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CANCER RESEARCHER'S
APPOINTMENT PROMPTS

MAJORROW

Pier Paolo Pandolfi, who harassed a postdoc while
atHarvard, will no longer lead an Italian institute.

By Alison Abbott

n Italian scientific institute has

reversed its decision to appoint a

high-profile cancer researcher —

Pier Paolo Pandolfi — as its scientific

director after a tumultuous month
of protests and accusations. The row over
Pandolfi, who admits one instance of sexual
harassment and has been accused of scientific
misconductin hisresearch papers, resultedin
the resignation of the entire scientific board
of the Veneto Institute of Molecular Medicine
(VIMM) in Padua.

Pandolfi was director of the cancer-genet-
ics centre at Harvard University’s prestigious
Beth Israel Deaconess Medical Center (BIDMC)
in Boston, Massachusetts, until last year, and
has made discoveries about the molecular
mechanisms and genetics underlying some
cancers. Since May, reports that he had been
accused of sexual harassment have appeared
online. Meanwhile, over the past seven years,
anonymous commenters on the website
PubPeer, which hosts discussion of published
research results, have raised questions about
the integrity of some of Pandolfi’s papers.

Pandolfi admits to the inappropriate
pursuit of a postdoc at Harvard, for which
he says Harvard investigated him. He says it
was anisolated incident and he has received
counselling, and he resigned from Harvard
last December. He denies the accusations of
research misconduct in his work, but says that
he will review any papers under scrutiny.

Mass resignation

The foundation that funds VIMM chose
Pandolfi as the institute’s scientific director
on 20 May. That decision sparked protests by
theinstitute’s entire scientific advisory board,
whichincludes two Nobel prizewinners. The
members resigned en masse on 25 June after
the appointment was confirmed. However,
they say that although they were aware of the
allegations against Pandolfi, their mass resig-
nation was protesting against the fact that they
had not been consulted in the appointment
procedure. Many of VIMM'’s principal inves-
tigators also said that they had not been con-
sulted, despite theinstitute’s statutes requiring
this, and said that the concerns about Pandolfi
should have beeninvestigated. VIMM’s interim
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Cancer researcher Pier Paolo Pandolfi.

scientificdirector, LucaScorrano, resigned on
22 June over the situation.

Giving advice on the appointment of key
scientific staff is a central role of such boards,
says Wolfgang Baumeister, chair of VIMM'’s
scientific advisory board, and a director of

“There should have
beenmoreinvestigation
before makingthe
appointment.”

the Max Planck Institute of Biochemistry in
Martinsried, Germany. He says it was “totally
unacceptable” for the foundation to appoint
Pandolfi without consulting the board.

“There should have been more investigation
before making the appointment,” says board
member Aaron Ciechanover, a biochemist
at the Technion — Israel Institute of Technol-
ogy in Haifa who shared the 2004 chemistry
Nobel prize.

Under pressure fromthe scientists and from
the Italian media, which has reported on the
allegations, the foundation reversed its deci-
sionon30June.Inastatement, the foundation’s
directorssaid that rescinding the appointment
became “necessary, after learning the story
in which Prof. Pandolfi was involved in Har-
vard University, of which the Foundation had
not been informed”. Appointing him would
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compromise “the image and reputation of the
Institute,” they said.

The foundation’s president and chair of its
executive board, Francesco Pagano, a urolo-
gistwho made the decision to appoint Pandolfi
withtheboard, says that Pandolfihad not told
him or the foundation about the allegations
when Pagano made the appointment, and
that he learnt about them from the press.
Pagano says that, according to the institute’s
statutes, the scientific advisory board is only
aconsulting body for scientific questions, and
thatthe principal investigators were consulted
appropriately.

Frequent e-mails

When it comes to the harassment, Pandolfi
says that the incident in which he pursued
the postdoc was isolated. “It was romantic,
not sexual — and it was the biggest mistake
in my life,” he says. He says that an internal
Harvard investigation, which concluded in
July, referred him to an external service for
evaluation and coaching. Harvard declined
to comment on whether it had investigated
Pandolfibecause it said it does not comment
on personnel issues, but it confirmed that he
is no longer affiliated with the BIDMC.

The postdoc, who asked not to be named to
protect her career, told Naturethat starting in
the autumn of 2018, Pandolfitold her he wasin
love with her and frequently sent her personal
e-mails declaring his feelings. He also organ-
ized “too many one-to-one meetings where
he talked about his feelings for me”, she says.
She adds that she told him to keep their rela-
tionship professional, but to no avail. “It was
embarrassing, horrible and I was not able to
work.” The postdoc was transferred to a dif-
ferent research group after she reported his
behaviour in April 2019.

Pandolfisaysthe evaluation service deemed
him fit to resume work and oversee his research
but recommended professional and psycho-
logical coaching. He says the coaching, which
he began in September, was useful.

Image questions

Pandolfi denies all allegations of misconduct
in his research papers. Most allegations sug-
gest that images of molecular assays contain
duplication or inappropriate altering. On
29 May, Baumeister asked for advice from
Enrico Bucci, a science-integrity expert in
Samone, Italy. Bucci examined 33 papers
co-authored by Pandolfi. He considers 13 of
these studies to have serious problems.
Pandolfi is corresponding author on eight
of these.

Pandolfi says that his laboratory is
extremely careful to maintain and present its
data correctly. But he says he will look again
at the papers under scrutiny and make any
corrections that might be necessary. “I take
this very seriously,” he says.
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