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Felix qui potuit rerum cognoscere causas (Fortunate is 
he/she, who is able to know the causes of things).

Dear Editor,
in the article named: “A patient called Medical Research“ 
by Furst and Strojil, published in Issue 1 of this Journal, 
the authors have identified two etiological factors contrib-
uting to the sickness of Medical Research, namely “per-
verse incentives” and “inappropriate statistical methods” 
and proposed a factual strategy to change the status quo1. 
The suggested approach included, besides embracing 
Bayesian inference, the removal of perverse incentives, 
encouragement of result replication and publication of 
all results as integral components of a more general shift 
in culture, motivation and statistical tools. In this letter, 
let me shortly reflect on the problem of “perverse incen-
tives”.

Several authors have recently described the defects in 
scientific integrity including the unlikeliness of the scien-
tific ecosystem for spontaneous healing and supported the 
notion for a paradigm shift2-4. The bioactive constituents 
of the medication for the treatment of Medical Research 
have been identified5 and attempts have recently been 
made to incorporate them, at least to some extent, also 
into the Czech national methodology of evaluation of 
science6. Notwithstanding the questionable ability and 
willingness of the academic society to adopt the proposed 
perspective and adhere to the recommendations, a reason 
for skepticism regarding long term outcomes still remains. 
Will the recipe prove to be sufficiently (i.e. causally) effec-
tive or will it rather classify itself as symptomatic, if not 
palliative, care? I can see at least three interrelated areas 
that create room for uncertainty, namely, (our perception 
and attitude towards) the quality, the law and the truth.

Quality may be defined as a degree to which a set of 
inherent characteristics fulfils requirement. The term re-
quirement may be viewed as a need or expectation that is 
stated (specified), generally implied (customary) or oblig-
atory. Customer’s perception of the degree to which his or 
her requirements have been fulfilled is termed customer’s 
satisfaction7. Therefore, quality of goods and services may 
be determined by customer’s satisfaction that depends 
directly upon his requirements (needs or expectations). 
If high quality research is to be produced, the society’s 
requirements have to be delineated in advance. Obviously, 
requirement is directly linked to reward. What sort of re-

ward makes the (academic) society satisfied? Is it career 
advancement or may it be the work per se? A work not 
designed to gain what the researchers believe they deserve 
(man-centered), but that of gratitude for what we have 
been given to serve humanity (problem-centered)? Marie 
Skłodowska-Curie proclaimed: “We must believe that we 
are gifted for something, and that this thing, at whatever 
cost, must be attained”8. To reporters, she is said to often 
make a declaration: “In science, we must be interested 
in things, not in persons”8. During a lecture she gave at 
Vassar College, New York, she added: “We must not for-
get that when Radium was discovered no one knew that 
it would prove useful in hospitals. The work was one of 
pure science. And this is a proof that scientific work must 
not be considered from the point of view of the direct 
usefulness of it. It must be done for itself, for the beauty 
of science, and then there is always the chance that a sci-
entific discovery may become like the Radium a benefit 
for humanity”9. It seems to me that a large proportion of 
what the present Medical Research is all about reflects 
the struggle for academic survival more than it does the 
excitement for “the beauty of science” Mrs. Curie lauded. 
A civilization based on fear, egoism and/or utilitarianism 
may, without difficulty, label as high quality those goods 
or services that generate short-term financial, political, 
cultural or other benefits it requires for what it perceives 
as well-being. In response, the academic community may 
be likely to opt for strategies that would make it more fit 
for survival and stop pursuing high quality work in order 
to avoid the risk of maladaptation and perishing. In the 
era of homo economicus, this conflict of interest clearly 
delineates the limitations of what we understand as mod-
ern science10.

Requirements and qualities (including ethical prin-
ciples) may be enacted by the law, and policies (includ-
ing the evaluation of science) may be regulated by a set 
of directives. The reasoning of Furst and Strojil strongly 
suggests that it is the excessive use of a false metric that 
creates perverse incentive to publish results of any quality 
and origin. Similarly, Smaldino and McElreath argue that 
the problem of high publication frequency with poorer 
methods and increasingly high false discovery rates may 
not lie in deliberate cheating nor loafing by scientists, 
but simply result from having the number of publications 
as a principal factor for career advancement3. Although 
superficially correct, in their essence, these claims are 
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not fully true. To ascribe the reasons for scientific mis-
conduct and false incentives entirely to an incomplete 
series of rules or imperfect pattern of assessment would 
be buck-passing. Despite the fact that human actions are 
somewhat predictable, the argument should not be sought 
primarily in any criteria per se, but rather in our attitude 
towards the principles behind the laws or directives. The 
complexity of the law does not necessarily demonstrate 
the wisdom of its author but, arguably, rather the extent 
of corruption of its recipient - the human character and 
reasoning. Along these lines it appears that our actions 
should not be expected to be principally guided by any 
written law but by internal conviction that corroborates 
the law’s fundamental intention in its context. Probably 
this is what Tomas Sedlacek had in mind, when he, in his 
remarkable book The economy of good and evil, conclud-
ed that we have to take control of ourselves, without any 
external material, political or ethical imperative10. Thus, 
“the shift in culture and motivation” advocated by Furst 
and Strojil goes, if one wants it or not, much deeper than 
many scientists would probably dare to concede.

Let us briefly address the last of the three areas and 
suppose that the correct attitude is not essential only 
for legitimacy but also for trueness. One implication of 
Heisenberg’s Uncertainty Principle may be that the ob-
served reality is affected by the observer or the selected 
methodology11. Moving from quantum mechanics to phi-
losophy, the idea of attitude becomes much more gen-
eral and relevant also for the subject of false incentives. 
Referring to Heidegger, Šimek postulates that the truth 
may be revealed or hidden based on the attitude or dis-
position of the observer12. According to this conjecture, 
the progress of the scientist’s mission to come closer to 
the truth does not depend on any objective methodology 
as much as it reflects honesty, openness and authenticity 
of his or her interest. If other (such as socioeconomic) 
concerns prevail, the truth gets hidden and any success 
of getting to know it should be considered incidental. 
Fear of being honest and open is internally deleterious. 
The Economist decides: “scientists… need to develop a 
value system where simply moving on from one’s mistakes 
without publicly acknowledging them severely damages, 
rather than protects, a scientific reputation.”2 Thus a call 
for trueness is (also) a call for reliability. Yet, how do 
we practically decipher who (which scientific journal) 
is reliable, i.e. who has “the right” to speak the truth and 
get all the credit? Provided the scientists had the desired 
honesty, one would expect that reliability correlated well 
with the number of citations. However, as has been re-
peatedly indicated, simple metrics may bring considerable 
difficulty1 and inhibit our understanding and ability to 

discover3. May it be that we have allowed the truth to be 
superseded by excessive materialism and technocracy? It 
seems to me that, ultimately, there is for each individual a 
decision to be made if they prefer “the beauty of science” 
based on (the quest for) the truth or rather a “warfare” 
based on deception13.

The ambition to outline high quality science and fair 
ways to fund and preserve it is, indeed, challenging. Will 
scientists be able to find any solid metric to judge their 
peers’ motives? Nonetheless, Furst and Strojil made a no-
table contribution to the debate. Let us follow and make 
further steps on the path! A famous cite by Publius Maro 
Vergilius (70–19 B.C.) reads: Felix, qui potuit rerum cog-
noscere causas – fortunate is he/she, who is able to know 
the causes of things. I believe we will truly be fortunate, 
if we account not only for the elementary causes of bad 
science, but also find the courage to fully acknowledge 
the origins and ends of science per se.
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