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In 1998 Andrew Wakefield and  11 other co-authors published a study with the unremarkable title:  Ileal-lymphoid-nodular hyperplasia, non-specific colitis, and pervasive  developmental disorder in children. Such a title would hardly grab  a science journalist's attention, but the small study sparked widespread  hysteria about a possible connection between the mumps-measles-rubella  (MMR) vaccine and autism spectrum disorder (ASD).

Following the press conference  in which Wakefield raised concerns about MMR vaccine safety, vaccination  rates with MMR dipped in the UK. After falling below what is generally  considered to be the level of herd immunity, the UK began to see the  return of measles outbreaks - mostly among the unvaccinated. MMR hysteria  has since spread to the US, along with the return of measles and mumps  outbreaks.

 
The study itself has not stood  the test of time. The results could  not be replicated by other labs. A decade  of subsequent research has sufficiently cleared the MMR vaccine of any connection to ASD. The  lab used to search for measles virus in the guts of the study subjects  has been shown to have used flawed techniques, resulting in false positives  (from the Autism  Omnibus testimony,  and here is a quick  summary). There  does not appear to be any association  between autism and a GI disorder.

But it's OK to be wrong in  science. There is no expectation that every potential finding will turn  out to be true - in fact it is expected that most new finding will eventually  be found to be false. That's the nature of investigating the unknown.  No harm no foul.

[image: Your browser may not support display of this image.]Andrew Wakefield, however, was apparently guilty of more than just getting  it wrong, or even of being a sloppy scientist. He has been the subject  of an ethics investigation by the General  Medical Council who recently concluded that:

The General Medical Council  ruled he had acted “dishonestly and irresponsibly” in doing his  research.

What is also at issue, however,  is the integrity of the published peer-reviewed medical research. Again  - there is not the expectation that peer-reviewed research will always  get the answer right. In fact, the published research stands as an important  record of error - the blind alleys, red herrings, false correlations,  and erroneous conclusions that are part of the history of science.

However, error should not include  scientific fraud, or science that is thoroughly misrepresented. One  aspect of the transparency demanded by science, and increasingly an  issue, is disclosure of potential conflicts of interest. This is the  issue that first got Wakefield in hot water with the Lancet - the journal  that published his original research. Wakefield was being paid as an  expert by lawyers who were suing over alleged vaccine injury. In fact  some of the children in the study were the children of parents who were  suing. This is a massive conflict of interest.

When this came to light the  Lancet responded by contacting the co-authors of the article and essentially  asking them if they still stand by the results of the study. Ten of  the original 12 authors of the study retracted their support for the  study and its interpretation. In 2004 the Lancet published a retraction. However, it was only a partial retraction,  and the study remained as part of the published literature.

In the wake of the GMC ruling,  however, the Lancet has once again reviewed the study and concluded  that there is now sufficient evidence of wrongdoing on Wakefield's part  to print a full retraction. Here  is the entire text of the article:

Following the judgment  of the UK General Medical Council’s Fitness to Practise Panel on Jan  28, 2010, it has become clear that several elements of the 1998 paper  by Wakefield et al are incorrect, contrary to the findings of an earlier  investigation. In particular, the claims in the original paper that  children were “consecutively referred” and that investigations were  “approved” by the local ethics committee have been proven to be  false. Therefore we fully retract this paper from the published record.

This should be the final nail  in the coffin of this controversial and harmful study. Coming 12 years  after the original paper, after just about every element of the research  and its findings have been refuted, the Lancet retraction almost seems  unnecessary. But it is necessary and important. As the retraction indicates  - it removes this dubious research from the published record.

While we can all celebrate  this move, I also believe it highlights the need for scientific journals  to have a lower threshold in retracting published studies that are found  to be fraudulent, or are so flawed either ethically or scientifically  that they should never have been published in the first place.

I applaud the Lancet for finally  retracting the Wakefield study and removing it from the published record.  It should not, however, have taken this long.

Steven Novella, MD, is Senior Editor of ScienceBasedMedicine.org, and Host of the Skeptics Guide to the Universe weekly science podcast.
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