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Forum agenda  
Meeting to be held on Friday 6 May 2016 

BY WEBINAR 

 

At 8am–9.30am (British Summer Time) 

AND 

At 4pm–5.30pm (British Summer Time) 

 

 

 

 

1. Update on COPE activities by the Chair 

 

2. Ask me anything (AMA) 

 

3. New cases  

 16-06 Low risk study with no ethics committee approval (CG) 

 16-07 Parental consent for participants (MB) 

 16-08 Author requests for certain experts, including journal editors, not to be 

  included in editorial process (LW/KK) 

 16-09 Publication of expression of concern (KK/DB) 

 16-10 Paper B plagiarized paper A: what to do if a journal does not respond? 

  (MG) 

   

 

4. Updates  

 15-13  Suspected image manipulation involving four journals 

 16-01 Disclosure and transparency issue 

 16-03 Reviewer concerns about transparency of peer-review process 

 16-04 Multiple redundant submissions from the same author 

 16-05 Data anonymity 
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3. NEW CASES 

16-06 Low risk study with no ethics committee approval  

A manuscript was submitted to our journal that describes a social media advocacy campaign 

that was run by an international NGO for the purpose of eliciting public support for a new 

law in a low-middle income country. The authors are from the NGO and the government 

department in that country, that together funded and ran the campaign, and also collected and 

analysed the data used in the manuscript.  

 

Some of the data reported in the manuscript were survey data collected from people who 

signed the online petition in support of the proposed law. The manuscript provides 

information that could be useful for others planning similar advocacy campaigns. The data 

are reported in grouped format (counts and percentages), such that participants are not able to 

be identified from the results. The nature of the data reported in the manuscript is not of a 

sensitive nature, and the study would generally be considered a low risk project (answering 

an online survey about how the participant found out about the campaign and demographics 

of respondents etc).  

 

The authors state that all respondents agreed to participate in the research. However, the 

study has not been reviewed or approved by a human research ethics committee. 

 

Question(s) for the COPE Forum 

 Would retrospective research ethics committee review be appropriate to consider in 

this situation? 
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16-07 Parental consent for participants  

As editor of a psychology journal, I received a manuscript from a group of scholars. The 

authors describe a qualitative online study with adolescent girls, aged 15–18 years, who met 

in person with a stranger they first ‘met’ online. The girls describe their reasoning about the 

risks, the safety measures they used and reactions to discomfort they experienced in the 

meetings.  

 

The authors noted on our required information form that they “Confirm that all the research 

meets the ethical guidelines, including adherence to the legal requirements of the study 

country.” They also note in their cover letter that the paper conforms to APA (American 

Psychological Association) standards. 

 

In the paper, the authors note that “parental consent was not required” because “all of the 

participants were older than 15 at the time of the interview, which is the legal age in the 

country where the study was performed”.  

 

Because they identified the source of a number of quotations from the interviews that they 

conducted as being from 15 year olds, I contacted the first author for clarification.  I also 

asked where the statute is listed that states 15 years as the age of consent in your country and 

also asked if the study was reviewed by an ethical review board.  

 

The author confirmed that the legal age is 15 years and the sentence should have read “all the 

participants were 15 years old or older.” They agreed to correct the paper. They stated 15 

years was set in the project as the age where they would not require parental consent, but the 

youths themselves were informed about the procedure as well as their rights and agreed to 

participate. They said the law does not require informed consent when personal data (ie, data 

that could directly connect the information collected to the specific person) are not being 

gathered and stored during the process (with the exception of biomedical research). Hence 

institutional review board approval was not required and the project was therefore not 

reviewed by an ethical board. However, the project proposal contained a detailed description 

of the procedure, including the ethical aspects. The project proposal was approved by a 

university, and evaluated, approved and funded by a grant agency. 

 

My concern is about the age of the participants. Does the Forum have a recommendation 

regarding the requirements for parental approval for participants as young as 15 years, even if 

the legal age of consent is 15?  

 

Question(s) for the COPE Forum 

 What is COPE's position on research on 15–18 year olds without parental permission 

in a country where the legal age of consent is 15 years? 
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16-08 Author requests for certain experts, including journal editors, not to 

be included in editorial process  

A prospective author contacted the editorial office of a medical journal to request that an 

intended submission was not reviewed or consulted on by experts involved in a number of 

published guidelines on the topic of the paper. The author named some of these experts, 

which included members of the journal’s editorial board (including editor A).  

 

The author justified this request by explaining that his paper disagrees with the published 

guidelines, and therefore he believed that the experts who contributed to the guidelines would 

“likely to be very negative and possibly biased”. The author stated that these experts, 

including some members of the editorial board, may have a conflict of interest.  The author 

stated that his request is permitted by COPE.  

 

The author was asked by the editorial office to submit his paper with the letter that detailed 

his request. The author did submit the paper with an abridged letter, as he believed that the 

original letter was not appropriate to submit with the paper. The abridged letter makes the 

same request, but does not specifically name the experts.  

 

The journal’s policy is for all reviewers and editorial board members to declare any conflicts 

of interest when commenting on a paper, so that their comments can be taken in the context 

of their conflict. If reviewers or editors do not feel they can be impartial, then they would be 

asked not to contribute to the editorial process for the paper.  

 

To provide further context, the author has submitted three papers to the journal previously, 

which have been rejected. The most recent submission was unsuccessfully appealed. The 

author’s letter to the editorial office refers to the papers previously rejected by the journal and 

outlines where they have been accepted for publication and the positive feedback the author 

has received from outside parties. The author points out that this feedback is “in stark contrast 

to the very critical comments” from the journal’s editorial board. The author has submitted 

letters to the journal, which have been published. One of these letters was in response to a 

paper published by the journal and authored by editor A. After submission of the paper the 

author emailed the editorial office with the comments: “I am sure that [the journal] will make 

sure that this manuscript is treated judiciously and justly. I humbly request that [the journal] 

should make sure that any criticism by editors and reviewers is specific, clearly explained and 

justifiable. However, if significant errors remain in this regard and if as a result an important 

debate and patient safety takes a backseat then I will probably need to make a formal 

complaint to [the journal] against the paper by [editor A] in the interest of patient safety. It is 

my duty to express my concern that such a complaint could possibly potentially have 

significant repercussions for the author [editor A].’  

 

In light of these comments the journal is keen to ensure that the author has no grounds for 

complaint against the journal. 

 

Question(s) for the COPE Forum 

 Can an author request for certain experts not to be involved in reviewing their paper? 

 By not involving experts that could be particularly negative, is the journal then giving 

the paper an unfair advantage?  
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16-09 Publication of expression of concern  

A university institutional review board (IRB) investigation found that there was extensive 

data fabrication in connection with a clinical research study. Three articles and one abstract 

reporting results from this clinical study were published. Our journal published the abstract, 

which we intend to retract. The three articles have been retracted by the journals that 

published those articles.  

 

Given the serious and extensive nature of the data fabrication, and the fact that the research 

involved infants, a very vulnerable group of subjects, we are very concerned about the fact 

that several other articles by this author have been published in our journal. Although the 

research reported in these articles was not within the scope of the university IRB 

investigation, the research was conducted at that institution and by the same individual. We 

feel we have a responsibility to alert the readers of these articles to the findings of the IRB 

report.  

 

Question(s) for the COPE Forum 

 Is there justification to publish an expression of concern about articles that report 

research not specifically reviewed in the IRB investigation? 
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16-10 Paper B plagiarized paper A: what to do if a journal does not 
respond?  
The author X of a paper published by journal A complained to the editor-in-chief of journal A 

that his/her paper has been plagiarized by a paper that has been published later by journal B. 

Moreover, the authors of the paper in journal B allegedly did not respond to letters sent by 

author X asking for an explanation about the apparent plagiarism.  

 

The editor-in-chief of journal A compared the two papers and confirmed the plagiarism. Then 

s/he tried to contact the editor-in-chief of journal B, but no response was received, even after 

several reminders. Similarly, no more successful were attempts by a representative of the 

publishing house of journal A to contact any representative of the publishing house of journal 

B.  

 

Author X continues to ask what journal A (where his/her plagiarized paper has been 

published) can do for him/her. Journal A is considering publishing either an expression of 

concern or a ‘note of plagiarism’ on its paper that would inform the community that the paper 

in journal A has been plagiarized by a paper in journal B.  

 

Question(s) for the COPE Forum 

 Is journal A entitled to publish an expression of concern or ‘note of plagiarism’ in the 

absence of any reaction from the author/editor-in-chief/publisher of paper B? 

 Can this expression of concern/note be published based only on the assessment of the 

editor-in-chief of journal A? 
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4. UPDATES 

 
15-13  Suspected image manipulation involving four journals  
Case text (anonymised) 

Editorial office staff at journal A noticed possible image manipulation in two figures of a new 

paper submitted by author X. These suspected manipulations involved images of gels which 

appeared to contain multiple duplicated bands. This prompted editorial staff to look at the 

submission history of author X to journal A in more detail. 

 

It was found that author X had previously submitted to journal A numerous times. All 

previous submissions had been rejected for reasons unrelated to the concerns raised here but 

one paper had been accepted for publication. Unfortunately, this author X paper which 

journal A had published appeared to contain possible band duplications in two gel images, as 

did an earlier submission which had been rejected at the start of 2015. As at least three papers 

received by journal A from author X has suspected image problems, authors X’s recent 

publication history was examined. 

 

Similar possible gel issues along with a suspected image duplication relating to a photo of 

bacterial colonies were identified in three papers published in three different journals 

(journals B, C and D). Two members of editorial staff along with the editor-in-chief of 

journal A have considered all of the suspected issues and feel confident they are legitimate. 

As it currently stands, journal A has rejected the most recent submission from author X on 

the grounds of possible gel issues identified. However, the suspected issues identified in the 

four published papers in journals A, B, C and D were not mentioned in the rejection letter to 

allow time for an appropriate course of action to be decided. 

 

As the paper was only recently (12 August) rejected by journal A, it has yet to hear back from 

author X, if indeed it does at all. 

 

Journal A feels that it is important that journals B, C and D are made aware of the issues in 

the papers they have published. However, they also feel that it is important that they are made 

aware of all of the papers involved so they can appreciate the full picture as this may 

determine how they choose to handle the issues in their own respective journals. 

 

Question(s) for the COPE Forum 

 Would COPE advise that journal A contacts journals B, C and D at this stage? If so, 

what sort of information could legitimately be provided to the other journals? Should 

Journal A provide journals B, C and D with copies of all of the papers involved, 

including the unpublished papers submitted to journal A which were rejected without 

review? Would this breech confidentiality or would the importance for full enclosure 

trump confidentiality concerns in this situation? As most of the suspected issues only 

become apparent when the brightness/contrast levels of images is adjusted, journal A 

has put together PowerPoint files for each respective paper involved to highlight the 

possible issues identified. Would COPE advise providing copies of these PowerPoint 

files to journals B, C and D so they are under no doubt about the possible issues 

identified or could this be considered a defamatory action in the (what we feel 

unlikely) event journal A is mistaken over these issues? 
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 What type of action would COPE recommend the journals take should all agree with 

the issues identified? Would retraction be called for, considering the numbers of 

papers involved? Should author X’s institution be contacted? Journal A feels it is 

important that these issues are addressed but also feels somewhat uncomfortable with 

the idea of having a hand in potentially destroying someone’s career and livelihood. 

 

 Journal A has not looked any further beyond the papers mentioned above as every 

published author X paper examined appeared to have potential issues so a line had to 

be drawn somewhere. However, journal A suspects that there may be other papers 

from author X in the literature with similar possible issues. Who is responsible for 

checking the publication history of author X for issues? Would it be author X’s 

institution should you recommend this be referred to them? 

  

Advice:  

The Forum warned against rejecting the manuscript at this stage as the paper will then be out 

of the jurisdiction of the journal, and it is likely the author will submit it to another journal. 

 

The Forum advised contacting the other journals but the editor should not share specific data 

immediately with the other editors. The editor should share the minimum amount of 

information with the other editors but in a neutral manner, without accusations or blame. The 

COPE guidelines "Sharing of Information Among Editors-in-Chief Regarding Possible 

Misconduct" 

(http://publicationethics.org/files/Sharing%20_of_Information_Among_EiCs_...) provides 

practical guidance on this issue. 

 

The Forum were in agreement that the matter should be reported to the institution. The 

institution is the only body with access to the data and it is up to them to investigate. The 

journal is not in a position to do this. The editor should inform them of the analysis, but not 

the results. It would send a stronger message if the editors of the other journals were also to 

contact the institution, or if all of the editors were to approach the institution together. 

 

The published papers must be dealt with on a case by case basis, and handled by correction or 

retraction as appropriate. For the future, the Forum suggested updating the journal's 

instructions to authors with a statement saying that the journal reserves the right to contact 

other editors or the authors' institutions in cases of suspected misconduct. 

 

Follow up:  

After further discussion with their publisher it was recommended that journal A should seek 

the opinion of an independent expert on the concerns raised about images in the published 

paper, the rationale being this would strengthen their case should the decision be made to 

retract. A suitable expert, who was unaffiliated with journal A, was approached and agreed 

with concerns about the images in the paper. As it was felt that the falsification of images 

raised sufficient doubt over subsequent interpretations of the data reported, the decision was 

made to retract the paper. A retraction statement is due for imminent publication in journal A.  

 

When the retraction has been published, the editor-in-chief of journal A plans to contact the 

other journals involved and will make sure to follow the COPE guidelines for ‘Sharing of 

information among editors-in-chief regarding possible misconduct’.  

http://publicationethics.org/files/Sharing%20_of_Information_Among_EiCs_guidelines_web_version_0.pdf
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Journal A will follow the Forum’s advice for updating the journal’s instructions to include a 

statement to the effect of “ the journal reserves the right to contact other editors or the 

authors' institutions in cases of suspected misconduct”. 
 

16-01 Disclosure and transparency issue 
Case text (anonymised) 

A paper was submitted to a medical journal, reporting the beneficial effects of a treatment 

with an expensive biological preparation. The author list included one employee of the 

company that produces and sells the preparation. Specific employees of the company were 

also thanked for medical input, epidemiological advice, programming support and copy 

editing; several authors declared having received speaker fees from the company for lectures 

related to the product. Nevertheless, the authors stated that they were responsible for all of 

the content and editorial decisions. 

 

After editorial assessment, revisions were requested. The revised version of the manuscript 

included (per the journal policy) a copy of the revised text with changes from the original 

tracked. The author of all changes was identified by the word processor tracking as someone 

whose name appeared neither in the author list nor in the acknowledgements. The company’s 

website lists this individual as a ‘scientific communications manager’. 

 

The editor felt that this created a transparency issue and contacted the authors. Their response 

was that the individual involved had replaced the company employee previously thanked for 

copy editing and “was extremely helpful in assembling the comments and suggestions from 

all of the co-authors after the data re-analysis, and assisted in preparing the revised version of 

the paper for submission”. Not thanking him in the acknowledgements was an oversight 

which the authors are willing to correct. They argue that this input did not fulfil the criteria 

for authorship. 

 

The editor thinks that the described contribution goes much beyond copy editing. 

 

Question(s) for the COPE Forum 

 Is “assembling the comments and suggestions from all of the co-authors after the data 

re-analysis, and assisting in preparing the revised version of the paper for submission” 

simply copy editing or does it justify authorship? 

 The editor believes this is quite significant intellectual contribution. Does the Forum 

agree? 

 

Advice:  

COPE has guidelines on ‘What constitutes authorship’, which the editor may find useful to 

consult (http://publicationethics.org/files/u7141/Authorship_DiscussionDocument_0_0.pdf). 

It is very difficult for an editor to make a definitive decision on who qualifies for authorship. 

The Forum advised that the editor cannot make a decision on this—it is the responsibility of 

the authors and their institution. The advice was to contact the institution and ask them to 

resolve the issue. 

 

The editor might want to consider contacting this person directly, rather than liaising through 

the corresponding author, and asking this person directly about his/her contribution. Self 

http://publicationethics.org/files/u7141/Authorship_DiscussionDocument_0_0.pdf
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declarations of involvement are often the best evidence that can be obtained. The editor could 

point to the ICMJE guidelines for authorship and ask him/her if they believe they fulfil these 

criteria for authorship. 

 

From the information available, it would appear that this person was akin to a medical writer 

whose job it is to help authors put their paper together and they probably had no intellectual 

input into the paper. If that is the case, then an acknowledgement would seem to be the most 

appropriate option, perhaps with more detail about who paid them to do the work. But it is 

not the editor’s role to decide who or who is not an author—the institution needs to make that 

decision. 

 

Follow up:  

The matter was resolved by including the company employee, who organized the revisions, 

in the acknowledgements section of the paper. The editor received email confirmation from 

the company employee that he agreed to be mentioned in the acknowledgements and not be 

listed as a co-author. The paper was then published.  

 

 

16-03 Reviewer concerns about transparency of peer-review process 

Case text (anonymised) 

Our journal uses an internally transparent process where throughout the editor or peer review 

process, authors, editors and reviewers are all aware of the identities of who is involved. 

Reviewers are also told—when initially solicited to do a peer review—that they will be 

named on the final article manuscript as a reviewer. Prior to publication, the pre-print version 

of a text is sent to reviewers for their approval to be named (or not) as a reviewer on the 

article. We do not currently publish the content of the peer reviews. 

 

We recently had concerns raised by one reviewer who disagreed with the content of the 

manuscript and its suitability for publication; the second reviewer was enthusiastic about the 

manuscript, and the editors decided to publish the text. The first reviewer accused the editors 

of behaving in a non-transparent manner and even of being unethical, because: (1) we did not 

publish the content of the critical peer review and (2) we did not have a disclaimer on the text 

stating that reviewers were not responsible for the content of the published manuscript (which 

we had assumed was obvious). 

 

We have thus begun the process of adding the following disclaimer to all our peer reviewed 

texts (and backdating to all those previously published): “Reviewer evaluations are given 

serious consideration by the editors and authors in the preparation of manuscripts for 

publication. Nonetheless, being named as a reviewer does not necessarily denote approval of 

a manuscript by the reviewer; the editors of the journal take full responsibility for final 

acceptance and publication of an article”. 

 

Question(s) for the COPE Forum 

 What are the benefits of going to fully transparent review, with publication of the 

content of peer reviews? 

 We are aware of the risks (eg, reviewers feeling inhibited from making critical 

comments for fear of reprisal). Do the benefits outweigh the risks? 
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Advice:  

The Forum recommended consulting the previous Forum discussion on “Who owns peer 

reviews” which was discussed on 9 September 2015 and covers some of the issues raised 

here. A summary of the discussion can be downloaded from the COPE website 

(http://publicationethics.org/resources/discussion-documents). 

 

The Forum participants provided examples of different peer review models at their journal or 

publisher. Some journals have a fully transparent open peer review system and publish the 

reviewer reports alongside the article, with signed comments by the reviewers. These journals 

believe the benefits outweigh the risks. Other journals do not publish reviews because of the 

potential confusion or redundancy of publishing criticisms that no longer relate to the final 

published paper (the concerns having been addressed during revision). However, yet other 

journals post all versions of the manuscripts, with the revisions, along with the 

correspondence so people can follow the full history of the paper. This can prompt comments 

from readers, sometimes negative comments, but they feel this can be refreshing, and authors 

and readers value it. With this model, it can sometimes be harder to find reviewers, but it 

does not seem to have any impact on the decisions they recommend. Some publishers only 

publish those reviews which have approved acceptance of the paper—those who have 

recommended rejection do not have their names published on the paper to avoid conflict. 

 

The Forum agreed that the journal has done the hard work in establishing an open peer 

review model with the reviewers, and getting the reviewer names on the published article. 

The next step is making the reviewer reports public. Some believe the benefits of openness 

outweigh the drawbacks. 

 

Follow up:  

We have implemented our proposed declaration on all peer-reviewed manuscripts, but after 

discussions we have decided not to proceed at this time with fully open peer-review. We are 

still exploring ideas. 

 

 

16-04 Multiple redundant submissions from the same author 
Case text (anonymised) 

An author submitted a redundant publication to one of our journals. After reviewing the 

report from the anti-plagiarism software, we followed the COPE flowchart up to and 

including contacting the author's institution. We have not received a response from the author 

or the author's institution. Shortly afterwards, the same author submitted a (different) 

redundant publication to one of our other journals. We followed the same steps and have not 

received a response. 

 

The institution listed in the author's submission form is not an academic one. We cannot find 

the author on the staff list and the only email address the author has provided is a Gmail 

account. 

 

Question(s) for the COPE Forum 

 What additional steps can/should we should take if the author/institution is 

unresponsive? 

 

 

http://publicationethics.org/resources/discussion-documents
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Advice:  

The editor provided additional information to the Forum that the two submissions contained 

plagiarized material and were replications of two already published articles. The editor has 

written to the author and the institution but has received no response. 

 

In such cases the Forum would normally advise approaching a higher authority than the 

institution if that is possible. Is there a professional body that the author belongs to or a 

funder that could be contacted? In the UK, for example, you might contact the General 

Medical Council (GMC) if the author was a registered doctor. 

 

However, the Forum acknowledged that there is only so much the editor can do, and it may 

be the case that the editor has to accept that there is nothing more he can do. The Forum 

advised making all the journal editors aware of this person in case future submissions are 

received but advised against blacklisting, especially if the true identity of the author is in 

doubt.  

 

Follow up:  

The editor attempted to contact the author/institution again but to no avail. Both papers were 

rejected (and the journal’s concerns about the high level of textual overlap were included in 

that letter, following COPE sample letters). The journal considers the case closed.  

 

 

16-05 Data anonymity  
Case text (anonymised) 

A paper was submitted to our journal. The managing editor was concerned about patient 

information in the paper and queried the authors. The authors responded that the data were 

collected from routine samples and so consent was never obtained. The patients were lost to 

follow-up, and there was no ethics committee approval as it involved the study of existing 

data, but they did discuss with the institutional review board who said it was exempt. 

 

The cohort was 2500 patients, all with one syndrome, in one hospital. The paper contains two 

tables that display data from 12 patients: sex, age, presenting symptom, as well as laboratory 

parameters and outcome. 

 

Question(s) for the COPE Forum 

 Are these patients identifiable? 

 If we remove, say, age and sex, would that be sufficient to render the data 

anonymous? Would we lose clinical significance by removing age and gender for 

those patients, although the paper does mention that of the 12 patients most were 

female and gives the median age group? 

 Should we publish this without patient consent? 

 The study also mentions controls who underwent biopsy, but what is not clear is 

whether those controls were also from the same cohort and perhaps underwent biopsy 

as part of routine screening. Would they need ethics approval for biopsy? 

 

Advice:  

The Forum agreed that the case was concerning. With the sophisticated knowledge and 

information that can be trawled from the internet, the concept of anonymity is becoming 
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more and more difficult. However, editors have to do their best to protect patients’ identities, 

and it is has to be an editorial decision on the risk–benefit of publishing. 

 

Journals have different policies on publishing papers without consent or approval, although 

many of the Forum participants said that they would reject a paper if there was no patient 

consent and/or no ethics approval. 

 

The advice from the Forum was to contact the authors and ask for the Institutional Review 

Board (IRB) documentation. The editor should ask the authors to clarify why the study was 

exempt from ethics approval. If the authors insist the study did not require ethics approval, 

then the editor should ask for proof—for example, a written statement from the IRB. The 

editor could also contact the IRB directly with their concerns. 

 

The Forum also advised that the issue of consent should be raised with the authors—both 

consent to participate in the study and consent to have the data published. Was consent 

received from the whole cohort? Did the authors receive consent to publish from the patients 

whose data were published? 

 

For information, advice on how to anonymise clinical data can be found in this paper 

(Preparing raw clinical data for publication: guidance for journal editors, authors, and peer 

reviewers.http://trialsjournal.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/1745-6215-11-9). 

 

Follow up:  

Following the discussion at the Forum, the journal asked the authors to provide any 

information that they had about informed consent at the time of treatment. The authors sent 

their translated form, which specifically mentioned they had consent for treatment and not for 

publication explicitly. Hence on these grounds, the editor decided to reject the paper. The 

editor informed the authors, who did understand and said that they could not find the patients 

to seek consent as they were lost of follow-up. The journal considers the case closed.  

 

http://trialsjournal.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/1745-6215-11-9

