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A Toronto scientist’s radical move:
sharing lab notes
At the risk of being scooped, Rachel Harding will
release data on Huntington’s disease long before
publication.

Courtesy of Rachel Harding
Rachel Harding, a Huntington's disease researcher with Toronto's Structural Genomics Consortium,
will post raw lab notes as soon as she produces them.
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When she thinks about the move, Rachel Harding vacillates between significant worry and sheer
terror.
Whatever degree of fear it warrants, however, there’s little doubt that Harding’s decision is virtually
unprecedented in modern medical research.
The 27-year-old postdoctoral fellow announced in late February that she will be posting her raw
laboratory notes online the moment she produces them.
“The idea is I can release my data in real time,” says Harding, a Huntington’s disease scientist with
Toronto’s groundbreaking Structural Genomics Consortium.
Since the 17th century, sharing has been integral to science — which has only advanced on its earthaltering course through open access to the testable theories of others.
But today those theories, backed by experimentation, are typically published in peer-reviewed
journals. Between the completion of an experiment and its appearance in print, two or three years can
often elapse.
During that interval, secrecy over data, methods and results is overwhelmingly the norm.
In this “publish or perish” world — where prestige, funding and commercial rights often depend on
being first to out of the journal box — concealment has vanquished pre-publication transparency at
almost every turn. That means, in all too many cases, that scientists are duplicating work in their
secretive isolation.
“It’s a waste of everyone’s time and money if we’re just repeating experiments to compete with each
other for personal gain,” says Harding, “rather than trying to answer the important scientific
questions.”
Under the direction of consortium CEO Aled Edwards, the Toronto centre has committed to
immediately sharing its publishable discoveries and compounds.
But in releasing her lab notes, the Oxford-educated Harding is going a huge step further — and
putting herself in professional peril.
Most importantly, Harding says, she’s opening herself up as a young scientist to the real possibility
that others will simply steal her proffered findings and scoop her to publication.
“The way that I get my next position, or my next job or my next lot of funding … is judged almost
entirely on my research publication output,” she says. “So by releasing data openly before publication
you are essentially giving away what was previously considered to be your laboratory secrets.”
Secondly, Edwards says, the data Harding will be openly sharing may have significant monetary value
if it leads to drug discovery.
“I would never have had the balls to do that,” he says of Harding’s move.
Harding, however, says the chance she might help encourage a more collaborative scientific paradigm
outweighs the potential pitfalls of her decision.
“It would be great if we can have this sort of online, interactive network — people talking about
experiments in real time … and openly sharing their data,” she says. “The system is ineffective; it
doesn’t really deliver as quickly as it could.”

Based in Toronto’s Discovery District, the non-profit consortium delves into the complex, threedimensional structures of the proteins created by our 20,000 genes. It’s the shape of these structures
that dictates their function, whether building an organ or regulating our appetite.
Harding herself studies the elusive structure of the protein produced by a mutation in the single
Huntington’s gene — a misshapen molecule that goes on to trigger the neurodegenerative ailment.
Born on England’s Dover coast, Harding did her undergraduate and graduate studies at Oxford, which
is affiliated with the Toronto consortium. Her interest in its structural biology attracted her to the job,
but there was another reason for her move.
“I really like Canada as a concept of a country,” she says. “It’s a very nice, welcoming, friendly country
and it was a big adventure for me and my husband to move over here.”
Edwards says Harding’s decision is itself an experiment, one the group will monitor to determine if its
hoped-for benefits outweigh the dangers.
“I think it will be a really exciting thing to be trying … I’m more than happy to take that risk.”
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