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In the beginning…
 COPE was started in 1997

 Originally an informal forum for discussing 

publication ethics issues 

 Original members were mainly medical

journal editors

 Founding members: 
• Richard Smith (BMJ) 

• Richard Horton (Lancet)

• Michael Farthing (Gut)



COPE is now

 A global organization

 With over 10,000 member journals from all 

disciplines 

(science, medicine, arts, humanities)

www.publicationethics.org

http://www.publicationethics.org/
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COPE guidelines

 Code of conduct for journal editors

 Best practice guidelines for editors

 Flowcharts

 Code of conduct for publishers

 Retraction guidelines

 Cooperation between journals and institutions

 Sharing information about possible misconduct

 Guidelines for peer reviewers



Joint guidelines 
(endorsed by COPE)

 Principles of transparency & best practice in 

scholarly publishing (OASPA, DOAJ, 

WAME)

 Text recycling guidelines (BioMed Central)

 International standards for editors (WCRI)

 International standards for authors (WCRI)



Other COPE resources

 Sample letters

 Database of cases

 Blog / discussion

 Audit tool

 Distance learning modules 



Code of Conduct for Editors

 Developed from COPE guidelines in 1999

 1st Code of Conduct, 2004

 Flowcharts, 2006

 Best Practice Guidelines, 2007



Code of Conduct

 Sets minimum standards

 COPE expects all members to follow it



Best Practice Guidelines

 Represent the “gold standard”

 COPE realises not all journals will be able 

to achieve these



The flowcharts cover:

 Redundant (duplicate) publication

 Plagiarism

 Fabricated data

 Changes in authorship

 Ghost, guest or gift authorship

 Undisclosed conflicts of interest

 General suspected ethical concerns

 Reviewer misconduct 

 Responding to whistle blowers



Flowcharts

 Separate flowcharts for how to handle these 

problems before and after publication

 Summarize Code of Conduct and 

experience / advice from COPE Forums



COPE flowchart



The flowcharts have been translated into 

several languages

French 

Spanish 

Persian 

Chinese 

Italian

Polish

Japanese

Korean

Turkish

Arabic

Croatian

Portuguese



Principles for handling cases 

of suspected misconduct

1. Assess

2. Give an opportunity to explain

3. Seek an investigation

4. Protect readers from potentially misleading work

5. Have clear journal policies & processes

6. Educate authors and reviewers



Code of Conduct for 

Journal Publishers

 Developed in 2011

 Many publishers support (pay for) journals 

to be COPE members

 They should encourage them to follow the 

Code for Editors

 And respect editorial independence





Why did we need 

guidelines on retraction?

 Some editors seem reluctant to retract

 Some retraction statements are unclear (?misconduct / honest 

error)

 Some retracted articles are not properly labelled

 Some editors retract inappropriately 

(eg for authorship disputes)



Journals don’t always retract 

unreliable papers

Poehlman case

 March 2005: ORI announced that 10 articles contain 

fabricated data

 November 2005: only 5/10 articles had been retracted

 Rennie & Sox Ann Int Med 2006;144:609-13

“Editors who fail to retract undo the hard work of 

investigating panels and negate the courage of the 

whistleblower”



Update on Poehlman case

Of the 10 papers identified as fraudulent by ORI

 1 is not on Medline, can’t trace journal

 6/9 have been retracted 

 1 has no comment in the journal 

(Coronary Artery Disease)

 1 has an erratum (Am J Physiol)

 1 has a comment (Obesity Res)
(=letter from Poehlman received March 05, 

published July 05)



Not much sign of improvement

Boldt case

 Feb 2011: Rheinland-Pfalz State Medical Association 

requested retraction of 88 articles because of lack of ethical 

approval

 Jan 2013: 9 articles remain unretracted

 Only 5/79 retractions met all COPE guidelines 

(e.g. 6 articles unmarked despite retraction notice)

 Elia, Wager & Tramèr, PLoS One 2014;9:e85846



Effect of Boldt’s publications

 Effects of type of resuscitation solution (hydroxyethyl 

starch) in critically ill patients 

 Including Boldt’s publications – HES looks OK

 Excluding Boldt’s publications – increased deaths

 “After exclusion of 7 trials performed by an investigator whose research has 

been retracted because of scientific misconduct, hydroxyethyl starch was 

associated with a significant increased risk of mortality and acute kidney 

injury. Clinical use of hydroxyethyl starch for acute volume resuscitation is 

not warranted due to serious safety concerns.”

 Zarychanski et al. JAMA 2013;309:678-88



Examples of unclear wording

 ‘important irregularities’

 ‘the authors no longer stand by their results’

 ‘retraction is being done for legal reasons’

 ‘to eliminate incorrect information’

Retraction Watch lists 

euphemisms eg for 

plagiarism



Correcting the record
 Corrections

 Retractions 

 Expressions of Concern

 “The main purpose of retractions is to correct 

the literature and ensure its integrity rather 

than to punish authors who misbehave”

COPE retraction guidelines 



Cooperation between research institutions 

and journals on research integrity cases 

 Recognizes different responsibilities of 

journals and institutions

 Reflects problems journals sometimes have 

(e.g. when institutions will not share 

information about investigations)



Cooperation & Liaison between 

Universities & Editors (CLUE)

 Working to develop further guidance



Sharing information among editors 

regarding possible misconduct

 Guidelines published 2015

 Developed by Steve Yentis, Editor 

Anaesthesia following Boldt and Fujii cases



Guidelines for peer reviewers

 Published 2013

 Currently being revised

 9 basic principles

 Detailed expectations on invitation, during 

review and after review



Principles of transparency and best 

practice in scholarly publishing 
(COPE, DOAJ, OASPA, WAME)

 Directory of Open Access Journals

 Open Access Scholarly Publishers Association

 World Association of Medical Editors

 1st published 2014, revised June 2015

 Based on DOAJ membership criteria

 Response to predatory publishers



 Any fees should be clearly stated

 Ownership and management should be 

clearly indicated

 Journal name should not be one that is 

easily confused with another journal or 

potentially misleading

 Website should not attempt to mimic 

another journal/publisher’s site

 Direct marketing should be “appropriate, 

well targeted and unobtrusive”



Text recycling guidelines
COPE/ BioMed Central

 Text recycling = when authors re-use text 

from their own work

 Redundant (duplicate) publication refers to 

“a larger problem” of “repeated publication 

of data or ideas”



http://publicationethics.org/international-standards-editors-and-authors



and for editors …



Key points

 COPE has produced several guidelines 

(alone and with other organizations)

 All are freely available on the COPE 

website www.publicationethics.org

 All published under a CC-BY-NC-ND 

licence

http://www.publicationethics.org/


Editors should

 Be familiar with the COPE guidelines

 Raise awareness among editorial board 

members and journal staff

 Incorporate them into journal policies

 Encourage authors to follow International 

Standards (?cite in journal instructions)

 Encourage reviewers to follow COPE 

guidelines (?provide link)


