
By Max Kozlov

After more than two years of allegations 
over data irregularities in his publica-
tions, Jonathan Pruitt, a behavioural 
ecologist and rising star in the field 
of spider behaviour, resigned from 

McMaster University in Hamilton, Canada, in 
July. The resignation marks a turning point 
in a painful saga — but Pruitt’s former labora-
tory members and collaborators told Nature 
that they want more closure, as they continue 
to deal with the fallout. Aside from the time 
wasted on studies that are now retracted, they 
have struggled with the stigma of being associ-
ated with alleged misconduct and have found 
it difficult to once again trust co-workers and 
collaborators.

The university concluded an investigation 
into the matter in late 2021 but has not released 
its outcome, and revealed last month that it 
had reached a confidential settlement with 
Pruitt.

For those who have spent years combing 
through data to comply with university inves-
tigators and talking with journal editors about 
retractions, this resolution is particularly 

unsatisfying, says Kate Laskowski, a behav-
ioural ecologist at the University of California, 
Davis, who collaborated with Pruitt on several 
projects. Since allegations of data fabrication 
emerged in early 2020, at least 13 of Pruitt’s 
papers have been retracted, and 6 others have 
been labelled with expressions of concern.

Michelle Donovan, a spokesperson for 
McMaster, says Pruitt’s actions have been 
addressed appropriately, according to the uni-
versity’s research-integrity policy. Despite the 
settlement, which Donovan declined to com-
ment on, Pruitt remains in McMaster’s ‘hearing 
process’ — usually reserved for serious allega-
tions of academic misconduct. Pruitt, now a 
science teacher at Tampa Catholic High School 
in Florida, declined to comment for this story.

Shocking discoveries
Around the turn of the decade, Laskowski’s 
future looked bright: she had landed a cov-
eted professorship at the University of 
California, Davis, and was ready to open her 
own laboratory exploring animal behaviour. 
Together, she and Pruitt had been studying 
social interactions among spiders. Then in 
late 2019, a researcher informed Laskowski 

Spider biologist Jonathan Pruitt was investigated for data irregularities in several publications.
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Although the scientist at the centre of the  
scandal has resigned, the fallout continues.

HOW A SPIDER-BIOLOGY 
SCANDAL UPENDED 
RESEARCHERS’ LIVES

climate change. A second trip followed in 
September, and at the climate summit in 
Glasgow, UK, in November, the two countries 
signed a joint declaration to enhance climate 
action in the 2020s, including setting stand-
ards for emissions reduction, deploying 
carbon-capture and -storage technologies, and 
measuring and controlling methane emissions. 
Kerry and Xie met again at the World Economic 
Forum in Davos this May. Researchers say 
China’s suspension is currently restricted to 
talks between Kerry’s and Xie’s teams.

Some researchers don’t expect the height-
ened tension to affect climate action. The 
global nature of the problem means that 
even if the two countries are not talking, 
“it is not going to destroy the entire global  
climate-change agenda”, says Sha Yu, an energy 
researcher at the University of Maryland in  
College Park. And both countries have been 
taking steps to fulfil their global commitments. 

But in their Glasgow joint declaration, both 
countries recognized that cooperation was 
necessary to accelerate climate action, notes 
Barbara Finamore, who studies environmen-
tal policy and law with a focus on China at the 
Oxford Institute for Energy Studies, UK, and 
who is based in Londonderry, New Hampshire. 
If domestic action were sufficient, “the two 
countries would not have seen the need to work 
together on the areas they are having trouble 
with”, she says.

And Russia’s invasion of Ukraine in February 
has already pushed climate down the global 
agenda, says Yan Qin, an economist and 
carbon analyst based in Oslo at Refinitiv, 
a company that provides data on financial 
markets. At the same time, the conflict has 
aided climate action, because it has brought 
energy security to the forefront, driving many 
countries, including China and the United 
States, to speed up their transition away from 
fossil fuels, Qin adds.

Researchers say that diplomatic tensions 
have so far not affected academic interactions. 
Teng thinks it is likely that talks with research-
ers who work closely with the Chinese and 
US governments to inform high-level policy 
decisions, such as on methane, will continue. 
But he notes that collaborations had only just 
begun to grow under Biden’s administration.

There are also no signs that other inter-
actions driven by the scientific commu-
nity will be halted. Fan Dai, director of the  
California-China Climate Institute at the 
University of California, Berkeley, which 
supports joint climate policy research in 
California and China, says the institute’s  
work, including on methane-reduction pro-
jects involving  California and China’s Ministry 
of Ecology and Environment, will continue.

But some researchers say that if the 
deadlock drags on, academic collaborations 
will be affected, and scientists will be reluctant 
to form new partnerships. 
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of data irregularities in a 2016 study that she 
had co-authored with Pruitt (K. L. Laskowski 
et al. Am. Nat. 187, 776–785; 2016).

When Laskowski dug into the data sets 
that Pruitt had provided for the study, she 
was shocked to find stretches of data that 
seemed to have been duplicated, to represent 
findings for multiple spiders. This question-
able data helped to bolster a long-unproven 
theory that repeated social interactions in a 
group of spiders cause individuals to behave 
predictably.

Pruitt’s explanation for the data irregular-
ities did not satisfy Laskowski, so she con-
tacted the journal. Two of Laskowski’s papers 
were retracted within months. Eventually, 
55 researchers would end up listed as a co-au-
thor alongside Pruitt on studies with a retrac-
tion or expression of concern.

“I was shocked at how obvious the discrep-
ancies were,” says Lena Grinsted, an evolution-
ary biologist at the University of Portsmouth, 
UK, who had collaborated with Pruitt on a 2013 
paper that was later retracted. “Once people 
started looking into it, they were everywhere.”

James Lichtenstein, an evolutionary 
ecologist at Yale University in New Haven, 
Connecticut, who was one of Pruitt’s graduate 
students at the time, says it is not surprising 
that no one noticed irregularities before the 
scandal erupted. “You wouldn’t think to ques-
tion your own adviser’s data,” he says.

Pruitt’s collaborators say the rush of 
retractions has affected their careers. 
Laskowski estimates that, for nine months 
after the scandal broke, she spent most of her 
time delving into five-year-old data sets and 
dealing with lawyers and journal editors. As 
her lab was being set up, she says, “it was sup-
posed to be this beautiful year where I could 
learn new skills or think of new research ideas”. 
Instead, she recalls that her department chair 
called it her “sabbatical year”.

Lichtenstein’s doctoral graduation was 
delayed by months. Although he later secured 
a postdoctoral position, he worried that, when 
it was time to apply for jobs, an association 
with Pruitt would be a red flag. “I didn’t want 
to sweep it under the rug, but I also didn’t want 
to talk about it too much,” he says.

Thinking about all the time spent working 
on research that no longer carries credence 
was a “mourning process”, Lichtenstein says. 
“It’s not often in your life you see something 
so surreal happen, something that doesn’t fit 
into the rules of how the world works,” he says. 
“It breaks your brain a bit.”

Grinsted worries that the retractions might 
have affected her ability to attract funding, 
given that grant panels consider previous 
publications: she estimates that the retracted 
studies she co-authored with Pruitt represent 
about one-tenth of all her publications.

Pruitt’s collaborators say the ordeal 
continues to affect their mental health. “It’s 

like a little monster that keeps popping up in 
random conversations,” Lichtenstein says. And 
Grinsted says it has made her “annoyingly” sus-
picious, such that she sometimes reviews data 
from collaborators with extra scrutiny.

Looking for closure
Scientists also complain that McMaster’s 
investigation lacked transparency, and that 
the university has made contradictory public 
statements. The university told witnesses in 
the case that its investigation had concluded 
in November 2021 and it had placed Pruitt on 
paid administrative leave. Yet it requested 
that witnesses testify in a series of “research 
misconduct hearings” in 2022, which were 
cancelled after the notice of the settlement. 
Despite these cancellations, Donovan says the 
university is continuing the hearing process.

Asked about the university’s lack of 
transparency, Donovan says it cannot 
release more information, owing to Ontar-
io’s privacy laws. According to the universi-
ty’s research-integrity policy, even if Pruitt is 
found guilty of misconduct by the hearings 
committee, McMaster is not obligated to pub-
licly release either the outcome or its investi-
gation report.

The lack of an investigation report has been 
“hindering scientific progress”, Laskowski 
says. Several journals that published papers 
co-authored by Pruitt have been waiting 
for the results to make a final decision on 
retraction, says Susan Healy, a biologist at 
the University of St Andrews, UK, who is the 
publication-ethics editor at one of the jour-
nals, Animal Behaviour.

The scandal should serve as a wake-up call 
to scientific journals, says Dan Bolnick, an 
evolutionary biologist at the University of 
Connecticut in Storrs and the editor-in-chief 

of The American Naturalist. Bolnick led an 
investigation into studies Pruitt published in 
his journal and ultimately decided to retract 
some of them. In future research-misconduct 
cases, more journals should conduct their 
own investigations, rather than wait for uni-
versities, to correct the scientific record more 
quickly, he says.

Animal Behaviour did not wait for infor-
mation from McMaster to retract papers for 
which sufficient information was available 
to reach a decision, Healy says. But for other 
papers marked with an expression of concern, 
the journal is waiting to see whether further 
pertinent information becomes available, she 
adds.

At Nature, in which one Pruitt paper 
( J. N. Pruitt and C. J. Goodnight Nature 514, 
359–362; 2014) is labelled with an expression 
of concern, “our investigation into the issues 
raised is still ongoing”, says a spokesperson for 
the journal. (Nature’s journals team is separate 
from its news team.)

Donovan denied claims that McMaster has 
been hindering scientific progress, noting that 
journals are “responsible for reviewing their 
own content and at any time can undertake 
their own processes”.

As difficult as the past two years have been, 
this incident has prompted a reckoning in the 
animal-behaviour field about how to publish 
reproducible studies, Grinsted says. Journals 
in behavioural ecology have adopted higher 
standards for data archiving and more often 
check to ensure researchers follow these 
guidelines, Bolnick says.

For Laskowski, one positive outcome is that 
she’s learnt plenty about reproducible and 
transparent science. But she hopes that, one 
day, she will be better known for her research 
than for being tied to a scandal.

Pruitt and Kate Laskowski studied social spiders such as Stegodyphus dumicola.
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