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PhD project: how do (short-term) high-fat diets 
impact cognition in mice?

Place memory Epis odic-like memory



Results: 4-5 days of HFD impairs memory
… or does it?

• Outcome assessment not blinded to mouse/diet 
group identity

• Subjective behaviour tasks (what counts as 
exploration?)

 Need validation of res ults



Digging deeper… 

1. Plot behaviour by blinded 
independent obs erver

2.  Res core blinded by 
original obs erver (me)

3.  C orrelations



The outcome 
• Unable to replicate previous results
• But… previous  res ults  were als o unblinded
• Blinded outcome assessment reported in ≤ 30% of nutritional 

neuroscience literature
• Object recognition tests are very subjective
 Major problem in neuros cience literature?  

Option 1a: C ontinue 
with “validated” 

unblinded results

Option 1b: Repeat 
experiment until we get 

the results  we want
Option 2: ????



Next steps?
Summaris e nutritional neuros cience literature?

• Effects of diet on cognition under heterogeneous conditions
• Effects of measures such as blinding on results  
• Quantify prevalence of blinding and other issues… 

The problem…

“There is  an issue with my PhD 
research”

“There is  an issue with previous 
work from the group”

“There is  an issue with the whole 
field and all the work in it”

• C ool project to explore
• Publishable findings
• Impact on field
• Promote good practice

+ not doing what I originally set out to do/was funded to do…



Consequences

• Ill health  temporary break needed from intense lab work
• C ombined with overall direction of PhD…

Termination of studies

Stubbornness… 

• Advised not to write up blinding results  for Mres
• 6 months unpaid leave before formal termination



Resolution
• Unpaid sick leave: systematic review of HFD animal literature
• Guidance on preclinical SRs by Malcolm Macleod

Resume PhD under new 
supervis ion

Systematic review of 
preclinical HFD 

literature
Work on reproducibility Postdoc with 

C AMARADES



Take-home messages

1. Reproducibility matters • Why are we doing research in the first place?
• What happens if it’s  not reproducible?

2.  Stand up for science/good 
practice … though not necessarily in the way I did(!)
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