Spokespeople for 
all three agencies said they could not con
firm their involvement; generally, sanctions 
imposed by the three agencies range from a 
requirement for additional oversight to re
turn of grant money, a prohibition against 
applying for government grants for a set 
period of time, and criminal indictment.)

Facing so much uncertainty, Hauser’s 
colleagues in evolutionary biology are left 
to wonder how much of his work is reli
able. He has been a prolific researcher, 
coauthoring more than 200 papers during 
a 25year career. Emory University prima
tologist Frans de Waal, quoted in Nature, 
called the affair “disastrous” for the field: 
“If one prominent person is under sus
picion, then everyone comes a little bit 
under suspicion.” The danger, Hauser’s 
colleagues have said, is that the wider aca
demic community and the public may start 
to believe that animal behavior can’t be 
objectively evaluated. There have already 
been suggestions that “this kind of work 
is imprecise and it’s really anybody’s call 
what the animal is doing and it’s not rig
orous,” UCLA primatologist Joan Silk told 
the Globe. “That’s a big misperception.”




