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Plagiarism is a serious form of academic misconduct. 
How much advice and feedback an editor can provide to 
authors regarding plagiarism, text re-use and accurate 
citation depends on the resources available and on whether 
the editor views his or her role as a mentor and educator 
or simply as a decision-maker and executor of editorial 
disposition or the publisher’s instructions. This chapter is a 
brief summary of the information available about academic 
plagiarism; more complete overviews of publishers’ policies 
and sources of guidance for researchers, editors and 
publishers should also be consulted.1,2

Why has plagiarism become more common? 
Researchers are under increasing pressure to demonstrate 
their productivity by publishing if they wish to obtain 
professional promotion or funding. Digital media now 
make it easy to copy material from other sources. Until 
relatively recently, journals in most disciplines lacked the 
resources to screen manuscripts for content that had been 
published previously. Institutional responses to evidence 
of plagiarism by employees have been inconsistent and 
generally weak. 

Although it is the editor’s duty to correct the record 
when plagiarism is confirmed, some have been unable or 
unwilling to take the necessary steps. Efforts to remedy the 
problems that plagiarism creates can be ineffective if editors 
or publishers fail to take appropriate action. Salutary cases 
have been reported in business research3,4 and climate 
research.5 Some editors in clinical medicine and ethics 
have encountered editorial conflicts of interest and other 
challenges when they attempted to correct misinformation 
resulting from plagiarism.6

Factors associated with plagiarism
A 2012 study found evidence that retractions for plagiarism 
were relatively more frequent among articles from a 
country that is an emerging producer of research, whereas 
retractions for fraud were relatively more frequent among 
articles from a ‘scientific superpower’ country.7,8 A study of 
213 retracted articles in the health sciences and biomedicine 
found an association between retraction for plagiarism and 
(i) affiliation of the first author with a low-income country, 
(ii) first author’s national language other than English, (iii) 
article type other than original research article, and (iv) 
‘low-ranked’ journal.9 This finding suggests that pressure 
to publish as many articles as possible may be a stronger 
motivation to cheat at the publication game in countries 
where research output is increasing rapidly, whereas 
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researchers in countries with a strong history of research 
productivity may be more motivated to cheat by pressures 
to publish preferentially in high-impact journals. However, 
these early studies involved journals only in biomedicine 
and life sciences and should not be assumed to mean that 
an author’s country of origin is a predictor of the likelihood 
of plagiarism. Articles retracted for plagiarism have been 
published by both native- and non-native users of English 
as the lead or corresponding author and by people working 
in both developed and developing countries.10 

Definitions of plagiarism
Scholarly disciplines differ somewhat regarding acceptable 
or legitimate text re-use and situations in which a reference 
is considered necessary. This means that there is no single set 
of objective criteria to define plagiarism nor any percentage 
cut-off value for the amount of unacceptable text re-use 
that can be applied in all disciplines. Nonetheless, there 
is general agreement that plagiarism involves the writer’s 
failure to alert readers that the words (when technical 
language is used) or ideas (when theoretical or conceptual 
language is used) are not the writer’s own original work but 
are taken from a previous source (Table 1). 

Some definitions include the intent to deceive the readers 
about the source of the words or ideas. This part of the 
definition recognizes that many researchers have not been 
well trained in good citation practices and that international 
researchers may not be aware that, in the Anglo-Saxon 
scholarly culture, inadequate citation is viewed as a form of 
intellectual theft and is therefore a serious form of research 
misconduct. Researchers everywhere know that intellectual 
theft is wrong, but some may not have acquired the writing 
and citing skills needed to meet the expectations of journal 
editors for complete, appropriate attribution of sources.11-13 

The word plagiarism implies a judgement about a writer’s 
behaviour, so, unless there is evidence that the writer 
intentionally failed to cite his or her source(s) or knowingly 
attempted to steal credit, it is better to avoid using this word 
to label an author’s behaviour. In science, unlike literature, 
the ‘essence of the novelty’ is in the content rather than the 
precise wording, so copying words does not necessarily 
mean copying ideas.14,15 Many researchers work in settings 
that tolerate or even encourage cheating and may not 
have had access to training about editors’ or publishers’ 
expectations for careful documentation and citation of 
sources. Moreover, cultural and disciplinary differences in 
acceptable citation practices may confuse researchers who 
are learning how to publish successfully. What may look at 
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first like ‘plagiarism’ may be the result of honest error, and 
editors should take this into account when deciding how 
to respond. 

Types of plagiarism 
Phenomena commonly labelled ‘plagiarism’ can be 
classified according to the signs and symptoms in the text 
(duplication or overlap, presence or absence of references 
and quotations marks), the writer’s intention, and the 
reasons that led the writer to re-use material from earlier 
sources (Table 2). 

If the authors of the original language version are 
also the translators, they may assume that readers of the 
translation will have no interest in the original language 
version since they cannot understand it. Nonetheless, as a 
form of secondary publication, translation requires a full 
reference to the original (primary) language version, at 
least according to guidelines used in health research.21 

The frequency of plagiarism within or across languages is 
unknown, but many suspect that it is much more common 
than assumed. A few multinational research groups 
have explored the use of software to detect multilingual 
text duplication,20,22 but many technical challenges have 
yet to be overcome. Meanwhile, detecting plagiarism in 
different languages and in languages other than English 
is problematic. The VroniPlag Wiki uses a novel graphic 
display to illustrate the extent of plagiarism in doctoral theses 
written in German.23 This crowd-sourced tool has led to the 
rescission of some doctoral degrees. Additional resources are 
clearly needed to help editors and publishers detect content 
duplication and possible plagiarism in languages other than 
English. 

Detecting text duplication 
‘Plagiarism detection software’ or ‘anti-plagiarism 
programs’ (Table 3) should more properly be called ‘text 
duplication detection’ software. The software identifies 
matching strings of characters in different documents 
(‘matching text’, ‘matching language’, etc),24 matching 
patterns of citation, or stylistic characteristics.25 However, 
the matches are not in themselves proof that the author’s 
intention was to deceive readers; manual verification and 
further investigation are needed to determine the cause.26,27

Some products are available as freeware, but others are 
commercial products. Publishers and editors should work 
together to choose the software that suits their needs, 
performance criteria, and budget (purchase or licensing, 
staff training, and continuity of service). The effectiveness 
of different types of programs depends on the type of 
duplication they are designed to detect.25 Some products 
have been compared in terms of technical and economic 
criteria:28 journals should test the performance of different 
products with their own manuscript management system.29 

Limitations of software 
Writing practices other than plagiarism with the intent to 
steal credit can lead software to identify matches between 
two or more texts.30 Editors and publishers should consider 
carefully whether these acts constitute misconduct. 

1. Legitimate re-use of (i) material considered to set the 
scene or frame an issue, particularly in the introductory 
or background sections of an article; (ii) highly 
technical material that is most accurately reported 
without paraphrasing or rewriting, particularly in the 
methods section;31 and (iii) definitions of complex 
concepts, which can cause confusion if the original 
author’s words are paraphrased or rewritten in a way 
that changes the original meaning. In all cases, editors 
should ask the authors to add relevant references if 
they are missing and to use quotation marks as needed.

2. Copy-and-paste writing (patch-writing, mosaic 
writing) to speed the writing process. 

3. Copy-and-paste writing to avoid rejection because of 
‘poor English’. 

4. Re-use of text published previously by the same 
authors, who may choose not to cite their own previous 
publications in the belief that a certain amount of ‘self-
plagiarism’ is acceptable and appropriate. 

5. Re-use of parts of text without reference to earlier 
publications in the belief that no reference is needed if 
no original ideas are reported.14 

6. Re-use of background information (boilerplate text 
used as a conventional, convenient summary) without 
a reference in the belief that the information has 
become common knowledge and no longer needs to 
be attributed to a source. Expert reviewers and editors 
should provide guidance on what readers may accept as 
‘common knowledge’ and whether a reference is needed. 

Responding to plagiarism
Plagiarism may necessitate formal retraction of a published 
article. A report in 2011 on the reasons why articles were 
retracted from journals indexed by the Web of Science 
found that plagiarism was a more frequent reason than 
fabrication or falsification but a less frequent reason than 
honest error, self-plagiarism, or other reason.32 A survey 
of 95 editors of high-impact clinical medical journals on 
the frequencies of publication ethics issues found that 
plagiarism was the fifth most frequent issue after problems 
with editorial decisions, reviewer and author conflicts of 
interest, and authorship issues.33 A study of 2047 retracted 
biomedical and life-science articles found that plagiarism 
was a less frequent cause of retraction than fraud, error, 
duplication, and other reasons.7

Although the policies of publishers and institutions 
differ, the aims of retraction as a response to plagiarism 
include (i) correcting the scientific record with regard 
the authorship of words, ideas, and priority; (ii) avoiding 
legal issues related to possible copyright violation; and (iii) 
making authors and their employers aware that plagiarism 
is an unacceptable practice. 

Other possible responses to plagiarism (Table 2) depend 
on whether the editor or publisher believes intentional 
misconduct or honest error has occurred and on whether 
suspicions arise before or after the material has been 
reviewed or published. The COPE flowcharts34 can help 
editors investigate suspected plagiarism and decide, as 
efficiently and transparently as possible, what action to take. 

In many cases, the institutional response has been weak, 
even when plagiarism has been clearly documented. Editors 
who bring plagiarism and other types of misconduct 
to the attention of researchers’ institutions in the hope 
that remedial action will be taken should be prepared 
for frustration and disappointment as well as occasional 
appreciation from academic authorities.

Efforts to reduce the frequency of plagiarism will require 
better training in acceptable writing and citation practices 
and better education about readers’ expectations for the 
accurate attribution of sources.17,31 Institutions should 
ensure that national and international research group 
members avoid writing practices that may trigger suspicion 
of plagiarism11-13 and should develop and promote codes of 
professional conduct.

Recommendations
Editors and publishers should: 
1. Provide guidance about the journal’s expectations for 

originality and authorship. Explain how the journal 
will proceed if plagiarism is suspected or documented. 

2. Develop and publish procedures for responding to 
possible plagiarism. 

3. Encourage peer reviewers to be alert for signs of 
duplication of data, images, words, or ideas, and to flag 
information that requires a reference. 

4. Consult the COPE resource How should editors 
respond to plagiarism?35 and the plagiarism guidelines 
developed by Miguel Roig.31 

5. Use the COPE flowcharts34 to investigate possible 
plagiarism in submitted manuscripts or published 
articles, or follow guidance provided by the code of 
conduct of the appropriate professional or academic 
association. 

Authors and researchers should: 
1. Follow institutional guidelines regarding research and 

publication ethics. 
2. Follow the journal’s guidance by checking its 

instructions or guidelines and searching its website for 
information about the journal’s or publisher’s policies. 

3. Ensure that all co-authors understand and comply with 
the journal’s policies for originality and appropriate 
attribution of sources.
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Table 3. Partial list of software products used to detect text duplication or overlap 

‘Plagiarism is the presentation of the documented work of 
another person as one’s own, without attribution appropriate for 
the medium of presentation.’

Association for Information Systems. Code of Research Conduct
http://home.aisnet.org/displaycommon.cfm?an=1&subarticlenbr
=857#attachment1 

See also definitions from the Modern Language Association 
Handbook, the American Psychological Association Publication 
Manual and the St Martin’s Handbook.

University of Minnesota, Center for Writing. Plagiarism 
definitions. http://home.aisnet.org/displaycommon.
cfm?an=1&subarticlenbr=15 (accessed 9 August 2013)

Type of plagiarism Reference included Intent to deceive Detectable by careful 
peer review

Responsea 

Intellectual theft No Probably Yes Retraction
Copying data or imagesb No Probably Yes Retraction
Intellectual sloth No Maybe not Yes Depends on 

journal’s policy
Copy-and-paste for speed or 
convenience

Maybe Maybe not Yes Correction

Copy-and-paste for better 
scientific Englishc

Maybe Maybe not Yes Correction

Technical plagiarism Yes, but no inverted 
commas

Maybe not Yes Correction

Self-plagiarism Maybe Maybe not Yes Correction
Paraphrasing Maybe Maybe not Maybe Correction
Translation plagiarismd Maybe Maybe not No, unless the reviewer is 

fluent in both languages
Depends on 
journal’s policy

Name of product Website Main application
iThenticate www.ithenticate.com Research publication (‘plagiarism and attribution’)
Turnitin http://turnitin.com/en_us/products/overview Student writing (measures ‘originality’ of manuscripts; 

intended to discourage plagiarism)
CrossCheck 
(based on 
iThenticate)

www.crossref.org/crosscheck/index.html Research publication (identifies matching text between 
manuscripts and published material)

eTBLAST http://etest.vbi.vt.edu/etblast3/ Research publication (text similarity-based search engine 
covering several bibliographic databases)

Déjà vu http://dejavu.vbi.vt.edu/dejavu/ Research publication (flags highly similar published articles 
as ‘citation pairs’)

PlagTracker www.plagtracker.com/ Intended to help authors identify overlap between their 
material and material in ‘internet pages and our databases’

Table 1. Some definitions of plagiarism

Definition Source
‘In an instructional setting, plagiarism occurs when a writer 
deliberately uses someone else’s language, ideas, or other original 
(not common-knowledge) material without acknowledging its 
source.’

Defining and Avoiding Plagiarism: The WPA Statement on Best 
Practices http://wpacouncil.org/node/9 

‘Plagiarism is the appropriation of another person’s ideas, 
processes, results, or words without giving appropriate credit.’ (p. 
21)

Steneck NH. ORI (Office of Research Integrity) Introduction 
to the Responsible Conduct of Research. Washington DC: US 
Government Printing Office, 2007 http://ori.hhs.gov/documents/
rcrintro.pdf 

‘Plagiarism is a form of piracy that involves the unauthorized 
use or close imitation of the language (figures images or tables) 
and thoughts of others and the representation of them as one’s 
own original work without permission or acknowledgment by 
the author of the source of these materials. Plagiarism generally 
involves the use of materials from others, but can apply to 
researchers’ duplication of their own previously published 
reports without acknowledgment […]’.

Steneck N.H. Introduction to the Responsible Conduct of 
Research. Washington DC: US Government Printing Office, 2006.
http://ori.dhhs.gov/education/products/RCRintro/ (accessed 9 
August 2013)

‘Plagiarism is the use of others’ published and unpublished ideas 
or words (or other intellectual property) without attribution 
or permission, and presenting them as new and original rather 
than derived from an existing source. The intent and effect of 
plagiarism is to mislead the reader as to the contributions of the 
plagiarizer.’ 

World Association of Medical Editors. Publication ethics 
policies for medical journals. www.wame.org/resources/
publication-ethics-policies-for-medical-journals#plagiarism 

‘plagiarism has been traditionally defined as the taking of words, 
images, ideas, etc. from an author and presenting them as one’s 
own’

Roig M. Avoiding Plagiarism, Self-plagiarism, and Other 
Questionable Writing Practices: A Guide to Ethical Writing. 
Washington DC: Office of Research Integrity, US Department of 
Health and Human Services. 
http://ori.hhs.gov/education/products/roig_st_johns/
Plagiarism%20of%20ideas.html 

‘taking over the ideas, methods, or written words of another, 
without acknowledgment and with the intention that they be 
taken as the work of the deceiver.’ 

American Association of University Professors. Statement on 
Plagiarism. 1990 http://ori.hhs.gov/avoiding-plagiarism-self-
plagiarism-and-other-questionablewriting-practices-guide-
ethical-writing

Table 2. Characteristics that may be related to different types of plagiarism16-20

a Copyright violation may require a retraction, regardless of the reasons for text duplication.
b Because of the likelihood that subject experts will recognize the duplication during peer review or soon after publication, this type of plagiarism is 
probably less frequent than attempts to steal credit for words or ideas. 
c The resulting text can nonetheless be hard to understand because of inconsistencies in voice, register, and logical flow, even if there are no grammatical 
or syntactical errors.16-18 
d  Translation plagiarism19 or cross-language plagiarism20 can be difficult to prove because language skills are needed and because the second language 
version may contain paraphrasing in addition to translation. With increasing globalization and international collaboration, the likelihood of (in fact, the 
need for) publication in more than one language may be increasing. 


