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Wearing many hats
“‘Have no fear!’ said the cat. ‘I will not let 
you fall. I will hold you up high as I stand on 
a ball. With a book on one hand! And a cup 
on my hat! But that is not ALL I can do!’ said 
the cat.”         The Cat in the Hat, by Dr. Seuss

Theodor Seuss Geisel, more commonly known 
by his pen name—Dr. Seuss—was in fact not a doctor but a writer, illustrator and 
cartoonist who produced more than 60 children’s picture books. The Cat in the Hat, 
named the 9th best-selling children’s book of all  time by Publisher’s Weekly in 
2000, was created in 1957 in response to research claiming that U.S. children 
couldn’t read. It was a textbook editor at the publishing house Houghton Mifflin who 
challenged Geisel  to use no more than 250 words to produce a book that “children 
can’t put down.” 

Juggling many competing priorities takes skill. Like Dr. Seuss’s cat, COPE’s 
members have a lot on their hands. Encouraging and guiding authors is one of the 
roles of COPE Editors. So is identifying and publishing research which has the 
potential  to change our understanding and appreciation of the world. But the 
Editor’s Hat is not the only hat worn by COPE’s members. Read on to learn what 
ELSE they can do!

The theme of the Winter issue is “Research”. In the following pages you’ll  find 
articles about the promotion of research at meetings, the application of research in 
education, and the financing of research (among other things, through COPE 
grants). In addition, COPE recently conducted some market research (the COPE 
survey); the back page describes one aspect of the survey—readers’ preferences 
regarding Ethical Editing. 

This November marked the first anniversary of my appointment as COPE Editor. The 
position has given me access to interesting people all  over the world. The current 
issue contains the perspectives of editors and researchers in the United Kingdom, 
Pakistan, California, Switzerland, Canada, Belgium, Croatia, Texas, and Nepal.

But that shouldn’t be all. Have no fear, dear Readers—rally, now! Send me your 
stories. Tell  me how you do things and view things. When you disagree, take the 
opportunity to frame a reply. Tell  your peers why you’re a member of COPE. What 
do you hope to gain and learn? Now it’s your turn to explain how you manage to 
stand on a ball, like Seuss’s cat, with a book on one hand and a cup on your hat! 
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Peer review in Canada 
The 6th International  Congress on 
Peer Review and Biomedical 
Publication, held September 10–
12, 2009, in Vancouver, Canada, 
continued a tradition of focusing 
on “the process whereby scientific 
work is selected, published, 
disseminated, and assessed.” 
Drummond Rennie, one of the key 
players in organizing these 
meetings, looked back in a talk 
with the title “Peer review 
congresses, 1986 to 2009: 
Victory? Defeat? Both?” 

Vancouver, the site of the 6th 
congress, was preceded by 
Chicago (1989, 1993 and 2005), 
Prague (1997) and Barcelona 
(2001), said Rennie. The aim of 
these unique congresses, which 
take place once every 4 years, is 
to report on new research into 
peer review and all  aspects of 
scientific  publications. 221 
abstracts were submitted for the 
2009 meeting, resulting in 49 
plenary session presentations and 
65 poster presentations. One 
unique feature of the meeting is 
that there is equal time for 
presentations and discussions. 
About 400 participants attended 
from 34 countries, only a small 
proport ion of the editors 
worldwide, a fact that Rennie said 
may seem somewhat surprising, 
given that these meetings are the 
only scientific  meetings expressly 
for editors.

Conducting research on peer 
review is a recent development, 
and should be encouraged, 
especially by editors of smaller 
and specialty journals, Rennie 
said. Guidelines are now 
available, but it takes many years 
before they are effectively used. 
Rennie cited registration of clinical 
trials as an example of this: 

although it was a common topic of 
discussion for quite some time, 
effective registration only occurred 
after it became mandatory for 
publication of a clinical trial. 

A talk titled "Frequency and nature 
of changes in primary outcome 
measures" reported that the 
details of a particular trial on a 
register and the published report 
may be substantially different, with 
primary outcomes changing to 
secondary ones and vice versa, as 
well as changes in eligibility 
criteria to increase the size of the 
recruitment pool.

A further session dealt with 
rhetoric. Just as politicians use 
“spin” to convince their potential 
voters, researchers also may 
manipulate their content and use 
rhetoric to convince readers of the 
likely truth of results in randomized 
controlled trials (RCTs) with 
nonstatistically significant primary 
outcomes. A study conducted by 
the Oxford-based Centre for 
Statistics in Medicine found that 
40% of 72 publications based on 
RCTs had “spin” in at least two of 
the three sections of the text, 
usually the Conclusion and 
Discussion.

COPE was also represented at the 
meeting, with the presentation 
“What ethical issues do journal 
editors bring to COPE?” (research 
by COPE Chair Liz Wager and Vice 
Chair Sabine Kleinert) and the 
poster “How and why do journals 
retract articles?” (research based 
on a grant received by Liz Wager 
in 2007; see also page 3). André 
van Steirteghem, COPE Council

Editors’ issues in Belgium
The Elsevier editors' conference 
held in Brussels October 9–11, 
2009, was attended by about 60 
biomedical  and healthcare editors 

from Europe, Scandinavia, and the 
Middle East, with presentations 
from guest speakers and Elsevier 
staff, including a very impressive 
one by Youngsuk ('YS') Chi, 
Elsevier's Vice Chairman, who 
spoke on the topic “Technology in 
scholarly publishing: friend or 
foe?” (I think his answer would be 
“friend”.) During his speech Chi 
came up with the intriguing 
suggestion that 90% of the 
information we typically receive is 
'worthless', and hence the key is 
the selection of information that 
has value and relevance (but that 
raises the question as to who 
decides what information is 
important at any particular time: 
one person's worthless facts could 
be someone else's long-sought 
answer to a problem). I presented 
a workshop session on COPE—
how it started, the recent rapid 
growth in membership, current and 
future services and products. My 
presentation was complemented 
by one from Peter Harrison of 
Elsevier on “Publishing ethics and 
d isc losure po l i c ies ” . The 
conference provided a valuable 
opportunity to get to know some of 
COPE’s members (Elsevier has 
signed up all  of its journals—
nearly 1300 in total) and to spread 
the message about COPE. Tim 
Feest, COPE Operations Director

Plagiarism in England
Details of the 4th International 
Plagiarism Conference, to be held 
i n N e w c a s t l e - u p o n - Ty n e 
(northeast England) from June 21–
23, 2010, are now available at the 
organizer's website: http://
www.p lag ia r i smadv i ce .o rg / . 
Practitioners and policy makers 
are invited to submit extended 
abstracts and proposals for 
papers, posters, video and 
workshop submissions. The 
deadline is January 29, 2010.

From the Field

Congresses: the prime venue for promotion of research 
Journals are where the results of research are published. But congresses are where research is introduced, 
promoted, and discussed. COPE officials who attended recent meetings provide brief overviews below.
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The Scoop from COPE

COPE grants support three research projects

C O P E C O M M I T T E E O N  P U B L I C A T I O N  E T H I C S

Awareness of ethics: 2009
It was “a shared interest in publication ethics” that 
brought together the co-applicants of the project 
“Authors’ awareness of publication ethics: An 
international survey,” selected in September 2009 to 
receive a £5000 grant from COPE. The application 
was submitted by Sara Schroter of the BMJ (British 
Medical Journal) on behalf of herself and five co-
authors—Elizabeth Loder, Tim Houle, Gary Bryan, Don 
Penzien, and Jason Roberts—who have a variety of 
connections through the BMJ, Headache, and the 
International Society of Managing and Technical 
Editors (ISMTE). The applicants have formed what 
Schroter describes as “a truly collaborative team that 
haven’t even all met, but we all  share the same 
interest in wanting to improve knowledge of publication 
ethics, and all have a different set of skills and 
experiences to bring to this study.” 

For Schroter 
herself, the 
pro jec t is 
one of many 
s h e h a s 
undertaken 
over the past 
eight years 
as Senior 
Researcher 
at the BMJ. 

As the journal’s only full-time researcher—“I have a 
very unique job!”—she was employed as part of an 
initiative by the BMJ Group to take the lead in 
improving the publishing of science and to become the 
first “evidence-based publisher.” 

The current project was conceived to address the 
researchers’ perceived frustrations with authors’ lack 
of awareness of publication ethics. “Considerable time 
is expended by journals investigating ethical 
transgressions and misconduct that may be caused by 
ignorance rather than willful  deceit,” says the 
application. An international survey will  be conducted 
“to measure the level of awareness of key ethical 
issues in publishing amongst a large sample of 
currently active researchers.” The questionnaire, which 
will  use short vignettes, is expected to address 
authorship, conflicts of interest, access to data, 
redundant publication, non-publication, dual submission, 
salami  publishing, plagiarism, image manipulation, 
fabrication, falsification, and informed consent.

Surveys will  be administered to authors who submit 
manuscripts over a period of about three months to 
eight BMJ Group journals covering a range of 
disciplines. The researchers hope to start 
administering the surveys by spring or summer 2010. 
“We’re fortunate that we have access to thousands of 
potential  respondents, so I’m less worried about 
recruitment, which is often a stumbling block in 
research,” Schroter says.

The authors expect that the project will provide “a 
representative snapshot of current knowledge and 
awareness of key ethical issues amongst practicing 
researchers.” In a second phase of the project, they 
hope to produce a pocket-sized book with advice on 
best publication practice for authors. However, 
Schroter adds: “This is still  at the idea stage! We’re 
going to concentrate on the research first.”

Retraction study: 2007
COPE’s 2007 research award funded a study on 
retraction by Liz Wager (now COPE Chair) and 
Peter Williams (University College, London), who 
classified retraction statements in Medline from 
1988-2008 and interviewed editors about their 
experience of the retraction process. The study 
found that about 40% of the 312 retractions were 
due to honest errors (28%) or non-replicable 
findings (11%). Major research misconduct 
accounted for 25% of retractions (5% for fabrication, 
4% for falsification and 16% for plagiarism). Despite 
the fact that retractions may be used in cases of 
fraud or honest error, around 5% of the statements 
did not state the reason for the retraction. Articles 
were retracted by their authors (in 63% of cases) or 
by the journal editor or publisher (29%), and 
occasionally by the authors’ institution. Most retractions 
(87%) were related to full  papers, but 13% were 
other article types, such as literature reviews or 
letters. The retracted publications were categorized 
as basic biomedical  research (58%), clinical 
medicine (23%), and other sciences (19%), 
reflecting the journals listed in Medline. Interviews 
with editors revealed that the retraction process can 
be arduous and time-consuming and that editors 
would appreciate guidance. The findings were 
presented at the International  Congress on Peer 
Review and Biomedical  Publication in Vancouver 
(see page 2) and picked up by Nature Medicine 
(October 2009;15:1101). The results have already 
been helpful in formulating COPE’s retraction guidelines.

Twice each year, COPE considers applications for its £5000 grants. The current projects are summarized below.
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Responsible authorship: 2009 
Ana Marusic, co-Editor-in-Chief of the Croatian 
Medical Journal, is studying “Responsible authorship: 
definitions and research across scientific fields.” 

What is the status of your project at present?

We’ve completed the survey of guidelines for authors 
in journals from different fields of science, finished the 
collection and full text assessment of research articles 
on authorship, and surveyed ethics policies of different 
scholarly societies, associations, and institutions for 
guidelines on authorship. 

You planned to conduct a review of guidelines for 
authors published in 225 journals: 110 from the 
sciences, 75 from the social  sciences, and 40 from the 
arts and humanities. Were there changes to that plan?

We ended up assessing more than 200 arts and 
humanities journals, rather than just 40. We decided to 
include 5 top-ranked journals from each category in 
the sciences and social sciences, as representatives 
of best practices in authorship guidelines. For the arts 
and humanities this wasn’t possible, so we decided to 
analyze a random one third of all indexed journals in 
most common topic categories.

Did you expect to find differences between the disciplines?

Yes, we did, in their definition and instructions about 
authorship, because they also differ in the way 
research is conducted. While in sciences and social 
sciences the approach to research is increasingly 
collaborative, research in arts and humanities is still 
very often a single-person endeavor. This may be 
reflected in the definitions of and guidelines for authorship.

As co-Editor-in-Chief of the Croatian Medical  Journal 
you obviously have an interest in authorship issues 
related to medicine. Why did you design your research 
project to include other disciplines as well?

We’ve studied authorship issues in the past, 
particularly the reliability of contribution disclosure 
forms. During this research, we came across research 
from psychology and social  science about how people 
respond to surveys, and found that those results were 
relevant for authorship disclosure in biomedicine. I 
think that research in a certain scientific field should 
always reach out to other areas, because this brings in 
new perspectives, ideas, and experimental or 
theoretical background for new research.

The COPE Guidelines on Good Publication Practice 
state that “there is no universally agreed definition of 
authorship.” What would be the advantage of having a 
single definition across disciplines?

I’m not sure that there should be a single definition 
across disciplines—although we may agree on certain 
principles, and clearly define terms that are used. For 
example, authorship is often defined as “significant 
intellectual contribution”, but the values of these terms 
are not clear: how do we define how much is 

significant, what exactly 
is intellectual  vs. manual 
or practical, and what is 
really a contribution? 
This leads to great 
c o n f u s i o n a n d 
d i s c r e p a n c i e s i n 
authorship definitions. 
For example, the most 
w i d e l y a c c e p t e d 
definition is that of the 
International Committee 
of Medical  Journal 
Editors, which gives 
authorship credit for 

substantial  contributions to conception and design, 
acquisition of data, or analysis and interpretation of 
data, for drafting the article or revising it critically for 
important intellectual content, and for final approval of 
the version to be published. In physics, the list of 
possible contributions doesn’t include writing of the 
manuscript. Learning about such differences may help 
us define common ground and opportunities for change.

Can you see any patterns in the systematic review of 
research on authorship?

It’s still a bit early to tell. We just completed the 
assessment of articles identified by the search of 
bibliographical  databases. Searching with the keyword 
“authorship”, we first identified 5737 abstracts, and 
then, using inclusion and quality criteria, identified 73 
full  text articles describing experimental research on 
authorship, surveys about authorship, or reviews of 
research on authorship. At the moment we’re 
evaluating these articles. 

You also planned to create a panel  of experts to participate 
in discussions of policy issues related to authorship?

That will be the last stage of our research. After we 
finalize the systematic  review, we’ll  present its 
findings, as well  as the findings of our survey of 
authorship guidelines in different scientific fields, to the 
stakeholders in research publications: journal editors, 
authors/researchers, academic bodies and institutions, 
granting agencies, students, and the public. With all 
the information we’ve collected, we’ll  start a discussion 
process. We hope to learn more about the 
complexities of the authorship problem, about common 
issues as well as accepted differences, and to explore 
the possibilities for a generic policy on authorship. 



Feature

5 Ethical EditingC O P E C O M M I T T E E O N  P U B L I C A T I O N  E T H I C S

With the development of the Internet and portable 
document files (PDF’s), dissemination of research has 
changed dramatically over the past two decades. 
Publications once available only through subscriptions 
to print journals housed in libraries can now be viewed 
on and downloaded from websites accessed via 
personal computers. Journals which previously relied 
on advertising, subscriptions, licensing, and reprints to 
cover the costs of publication are experimenting with 
publishing models in which the costs of publication are 
borne primarily by authors. Titles which once appeared 
in print are being produced exclusively online.

Today, researchers at major institutions have almost 
unlimited access to a body of literature that is growing 
exponentially. But what about the rest of the world? 
How do researchers at small institutions, researchers 
from niche disciplines, and researchers living in poor 
and remote countries afford access to published 
research? And what kinds of ethical  issues are posed 
by today’s publishing models? 

The cost of publishing research

Publishing resources are shrinking. In a July 2009 
editorial  in the Annals of Internal Medicine (“Medical 
Journal  Editing: Who Shall  Pay?”), outgoing Editor 
Harold C. Sox stated: “The gradual drift to Internet-only 
publication and free access to journal content is exciting 
but also threatening. Web-based publication is faster, 
more flexible, and much cheaper than print. It also 
allows journals to extend their reach far beyond their 
subscriber base.” But: “The economics are worrisome.” 

Historically, publishers have used many approaches to 
recoup their costs. Author participation in the costs of 
publishing is not new. The price today’s authors pay to 
publish their manuscripts depends on the journal, the 
discipline, and the funding model.

“There used to be page charges at major mathematics 
journals. . . but not for many years,” says Lance Small, 
Editor of U.S.-based Communications in Algebra. 
“There are some journals in obscure places that charge 
for publication. I've heard of $300 for a five-page 
paper.” According to Randell Stephenson, Editor of the 
Journal  of Geodynamics, his commercially published 
journal  doesn’t charge authors, but “some journals—
especially those from learned societies—do apply page 
charges….in the order of hundreds up to say 1000 
dollars/euros—not more, but not just 10s.” In space 
physics and astronomy “also in the pre-PDF times we 
often had to pay for publication—sometimes just the 
reprints, sometimes more,” says researcher Peter Wurz 

of Bern, Switzerland. In journals that charge, a simple 
paper with a few B&W graphics and a moderate page 
number “may cost $500,” he says. “If the paper includes 
color graphics it can cost $4000.”

Traditionally, journal  articles were available exclusively 
to subscribers. Providing access to information for the 
largest possible audience is the goal of the open access 
(OA) model, a relatively new approach to publishing. In 
one OA model, the cost of publishing is borne by 
authors of accepted articles, who pay a flat publication 
fee which allows their article to be made freely, 
immediately, and permanently accessible online, and to 
be re-used and re-distributed without restriction. Among 
the model’s pioneers are San Francisco-based 
publisher Public Library of Science (PLoS), a “nonprofit 
organization of scientists and physicians committed to 
making the world's scientific and medical  literature a 
freely available public resource,” and BioMed Central, a 
London-based commercial  publisher of 205 peer-
reviewed OA journals which “views open access to 
research as essential  in order to ensure the rapid and 
efficient communication of research findings.” 

For most researchers, the money to pay the costs of 
publication comes from grants, or from the researcher’s 
institution. A survey conducted by BioMed Central 
identified 38 funders willing to allow their grants to be 
used for article processing charges (http://
www.biomedcentral.com/info/about/apcfaq#grants), and 
some funders require OA availability. Paying to publish 
research is not a problem for his group, says Peter 
Wurz, since they regularly include the cost of publishing 
in grant requests. He is more worried that “subscriptions 
to the journals have become extremely expensive and 
library costs are exploding. If that continues, we will  not 
be able to maintain the subscriptions, and basically we’ll 
lose access to the major journals.”

Support for developing nations

Access to published research has long been a problem 
for researchers in developing countries, who often 
cannot afford subscriptions to journals. HINARI, the 
Access to Research Initiative founded by the World 
Health Organization in 2002, provides not-for-profit 
institutions in developing countries with free or very-low-
cost online access to more than 6200 journals in 
biomedical and related social sciences (see 
www.who.int/hinari/about/en). 

The costs of publishing their own research are also 
prohibitive for researchers from developing nations. 
“Even a single penny means a lot,” says Angel Magar, 

Affording access to published research

continued on page 7
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The ethics of publishing 
police hostage and 
barricade situations: 

protecting 
identities
James L. Greenstone, EdD, 
JD, DABECI
Member of COPE Council 
and Editor-in-Chief of the 
Journal of Police Crisis 
Negotiations

The Journal of Police Crisis 
Negotiations, a COPE member, is the only journal 
regularly addressing the legal, ethical and practical 
considerations involved in publishing case studies 
and other manuscripts describing hostage and crisis 
situations faced by law enforcement in the United 
States. The personal  privacy aspects of utilizing 
certain information obtained during these police 
incidents are of continuing concern, and in specific 
counterpoint to the needs of those specially trained 
law enforcement personnel to learn from past events. 
Such knowledge is indispensable to the successful 
management of future situations. 

The Journal publishes research, academic and 
practical information that can be utilized by police 
hostage and crisis negotiators. Most of the 
discussions concerning past hostage and barricade 
situations are contained in the Case Studies. For all 
cases, a Manuscript Submission Form is signed by 
every author. In unusual cases when private 
individuals, victims, etc., are mentioned in an article or 
case study, additional releases are obtained. 

Specific Points
1. A hostage or barricade situation is a police 

operation, and as such is generally a matter of 
public record. Usually, depending on jurisdiction, 
much of the incident report generated from such 
situations is available for public  perusal. Authors 
reproducing case material  for publication are 
urged to check with their police department legal 
advisor to learn if any information should be 
avoided in the final manuscript.

2. To the knowledge of this author, there exists no 
“negotiator–bad guy” confidentiality law. No duty 
of maintaining confidentiality is imposed by law on 
the negotiator or on the negotiating team. 

3. A participant who reveals information during law 
enforcement negotiations may have no 
expectation of privacy, due to the emergency 
circumstances. Also, non-consensual  monitoring 
of telephone conversations under emergency 
situations does not receive the benefits of privacy 
laws. 

4. Protecting the identity of a participant in crisis 
situations may not be mandated, but in any case, 
personal information is not usually relevant. 
Because the usable substance of actual  reviewed 
situations does not require the identity of the 
civilian participants, these are usually omitted or 
changed, and no releases are necessary. 

5. Even if names are changed for purposes of 
publication and to protect the innocent, facts 
utilized in the manuscript may render those 
involved in, or affected by, the incident readily 
identifiable. Every attempt is made to avoid 
publishing such material. If the Editor discovers a 
possible breach, authors are advised to revise or 
to obtain written releases from those affected. 

6. The facts of a situation utilized in an instructive 
piece such as a case study in a related 
professional  journal  may not be considered 
private if only the facts are utilized without the 
parties being identified. 

7. If information is revealed publicly, the expectation 
that such information would remain confidential is 
probably less than if it were revealed in a more 
private venue. Regardless, the information is 
probably not privileged and could be revealed in 
court if required. 

8. The intended use of the information may play a 
role. Greater leeway might be expected if the 
material used was for educational  or instructive 
purposes, especially to instruct those who may 
have to deal with similar situations in the future. 
(Ann L. Diamond, J.D., personal  communication, 
August 14, 2009)

9. Privacy laws vary from state to state in the United 
States and probably from country to country 
internationally. Therefore, the hurdles to 
overcome regarding privacy issues may vary 
widely and should be scrutinized locally. Readers 
interested in U.S. laws relevant to hostage and 
crisis negotiations can contact the author or 
consult The Elements of Police Hostage and 
Crisis Negotiations (see below).

10. Case studies generally focus on strategies used, 
on what worked and what did not. Several case 
studies are available from the author on request 
(Drjlg1@charter.net).

continued on page 7

Peer to Peer
In medicine, the goal of research is ultimately to improve patient care. In law enforcement, one goal is to improve 
public safety through the education of law enforcement personnel. 
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Peer to Peer (cont.)

Considerations in publication of case information

1.  Does the case published serve as a learning tool? If 
it does, an author or editor may proceed with its 
use.  Such material is not for the purpose of 
producing critical commentary without offering a 
specific lesson. 

2. Is the case already a matter of public  record, either 
as a civil or criminal proceeding? In these 
instances, names have already been published, and 
there are probably no issues of privacy. In any 
commentary, either in written form as an article or 
verbally as part of a classroom discussion, it would 
be imprudent to make public  reference to a matter 
that is still  under investigation or is currently 
being adjudicated.   

3. Even when one of the parties to an incident may 
have acted totally irresponsibly  and outside the 

standards of the profession, the purpose of 
publishing such information is never to belittle or to 
embarrass.  The sole intention is to ultimately 
improve police service.

4. Privacy is no longer an issue in an adjudicated case 
(Tomas C. Mijares, PhD, personal communication, 
August 16, 2009).

The author extends thanks to Assistant District 
Attorney Ann L. Diamond, JD, and Professor Tomas 
Mijares, PhD, for their help in developing the material 
for this article. Their insights are appreciated.

Further reading: Greenstone JL (2005) The elements 
of police hostage and crisis negotiations: Critical 
incidents and how to respond to them. Binghamton, 
New York: The Haworth Press, Inc. (Current publisher: 
Taylor & Francis Group)
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Executive Editor of the Journal  of Nepal Health 
Research Council. Only one Nepalese journal charges 
authors; the cost is about $4 per page. Fatema Jawad, 
Editor-in-Chief of the Journal of Pakistan Medical 
Association, says that authors from her country are 
usually assisted financially by their institutions, “so the 
cost is not a hindrance.” And according to Arun Neopane, 
Editor-in-Chief of the Journal of Nepal Pediatric Society, 
“If we had to pay for publishing our own research in 
international pay-to-publish journals it would come from 
the salary or personal earnings and savings.” 

Open access fees for medical  manuscripts can range 
from $660 to $2900 at BioMed Central and PLoS. 
Economically disadvantaged authors are offered 
support, however. “Barriers to read because of 
subscription charges must not be turned into barriers to 
submit because of publication charges,” says Ginny 
Barbour, Chief Editor of PLoS Medicine. BioMed Central 
gives automatic  waivers to authors from more than 90 low-
income countries, and PLoS gives fee waivers to anyone 
who cannot afford to pay. If editors and reviewers “have 
no access to payment information, inability to pay cannot 
influence the decision to publish a paper,” Barbour says.

Ethical issues

Angel Magar says that researchers he knows “who are 
in need of academic achievement go for pay-to-publish, 
as it has a higher acceptance rate.” The perception that 
pay-to-publish journals accept more manuscripts (and 
by extension, have lower standards) or are more likely 
to reject articles if authors ask for a fee waiver is among 
the ethical issues which have arisen in connection with 
today’s publishing models. In 2006 the COPE Council 
was approached by an editor who was concerned that a 

particular publisher’s reward system for editors, which 
was based on journal revenues, would bias editors in 
favor of accepting low-quality articles if the authors 
could pay. After discussion of the issue with COPE, the 
publisher ultimately urged all its journals, which are 
COPE members, to change their contracts with editors.  

Conflicts of interest are not new to publishing. Print 
journals have long been faced with the task of 
separating editorial and commercial  decisions. Pressure 
to publish research viewed as favorable to 
pharmaceutical  companies that spend large sums on 
reprints and advertisements has been an issue in the 
past. “Accepting manuscripts that aren’t scientifically 
valid is clearly a damaging strategy,” says Ruth King, 
Senior Managing Editor at BioMed Central. “Editorial 
decision-making must be kept separate from the financial 
implications of accepting or rejecting an article.”

There are some alternatives for researchers who want 
to make their results publicly available without paying. 
Mathematician Lance Small  supports free, unregulated 
options like the Los Alamos arXiv (http://arxiv.org), a 
“permanent, freely available digital  library of research 
articles (or e-prints) in physics, mathematics, computer 
science, and quantitative biology” partially funded by 
the National Science Foundation. Whether other 
disciplines will  adopt this approach—or move to the 
author pays model—remains to be seen.

In any case, not publishing doesn’t seem to be an 
option for anyone. “Research isn’t useful until  it has 
been verified and made public,” says King. Thus the 
publishing industry continues to be occupied with the 
unresolved question: What is the most ethical way to 
divvy up the bill?

Feature (cont.)
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The Last Word(s)

by Annemarie Glaser
(inspiration provided by Dr. Seuss)

Last laugh
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In response to an e-mail from COPE member (and 
former Council  member) Peter Hall  (see the back page of 
the Autumn 2009 issue), the COPE Council  decided to 
post Ethical Editing on the public  part of the website, so 
that its contents are available to anyone interested in the 
ethics of editing. Newsletters can be accessed on the 
home page (http://publicationethics.org/) by clicking on 
the Newsletters link on the left side under What’s New.

Open access to Ethical Editing 

A COPE editor on the way to the 
Forum . . .

Preliminary results are back for COPE’s member survey. 
The questionnaire, available online since October 17, 
2009, received 120 responses within the first 4 days, and 
151 responses by November 2. Questions were divided 
into five main areas of interest: 1) the COPE website, 2) 
the COPE newsletter, 3) COPE’s products and services, 
4) COPE and the future, and 5) participant details. A full 
account of the survey results will appear in the Spring 
issue. Here’s what members said about Ethical Editing:
• 63% of those responding read the COPE 

newsletter to some degree, 17% do not, and 20% 
weren’t aware there was a newsletter. 20% of 
those responding always look at the newsletter, 
41% generally look at it, 18% occasionally look at 
it, and 18% seldom look at it. 
• Members expressed a strong preference for the 

newsletter to continue to be produced quarterly 
(79% in favor) and in the current 8-page length 
(76%). No one wanted the newsletter to be longer 
than 8 pages.
• Nearly 83% of members would like the newsletter 

to contain alerts about publications on publishing 
ethics or misconduct, 54% would like news of other 
COPE projects, and 52% would like news of COPE 
Council activities. 

COPE survey snapshot 

Guidelines for the COPE hat 
The COPE hat should have lots of holes, to ensure transparency. The hat design should be original and 
reproducible. It would be forbidden either to give or accept the hat as a gift. Any fur, feathers, or similar trimmings 
should be the real thing and not fabricated, while the manufacturing process should not have caused any harm to 
human or animal subjects. The hat should be sufficiently capacious, so that the wearer can keep confidential 
material under her hat. The maker’s name should be prominently displayed, along with the price and whether any 
discount was offered or taken.  Advertisements for the COPE hat must not be subject to any image manipulation, 
such as making models thinner. Finally, before purchase the hat should be shown to a spouse and rejected if he 
or she says “So what?” or “Nothing new!”

Harvey Marcovitch

First U.S. seminar
There were 37 attendees at COPE’s first United States 
seminar, held November 9, 2009, in Washington, DC. 
Coverage will appear in the next issue of Ethical Editing.

Send contributions to:
cope_editor@publicationethics.org
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