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COPE –  
COMMITTEE ON PUBLICATION ETHICS 

•  established in 1997 by a small group of medical 

journal editors in the UK but now has over 9000 

members worldwide from all academic fields.  

•  Membership is open to editors of academic 

journals and others interested in publication ethics.  

•  Several major publishers (including Elsevier, Wiley–

Blackwell, Springer, Taylor & Francis, Palgrave 

Macmillan and Wolters Kluwer) have signed up 

some, if not all, of their journals as COPE members. 



COPE –  
COMMITTEE ON  
PUBLICATION ETHICS 

•  provides advice to editors and publishers on all 

aspects of publication ethics and, in particular, 

how to handle cases of research and publication 

misconduct.  

•  provides a forum for its members to discuss 

individual cases. COPE does not investigate  

•  All COPE members are expected to follow the 

Code of Conduct for Journal Editors. 
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RETRACTIONS AND CORRECTIONS 

•  Why? 

•  When? 

•  How? 











Drummond Rennie, Deputy 

Editor,  JAMA, in:  

“The present state of 

Medical journals”. Lancet 

1998 

 

“SCIENCE DOES 
NOT EXIST UNTIL 
IT IS PUBLISHED”  
 



PUBLICATION IS 
INTEGRAL TO RESEARCH 

Introduction to Philosophical Transactions of 
the Royal Society (UK) , first published 

in1665:  

“There is nothing more necessary for 
promoting the improvement of science 
than the communication to those who 

apply their studies so that things are 
discovered or put into practice by others. 

It is proper to employ this Journal to 
gratify those whose engagement in such 
studies entitles them to the knowledge of 

science”  



THE PRINCIPLES OF SCIENTIFIC 
COMMUNICATION  

•  To communicate observations to others  

•  To conduct further research based on those 

observations  

•  To create a scientific record 



“IF I HAVE SEEN FURTHER IT IS ONLY BY 
STANDING ON THE SHOULDERS OF GIANTS” 

Sir Isaac Newton in 

letter to Robert Hooke 

( February 15, 1676) 

Researchers are individuals, but 
science is a collective effort 



ADVANCES IN SCIENCE 

•  seldom made by single researcher or scientific paper 

•  made by many scientists reviewing and discussing the 

scientific findings and the scientific literature  



ONE BAD APPLE…. 







QUALITY AND INTEGRITY OF THE 
SCIENTIFIC LITERATURE 



•  ... is dependent on high-quality research and 

of honest, high-quality reporting of the results 
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THE FIRST RETRACTION, JUNE 24, 1756 



Gentlemen,	

	

I think it necessary to retract an opinion concerning the 
explication of the Leyden experiment, which I troubled this 
Society with in the year 1746, and afterwards published more 
at large in a Treatise upon Electicity, in the year 1750; as I 
have lately made some farther discoveries relative to that 
experiment, and the minus electricity of Mr. Franklin, which 
shew I was then mistaken in my notions about it.	

	

What I mean by the minus electricity of Mr. Franklin, regards 
the minus electricity of the Leyden experiment only, which that 
gentleman discovered.	

	

I shall be very glad to have this acknowledgment made public, 
and to answer that end the effectually, I wish that it may have 
a place in the Transactions of the Royal Society.	




F R O M  P U B M E D  

PUBLICATIONS AND RETRACTIONS BY YEAR FROM 1977 



F R O M  P U B M E D  

RETRACTIONS BY JOURNAL FROM 1977 TO DATE  



GUIDELINES DEVELOPED AT THE 2ND WORLD 
CONFERENCE ON RESEARCH INTEGRITY IN SINGAPORE, 
JULY 2010: 

•  ”Editors are accountable and should take 

responsibility for everything they publish” 

•  ”Editors should guard the integrity of the 

published record by issuing corrections 

and retractions when needed and 

pursuing suspected or alleged research 

and publication misconduct” 



EDITORS SHOULD RETRACT WHEN: 

•  they have clear evidence that the findings are unreliable, 

either as a result of misconduct (e.g. data fabrication) or 

honest error (e.g. miscalculation or experimental error)  

•  the findings have previously been published elsewhere without 

proper cross-referencing, permission or justification (i.e. cases of 

redundant publication)  

•  it constitutes plagiarism  

•  it reports unethical research  



EDITORS SHOULD NOT RETRACT: 

•  to punish authors that misbehave 

•  if only a small part of an article reports flawed data 

•  when a change of authorship is required but there is 

no reason to doubt the validity of the findings  



EXPRESSION OF CONCERN  

•  inconclusive evidence of research or publication misconduct by the 

authors  

•  evidence that the findings are unreliable but the authors’ institution will 

not investigate the case  

•  editors believe that an investigation related to the publication either 

has not been, or would not be, fair and impartial or conclusive  

•  an investigation is underway but a judgment will not be available for a 

considerable time  



CORRECTIONS 

•  when a small portion of an otherwise reliable 

publication proves to be misleading (especially 

because of honest error)  

•  when the author / contributor list is incorrect (i.e. a 

deserving author has been omitted or somebody who 

does not meet authorship criteria has been included) 



A NOTICE OF RETRACTION SHOULD 

•  be linked to the retracted article wherever possible 

(i.e. in all electronic versions)  

•  clearly identify the retracted article (e.g. by including 

the title and authors in the retraction heading)  

•  be clearly identified as a retraction (i.e. distinct from 

other types of correction or comment)  









RETRACTIONS SHOWS UP IN PUBMED 

•  Search for Job Sudbø: 



RESPONSIBILITIES 

•  Authors, editors, institutions and funders are all 

responsible for the integrity of scientific record 

•  Those who are willing to take credit when research 

goes well, must correct the scientific record when 

things og wrong 



AUTHORSHIP-CRITERIA, ICMJE 

1.  Substantial contributions to the conception or design of the work; or 

the acquisition, analysis, or interpretation of data for the work; AND 

2.  Drafting the work or revising it critically for important intellectual 

content; AND 

3.  Final approval of the version to be published; AND 

4.  Agreement to be accountable for all aspects of the work in ensuring 

that questions related to the accuracy or integrity of any part of the 

work are appropriately investigated and resolved. 



AUTHORSHIP, ICMJE 

•  Authorship confers credit and has important academic, 

social, and financial implications. Authorship also implies 

responsibility and accountability for published work. 

•  The recommendations are intended to ensure that 

contributors who have made substantive intellectual 

contributions to a paper are given credit as authors, but 

also that contributors credited as authors understand their 

role in taking responsibility and being accountable for what 

is published. 





RESEARCH INSTITUTIONS SHOULD 

•  have a research integrity officer (or office) and publish their 

contact details prominently; 

•  inform journals about cases of proven misconduct that affect 

the reliability or attribution of work that they have published; 

•  respond to journals if they request information about issues, 

such as disputed authorship, misleading reporting, competing 

interests, or other factors, including honest errors, that could 

affect the reliability of published work; 



RESEARCH INSTITUTIONS SHOULD 

•  initiate inquiries into allegations of research 

misconduct or unacceptable publication practice 

raised by journals; 

•  have policies supporting responsible research conduct 

and systems in place for investigating suspected 

research misconduct. 



JOURNALS SHOULD 

•  publish the contact details of their editor-in-chief who should act as the point of 

contact for questions relating to research and publication integrity; 

•  inform institutions if they suspect misconduct by their researchers, and provide 

evidence to support these concerns; 

•  cooperate with investigations and respond to institutions’ questions about misconduct 

allegations; 

•  be prepared to issue retractions or corrections (according to the COPE guidelines on 

retractions) when provided with findings of misconduct arising from investigations; 

•   have policies for responding to institutions and other organizations that investigate 

cases of research misconduct. 



FUNDING AGENCIES 

•  In a unique position – ”money talks” 

•  Have standards 

•  Can withdraw funding 



TO ACCEPT, REJECT, CORRECT, AND 
RETRACT... 

•  the way an editor takes responsibility for the scientific 

record 

•  retraction of published articles is the responsibility of 

the editor/journal who published the article 

•  others (authors, institutions, etc.) can ask for a 

retraction, but the final responsibility lies with the editor 



THE FIRST RETRACTION, JUNE 24, 1756 



RETRACTIONS –  
IN PRINCIPLE AND IN PRACTICE 

•  important to agree on principles, but: 

•  cases are rarely clear-cut  

•  rarely agreement with and among authors, often conflict 

•  procrastination  

•  treats, lawyers 

•  total silence 



OTHER CHALLENGES 

•  publishers who want to retract to avoid lawsuits 

•  publications without editors, article repositories etc.: 

who will go to the trouble to retract and correct the 

literature? 

•  many versions published: who makes sure that 

everything is corrected? 



Liz Wager, BMJ Blog, August 11, 2014: 
 
….However, I did praise the institution’s prompt and apparently 
thorough investigations. I also said that I thought it was a good thing 
the case was getting so much media attention, but now I am not so 
sure. 
 
I remain convinced that secrecy is unhelpful, and that institutions 
should be open about cases of suspected and proved misconduct. 
Too many cases have been ignored or covered up, with fraudsters 
encouraged to leave quietly and seek another job, while 
whistleblowers are silenced. 
 
I also believe that public debate is important, and that society 
needs to understand the pressures placed on researchers and the 
problems that occasionally arise. Serious misconduct is—fortunately
—rare, but denying its existence is both naïve and unhelpful. 



Virgina Barbour, Chair of 
COPE Augsust 2014: 
 
There has been much 
comment on the tragedy of 
his suicide; but I believe 
above all it should be a 
reminder of how important it 
is to handle these issues 
sensitively, carefully and 
consistently. 


