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• Provide advice to editors, peer reviewers and authors on all aspects 
of research and publication ethics

• Define and maintain BioMed Central’s editorial policies 



2

COPE North American Seminar August 10  2016

Overview

• Case of peer review manipulation at BioMed Central.

• Challenges of detecting and preventing peer review 
manipulation.
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What is peer review manipulation? 

Any attempt to prevent or inappropriately influence the 
independent assessment of a piece of scientific work by a peer.
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Peer review manipulation

• Previous isolated cases of peer review manipulation

“The peer-review process for all of the above articles was found to have been 
compromised and inappropriately influenced by the corresponding author,….”

Journal of Enzyme Inhibition and Medicinal Chemistry,  2010 27:5, 758-758.

“The following articles are retracted because after thorough investigation 
evidence points towards them having at least one author or being reviewed by at 
least one reviewer who has been implicated in the peer review ring and/or 
citation ring.”

Journal of Vibration and Control July 2014 vol. 20 no. 10 1601-1604



5

COPE North American Seminar August 10  2016

BioMed Central case – what we found

Discrepancy between a peer 
reviewer name and associated 
email address.

Peer reviewer user 
record

Further manuscripts and emails 

Other manuscripts with same peer reviewer email and other 
suspicious looking emails 

List of emails 

Peer reviewer user 
records

Features

• Unconnected manuscripts.

• Unconnected authors. 

• Same reviewers suggested 
by the authors.

• Credible reviewer reports.

• Similar structure of reviewer 
reports.

• Sometimes names of real 
researchers but with 
unusual email addresses. 

• Sometimes no publication 
record.

• The pattern across 
unrelated manuscripts and 
journals.
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• During standard checks at manuscript level, the problem was spotted. 

• Standard checks alone did not reveal scale of the problem. 

• It was the pattern across different manuscripts and journals that caused suspicion.

• The findings suggested that it was not the authors or peer reviewers who were 
manipulating the publication process, but a third party – most likely an editing service.

Key conclusions
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• Switched off the ability for authors to suggest reviewers on our submission system.

• Meeting with other publishers and COPE.

 Shared information about our findings.

 Unclear of level of author awareness of peer review manipulation.

 Unclear who entered proposed reviewer names/details .

 Confidence in the peer review process of these articles was undermined.

Decision made to retract the articles.

Contact authors and offer opportunity for explanation.

Inform institutions of our intention to retract.

Immediate steps



8

COPE North American Seminar August 10  2016

Immediate steps
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• Further manual searches conducted.

43 published articles identified.

• Contacted authors.

Many said they were unaware. 

Some said they had used an agency.

• Contacted institutions to ask them to investigate and inform them of our 
intention to retract.

Next steps
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The Publisher and Editor regretfully retract this article [1] because the peer-review process 
was inappropriately influenced and compromised. As a result, the scientific integrity of the 
article cannot be guaranteed. A systematic and detailed investigation suggests that a third 
party was involved in supplying fabricated details of potential peer reviewers for a large 
number of manuscripts submitted to different journals. In accordance with 
recommendations from COPE we have retracted all affected published articles, including this 
one. It was not possible to determine beyond doubt that the authors of this particular article 
were aware of any third party attempts to manipulate peer review of their manuscript.

It was unknown how far the authors were aware that peer review manipulation had 
occurred.

Retraction notice

http://publicationethics.org/news/cope-statement-inappropriate-manipulation-peer-review-processes
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Further steps

• Permanently removed the functionality for authors to suggest reviewers during 
submission. Authors can still suggest reviewers via cover letter.

• Raised awareness 
• amongst external editors 
• amongst  junior researchers
• amongst funders

• Refined our journal audits to actively look at email addresses and patterns.
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Further steps

An example of a slide 
from an author 
workshop
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Updates to retractions
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Not an isolated case
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Other editors’ experiences
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Peer review manipulation is an industry-wide problem

The peer review process is based on trust. 

Who is responsible for maintaining its integrity?

• Researchers

• Editors

• Publishers

• Institutions/employers

• Funders
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Challenges

Researchers and authors: 

− are they being exploited?

− what pressures are they under to publish?

Editors:

− how realistic is it to expect editors of individual journals to 
detect peer review manipulation?

How do we detect and prevent  peer review manipulation?
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Challenges

Publishers: 

− can they overcome competitiveness and work together?

Institutions/employers/funders:

− can they find alternatives ways to measure success and 
remove the pressure to publish?

How do we detect and prevent  peer review manipulation?
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How do we detect and prevent  peer review manipulation?

The issues and challenges are complicated. 

What can we do?

• Raise awareness – e.g. run workshops, share findings.

• Use technology – text mining? Pattern recognition?

• Be prepared to actively investigate - e.g. audits

• Encourage authors and reviewers to protect their identities – ORCID?

• Collaborate – talk to institutions and funders?
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How do we detect and prevent  peer review manipulation?

What about innovation?

• Peer review innovation was originally aimed at increasing efficiency

Focus now on preventing manipulation?

• Peer review training and accreditation?
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Summary

• Peer review manipulation is becoming more sophisticated.

• It is occurring across journals and publishers.

• It is challenging to address.

• Some practical steps are possible now.

• Innovations in peer review might help.

Collaboration and cooperation is key.
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BioMed Central blogs:

• Inappropriate manipulation of peer review March 2015 http://bit.ly/1EaLkEx

• Update on peer review manipulation December 2014 http://bit.ly/1FsTM1p 

• Who reviews the reviewers? November 2014 http://bit.ly/1AgfKDc

COPE

• COPE statement on inappropriate manipulation of peer review December 2014 
http://bit.ly/1bIaBde

More information

http://blogs.biomedcentral.com/bmcblog/2015/03/26/manipulation-peer-review/
http://blogs.biomedcentral.com/bmcblog/2014/12/17/update-on-peer-review-manipulation/
http://blogs.biomedcentral.com/bmcblog/2014/11/26/who-reviews-the-reviewers/
http://publicationethics.org/news/cope-statement-inappropriate-manipulation-peer-review-processes
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Thank you

Jigisha Patel  
Jigisha.patel@biomedcentral.com


