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Forum agenda  
Meeting to be held on Friday 12 February 2016, 3pm–4.30pm (GMT) 

BY WEBINAR 

 

 

 

 

1. Update on COPE activities by the Chair 

 

2. Forum discussion topic: Data sharing 

(http://publicationethics.org/forum-discussion-topic-comments-please-6) 

 

 

3. New cases  

 16-01 Disclosure and transparency issue (CP) 

 16-02 Publication of a manuscript on an external website after acceptance but 

  prior to journal publication (EA) 

 16-03 Reviewer concerns about transparency of peer-review process (BW) 

 16-04 Multiple redundant submissions from same author (FN) 

 16-05 Data anonymisation (SA) 

   

 

 

4. Updates  

 15-14 Duplicate publication and removal of article 

 15-16 Profusion of copied text passages 

 

 

  

 

  

  

http://publicationethics.org/forum-discussion-topic-comments-please-6
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2. Forum discussion topic: Data sharing 

(http://publicationethics.org/forum-discussion-topic-comments-please-6) 

Data sharing is increasingly viewed as an essential step in improving research transparency 

and reproducibility (Taichman et al, 2016; Vickers, 2006). There has been a lot of discussion 

on the imperative for data sharing in the biomedical arena, particularly of publicly funded 

research. As a result, there are many disciplines where proposals for data sharing are being 

discussed. 

Publishers, including PLOS and the BMJ Publishing Group, that have implemented data 

sharing requirements have found that it is not trivial to do. A recent post on the Scholarly 

Kitchen (http://scholarlykitchen.sspnet.org/2016/01/13/what-price-progress-the-costs-of-an-

effective-data-publishing-policy/) discussed the costs and workforce issues that could result 

from making data sharing a requirement for publication of research. Some of the questions 

raised relate to availability of data archives and infrastructure outside of publishers, and the 

enforcement policies of journals to assure compliance with data archiving and sharing. If 

there is no enforcement of a data sharing policy, and the infrastructure to support data sharing 

is lacking (it is currently patchy, although well developed in Australia, for example) and the 

editors do not have a policy of peer review of the data prior to acceptance of the paper, how 

will requiring data sharing actually improve the integrity of the research? Other questions 

include how long should data remain available, who should manage the availability and 

sharing of the data, and how much will these requirements cost? In addition, there is a need to 

ensure that those whose data are reused get adequate credit—something that is not routinely 

done, but which groups such as Force 11 and others (https://www.force11.org/group/joint-

declaration-data-citation-principles-final) are working towards. Most recently, questions 

about the legitimate requests for and re-use of data have been explored systematically and 

thoughtfully by Lewandowsky & Bishop (2016). 

In light of the above concerns about implementing a data sharing policy, COPE invites 

discussion on this topic, specifically relating to the following questions: 

1. Should researchers be required now to make their data available as a condition of 

publishing? 

2. Who should disseminate guidelines and/or monitor data sharing practices?  

3. What issues surround the re-use of published data? 

4. Should data deposited by authors be subject to peer review? Prior to publication? To 

settle disputing claims about results? For use in systematic reviews and meta-

analyses? 

5. What best practices are already used by journals, publishers and data repositories that 

could be adapted for use by others considering data sharing requirements? 

6. Since past practices do not often enable data sharing in any easy way, should there be 

an ‘amnesty’ for old work, but stricter standards applied to work now being done? 

 

References 

Lewandowsky S, Bishop D. (2016). Research integrity: Don’t let transparency damage 

science. Nature, 25 January, vol 529; http://www.nature.com/news/research-integrity-don-t-

let-transparency-damage-science-1.19219  
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Taichman DB, et al. (2016). Sharing clinical trial data—A proposal from the International 

Committee of Medical Journal Editors. New England Journal of Medicine, January 20. DOI: 

10.1056/NEJMe1515172 

 

Vickers A J. (2006). Whose data set is it anyway? Sharing raw data from randomized 

trials. Trials 7; 15. DOI: 10.1186/1745-6215-7-15 

 

Wager, E. (2016). Sharing data is a good thing. But we need to consider the costs. Retraction 

Watch, 28 January 2016; http://retractionwatch.com/2016/01/28/sharing-data-is-a-good-

thing-but-we-need-to-consider-the-costs/  

 

This will be discussed at the start of the next COPE Forum on Friday 12 February. 

Please do leave any comments on the website, whether or not you are planning on 

joining the Webinar meeting. 

 

http://retractionwatch.com/2016/01/28/sharing-data-is-a-good-thing-but-we-need-to-consider-the-costs/
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3. NEW CASES 

16-01 Disclosure and transparency issue  

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? 
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16-02 Publication of a manuscript on an external website after acceptance 

but prior to journal publication  

Our journal recently approved a commentary article for publication, after the manuscript had 

been substantially revised during the editorial process. In the course of preparing the text for 

the article proof, the copy editor discovered that the authors had published the revised 

manuscript on an external public website, just prior to receiving notification from our system 

of our formal acceptance for publication. Although formally accepted, the article has not yet 

be been published (neither online nor in print).  

 

In our journal, authors are required, at the time of submission of a manuscript, to confirm that 

the manuscript has not previously been published in other media, that they consent to giving 

our journal exclusive rights to represent, duplicate and publish the manuscript, and that 

written consent for subsequent use of the manuscript must be obtained from the Journal.  

 

Immediately after submission of a manuscript, all authors receive a confirmation email in 

which we repeat that the content/manuscript must not be discussed in any form of media until 

the manuscript is published by the journal, without a specific exception from us. This 

message is repeated in several subsequent communications, including at the time of 

acceptance for publication.  

 

The timing of the publication of this manuscript on an external website falls at an unusual 

intersection between submission of a revised manuscript, acceptance of a final version of the 

manuscript and publication of the final manuscript. We judge the situation as somewhat 

different from the COPE flowcharts for redundant publication. We have informed the authors 

that we have postponed publication until we receive the COPE Forum's recommendation. In 

the meantime, we have asked the authors to remove the content of the manuscript from the 

external website.  

 

Question(s) for the COPE Forum 

 Is it acceptable to permanently withhold publication of this otherwise accepted 

manuscript? 
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16-03 Reviewer concerns about transparency of the peer review process  

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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16-04 Multiple redundant submissions from the same author  

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? 
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16-05 Data anonymisation  
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? 
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4. UPDATES 

 
15-14 Duplicate publication and removal of article  
Case text (anonymised) 
The editor of journal A was alerted to the fact that an article published in journal A had been 

previously published in journal B and constituted a duplicate publication. The editor 

contacted the authors who explained that they had tried to withdraw the article from journal B 

but their request was ignored and the article was published against their wishes. 

 

The authors contacted journal B with a request to retract the article. Journal B removed the 

article from its website but did not publish a retraction notice or any explanation as to why 

the article had been removed. The article published in journal B was not indexed in any 

indexing services, but the title can still be found by a search in Google Scholar. 

 

The editor of journal A wonders if they need to alert the readership to the fact that a reference 

to the same article in journal B can be found. They feel that retraction of the article from 

journal A is not the correct course of action in this case because the article is scientifically 

sound, and currently only the version published in journal A is available. However, readers 

may still be misled by references to journal B that can be found on the internet. 

 

Question(s) for the COPE Forum 

 Should journal A publish an ‘Expression of concern’ to highlight the duplicate 

publication in the past. However, the article in journal B is no longer available. 

Perhaps a comment in the comments system of journal A would suffice? 

 

COPE does not seem to have clear guidelines in one place on how and when to use 

Expressions of concern (although we appreciate they are referred to in various Cases and in 

the Retraction Guidelines). It is also not clear whether they should be used as temporary notes 

or permanent publications (or can be both?). Different publishers use them on a case-by-case 

basis in an inconsistent way. PubMed recognizes an Expression of concern as a type of 

comment. We thought that it may be useful to discuss Expressions of concern in one of the 

future COPE discussion Forums to gather opinions from different publishers with a view to 

develop a more detailed set of guidelines for editors. 

 

Advice:  

The Forum discussed issues relating to punishing the author and correcting the literature. 

Retractions or corrections should only be used to correct the literature—not for “punishment” 

In the first instance a notice needs to go on the article in journal A, which could be an 

expression of concern. Under normal circumstances, the article in journal B should be the one 

that remains, but the article is currently only available in journal A. Hence the only way of 

having transparency around this case is for a formal note to be added to journal A. It is 

essential that the formal note is a form that can be indexed and is citable. It could be an 

addendum, if that is linked to the article or an expression of concern. 

 

The Forum also noted that the authors should be made aware that simultaneous submissions 

then withdrawing an article from one journal because you wish to publish it in another 

journal is not acceptable behaviour, if that is what happened in this case. 
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COPE agreed to consider the topic of expressions of concern for a Forum discussion. 

  

Follow up:  

The editor of journal A followed COPE advice and published a permanent notice in journal A 

(an expression of concern that is indexed and citable) explaining the duplicate publication 

that was removed from journal B and linking the note to the original publication in journal A. 

The editor considers the case now closed. 

 

 
15-16 Profusion of copied text passages 
Case text (anonymised) 

Recently, our journal has introduced systematic analysis of all submitted manuscripts for 

plagiarised text, using anti-plagiarism software. We had noticed increased incidences of 

recycling of existing text which is why we introduced the systematic check. It turns out that a 

large proportion of the submitted manuscripts (an estimated 30–50%) yield positive results, 

with copy values of somewhere in the region of 25% to >35%. These are substantial values 

and certainly beyond fortuitous incidences. 

 

However, in almost all cases it is difficult to suspect acts of conscious (self)plagiarism as the 

copied text (ranging from single sentences or fragments of sentences to passages of 2–3 

sentences) can be attributed to a very large number of sources: often more than 60, and in one 

case 129 different sources. It looks as if copying text containing what is perceived as elegant 

expressions has become a means of improving lack of language skills. 

 

In principle, there is no issue of scientific fraud or even plagiarism of ideas or concepts to be 

suspected. But also in principle, a text that consists of one-third of passages that can be 

attributed to other sources is not satisfactory and is not what we would consider good 

scientific writing practice. The question is how to deal with these cases that we see in a 

quickly growing number? It is not fair to authors who produce good science to penalise them 

for trying to cope with their limited language skills. It is not fair either, to give the advantage 

of facility to those authors who easily copy from existing work, over those authors who make 

the conscious effort to avoid such doubtful practice. 

 

Presently, when significant proportions of text have been copied from a large number of 

sources (as mentioned above), I do not take this into account when making a decision based 

on the science of the paper but inform the authors that we consider this a doubtful practice 

that should be avoided in future manuscripts. 

 

Question(s) for the COPE Forum 

 What kind of coherent policy should the journal have on this issue? 

 Have any COPE members had experience with similar situations? 

  

Advice:  

The Forum advised that any policy or process should be based on the context of the content. 

Choosing a particular benchmark or cut-off for anti-plagiarism software is unreliable, and a 

granular reading of the text is often needed to understand the level of copied text. Clearly 

duplication is more worrying in the results section of a paper compared with the introduction 

or materials and methods. If large sections of text are duplicated in the discussion/conclusions 

section of a paper, that would raise concerns. 
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In terms of technical issues related to the anti-plagiarism software, it is advisable to remove 

stock phases before running the software. The editor may wish to decide on what size of 

strings of words to exclude. 

 

The Forum suggested that the editor’s current policy seems very reasonable. In addition, a 

suggestion was to look carefully at attribution. If large sections of consecutive sentences are 

not attributed, that could be problematic and the editor may wish to ask the author for an 

explanation. It is more serious when the words and ideas an author has reproduced are not 

their own. 

 

The Forum also advised considering the type of paper—in a research paper, the editor may 

feel that borrowed phases can be overlooked, but this may be unacceptable in a review paper 

if the author is purporting the presentation of novel ideas. 

 

Regarding a process, the Forum suggested the editor may want to clearly state the journal 

policy in the instructions to authors, to head off similar cases in the future. The editor should 

continue to check all submitted manuscripts for plagiarism and duplicated text using anti-

plagiarism software; reject those with moderate/major overlap of text; if malicious intent is 

suspected, contact the author’s institution; if the authors are junior researchers, consider 

asking them to rewrite passages and re-submit. 

 

There is a role for the institution in these cases as they govern the behaviour of their 

researchers. Institutions need to investigate any such cases, and educate and support those 

who are unaware of good practice. Hence the editor should contact the institution if he 

suspects misconduct or if he believes that good publication practices need to be reinforced. 

This is especially true if the editor sees patterns emerging within particular institutions or 

countries; it is up to the institution to investigate these practices. Collective awareness raising 

of the issue is needed among authors and institutions. 

 

Follow up:  

The editor believes the case is closed although he remarks that unfortunately the phenomenon 

has not gone away and new examples crop up almost every day. 

 

 


