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Ghost-statistics, raw data and the

meaning of authorship
Radical Statistics reporter

In Radical Statistics 94, Aubrey Blumsohn described ways in which
pharmaceutical companies could find senior academic authors to front
biased company studies.

At the British Medical Council’s ‘Fitness to practise panel’ sitting 2nd —
Sth November 2009, Professor Richard Eastell admitted that he did not
have access to the raw data for a study published in the Journal of
Bone and Mineral Research with himself as lead-author. In the article
he presented analyses from Proctor and Gamble’s statisticians,
describing clinical trials that demonstrated advantages for one of their
drugs for treating osteoporosis.

After concerns from Eastell’s collaborator (Aubrey Blumsohn) and a
long period during which Proctor and Gamble refused to share the
data and Professor Eastell feared that demanding it would prejudice
the company’s funding of his department, the data were provided.

A further article admitted that among other errors, the authors were
unaware that a crucial graph in the paper had been cropped in an
asymmetrical way and excluded “between 34% and 49% of the more
extreme values.” This significantly affected the analyses and the
claims for the osteoporosis drug.

The British Medical Council’s panel, chaired by Professor M
Whitehouse, found that Eastell had been negligent but not dishonest.
This is hard to swallow, since the journals that the original article
were submitted to required that raw data were available for all
submissions. He was found not guilty of misconduct and deemed not
deserving of a warning since he had admitted an error and had
changed his practice to prevent the same happening again.

That Eastell, a former research dean of Sheffield University’s medical
school, should be forced to employ legal counsel in a hearing
undertaken to standards of a court of law, must have stirred and
shaken him personally. But the ruling does nothing to ensure that
academics are not bought by company funds, and that trial data on
which rest public health and public expenditure are available for
independent analysis.

In December 2009, it took a professional and media campaign to force
manufacturer Roche to make a commitment to publish data behind its

claims for Tamiflu, used to control the apparent influenza pandemic in
20009.
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