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From the Editors’ Desks

Our major innovation to be announced 
in this issue is the appointment of an 
International Advisory Board to help 
with the development of European 
Science Editing. We have recently 
restructured the former Publications 
Committee, removing responsibility 
for the website and the Handbook, 
which now come under Council.
The Committee has been renamed 
as the Editorial Board – which it was 
some years ago! The new International 
Advisory Board comprises distinguished 
editors from around the world, reflecting 
the growing influence of EASE and 
the journal beyond Europe. They will 
submit papers of their own, solicit 
suitable papers from amongst colleagues 
or by following other leads and help 
with peer review.  The actual business 
operations of the journal will remain 
with the Editorial Board.  Details of the 
members of the International Advisory 
Board can be found on our website.

Plans are proceeding well for the 
joint meeting with ISMTE in Belgium 
in September, which includes the 
AGM. Registration is now open and the 
programme may be seen on the website.  
We hope that many of you will attend.  

We are continuing to plan the 2014 

EASE Conference, which will be held 
in Split.  Suggestions welcome for this 
one: again, see the website for details as 
these are announced.  

Our Regional Chapter initiative is 
slowly taking shape with events being 
held in both Russia and Croatia.  Others 
are planning to create Regional Chapters 
in Italy and India.  These activities will 
widen the reach of EASE beyond our 
membership and beyond our traditional 
boundaries – not that EASE membership 
has ever been restricted to Europe.  The 
important thing is to help improve 
standards of science communication 
globally.

Last, but definitely not least, we will 
soon publish a new edition of the Science 
Editors’ Handbook: Pippa Smart has done 
a fantastic job, ably supported by Herve 
Maisonneuve and Arjan Polderman.   
There are many new chapters and the 
old ones have been revised, making it an 
essential resource for today’s editor. The 
Handbook will be a bound paperback, 
rather than the ring-bound format of the 
current edition.  It will be freely available 
to members via the website.  Members 
will also be entitled to buy a print copy 
at a substantial discount.  
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Editorial

Selecting your editorial board: maintaining standards
With the ever-increasing use of digital technologies, rapid 
distribution of information and proliferation of open-
access publications, it is important to reassess the role of 
editorial board members and their influence on the quality 
of articles entering the global pool of knowledge. Reviewing 
the criteria for good editorial board members is a useful 
exercise (Box 1).

Box 1. Essential criteria for editorial board members 
of scientific journals

Membership in science editors’ association(s)
Good knowledge of research reporting guidelines
Previous reviewer and editorial contributions
Active involvement in research in a relevant field of 
science
Regular attendance of relevant conferences/seminars
Affiliation to a pro-active research group/university

Several learned associations have developed 
recommendations on editorial practices, with that of the 
Committee on Publication Ethics (COPE) perhaps being the 
most comprehensive and up-to-date.1 The COPE guidelines 
address almost all problems encountered in editorial practice 
− from inappropriate authorship, detection of scientific 
misconduct and transparent research reporting to technical 
support for editors, archiving of publications and good 
service to the readership. With over 6,000 members, COPE 
stands first amongst editorial associations, and adherence 
to the COPE recommendations by its members could be 
instrumental in unifying standards for and improving 
the quality of journals. In reality, editorial practices vary 
widely across journals, even amongst members of COPE 
and other associations advocating adherence to the best 
editorial practices. Papers with guest and ghost authorship, 
redundant, plagiarized, or unchecked information, full of 
conflicts of interest and obscure advertisements continue to 
sneak into academic journals, indexing databases and digital 
archives at an ever-increasing pace.2-4 Journals struggling to 
get indexed, archived and improve scientometric indicators 
sometimes embark on ‘soft’ peer review, opening the 
gates for substandard articles with a history of multiple 
rejections.5

The current exceptional opportunities for launching 
online journals and the digitization trends in most 
traditional journals expand publishing limits further, but at 
the cost of lowering the scientific threshold and ignoring 
the traditions of journal editing. Obviously, the limited 
pool of highly skilled authors, reviewers and editors is 
unable to satisfy the expanding publishing capacities. The 
experts prefer to focus on a handful of journals and to 
promote sources visible in the Web of Science database. 
The latter puts enormous pressure on editors of small and 

newly launched journals,6 who have to make an extra effort 
to invite the best editorial team members, reviewers and 
authors, and promote published items by proper archiving 
and distribution to potential readers.1,7

Editorial teams with up-to-date experts in science editing 
and publishing, and those actively advocating the interests 
of their journals, are the drivers of success in journal editing 
and indexing.8 Not surprisingly, even representatives 
of specialized professional journals tend to join editors’ 
associations, to adhere to their recommendations, and to 
resolve editing and indexing problems through discussions 
with more experienced colleagues. As current research 
is becoming more complex, multi-disciplinary and 
international, greater emphasis is being placed on the 
research reporting skills of editorial team members and 
journal adherence to relevant reporting guidelines (eg 
CONSORT, PRISMA, STROBE).9

Most indexed journals have editorial experts on their 
Boards, who previously served as reviewers and/ or 
authors in the same journal. It is highly likely that those 
who make quality contributions to a journal over a long 
time would care for the success of the journal. Similar to 
the best reviewer qualifications,10 it is favourable to have in 
the editorial team contributors with current involvement 
in research, relevant publications, and growing profiles on 
Scopus, Web of Science and other prestigious databases. 
Current expert opinion strongly supports the principle 
of “excellent editors - good authors”.11 There are plenty of 
examples of successful journals picking their editors and 
reviewers primarily from authors with solid publication 
records and research performance indicators, namely total 
citations and h index.12 Some of these journals proudly 
show off the credentials of the editors on their websites and 
provide links to their profiles generated by bibliographic 
databases.

Previous editorial experience is another valuable asset 
for promotion to a new editorial post. When seeking a new 
editor or editorial team member, publishers often refer to 
their pool of reviewers and editors. It is hardly possible to 
run a journal where most of the editors are new to reviewing, 
editing and the publishing processes. Ideally, serving on 
editorial boards of several, non-competing journals with a 
diverse scope of interests would be beneficial to the editorial 
processes in each of these journals. However, there are 
certain limits which should be considered before recruiting 
‘busy’ editors. Scholarly journals, as a source of original, 
validated and improving practice information, require day- 
to-day active work and contributions from editors. Such 
contributions include, but are not limited to, submission 
of publishable editorials and substantive articles, reviewer 
commentaries, promotion of the journal articles, soliciting 
articles, and attending editorial meetings.1 Depending 
on tasks of each editorial post, some of these may suffer 
from accepting too many ‘full-time’ editorial invitations 

at a time. In the case of holding crucial posts in journals 
with competing aims or similar scopes, the editor or 
editorial team member should publicly disclose competing 
interests. For decades, there has also been an increasing 
trend for inviting influential experts and big names to serve 
as editorial board members. This may lead to a situation 
where the experts accept honorary invitations, but fail to 
fully commit to the duties in all the journals.

One of the important functions of scholarly journals is 
conveying original information from diverse sources and 
distinguishing future directions of research. Journal editors 
and publishers alike can identify new directions of research 
of interest to their readership and improve standards of 
the journals by attending relevant international forums. 
The majority of science editors’ associations offer regular 
conferences and seminars, which can be helpful for accruing 
editorial skills and expanding career prospects. Additional 
support comes from writing and editing courses tailored 
for specialists in other fields (eg clinicians) and arranged as 
part of specialized conferences.13

Attending conferences is an opportunity to expand 
your network, promote a journal, solicit papers from great 
authors, and meet potential editors. As journal promotion 
is becoming increasingly dependent on the number of 
quality submissions and citations from top journals, it is 
more likely that the best editorial candidates will be found 
amongst those from active research groups and universities. 
Again, parallels with best reviewers10 are appropriate here. 
Of the many benefits, researchers from top universities 
and affiliated centres may offer promotion by introducing 
the ethical writing standards of their primary institutions 
and by submitting publishable items, usually subject to 
archiving in institutional and open-access bibliographic 
repositories.

To sum up, scholarly journal editing is facing the great 
opportunities of digital technologies and the challenges 
posed by bibliometric competition. What was successful in 
the field only three−five years ago is no longer workable.

Armen Yuri Gasparyan
Chief Editor, European Science Editing;

Departments of Rheumatology and
Research and Development,

Dudley Group NHS Foundation Trust
(A Teaching Trust of the University of Birmingham, UK),

Russells Hall Hospital, Dudley DY1 2HQ, West Midlands, UK;
a.gasparyan@gmail.com
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Abstract Plagiarism is a serious breach of publication ethics 
and a concern for all science editors. It has many forms, 
with patchwork plagiarism being one of the most common. 
A patchwork article is constructed of pieces from different 
sources and presented as a work with original text. Modern 
digital technologies provide plagiarism detection software, 
for example, CrossCheck®, which is currently employed by 
journal editors to filter out plagiarized manuscripts. One 
of the main reasons for patchwork writing is inadequate 
knowledge of English. This is why non-native English-
speaking authors are frequently advised to prepare their 
manuscripts with help of language professionals and native 
English speakers. Such assistance increases their chances of 
getting published.

Keywords: Patchwork plagiarism; plagiarism detection 
software; publication ethics; periodicals as topic.

Plagiarism, or “appropriation of another person’s ideas, 
processes, results or words without giving appropriate 
credit to the source or author”,1 has many forms. It ranges 
from minor to major or blatant scientific misconduct.2,3 
Minor forms include the appropriation of small portions 
of text, particularly in Materials and Methods section 
of research papers. If an author copies phrases such as 
“the authors declare no conflict of interest” or “P<0.05 
was considered statistically significant”, it will not be 
judged as stealing words. The verbatim appropriation of 
descriptions from Methods sections is usually viewed 
as a minor offence, or ‘technical plagiarism’, which is less 
likely to cause rejection of a manuscript submitted to a 
journal. However, appropriations from other sections of 
scientific articles, especially from the Discussion, which 
is supposed to bring intellectual novelty, is regarded as a 
serious breach of publication ethics. The latter requires a 
prompt investigation, and often leads to the rejection of the 
manuscript.2,4,5 

A prime example of major plagiarism is the resubmission 
of someone’s work under a new name. Translating books, 
articles and other material without permission of the original 
authors and passing the work as the translators’ own is also a 
form of major plagiarism.2,3 

A special form of major patchwork plagiarism is when 
text of an article contains several parts from different 
sources. Such “articles” are usually composed of two, three, 
or sometimes more original sources.3 The author of a 
patchwork article cuts parts of sentences, paragraphs, or even 
whole sections from different articles and compiles a mosaic 
body of a new article.2,5

Patchwork plagiarism may comprise false paraphrasing 
and text recycling, mostly in review articles, where 

Patchwork plagiarism
Ksenija Baždarić
Department of Medical Informatics, Rijeka University School of Medicine, Rijeka, Croatia; 
Research Integrity Editor, Croatian Medical Journal; ksenija.bazdaric@medri.uniri.hr  ksenija.bazdaric@cmj.hr

appropriate synthesis of the literature with substantial 
intellectual contribution is expected. In the case of false 
paraphrasing the author copies textual information, cites the 
original article(s), but does not use quotation marks, with a 
false impression of paraphrasing.6 Miguel Roig puts in his 
guide to ethical writing Avoiding plagiarism, self-plagiarism, 
and other questionable writing practices: “Any verbatim text 
taken from another author must be enclosed in quotation 
marks”.6

Options to avoid plagiarism are becoming increasingly 
available, particularly with the advances in information-
communication technology. Science editors, even those 
editors with minimal computer skills, can now detect various 
forms of plagiarism in journal submissions and publications. 
Plagiarism detection software can help to identify text 
similarities which then have to be verified by the editor. The 
software is valued highly as it can help detect plagiarism, 
at the submission stage, avoiding unwanted retractions at a 
later stage.4 

The plagiarism detection software compares the text of a 
submitted manuscript with sources available on the Internet 
and bibliographic databases. The result may include an index 
of text similarity between the submitted articles and other 
sources.7 The most powerful plagiarism detection software is 
CrossCheck®, a product of the cooperation between CrossRef 
and iParadigms company. CrossCheck searches through 
texts freely available on the Internet and in the CrossCheck 
subscription database of articles, which currently contains 
more than 50 million articles from journals with a CrossRef 
membership.7 The Croatian Medical Journal (CMJ), for 
example, used CrossCheck to detect plagiarism during 
2009-2010 and revealed that one tenth of the submitted 
manuscripts contained plagiarized parts.3 

CrossCheck detects various forms of appropriation in 
patchwork plagiarized articles, because of its high sensitivity 
(Figure 1). It detects similarities in an article with original 
sources, with text similarity rates exceeding a threshold (eg 
10%).3 Additionally, it tracks an article in which text is copied 
from dozens of sources, with some not reaching the threshold 
similarity rates. The first case is a more serious offense, as it 
violates the copyright regulations. 

Each scholarly journal should approve its own criteria 
and threshold of plagiarism, as there is still no universal 
definition of plagiarism.2,4  In CMJ a manuscript with more 
than 15% text similarity with multiple sources (a minimum 
5% from each text) is manually verified to exclude patchwork 
plagiarism. After the verification, CMJ editors discuss 
each case individually and either request re-writing of the 
texts with similarities, or reject the manuscript without a 
re-submission chance and a notification sent to the author’s 
institution.
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Despite some good examples, such as Anesthesia & 
Analgesia, Chest and CMJ, not all scholarly journals currently 
use the plagiarism detection software. Perhaps some good 
advice to those who do not use any plagiarism detection 
software is to pay attention to any unevenness in the style 
and quality of the writing, mixed use of British and American 
English, differences in terminology, or lack of cohesive 
sentences.8 This alternative approach may increase chances 
of detecting patchwork plagiarism. 

Patchwork plagiarism may have the same causes as other 
forms of plagiarism. The Editor in Chief of Anesthesia & 
Analgesia, Steven Shafer, in his article You Will Be Caught 
concludes that the main reason is poor knowledge of 
English.5 Based on my own experience with processing 
CMJ submissions and communicating with the authors of 
‘suspected’ manuscripts during the past three years, the same 
conclusion can be drawn.3

Fortunately, the language problem is possible to 
overcome. Manuscripts can be edited before submission to 
a journal with help from native speakers and professionals. 
Authors with inadequate English proficiency should write 
articles in their own words or in their mother tongue, instead 
of stealing large chunks of text from different sources. The 
draft text should then be properly edited or translated with 
the support of author editors, translators, or experts from 
various commercial writing and editing services. This may 
increase chances for eventual acceptance of the manuscripts 
in high quality journals and avoid accusations of plagiarism.8

Figure 1. Similarity report by CrossCheck®: on the top - name of the file, overall similarity with found sources; on the left - 
examined text (similar parts are coloured); on the right - list of found possible sources (similar texts) with text similarity rate 
and number of similar words.

•	 See page 55 for related correspondence
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Aldo Manuzio and his legacy to the language profession

Valerie Matarese
Biomedical editor, writer and information researcher, Vidor (Treviso), Italy; vmatarese@uptoit.org

Abstract At the turn of the sixteenth century, the recent 
arrival of the printing press in Venice and the socio-
economic conditions in that cosmopolitan city permitted 
the development of the book publishing industry. One of 
the early printers, Aldo Manuzio, combined the business of 
artisanal printing with humanistic knowledge and love of 
the classics. Considered the first publisher in the modern 
sense, Manuzio introduced typographical innovations and 
set editorial standards. This paper reviews the achievements 
of Manuzio and his Aldine Press to give a historical 
perspective for many aspects of publishing today.

Keywords Book industry; publishing; printing; history, 
early modern 1451-1600.

Introduction
The printing press was invented around 1450 in Germany, 
but it was in Venice that the book publishing industry was 
born.1 At the end of the fifteenth century, Venice presented 
the right combination of economic wealth, entrepreneurial 
spirit, literacy, multilingualism and—especially—freedom 
of expression to permit the development of a literary 
marketplace. Among the hundreds of printers who set 
up shop in the city, one—Aldo Manuzio—stands out 
prominently for his editorial innovation and emphasis on 
quality. This paper reviews the editorial achievements of 
Manuzio and his Aldine Press in order to give a historical 
foundation for many aspects of publishing today. It also 
discusses the symbolism of the Aldine colophon and tells 
why I proposed it as the logo for METM12, the eighth annual 
meeting of Mediterranean Editors and Translators (MET).

Venice in Manuzio’s time
In the late 1400s and early 1500s, Venice was the 
cosmopolitan capital city of the Venetian Republic, a 
maritime state spanning from the northern Adriatic 
coast, along the Balkans, through the Peloponnesus and 
Aegean islands, to Cyprus. One of the largest European 
megalopolises of the time, the Serenissima was sovereign 
(especially from papal censorship) and based on an 
economy of international commerce and banking. Venice 
attracted immigrants—both scholars and refugees seeking 
freedom and opportunities—from places as far as Spain 
(where the Catholic Monarchs had expelled the Jews) 
and, to the east, Armenia and continental Greece (under 
Ottoman control). Venetian society was multiethnic, 
multilingual and multiconfessional, with a relatively literate 
population. The setting was ripe for innovation.

The first printing press was brought to Venice in 1469, 
and soon hundreds of workshops were issuing thousands 
of volumes.1 Book shops flourished, but printers were 
artisans2 and quality standards were lacking. In the midst of 
what was an early information revolution and upheaval of 
learned communication, Aldo Manuzio arrived in Venice.

Aldus Pius Manutius Romanus
Aldo Manuzio was born ~1449 in Bassiano (Duchy of 
Sermoneta),1 in the Papal States. He studied the classics in 
Rome and Greek in Ferrara, and then worked as tutor to the 
princes Alberto III and Lionello Pio of Carpi.1 (The Latinized 
version of his name invokes both his Roman origins and his 
dedication to the Pio family.) Around 1490, at the mature 
age of 40 years, he left Carpi to pursue a second career in 
Venice: his mission was to print—and therefore preserve—
Greek and Latin classics. Here, he established In Aedibus 
Aldi (literally, in the house of Aldo), today called the Aldine 
Press or Aldus & Co. In 1495, he printed a first book, 
Erotémata, a Greek grammar. Over the next 20 years until 
his death, he published 132 books, not only classics but also 
contemporary works in Latin and vernacular, translations, 
and scholastic texts.1,3 Although the focus was on literary 
and historical classics, Manuzio’s catalogue did include 
major scientific texts such as the complete extant works 
of Aristotle and the botanical treatise of Theophrastus.3,4 
Medicine was approached later, when the Aldine Press 
produced the editiones principes (first printed editions) 
of the complete works of Galen (1525) and Hippocrates 
(1526) in the original Greek; the well-edited edition of the 
latter work became the foundation for further study and 
new translations of the Hippocratic corpus.4

Differently from other printers, Manuzio was an educator 
and humanist, and had like-minded company.1,5 He was 
sought by Desiderius Erasmus of Rotterdam for the quality 
of his work: Erasmus became a friend and colleague, and 
finished his Adagiorum chiliades (thousands of proverbs) 
in Venice. Another important associate was the humanist 
Pietro Bembo, who influenced Manuzio’s choices regarding 
punctuation, font design and, as we shall see, the Aldine 
colophon. Manuzio and colleagues took preliminary steps to 
establish an academy to promote the study of Greek classics, 
but the project did not develop beyond an informal group of 
literary men who discussed the manuscripts to be printed.6 
Still, we might consider it the earliest editorial board.

Manuzio is accredited with numerous typographical 
innovations. He popularized a rounded font, distinct from 
the square Gothic font used earlier (eg in the Gutenberg 
Bible); his font became known as “roman” and inspired 
the modern serif type.5 In order to mimic, in print, the 
calligraphy of  manuscripts, he commissioned the cutting 
of a novel, slanted font now called italic. Manuzio also 
standardized punctuation in Latin alphabets. Most notably, 
he gave the comma its curved form, replacing the slash 
(virgula suspensiva) which had indicated a pause since 
the thirteenth century, and, upon Bembo’s suggestion, 
he introduced the semicolon, copied from the Greek 
interrogation mark, to indicate a stronger pause in text. 
Other typesetting innovations that facilitated reading 
include kerning, indentation and type variation (called type 
hierarchy today).5

Manuzio is considered the first publisher in the modern 
sense. He employed editors, translators and proofreaders to 
guarantee linguistic accuracy and, for the classics, fidelity to 
the original manuscripts; in this aspect, he is said to have set 
standards for in-house editing.5 Aldo & Co. commercialized 
the octavo, a smaller and more manageable book size than 
the folio used for incunabula (the first printed books). These 
libelli portatiles were classic works stripped of the usual 
editorial comments; they sold at an affordable price and are 
considered the precursor of today’s pocket book.1,2 Through 
the quality of its product and the titles in its catalogue, the 
Aldine Press marketed to an emerging class of polyglot 
Europeans who used writing professionally (eg scribes, 
librarians, lawyers).5 Thus, in only 20 years, Manuzio almost 
single-handedly transformed the concept of the book from 
an object for prayer or legal reference to one for pleasureful 
reading. By bridging the realms of entrepreneurial printing 
and humanistic thought, he “demonstrated to the printing 
world that scholarly books could be produced finely as well as 
profitably; and he convinced the scholarly world of the value 
of printing.”7 And, he served as a model for the new figure of 
the scholar-printer, which later inspired university presses.2

Manuzio died in 1515. The business continued after 
his death, passing first to his business partner, then to his 
son Paolo, and finally to his grandson Aldo the Younger 
at whose death in 1597 Aldus & Co. closed. In the 1800s, 
the building where Manuzio kept his home and workshop 
in Campo San Paterniàn, and the San Paterniàn church, 
were demolished. No tomb is known and all that remains 
for visitors to the now-called Campo Manin is a plaque on 
one of the rare modern buildings in Venice. Although all 
physical traces of the Aldine Press are lost, the books have 
survived and, through them, Manuzio’s indelible mark on 
publishing persists.

Festina lente
Aldine editions today are prized antique books, extensive 
collections of which are held in libraries at the University of 
Manchester and Brigham Young University. A distinguishing 
feature of these volumes is the colophon (printer’s mark) 
that adorns the title page. Branding a book with a colophon 
is another aspect of publishing attributed to Manuzio, who 
made this usage fashionable. The Aldine mark, first used 
in 1501, portrays an anchor entwined by a diving dolphin 
(Figure 1). 

The anchor-dolphin symbol was adapted from a Roman 
coin given to Manuzio by his friend Bembo (Figure 2A).2,8 
As Erasmus explains in Adagiorum chiliades, the Roman 
emperor Augustus disapproved of urgency and rashness 
among his officers and so encouraged them with the 
Greek saying σπεύδε βραδέως, meaning hasten slowly 
(festina lente in Latin). According to Erasmus, the “anchor 
refers to the slowness of deliberation, and the dolphin to 
the speed of performance.”8 The motto encourages one to 
work quickly but carefully; through Manuzio, it came to 
symbolize elegance and quality.7 Manuzio first reproduced 
the symbol and the motto in 1499 in an illustration (Figure 
2B) in Hypnerotomachia Poliphili, considered one of the 
most beautiful Renaissance books. The motto has also been 
illustrated as a turtle with sails (by the Medici in Florence) 
and a hare in a snail shell. 

I discovered the dolphin-anchor symbol while searching, 
in my role as chair of the METM12 organizing committee, 
for a conference logo. Our meeting was to be held in Venice 
in a fifteenth century complex which had been used over 
time as a monastery, an orphanage and a school teaching 
the use of the printing press. Our keynote speakers were to 

Figure 2. Festina lente. A Original dolphin-anchor symbol, 
on an 80 A.D. Roman coin. (Image courtesy of Beast Coins.) 
B First appearance of the symbol and its associated motto 
(in Greek and Latin) in an Aldine edition, as an illustration in 
Hypnerotomachia Poliphili, a cryptic tale of love in a dream. 
(Image courtesy of the Gallica digital collection of the 
National Library of France.)Figure 1.  The Aldine colophon. A Original version, here in 

Erasmus’ 1507 Latin translation of Euripides. The title page 
also shows Manuzio’s original italic type. B Later version 
used by Aldo’s son Paolo, from 1540. (Images courtesy of the 
L. Tom Perry Special Collections, Lee Library, Brigham Young 
University.)
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talk about diving beneath the surface of the written word 
(Tom Jefferson) and the relationship between translation 
and travel literature (Loredana Polezzi). Printing, diving 
and travel were all represented in the Aldine colophon. As I 
learned about Manuzio’s work, I found further semblances 
to MET and METM12. Like Aldus & Co., MET attracts 
a multifaceted group of scholars, educators, linguists, 
translators and editors. Like Manuzio, MET members 
attain to high standards and are concerned with trends in 
publishing. And, in keeping with the motto, the planning 
of METM12 was characterized by perseverance, aiming for 
excellence and style while keeping to schedule; this was my 
personal interpretation of festina lente. 

It was with great pleasure, therefore, that MET hosted 
its annual meeting in the city that fostered such a creative, 
scholarly publisher. Moreover, it is my honour to bring to 
the attention of other language professionals the legacy 
that Manuzio left us, from fonts to punctuation, and from 
editorial board review to careful copy-editing. 

Note: This paper was presented in poster format at 
METM12 (Venice, 9-10 November 2012).
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Abstract Citability of data, including also results from 
studies utilizing biological samples, is becoming a 
prominent issue in scientific publishing. Data deriving 
from bioresources are important for the advancement of 
biomedical research. This paper aims at promoting the 
relevance of a good standardized citation in journal articles 
which will help in the creation of a system for evaluation of 
bioresources-based research impact.

Keywords: biobanks; journal editors; impact factor.

Introduction
Human biological samples and their derivatives (eg RNA, 
DNA, proteins), and information about them stored in 
biobanks or databases are important elements of research. 
Their use for improving human health research implies a 
complex set of competences and infrastructures (research 
biobanks) responsible for collecting, treating, keeping and 
distributing the biological samples.

Citability of data, including also results from studies 
utilizing biological samples, is becoming a prominent issue 
in scientific publishing and in scholarly communication 
because of the great amount of available data used for 
scientific research. Good data citation practice should 
follow the conventions and standardizations accepted by the 
scientific community. This means properly acknowledging 
the biobank and the biological sample management which 
include collectors, data creators, sample/data management 
at different levels of granularity, and requires the promotion 
of awareness of its benefits and value among researchers, 
editors, reviewers and other stakeholders.1

The Bioresource Research Impact Factor (BRIF) is a 
European project aiming to develop an appropriate set of 
tools for the creation of a suitable identifier for biobanks to 
allow a standardized citation in journal article.

The value of bioresources for the advancement          
of research
An increasing proportion of biomedical research relies on 
biosamples and much of our medical knowledge is acquired 
with the aid of bioresources collections. Human research 
biobanks include both population biobanks and disease-
oriented biobanks, which collect general population and 
pathological samples, respectively.

Population biobanks, for instance, contain large 
collections of  well-documented, up-to-date epidemiological, 
clinical and biological samples, supplemented with genomic 
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information and annotated to epidemiological and health 
care information. These collections are at the basis of 
genetic epidemiology, which is a rapidly expanding field of 
research. Genetic epidemiology aims to clarify the nature 
of modifiable risk factors and to propose molecular genetic 
tests for personalized medical care.2

Bioresources, if well-collected, well-characterized and 
easily accessible, may serve a critical role for the advancement 
of biotechnology and disease-related activities world-wide. 
The value of biobanks, however, relates primarily to the 
individual donation, nation-wide sample collections and 
structured repositories, that are all aspects closely related 
to ethical issues.3 All these issues are equally applicable to 
high- and low-income countries, where building of human 
biobanks is in progress.4

Bioresources and the European context
The importance of high-quality, annotated biological 
specimens in medical research is increasingly acknowledged 
by the biomedical research community. In 2009, TIME 
magazine identified biobanks as one of the 10 ideas changing 
the world,5 and the European Strategy Forum on Research 
Infrastructures (ESFRI) recognized the strategic importance 
of research biobanking for Europe.6

Furthermore, a Pan-European Biobanking and 
Biomolecular Resources Research Infrastructure for 
biomedical and biological research in Europe was funded 
as one of the first projects on the ESFRI roadmap.7,8 Its 
preparatory phase ended in January 2011, and now BBMRI 
is a 54-member consortium with more than 225 associated 
organizations, mainly biobanks from more than 30 countries.

The mission of BBMRI is to build up a pan-European 
infrastructure, utilizing the existing resources and 
technologies, complemented with innovative approaches 
and embedded into European ethical, legal and societal 
backgrounds. Participants of BBMRI have to adopt 
standardized and shared procedures for biosamples collection, 
storage, analysis and distribution. This infrastructure is also 
intended to address the following problems: fragmented 
nature of biobank collections, heterogeneity of operating 
procedures, lack of a standardized catalogue, differences 
in informed consent practices, and variety of policies for 
accessing samples. These problems devalue potential of the 
data, which can be obtained from the analysis of the millions 
of currently stored samples.9,10

In December 2011, 14 member states signed a 
Memorandum of Understanding to participate in BBMRI-
ERIC (European Research Infrastructure Consortium). 
This is expected to start operations in the second half of 
2013.8 BBMRI will be implemented in the ERIC legal 
framework.

According to the BBMRI-ERIC draft statutes, each 
member state has a BBMRI national node to coordinate the 
activities of the national biobanks and to interface with the 
European central coordination quarter. The Italian National 
Institute of Health (Istituto Superiore di Sanità, ISS), for 
example, established the Italian national node of BBMRI in 
July 2010, based on a mandate of the Minister of Health.11

Journal editors subgroup of BRIF
Sharing bioresources has been recognized as an important 
tool for the advancement of biomedical research, particularly 
in Europe. Along with some technical and ethical issues, 
a major obstacle for sharing bioresources is the lack of 
acknowledgements of efforts directed at establishing and 
maintaining such resources.12

Recently, major international funders of public health 
research introduced a policy promoting the availability of 
the data from funded research, which may help advance 
health care.13 Many biomedical publications are now based 
on the data from diverse collections of samples, often from 
heterogenous sources and health databases. Therefore, 
the quality of research depends largely on the quality of 
bioresources (samples, data and databases) and an appropriate 
set of tools is needed to measure their impact. To address this 
issue, a scientific initiative led by Anne Cambon-Thomsen 
(INSERM, Toulouse, France) is developing BRIF, establishing 
a bridge between the initiators/implementers of bioresources 
and the impact of scientific research. The idea is to construct 
a quantitative parameter, similar to the well-known journal 
Impact Factor (IF), that will recognize the most influential 
bioresources for the biomedical scientific community.

Supported by GEN2PHEN and BBMRI projects, an 
international workshop was held in Toulouse in January 
2011. Biobank partners, computational biologists, geneticists, 
epidemiologists, publishers, experts in scientometrics, 
lawyers, bioethicists, philosophers, and sociologists from 
across the world gathered to discuss standards for assessing 
and optimizing the use of bioresources. Discussions and 
presentations at the workshop focused on two fundamental 
issues: whether the concept of Impact Factor is applicable 
to bioresources and, if so, what kind of identifier should be 
assigned to facilitate the traceability. The discussions raised 
concerns over what exactly should be assessed and at what 
level of granularity. Legal and ethical concerns were also 
touched on. During the workshop a number of subgroups 
were launched to explore different aspects of BRIF. Each 
subgroup included international experts with specific tasks.12

BRIF should process the literature on the use of 
bioresources, considering the controversies surrounding 
this issue. Correct tracking of the data is thus a prime 
necessity, which relates to the standards of correct citations of 
bioresources in journal articles, with links allowing retrieval 
through bibliographic databases. These issues are specifically 
addressed by the journal editors subgroup of BRIF that is 
originally a joint initiative of the researchers from the ISS 
Department of Haematology, Oncology and Molecular 
Medicine, already involved in BBMRI project, and a group 
of technical and managing editors working at the Publishing 
Unit of ISS. A collaboration with the ISS Bioethics Unit was 
also established. The subgroup has its own plan of actions, 
and is committed to address the problems of citations of 
bioresources and to raise awareness of these problems 
amongst editors, relevant associations and institutions.

As there are no specific standards for citing bioresources, 
the subgroup promotes correct citations and proposes 
amendments of editorial guidelines. In fact, the subgroup 
contacted the International Committee of Medical Journal 



European Science Editing 38 39May 2013; 39(2) May 2013; 39(2) European Science Editing

Editors (ICMJE) to introduce standards for citations 
of bioresources in an updated version of the Uniform 
Requirements for Manuscripts Submitted to Biomedical 
Journals (URM). The ICMJE considered the proposal but 
refused to revise the URM because the document could never 
grow to be a reporting guideline adequate to all scientific 
study situations and design. Yet, the Committee reviewed 
all the materials received from the BRIF editorial subgroup 
and was thus sensitized to the issues of proper reporting and 
sharing of bioresources. Additionally, ICMJE advised to post 
the group proposal to the EQUATOR network of reporting 
guidelines.

Also, the subgroup approached the Committee on 
Publication Ethics (COPE) with a suggestion to address 
the problems of biobanks and bioresources in relevant 
guidelines. As a result, COPE agreed to provide a website 
link to BRIF papers, and was open to further discuss the 
topic. The same issues were discussed within the European 
Association of Science Editors (EASE). In 2012, EASE 
agreed to incorporate in the “EASE Guidelines for Authors 
and Translators of Scientific Articles to be Published in 
English” statements on biobanks in the “Method” section.14 
The initiative by the subgroup was also promoted in 
presentations at the EASE 2012 Conference,15 the Fifth 
Belgrade International Open Access Conference,16 and 
as a short paper addressed to Italian health professionals, 
academic and research institutions, and policy-makers.17

The subgroup of BRIF will continue working with other 
learned associations and stakeholders of the scientific 
community to eventually develop the standards of citation 
of bioresources in journal articles. Accordingly, a survey 
addressed to journal editors will be launched in April 2013 
to assess their attitude towards bioresources citation. This 
will help recognize the relevance of research biobanks for 
providing quality material based on optimized research 
procedures.18
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Abstract In 2005 the h index was proposed to reflect 
individual researchers’ output in terms of publications 
and citations. However, this intergral indicator is not 
normalized for age and subject category, and therefore 
comparisons between researchers differing in academic age 
and professional background are impossible. To overcome 
the limitations of the h index, we propose alternative 
metrics, which are based on the percentile approach.

Keywords Bibliometrics, credentials, h index, percentile 
approach, Ptop 10%, PPtop 10%

Researchers rarely receive scientific awards and prizes. 
Successful researchers are usually awarded for scientific 
discoveries and achievements in the distant past, and 
there is always a dilemma of quantitatively evaluating 
implications of research.

In natural and life sciences bibliometric indicators have 
become indispensable tools for measuring individual 
researchers’ performance. These indicators quantitatively 
reflect the weight of publications and citations. Ideally, all 
publications and their citations should be included in the 
evaluation. However, it is hardly possible to reliably assess 
the citability of the most recent publications, which need 
some time to collect citations. Depending on the subject 
category, citations of a publication reach their peak level 
within two to three years and thereafter steadily decrease. 
This is particularly true for chemistry, physics, biology, 
biomedicine, and clinical medicine.1

Concrete steps for bibliometric evaluation of individual 
researchers have been made in the past decade. In 2005 
the h index was proposed to reflect individual researchers’ 
output in terms of publications and citations in one integral 
indicator.2 Before 2005 the number of publications and 
citations had been counted separately. The h index rapidly 
attracted much attention and became a subject for research.3 
It is now displayed as an individual indicator in Web of 
Science, Scopus and Google Scholar.

The h index has its advantages and disadvantages. The 
main advantage is that it is easy to calculate, provided there 
is a list of papers and their citations in descending order. 
However, the index is not normalized for age and subject 
category, and therefore comparisons between researchers 
differing in academic age and professional background 
are impossible. To overcome the limitations of the h index, 
quite recently alternative metrics have been proposed.4 
The new indicators are based on a percentile approach (a 
relative scale between 0 and 100) where only publications 
with a percentile less than or equal to 10 are counted. It 
takes into account the number of a researcher’s publications 
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belonging to the 10% most-cited publications in a certain 
field and publication year (Ptop 10%). The percentile approach 
assesses the impact of a publication compared to others in 
the same subject category and publication year. Using the 
distribution of citation frequencies (sorted in descending 
order), all publications in the same subject category 
and year as the publication in question are broken down 
into percentile ranks. The lower the percentile rank of 
a publication, the more citations it received (in InCites, 
Thomson Reuters). The percentile of a publication in 
question is determined using the distribution of percentile 
ranks across all publications. For example, a value of 10 
means that the publication in question is among the 10% 
most-cited publications; the other 90% of publications have 
less impact.

The percentile approach of standardizing citations allows 
comparing the impact of publications from different subject 
categories and publication years. Another advantage of the 
new approach is that it does not set an arbitrary threshold 
to determine publications with a high citation impact. 
Earlier the arbitrary use of the h index was criticized,5 and 
the development of thresholds based on empirical analysis 
and subject category was suggested.6

Ptop 10% can be defined as the number of highly cited or 
excellent publications which belong to the 10% most cited 
publications in a certain subject category and publication 
year.7 Eugene Garfield’s words of wisdom are appropriate 
to recall here: “A highly cited work is one that has been 
found useful by a relatively large number of people, or in a 
relatively large number of experiments”.8

To compare the number of Ptop 10% with an expected 
value, it is possible to calculate the proportion of Ptop 10% in 
a researcher’s publication set (PPtop 10%). Such a comparison 
with an expected value is impossible in case of the h index. 
The expected value of PPtop 10% is 10%. In other words, if 
a random sample of publications of a researcher is to be 
picked from the Web of Science or another database, it is 
expected that 10% of these will belong to the 10% most cited 
publications in a certain subject category and publication 
year.7 PPtop 10% has already been regarded as the most 
important indicator in the Leiden Ranking of universities 
by the Centre for Science and Technology Studies (Leiden 
University, The Netherlands).9

In principle all indicators of individual researchers 
should be age-normalized. In the same way as Jorge Hirsch 
proposed the m quotient for the h index,2 we propose the 
number of years as an active researcher (Ptop 10% quotient) to 
normalize Ptop 10% for age. As a good example, the cumulative 
impact of a researcher’s publications can be weighed by 
correcting for years since completion of his/her doctoral 
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studies.10 When the number of years as an active researcher 
is counted, the Ptop 10% quotient is therefore corrected not 
just for the publication year and subject category, but also 
for age.

Finally, we would like to point out that the evaluation of 
an individual’s performance should not be based on a single 
indicator. Bibliometric indicators should be complemented 
by other parameters (eg academic duties, mentoring, patents, 
speaker invitations, international contracts, awards).11 Such 
a complex approach is especially important for humanities, 
communication and social sciences, where the use of the 
current bibliometric indicators is unsatisfactory.11
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space is to include the first one, two or three authors and then 
add “et al” rather than include them all (particularly useful 
where there are 50 or 100 authors on a paper!). In general, 
the following essential information is needed in a reference 
– authors’ names and initials, title of the article, title of the 
journal, year, volume number, possibly issue number, and 
first and last page numbers. Publisher’s name and place is 
needed when citing a book (eg Cornell University Press, 
New York). It would be too tedious to mention here all the 
variations that journals use in setting out references. As a 
typical example, however, note the precision required – the 
order, font, punctuation, spacing, and so on.

Fish D, Pond ND, Newt RD. The micro-habitat of the caddis 
fly larva. Journal of Freshwater Ecology 2010;45(3):17−23.

Look out for punctuation, which is sometimes needed 
after each initial of an author. The year often comes just after 
the author names. See if the title is needed, and whether a 
different font (italics?) is used. While the title of the journal 
can be in full, accepted abbreviations are often used; they 
may be normal or italic font. The volume number does not 
have to be in bold, and the issue number may not be needed. 
The punctuation and spacing around these details must be 
carefully noted. Some journals require you to include a “doi” 
(digital object identifier). A reference with a unique doi can 
be quickly located. It was even thought that reference lists 
might become simply compilations of doi’s.

If reference is made to a database or some other online 
source (eg BLAST), this can usually be included under a 
text number in the Vancouver system, but when using the 
Harvard system it is best to simply insert its URL in the text.

Resubmitting a paper to another journal
Editors frequently get manuscripts that were rejected 
elsewhere and submitted to a new journal without 
reformatting. These papers should be sent back to the authors 
to make them comply, with a note asking them to indicate in 
which journal(s) the authors tried to get it published. For a 
paper that is not obviously too weak to consider at triage, this 
practice can greatly assist in review because correspondence 
with editors who rejected it can provide valuable details 
regarding its unsuitability. Editors will sometimes delay going 
back to the authors to get them to comply where the paper 
looks sound, as this may best be done after peer review if the 
paper is worth accepting.

Finally, remember that many mistakes can be made in the 
compilation of a reference list. The most common errors are 
omissions and superfluous inclusions. The former is where a 
citation in the text is not in the reference list, and the latter is 
the opposite. Editors and publishers usually check this, but 
it is better to instruct authors to do this as part of their final 
checklist before submission.

On the current presentation of scientific papers: 3. Referencing
Denys Wheatley
Editor in Chief, Cell Biology International; Cell Biology International Reports; Cancer Cell International; Oncology News; 
Chairman and Director, BioMedES (www.biomedes.co.uk); Leggat, Keithhall, Inverurie, Aberdeen AB51 0LX, UK
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Problems with referencing published works are largely due to 
the poor adherence of authors to guidelines set by individual 
journals. Further complicating the problem is that editors 
and publishers have not agreed on a universal format for 
bibliographies. Even within the same publishing house 
journals have differing formats. A consensus is definitely 
needed that goes further than the following two conventions 
adopted for citations.

The Harvard system uses the authors’ names with the 
year in each text reference. An example is Fish and Pond 
(2007). If there are three or more authors, the citation will 
read Fish et al (2007), with the following being written where 
several articles appeared in the same year (Fish, 2007a, 2007b, 
2007c). Care is needed to comply with a target journal’s 
format. Some prefer “et al”, others “et al.”; some use italics and 
others do not. Whatever obtains, text referencing must be 
consistent throughout a paper. The advantage of the Harvard 
system is that a citation is not anonymous; the reader often 
recognizes the previously cited article. With a year reference, 
there is no need for the following bad habit that is now 
becoming all too common, and needs to be expunged:

Fish and Pond recently* reported that there was no 
evidence to support the hypothesis that cancer arises 
from a single mutation (Fish and Pond, 2002).(*Recent?)

The disadvantages of the Harvard system are that (i) it 
takes up more text space than the second system, and (ii) 
the reference list at the end of the article has to be put in 
alphabetical order.

The Vancouver system is neater than the first one in that 
the text citation is simply a number, running as a sequence 
from 1 to whatever the last reference is. Each number is 
enclosed within brackets, eg [1] or (1), but a superscript can 
also be used. With the bracketed citation, make sure the type 
is consistent and a clear space precedes the first bracket. It is 
best to give multiple references that are in sequence as [2-7], 
not [2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7]. One drawback of a number citation is that 
the reference list has to be consulted to recognize an article, 
which  I find annoying; but compiling the list is so much 
easier than having to put them in alphabetical order.

Compiling a reference list (bibliography)
Many authors believe their papers should include as 
many references as possible. Comprehensiveness is not a 
prerequisite in primary research articles with just one or two 
main points. The problem of compliance with a journal’s 
requirements should by now have been eliminated because 
modern software allows references stored in any format to 
convert to a desired format by providing a template into 
which their list is copied.

In journals trying to use space efficiently, the title of a 
cited article may not be included. Another way of saving 
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Abstract Although best known  as writers of regulatory 
documents, medical writers also help craft journal 
articles, medical communication texts and medical 
education materials. Professional publication writers are 
medical writers who specialise in writing journal articles. 
Publication writers provide a valuable service by helping 
authors avoid the many pitfalls that can cause a manuscript 
to be rejected. Not only do they help authors write clear, 
concise and convincing text, they also provide a naïve, 
unbiased scientific perspective and, importantly, help 
successfully guide authors through the writing and peer-
review processes.

Keywords Writing; publications; periodicals as topic; 
medicine.

Introduction
Medical writers are best known as writers of regulatory 
documents, for example clinical trial dossiers, submitted to 
regulatory agencies like the US Food & Drug Administration 
and the European Medicines Agency. However, medical 
writers also write journal articles, medical communication 
(ie marketing and advertising) texts and medical education 
materials. Some medical writers even cross over into medical 
journalism (writing for magazines and newspapers) and 
medical translation.

Medical writers are hired by pharmaceutical, 
biotechnology and medical device companies – and 
sometimes by individual medical researchers – because, 
simply put, they are better at writing than the people who 
performed the research. Medical writers (at least good 
ones) are experienced at writing documents that are clear, 
concise, complete, and convincing and that comply with 
regulatory, ethical, and content guidelines – documents 
that clearly transmit the intended findings or conclusions. 
For most cases, this also means writing in English, so most 
medical writers are either native English speakers or have 
excellent skills in writing English as a second language. 
Thus, working with an experienced medical writer greatly 
reduces the amount of time and money needed to produce 
medical documents. Importantly, working with a medical 
writer also shifts the time needed to produce medical 
documents to someone else, which is especially important 
for authors who are already overburdened with other work.

Most medical writers are not medical doctors but have 
an advanced degree (usually a PhD) in the life sciences, 
and in most cases, have worked as research scientists. An 
experienced medical writer will have the knowledge and 
ability to rapidly master any medical topic, with the goal 
of being able to translate someone else’s findings and ideas 
into a well-written text.

How publication writers help publish journal articles
Publication writers are medical writers who specialise in 

writing journal articles. Although this represents only 
a fraction of medical writing, it is an important part as 
publications are the main means by which researchers 
inform others about advances in medicine and influence 
clinical practice and prescribing.1 Publications are therefore 
a key part of the communication plan for pharmaceutical, 
biotechnology and medical device companies,2 and in 
many countries, peer-reviewed publications are the only 
information that can be cited in marketing materials.

For manuscripts to pass peer review successfully, they 
must be well-organised, well-written and of high quality.3 
Professional writers improve the quality of writing, reduce 
the amount of time, cost and aggravation needed to deliver 
manuscripts, and reduce the risks and costs of unethical 
publication practices.1

Publication writers do this in many ways. At the beginning 
of a manuscript writing project, a publication writer helps 
organise the project by creating specific milestones, such as 
insisting on the need for an outline, specified drafts and a 
defined internal review process. The publication writer then 
works with the authors to organize the information they 
want to publish by reviewing and considering the data from 
a naïve, unbiased perspective. A good publication writer 
may challenge or elaborate on the authors’ interpretation 
and suggest alternative ways of presenting the data, thus 
adding to the quality of the writing. The publication writer 
will also delve into the details of the experiments and results 
to identify missing or incomplete information and places 
where the writing is not logical or may lead to questions 
or rejection. The publication writer should also help ensure 
that the article presents new and interesting information, 
which is the most important consideration for avoiding 
rejection.4

A key role of a publication writer is selecting an 
appropriate target journal for a manuscript,5 as an 
inappropriate journal is one of the main reasons that articles 
are rejected by journals.4 By doing this early in the writing 
process, the medical writer helps make sure that the article’s 
messages are correct for the intended audience avoiding 
time lost in submitting to inappropriate journals.

Once the writing begins, one of the main roles of the 
publication writer is to help the authors write well. This 
includes making sure that language problems, a common 
reason for rejection, are avoided.4 The goal is to help the 
authors to transmit their main ideas in clear, concise and 
convincing language, which usually involves a combination 
of writing original text and reworking text provided by the 
authors. Moreover, a good medical writer can write a text 
that attracts and holds the attention of the reader.

Sadly, many articles are rejected because they do not 
follow the journal’s instructions for authors.4 Part of the 
publication writer’s job is making sure that the article is 
in full compliance with these instructions. Furthermore, 
publication writers should ensure that reporting and ethics 

How medical writers help authors publish journal articles
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4Clinics, Paris, France; Editor in Chief of Medical Writing; pleventhal@4clinics.com

guidelines are followed, especially CONSORT, ICMJE 
and Good Publication Practice.6 Articles that follow these 
guidelines attain a uniform level of quality and contain the 
full set of information needed for readers to understand 
and interpret the results. Furthermore, in following 
guidelines, articles are more likely to be cited and included 
in systematic reviews, a main tool used by policy makers.

Although there may be a publication or project manager 
officially charged with managing the manuscript writing 
team, a publication writer often ends up filling this role. 
This can include communicating with contributors, 
collating their comments and chasing those who have not 
provided their comments. Publication writers can also save 
the authors substantial time by organising and guiding the 
manuscript writing process.7

Publication writers also make themselves valuable 
by guiding the authors through the review process.8 This 
can include helping the authors craft a well-written cover 
letter and abstract that capture the editor’s attention; 
calming authors when their article is rejected; responding 
appropriately and effectively to reviewers’ comments; 
editing the article according to reviewers’ comments; 
communicating with the journal editorial office; and, for 
rejected articles, finding a new target journal and correctly 
revising the article according to a new set of instructions 
for authors.

Conclusion
Professional publication writers provide a valuable service 
by helping authors avoid the many pitfalls that can lead 
to rejection. Not only do they help authors write a clear, 
concise and convincing manuscript, they also provide a 
naïve, unbiased scientific perspective and help guide authors 
through the writing and peer-review processes.
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Abstract Research study designs systematise scholarly 
works. Inadequate knowledge of research designs and 
reviewers’ comments that are not based on research 
reporting standards result in low quality publications. In 
this paper we present some medical research designs and 
discuss how peer reviewers and editors should comment to 
ensure the adherence to research reporting standards.

Keywords Research design; peer reviewer; editor.

Introduction
Adherence to research reporting standards can increase the 
quality of scholarly publications, which should be based on 
thorough data collection and systematic analysis1 within the 
frames of a chosen study design.2-7 Peer review and editorial 
appraisal of research studies are aimed at facilitating quality 
control and providing the readership with the most accurate 
data, translating research hypotheses into practically 
applicable findings.8

Limited knowledge of research designs and how to 
comment on them based on research reporting standards 
results in substandard peer review.9 Peer reviewers and 
editors must be familiar with different research designs and 
skilled to provide high-quality comments.

Learned associations can take the lead in educating 
authors, reviewers and editors by facilitating dissemination 
of information on research designs, ensuring integrity in 
research reporting, developing programmes on editing and 
standards of research reporting, and endorsing reporting 
guidelines.10

In this paper we examine some common research 
designs, focusing on medical studies but many are more 
widely applicable. We explore how peer reviewers and 
editors should comment and appraise them in order to 
ensure the adherence to research reporting standards.

Cohort studies
This design investigates a particular cohort with a certain trait 
by observation over a certain period of time.11 Disease-free 
patients are initially classified as either exposed or unexposed 
and outcomes are compared using relative risk.8

Cohort studies can be retrospective, prospective or 
bidirectional.7 A retrospective cohort study investigates 
historical data to evaluate the effects of a particular 
variable.7 A prospective cohort study clarifies the effects of 
a certain variable on a cohort over time.11 A bidirectional 
cohort study combines both aspects.7

Cohort studies provide incidence data, help establish  
a time sequence for causality, eliminate recall bias and 

investigate rare exposures to risk factors.8 Unfortunately, 
this type of design is expensive, time-consuming, does not 
provide details of rare outcomes and usually requires large 
sample sizes.8 Exposure to risk factors can also change with 
time.8

Peer reviewers must check inclusion and exclusion 
criteria and pay attention to follow-up methods.

Case-control studies
Case-control design compares the group under 
investigation, eg patients with a disease, and controls.11 
It focuses on the assessment of exposures.8 Through the 
analysis of specifically designed questionnaires and medical 
case notes, data on past and present medical history of 
patients are gathered, enabling cross referencing between 
patients and statistical analyses of trends. The rationale 
for inclusion and exclusion of cases and controls must be 
detailed.

Case-control studies are relatively inexpensive, suitable 
for generating new hypotheses and may be executed in a 
short period of time. Inherent limitations of this design are 
that it does not establish cause-effect relationships, does not 
assess the incidence and prevalence of risk factors, and is 
prone to selection bias.8

Cross-sectional studies
Cross-sectional design assesses selected population at 
a given period of time and provides conclusions for the 
whole population. It allows one to describe associations 
between several factors and to determine their prevalence.8 
This research design is used to identify potential areas of 
interest.12 It may identify a specific cause of the trend in a 
longitudinal study.

Cross-sectional studies are quick, relatively inexpensive 
and useful for formulating hypotheses. However, these 
studies do not test cause-effect relationships.

Reviewing cohort, case-control and cross-sectional 
studies
Reviewers should ensure that the study design is mentioned 
in the title and abstract of the articles, and that objectives 
are specified. In the methods section, study location, dates 
and follow-ups must be checked. All outcomes, exposures, 
predictors, potential confounders and effect modifiers 
must be commented on. In the statistical analyses section, 
reviewers should pay attention to the corrections for 
confounders, methods used to examine subgroups and 
interactions, and how missing data are addressed.

The STROBE (STrengthening the Reporting of 
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OBservational studies in Epidemiology) guidelines13 can be 
used as a reference for reviewing cohort, case-control and 
cross-sectional studies.

Quasi-experimental design
Quasi-experimental design is used mainly in the social 
sciences and psychology. It identifies general trends, where 
preselection and randomization of groups are difficult.14 
Groups are initially selected without prescreening and 
randomization.

Reviewers must ensure the clarity of the description of 
subject inclusion and exclusion criteria. Clear statements 
regarding the details of the interventions and how and 
when they were administered are needed.

The TREND (Transparent Reporting of Evaluations 
with Nonrandomised Designs) guidelines15 can be used as 
a reference for appraisal of quasi-experimental studies.

Randomised controlled trials
In a randomised controlled trial, subjects are randomly 
allocated to test one or more interventions.16 There are 
controlled clinical trials and controlled field trials.2 This 
design focuses on the effects of interventions on outcomes 
(eg disease recurrences, mortality rates).

Randomised controlled trials are relatively expensive and 
the generalization of conclusions to the whole population is 
not always appropriate.

The appraisal of articles on such trials must ensure 
that the title indicates the study design. There should be a 
clear description of the trial design (eg parallel, factorial), 
allocation ratio, eligibility criteria, interventions in each 
group, primary and secondary outcomes.

The CONSORT (CONsolidated Standards Of Reporting 
Trials) guidelines17 are a useful guide.

Meta-analysis
Meta-analysis is based on statistical techniques to merge 
and compare results across studies.8 It identifies sources 
of disagreement across the pooled results, and may reveal 
publication, aggregation and study exclusion biases.18

Reviewers must ensure that the paper identifies the 
report as a meta-analysis. Clear explanations are required 
for the background, objectives, data sources, eligibility 
criteria, and interventions.

The PRISMA (Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic 
reviews and Meta-Analyses) guidelines19 can be used to 
comment on meta-analyses.

Qualitative design
Qualitative design is applied in case studies, interviews and 
surveys. It defines concepts of hypotheses for quantitative 
studies. Qualitative research is often non-linear.20 It requires 
clear description of the enrolled subjects (eg gender, social 
status) and their relationships. Methodology should 
indicate subject selection and data collection setting.

The COREQ (COnsolidated criteria for REporting 
Qualitative research) guidelines21 provide benchmarks for 
reviewing this type of design.
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When I started out as an academic copy-editor, I was 
concerned about everything except statistics. Back then, it 
seemed more important to identify and correct a comma 
splice than a negative P value! But as I grew more comfortable 
with the ‘language’ aspects of editing, I increasingly realised 
that fine language alone would not help my authors get their 
papers published.

Currently, many journal articles contain statistical flaws.1,2 
Journal editors and researchers are becoming increasingly 
concerned with incorrect reporting of statistical data3,4 (to 
the point of ensuring that manuscripts are reviewed by at 
least one expert in statistics).4 With knowledge in statistics, 
copy-editors can help speed up the peer review and avoid 
some mistakes.

As an editor, I frequently come across reviewer comments 
and author responses for papers, which I previously edited, 
and I am surprised at how ‘elementary-looking’ issues keep 
popping up. I usually delve deeper into statistics textbooks 
and websites during my free time, and all this extra reading 
pays off. This knowledge helps me not only edit better, but 
also guide my clients on how to maximise their chances of 
publication.

Some of the most glaring errors, which I have managed 
to catch, concern the use of Greek symbols. Here is my 
favourite example: ‘We found a strong correlation between 
X and Y (p = 0.761).’ The parenthetical text implies that 
the correlation was not statistically significant. But the 
author actually meant to use the Greek letter ‘ρ’ (to denote 
Spearman’s rank-order correlation coefficient) instead of 
the English letter ‘p’!

I have also come across ‘r’ being used for Spearman’s 
correlation coefficient. It is typically used for Pearson’s 
product-moment correlation coefficient. If it is used in 
place of Spearman’s rho, it should be accompanied by a 
subscripted ‘s’. Another frequent mistake is the incorrect 
use of ‘Cronbach’s a’ and ‘Cohen’s k’ instead of correct 
‘Cronbach’s α’ and ‘Cohen’s κ’.

Most often, I deal with the problems of P values. Many 
authors report ‘P = 0.000’, though P cannot be equal to zero. 
The ‘0.000’ occurs when statistical programs automatically 
truncate or round off extremely small P values. Actually, ‘P 
<0.001’ reads well and has the same meaning. Another tip 
concerns the use of ‘P < 0.000’. Technically, this means that 
P is negative, which is again impossible.

Knowledge of statistics can also be useful when copy-
editors try to meet a word limit. For example:

Original: When X increased, Y decreased and vice versa.
Edited: X and Y were inversely correlated.

Original: Because we did not have a large number of 
participants, it may not be possible to state that our 
findings hold true for all such patients.
Edited: The small sample size limits the generalisability 
of our findings.

Does an academic copy-editor require knowledge of statistics?

Marisha Fonseca
Cactus Communications, Mumbai, India; marishaf@cactusglobal.com

Original: A t test showed that X was higher than Y and 
this difference was significant (t[38] = 5.2, P < .001).
Edit: X was higher than Y (t[38] = 5.2, P < .001).

Knowledge of statistics helps format papers as per 
certain style guides. For example, the Publication Manual 
of the American Psychological Association, Sixth Edition, 
recommends that the zero before the decimal point be 
omitted for values that cannot exceed one. Such zeroes 
can be removed for P values, correlation coefficients, 
coefficients of determination, but not for odds ratios, 
standard deviations, and so on.

Finally, understanding of statistics helps copy-editors 
avoid incorrect editing. For example, even if the author 
uses ‘significantly increased’ several times in a paragraph, 
we should not replace ‘significantly’ with ‘substantially’ 
for some variation in word choice. In a statistical sense, 
‘significantly’ is more to do with probability and does not 
mean ‘considerably’ or ‘notably’.

One may think that it is more important to correct a split 
infinitive than a correlation coefficient of ‘38’ (which came 
about because the author missed typing in the decimal 
point). While language is the primary focus for copy-
editors, the authors will be delighted if wordsmiths prevent 
them from appearing silly to the scientific community. 
Knowledge of statistics is crucial for any specialist in 
biomedicine, psychology, sociology or education. It seems 
like a lot to learn but, in the end, our authors and journals 
benefit!

References
1 Bakker M, Wicherts JM. The (mis)reporting of statistical results in 

psychology journals. Behavior Research Methods 2011;43(3):666–678. 
doi: 10.3758/s13428-011-0089-5

2 Strasak AM, Zaman Q, Pfeiffer KP, Göbel G, Ulmer H. Statistical 
errors in medical research-a review of common pitfalls. Swiss Medical 
Weekly 2007;137(3-4):44–49.

3 Lang T. Twenty statistical errors even you can find in biomedical 
research articles. Croatian Medical Journal 2004;45(4):361–370.

4 PLoS Medicine Editors. Better reporting, better research: Guidelines 
and guidance in PLoS Medicine. PLoS Medicine 2008;5(4):e99. DOI: 
10.1371/journal.pmed.0050099

The key to seeing your manuscript published in your 
preferred journal and at the right time is choosing 
co-authors that you get on well with! Or so it would seem 
from the new edition of Liz Wager’s Getting Research 
Published. Of the 200 or so entries in the A to Z section 
of this book, well over ten per cent deal with topics such as 
key messages, target journals, order of authors, authorship, 
and the writing group. These are all topics where friction 
between authors can spell delays in the publication process.

As in the first edition, the book is divided into three main 
sections. It begins with a step-by-step roadmap that lays out 
very clearly what must be done and who must do it. It ends 
with reprints of a sample of the publications guidelines that 
are referred to repeatedly throughout the text. The section 
in between is the real meat of the book (around seventy per 
cent of the text) and consists of an A to Z compilation of 
entries varying in length from a couple of lines to about a 
page and a half.

The first thing that strikes you about this book – right 
from the first of the five short chapters of the roadmap – 
is its sheer practical nature. The author has clearly been 
doing this kind of thing for a long time, and her wealth of 
experience in dealing with all the tiresome little matters 
involved in the publication process will certainly help 
budding authors avoid tying themselves in knots. For 
instance, there is clear guidance on developing checklists, 
drafting a covering letter, and working out the time to 
expected publication. And how many novice authors know 
that some publishers will demand evidence if you indicate 
that your previous paper is ‘in press’? Or that you yourself 
are expected to obtain permission to reproduce tables or 
figures from previously published papers – even when you 
are the author? Or that you must obtain written consent 
from people mentioned in acknowledgements or quoted in a 
‘personal communication’? Without reference to this book, 
many newcomers could easily become so bogged down in 
the publishers’ bureaucracy that they could overrun their 
target publication date by many months.

If all this seems just too much, then how about using 
a medical writer? The author, a medical writer herself, 
outlines the pros and cons and explains just what a medical 
writer can and cannot be expected to do.

You may be forgiven for thinking that an A to Z 
compilation of entries on the topic of publication strategy 
may be a little dry, to say the least, but the author’s style, her 
user-friendly approach, and the wry humour that permeates 
all of her writing makes for surprisingly easy reading. For 
instance, the entry on editorial boards concludes that if 
you have a friend on the board you could contact them for 
advice about whether your article would be suitable for the 
journal ‘but you cannot expect much more’. And then adds 
‘In the worst case, board members may be dead (making 

them especially hard to contact and unlikely to intercede 
on your behalf)’. At the end of the entry on galley proofs, a 
concept made almost obsolete by new technology, we learn 
that a galley is ‘the rectangular tray into which metal type 
used to be set, not an ancient ship.’

The A to Z section of the book will ensure that this is a 
well-thumbed reference work for many people. Information 
can be easily and quickly found, making the book a useful 
desktop companion. Words or phrases that are entry titles 
are printed in bold text whenever they are used, so guiding 
you from one entry to another. The entries are accompanied 
by citations to guidelines, organizations, and pertinent 
comments and articles, leading you to more detailed 
information. Even though there is a distinct medico-
pharmaceutical bias in the writing and examples used, 
reflecting the author’s experience, this book should be an 
invaluable resource for anyone writing professional articles 
for publication, whether they are in industry or academia, 
in biomedicine or other areas.

Peter Thorpe
Independent consultant in information and 

communications management
vjandp@btinternet.com

Book review
Getting Research Published: An A to Z of Publication Strategy. 2nd edition. Elizabeth Wager. 
Radcliffe Publishing, 2010. 172pp. £24.99. ISBN 978-184619-408-5.
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40-50% serious plagiarism, and >50%, plagiarism sufficient 
to trigger a reject. 

Liz Wager invited people to comment on COPE’s 
discussion paper on plagiarism: http://publicationethics.
org/files/COPE_plagiarism_discussion_%20doc_26%20
Apr%2011.pdf

Apostrophes in eponyms
Elisabeth Heseltine was mistaken when she described her 
problem as petty. She asked for a reference to a rule that 
allows you to drop an apostrophe from an eponym, which 
is a word or name derived from the name of a person. Alois 
Alzheimer discovered a debilitating disease in 1904. Some 
have argued in favour of abandoning eponyms. They say 
eponyms “lack accuracy, lead to confusion, and hamper 
discussion in a globalised world”. The motion’s opponents 
argue that eponyms are “often practical and form a medical 
shorthand” and “they bring colour to medicine and they 
embed medical traditions and culture in our history”.1

Elisabeth’s question though was about the apostrophe. 
It seems as time goes by we can’t be bothered with it 
although, as Vivienne Mawson reflected, plenty of unhappy 
possessive pronouns such as “it’s, her’s, their’s, your’s” can 
be found in scientific journals. Vivienne referred to section 
5.38, Eponymic Terms, of the Council of Biology Editors 
(CBE) Manual “Scientific Style and Format” 1994 (6th 
edition), which states that it has long been the practice to 
use the possessive form for eponyms, but then proceeds to 
recommend that they be eliminated “so that they can be 
clearly differentiated from true possessives” (p 97).

Liz Wager thought the apostrophe was more common in 
the US than in the UK. Angel Turner agreed. Her journal 
follows the New Oxford Dictionary for Scientific Writers 
and Editors, which lists Ringer’s solution. Elisabeth had 
mentioned this eponym as an example. The BMJ also 
uses apostrophes in eponyms. Furthermore, Narayan and 
colleagues’ research of the frequency of ‘Down’s syndrome’ 
and ‘Down syndrome’ in medical books and journals 
found a shift from ‘Down’s syndrome’ to ‘Down syndrome’ 
between 1998 and 2008, with the frequency of the possessive 
form more predominant in  European than in American 
publications.1 They recommend the nonpossessive form 
should be used as the standard to avoid problems in 
literature searches created by inconsistency.

Mary Ellen thought it was a matter of publisher’s 
house style. As for rules, there are none; only disorder, as 
epitomised by Mary Ellen’s report of a small translation 
team’s discussion of Ringer’s solution. The team concluded 
that the advice to omit apostrophes from eponyms (given in 
the CBE’s and also the American Medical Association’s style 
guide) was only for diseases and syndromes, so they’d put 
one in Ringer’s solution. She also drew attention to “Eiffel 
Tower”.

Definition of ± symbol
What does the symbol ± mean in the following text “… 
dilatation rate was significantly reduced after treatment as 
compared to controls (0.77 ± 1.36 mm versus 1.35 ± 1.55 
mm, p=0.026)”? Rod Hunt answered this question posed by 

Ed Hull: ‘plus or minus’ values can be standard deviations, 
standard errors or confidence limits, which are different 
things. Authors should explain how their statistical 
treatment has led to the particular conclusion. Ed re-joined 
that he would like editors to disallow ± and use SD, SEM 
or 95%CI, which are unambiguous. Furthermore, symbols 
and abbreviations should be defined in every section of the 
paper not only when they first appeared in a paper.

Opinions on a new pre-peer review system
Pippa Smart asked the forum for opinions on Rubiq, 
a new pre-peer review system where authors pay 
for review and reviewers are paid http://blogs.bmj.
com/bmj-journals-development-blog/2013/02/21/
rubriq-the-future-of-scientific-peer-review/.

Irene Hames posted Scholarly Kitchen’s survey on 
Rubiq:http://scholarlykitchen.sspnet.org/2013/02/15/
privatizing-peer-review-a-short-survey.

Eric Lichtfouse thought the service would save editor’s 
time. His journal rejected about 50% of papers at submission 
because authors did not read instructions. He said EDANZ 
was also pre-reviewing: http://www.edanzediting.com/
services/expert_scientific_review.

Angela Turner believed the service could help 
inexperienced authors write better papers but they still 
might fail to follow instructions for authors. Her journal, 
Animal Behaviour, did not intend to rely on pre-reviews 
because the reviewers were unlikely to suggest changes 
that would meet its particular needs, eg the journal’s 
requirement for a detailed section on animal welfare. She 
questioned if editors would receive more complaints from 
authors when their ‘pre-reviewed’ paper, supposedly now 
readable and focused, was rejected.

There were concerns about the quality of reviews. Tom 
Lang thought getting three reviews for $500 was cheap but 
probably not enough to pay for thorough reviews. Karen 
asked if Rubiq, which states “satisfaction guaranteed or 
your money back”, defines any desired or “guaranteed” 
outcomes of its service. She thought good authors’ editors 
could provide a similar service. Another concern was that 
the system could present a hurdle for authors in developing 
countries who could not afford to pay for reviews.

Elise Langdon-Neuner (compiler)
a.a.neuner@gmail.com

Discussion initiators
Will Hughes: w.p.hughes@reading.ac.uk; Karan Shashok: 
kshashok@kshashok.com; Elisabeth Heseltine: e.heseltine@
gmail.com; Ed Hull: edhull@home.nl; Pippa Smart: pippa.
smart@gmail.com
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the citation of the version of record. Many publishers have 
specific polices for archiving in repositories and personal 
webpages (see http://www.sherpa.ac.uk/romeo/).

How software should be used to detect plagiarism
Karen Shashok initiated a discussion on using software 
to detect plagiarism. She pointed out that overlap could 
result from repetition of materials and methods, statistical 
analyses, or “boilerplate” introductory material. There is 
no consensus on whether this type of overlap constitutes 
plagiarism, which Sylwia Ufnalska substantiated citing 
an article in ESE (http://www.ease.org.uk/sites/default/
files/eseaug11essayhabibzadeh.pdf), which opines that 
non-English speaking authors’ re-use of text as a template 
because of their lack of linguistic expertise does not 
constitute plagiarism.

Karen argued that a numerical cut-off, eg with iThenticate 
similarity reports, is inappropriate to decide if plagiarism 
had occurred because what was being measured was 
qualitative. A low percentage of unattributed overlap may 
be small in quantitative terms but high in qualitative terms, 
if it involves an original idea that leads to an important 
advance in the field. Marije de Jager urged editors to 
interpret similarity reports manually. However, Aleksandra 
Golebiowska wanted to know what percentage of matches 
should be set as a benchmark to alert editors to investigate 
possible plagiarism. Suggestions ranged from 5% (generally 
considered too low) to 80% (generally considered too high).

Marije thought that as every journal is unique, the best 
approach would be to screen some papers with iThenticate 
and extrapolate a cut-off based on the similarity of results in 
those papers. Karen stressed the importance of content (eg 
boilerplate or original data?), meaning (accepted knowledge 
or original thinking?) and centrality to the article’s main 
messages (discussion of a secondary aspect or main conclusion 
or proposal?). Marije recommended physically removing 
titles (except the article title) and reference pages from 
the text submitted to iThenticate. It was not enough to ask 
iThenticate to “exclude bibliography” because the presence of 
a bibliography will skew the similarity score. A paper she had 
checked had a similarity score of 25% with the bibliography 
in the text but excluded from iThenticate screening and 35%, 
which should be considered the actual similarity score, when 
the bibliography was removed from the text.

Clarinda Cerejo endeavoured to answer Aleksandra’s 
plea for guidance on cut-off percentages by reference to a 
recent survey of editors published in Learned Publishing 
(http://alpsp.publisher.ingentaconnect.com/content/alpsp/
lp/2012/00000025/00000004/art00008). Of the respondents 
who used Cross Check, 66% also did a manual editorial 
assessment, but 20% relied solely on the software to reject 
a paper without any review if it had an unacceptably high 
score. 10% sent the software report to reviewers in suspect 
cases, and 4% asked authors for explanations. Respondents 
on average used the following cut-off percentages: 10%-20% 
to indicate minor plagiarism; 20-40%, moderate plagiarism; 

EASE-Forum Digest: December 2012 to March 2013
You can join the forum by sending the one-line message 
“subscribe ease-forum” (without the quotation 
marks) to majordomo@helsinki.fi. Send in plain text, 
not HTML. Details at www.ease.org.uk/node/589. 

When is deposition in a repository prior publication?
Peer-reviewed journals claim a prerogative to publish 
original material. Will Hughes discovered a manuscript 
under review by his construction management journal 
in a university’s on-line repository, where it looked like a 
published paper with a journal name and publication date. 
Two aspects worried Will: the author had not disclosed that 
the paper was already in the public domain, and the paper 
had been posted as a ‘working paper’ but was identical to 
the manuscript submitted to his journal. Will rejected the 
paper because it had already been published. Was he right 
to do so?

Definitions of ‘prior publication’ vary between 
journals and disciplines. Irene Hames highlighted the 
variety of opinions on whether deposition in the F1000 
Posters repository is prior publication: Science viewed 
it as such but Nature did not (http://f1000.com/posters/
journalresponses). Liz Wager pinpointed physics as a 
discipline where manuscripts are often posted as preprints 
in repositories such as Arxiv, with the same research later 
published in peer-reviewed journals, which would not be 
acceptable for medical journals. She knew of no stipulation 
that the preprint must be substantially different from the 
final paper, however, the idea of preprints was to allow 
commentary and informal peer review before the permanent 
publication. Liz concluded that each journal should develop 
its own policy and, Irene joined, communicate it in the 
instructions to authors, which should also advise authors 
to check with the editor when in doubt. Liz recommended 
BioMed Central’s guidelines as a useful model (http://www.
biomedcentral.com/about/duplicatepublication).

Eric Lichtfouse wondered why a good article could not 
be published by several journals/repositories with different 
audiences to increase readership and citations. Liz concurred 
provided the journals could agree (conditions are set out in 
the ICMJE guidelines). Sylwia Ufnalska added the proviso 
that only the first version should be considered the primary 
publication (see the EASE guidelines). There is a danger, as 
Will said, that citations will be split, making the paper look 
weaker than it really is. To fulfil open access requirements, 
many commercial publishers allow the accepted version to 
be placed in an institutional repository before typesetting. 
Collections and anthologies validly re-publish works that 
have been published elsewhere. He suggested that to focus 
citations on the right version, online postings should 
provide a link to the version of record. Reme Melero made 
a fine distinction between making information publically 
available, as in a repository, and publication. She stated 
that repositories provide a metadata field to indicate where 
the paper has been submitted, accepted or published and 
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I graduated Seoul National 
University College of 
Medicine, and got a 
MD (1979) and a PhD 
in Medical Parasitology 
(1983) from the same 
University. I have been 
working as a parasitologist 
in Seoul National University 
since 1986, and became a 
tenured professor in 1998. 
My main editorial posts 
were at The Korean Journal 
of Parasitology (Associate 

Editor from 1992 to 1999 and Editor in Chief from 2000 
to 2005) and the Journal of Korean Medical Science (JKMS; 
Editor in Chief from 2009 to the present day). I am proud 
of achieving a monthly publishing schedule and opening 
access under the non-commercial attribution of CCL 
at JKMS in 2010. Moreover, during my supervision, the 
manuscript processing timeline at JKMS fell from 2 years 
to 3-6 months, and the journal got indexed by Scopus and 
archived in PubMed Central.

The JKMS receives approximately 1,300 submissions 
annually, which require great effort to fairly evaluate all 
this. Out of the 1,300 submissions, I accept for publication 
in JKMS roughly 300. Though the journal publishes a large 
number of original papers, we plan to request more reviews, 
editorials and letters on major health issues. 

I have published 234 articles in scholarly periodicals 
since 1979, mostly on helminths and helminthiases. As 
a researcher, I visited endemic regions of clonorchiasis 
to conduct field-based studies. I was an invited expert of 
human liver fluke disease for the monograph Biocarcinogen, 
IARC, Ryon in 2009.

Admittedly, writing and publishing papers have been 
daunting tasks for me. To polish language and verify 
scientific data, I always revise initial drafts of my papers 
and consult with other experts throughout the writing. 
Publishing properly edited papers is the most pleasing 
reward in our profession.

I chaired the Journal Evaluation Committee of Korean 
Association of Medical Journal Editors (KAMJE) in 2001-
2010 and became Vice President of KAMJE in 2011. The 
Association has upgraded the quality of its member journals 
by implementing thorough peer review and educating 
authors, reviewers and editors. For its member journals, 
KAMJE runs the abstract database KoreaMed, full-text 
platform Synapse and Korea Medical Citation Index 
(KOMCI). KAMJE experience with indexing and archiving 
journals is exemplary, particularly for editors of small and 
non-English journals.

Bibliographic databases and search platforms play a 
critical role in research and science editing. Researchers 
and editors alike should be aware of the selection criteria 
and coverage of highly selective databases to plan their 

studies, find relevant and updated sources, and link their 
papers to the best evidence.

The journal indexing is increasingly dependent on the 
digitisation. Digital editing enables managing editorial 
tasks almost ubiquitously. The whole process of an article 
submission, peer review, editing and publishing is now 
online in most journals. The digitisation substantially 
reduces editing and publishing costs and time. With the 
advent of the online editorial management, it has also 
become possible to build up a big reviewer pool and 
improve the peer review. For example, the reviewer pool of 
JKMS has about 3,000 experts in 90 subspecialties.

Scholarly journals should satisfy the educational needs 
of their readership. With this in mind, JKMS is trying to 
publish more papers of interest to graduate medical students 
in the first place. Many students may benefit from the open-
access format of JKMS and other Korean journals by freely 
downloading full texts of the required literature.

KAMJE supports its members by educating editors and 
upgrading visibility of Korean medical journals. To some 
extent, we rely on information support of the European 
Association of Science Editors (EASE) and its journal, 
European Science Editing, which provides us with highly 
educational essays and expert opinion pieces. The EASE 
materials and guidelines cover science writing, editing 
and indexing of interest to authors, reviewers and editors. 
European Science Editing has become a driving force for 
the communication and education of editors not only 
in Europe, but also elsewhere in the world. I personally 
benefited from becoming a member of EASE. I now have a 
more expanded network of colleagues from EASE, who are 
helpful in guiding and advising on most challenging issues  
in science writing and editing.

For my professional interest and skills in science editing, 
I gratefully acknowledge Prof Seung-Yull Cho, who has 
been my mentor in parasitology and journal editing for 
many years. He was the Editor in Chief of The Korean 
Journal of Parasitology in 1976-1987 and Editor in Chief 
of JKMS in 1997-2006. I was fortunate to benefit from his 
experience at the beginning of my career. Editorial and 
teaching responsibilities have changed my life entirely. It is 
now dedicated to almost full-time editing work.

Taking this opportunity, I would like to give a word of 
advice to novice editors, who spend most of their precious 
time communicating with authors. Editors should, first 
and foremost, pay attention to the readership needs, 
because a journal’s prestige heavily depends on the readers’ 
evaluation. Editors must publish papers attractive for the 
readers, which ensures better evaluation.

Sung-Tae Hong
Editor in Chief, Journal of Korean Medical Science; 

Department of Parasitology and Tropical Medicine, Seoul 
National University College of Medicine, Seoul, Korea

hst@snu.ac.kr

My Life as an Editor - Sung-Tae Hong News Notes

News Notes are compiled by John 
Hilton (hilton.john@gmail.com) 

Some items are taken from 
the EASE Journal Blog (http://
esebookshelf.blogspot.com) 
where full URLs can be found

Elsevier buys Mendeley
The publisher Elsevier has bought 
the reference management and 
sharing service Mendeley (www.
mendeley.com) in a deal reported 
by The Financial Times to be worth 
£45 million (€53 million). The deal 
was not unexpected and not hugely 
popular among academics, following 
long-running resentment of the 
publisher’s pricing and bundling 
strategies. Others see conflicts 
between Elsevier’s historic reluctance 
to adopt open access and Mendeley’s 
sharing ethos and goal of being an 
open platform. Mendeley’s founders 
stated that the product would remain 
true to its audience and that its search 
systems won’t favour Elsevier content. 
Elsevier has immediately doubled the 
storage available on all free and paid 
Mendeley accounts and has pledged 
to provide users with greater access to 
data and analytics tools.

Wiley favours Readcube
Like Mendeley, Readcube was 
developed by frustrated academics 
as a way to organise references, 
but it has broadened into an article 
display tool with scholarly search and 
recommendation. In February, Wiley 
Online Library started integrating 
the Readcube web reader with many 
of its journals. Readers click on an 
‘Enhanced PDF’ button to access the 
reader. Readcube is backed by Digital 
Science, a sister company of Nature 
Publishing Group.

New data journals
Nature Publishing Group 
has announced the launch of 
Scientific Data (www.nature.com/
scientificdata), an online open-access 
journal that will include a new type 
of content called a ‘data descriptor’, 
which “combines traditional narrative 

content with curated, structured 
descriptions of research data, 
including detailed methods and 
technical analyses supporting data 
quality.” The journal will open for 
submissions later in 2013, with launch 
scheduled for Spring 2014, and is 
working in partnerships with data 
repositories and other data services, 
including Dryad (datadryad.org), 
Biosharing (biosharing.org), Figshare 
(figshare.com) and Isatools (isa-tools.
org). Another journal linking up 
with Dryad is The Journal of Public 
Health Data (openpublichealthdata.
metajnl.com), published by Ubiquity 
Press. The journal, now open for 
submissions, publishes ‘data papers’, 
“which do not contain research results 
but rather a concise description of 
a dataset, and where to find it.” The 
burgeoning field of of big data is also 
served by Springer’s Journal of Big  
Data (www.journalofbigdata.com), 
now accepting submissions under 
the SpringerOpen banner. Big Data 
(www.liebertpub.com/big), published 
by Mary Ann Liebert Inc, is one 
step ahead, with its first issue out in 
February 2013.

Open Access in the UK
Following criticisms by the UK House 
of Lords Science and Technology 
Committee, Research Councils UK (a 
partnership of the seven UK research 
councils) has revised its policy on 
open access, following a further 
period of consultation. The new 
policy, issued on 9 April, clarifies that 
RCUK supports a mixed approach 
to open access, not favouring any 
particular route, and signals a move 
away from impact factor: “RCUK 
considers that it is the quality of the 
research proposed, and not where an 
author has or is intending to publish, 
that is of paramount importance.”

Open access standards
NISO, the US standards origination 
(www.niso.org), is developing 
standards for open access metadata. 
The aim is to help readers understand 
the status of a given article, by 
standardizing metadata about 

accessibility, level of openness, re-use 
rights, and by displaying appropriate 
‘visual indicators’ that reflect the 
underlying data. The project team 
will work aim to collaborate with 
CrossMark (www.crossref.org/
crossmark), SPARC (www.sparc.arl.
org) and other initiatives.

Text mining: what, how, why?
A new guide from the Publishing 
Research Consortium (PRC) explains 
how text mining and data mining 
work and how publishers can support 
mining by making their content 
more machine-readable. The guide, 
available from the PRC website (www.
publishingresearch.net), describes 
how scientific articles have resulted 
from data mining the BrainMap 
(brainmap.org) neuroimaging 
database, and how the SureChem 
(www.surechem.com) chemistry 
search engine was created using text 
mining.

COPE guidelines on peer review
The Committee on Publication Ethics 
(COPE) has issued new guidelines 
on ethics for peer reviewers. The 
guidelines, published in March on the 
COPE website (publicationethics.org/
resources/guidelines), are designed 
to meet the needs of reviewers in any 
discipline who are new to reviewing 
and may not be aware of the ethical 
responsibilities that come with the 
role.

Men are to blame
The US Office of Research Integrity 
issues annual reports detailing cases 
of scientific misconduct. Researchers 
examined the annual reports issued 
since 1994 and found 215 cases of 
fraud. Their analysis, published in 
mBio (2013;4:e00640-12), showed that 
88% of faculty members committing 
misconduct were male, with the 
gender balance being more even for 
students and post-docs.

John Hilton
Editor, Cochrane Editorial Unit, 

Cochrane Collaboration, London, UK
hilton.john@gmail.com
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The Editor’s Bookshelf

Please write to annamaria.rossi@
iss.it if you wish to send new items 
or become a member of the EASE 
journal blog (http://ese-bookshelf.
blogspot.com) and see your 
postings published in the journal. 

ECONOMICS AND FUNDING

Jones R. Open access publishing: a 
new direction for medical journals. 
The British Journal of General 
Practice: the Journal of the Royal 
College of General Practitioners 
2012;62(603):514-515
In the last few years ideas for a new 
business model for science publishing 
have emerged, based on open access. 
This development has been accelerated 
by the increasing use of online 
publication. An analysis over the last 
2.5 years of articles published in The 
British Journal of General Practice 
showed that about 50% of them were 
funded by organizations likely to 
include article-processing charges 
(APCs) in their research grants. 
However, 50% of articles were not.
doi: 10.3399/bjgp12X654830

EDITORIAL PROCESS

Haak LL, Fenner M, Paglione L, et al. 
ORCID: a system to uniquely 
identify researchers. Learned 
Publishing 2012;25(4):259-264
ORCID (Open Researcher & 
Contributor ID) aims to provide a 
solution to the problem of author 
name ambiguity in scholarly 
communication. Benefits include 
reduced reporting workload, 
improved attribution, and a better 
understanding of knowledge flows. 
This paper details steps for publishers 
to integrate ORCID into manuscript 
submission systems, and provides 
recommendations for specifying and 
displaying ORCID metadata.
doi: 10.1087/20120404

Luo M, Chuan C, Molina D, et al. 
Accuracy of citation and quotation 
in foot and ankle surgery journals. 
Foot & Ankle International 2013 

Febr.4;34(2):1-7
According to this paper, authors often 
quote references without reading and 
understanding the content, and such 
action may damage the integrity of 
the author and that of the journal. 
The aim of this study was to explore 
the reference accuracy for three of the 
major foot and ankle surgery journals 
and two of the major orthopaedic 
journals. Results showed that citation 
and quotation errors were still 
relatively common. The authors suggest 
that the use of technical editing may 
reduce the number of citation errors.
doi: 10.1177/1071100713475354

ETHICAL ISSUES

Bosch X, Hernández, Pericas 
JM, et al. Misconduct policies 
in medical journals. PloS ONE 
2012;7(12):e51928
This study assessed the prevalence 
and content policies of the most 
influential biomedical journals on 
misconduct and procedures for 
handling and responding to allegations 
of misconduct. The results showed that 
one-third of journals provided explicit 
definitions of misconduct and less than 
half procedures for responding. There 
were significant differences in policies 
and procedures between publishers. 
The authors recommend that ethical 
guidelines should be easily accessible 
and address research integrity topics 
including misconduct policies.
doi: 10.1371/journal.pone.0051928

Broga M, Mijaljica G, Waligora M, et 
al. Publication ethics in biomedical 
journals from countries in Central 
and Eastern Europe. Science and 
Engineering Ethics e-pub 1 March 2013
This article examined publication 
ethics policies in biomedical journals 
published in Central and Eastern 
Europe. It demonstrated significant 
differences in the prevalence of policies 
between East European countries that 
are members of the European Union 
and South-East European countries 
that are not. The most common ethical 
issues addressed were redundant 
publication, peer review process, and 

copyright and licensing details. The 
least frequently addressed policies for 
both regions were image manipulation, 
editors’ conflicts of interest and 
registration of clinical trials.
doi: 10.1007/s11948-013-9431-x

Chalmers I, Glasziou P, Goodle F. All 
trials must be registered and the 
results published. BMJ 2013;346:f105
Under-reporting of research can 
lead to overestimates of the benefits 
of treatments and underestimates 
of their harmful effects. Failure to 
publish all the results from clinical 
trials distorts the evidence base for 
clinical decisions. The responsibilities 
of authors are clear, but there is also 
clear and consistent evidence that 
academics and non-commercial 
funders are just as guilty as industry.
doi: 10.1136/bmj.f105

Fang FC, Steen RG, Casadevall 
A. Misconduct accounts for the 
majority of retracted scientific 
publications. Proceedings of the 
National Academy of Sciences 
2012;109(42):16751-16752
A detailed review of all 2,047 
biomedical and life-science research 
articles indexed by PubMed as 
retracted on May 3, 2012 revealed 
that only 21.3% of retractions were 
attributable to error. In contrast, 
67.4% of retractions were attributable 
to misconduct, including fraud, 
duplicate publication and plagiarism.
doi: 10.1073/iti4212109

Maisonneuve H. The management 
of errors and scientific fraud by 
biomedical journals: they cannot 
replace institutions. La Presse 
Medicale 2012;41(9):853-860
Journals do not have the aim to 
assess research integrity: that’s the 
institutions’ role. Journals discover 
research misconduct when articles 
are reviewed, or after the article is 
published. The peer review system is 
criticised, including the anonymous 
peer review: it has never been 
proved that quality of anonymous 
reading was better than quality of 
open reading. When errors and 

fraud are identified, journals can 
publish 3 statements: erratum for 
errors, expression of concern for 
errors or fraud when evidence is not 
established, and retraction when 
evidence is obvious.
doi: 10.1016/j.lpm.2012.05.009

Shapiro BR, Ossorio PN. Regulation 
of online social network studies. 
Science 11 Jan 2013;339: 144-145
This article addresses two ethical and 
regulatory issues related to social 
networking sites (SNSs): whether 
adolescents participating in research 
on SNSs should be categorized as 
children for regulatory purposes; and 
the extent to which researchers may 
collect data about SNS participants. 
One of this pilot study’s questions is 
whether SNS science education games 
can help overcome race and gender 
disparities in science education.

Smith DR. Authorship, scholarship 
and ergonomics. Le Travail Humain 
2012;72(4):397-403
Authorship represents a contentious 
issue for modern academics, 
researchers and journal editors. 
In recent years there has been an 
alarming rise in publications with 
significant numbers of authors. Various 
methods have now been proposed for 
establishing author credit, although no 
uniform requirements have yet been 
agreed upon. Regardless of the method 
which is ultimately chosen to address 
this issue, openness, transparency and 
fairness in authorship clearly need to 
return to the forefront of publishing 
and scientific ethics.

Wager E. The Committee on 
Publication Ethics (COPE): 
objectives and achievements 
1997-2012. La Presse Medicale 
2012;41(9):861-866
COPE has now over 7,000 members. 
The article describes its history, role, 
growth, governance and funding, and 
the development of guidelines. Each 
member may bring anonymised cases 
to a quarterly forum, and cases form 
the basis for guidance such as the 
flowcharts that have been translated 
into several languages. COPE aims 
at encouraging journal editors and 
publishers to consider the ethical 

implications of their policies and 
practices.
doi: 10.1016/j.lpm.2012.02.049

LANGUAGE AND WRITING

Liumbruno GM, Velati C, Pasqualetti 
P, et al. How to write a scientific 
manuscript for publication. Blood 
Transfusion e-pub 21 December 
2012;1-11
This article addresses the multiple 
steps requiring in writing original 
articles and reviews with the aim 
of providing the reader with the 
necessary tools to prepare, submit and 
successfully publish a manuscript. 
Types of literature considered are: 
editorials, commentaries, narrative 
reviews, qualitative systematic reviews, 
and quantitative systematic reviews.

Marušić A, Gasparyan AY, Kitas GD. 
Promoting transparent and accurate 
reporting of research studies 
in rheumatology: endorsement 
of reporting guidelines in 
rheumatology journals. Seminars in 
Arthritis and Rheumatism 2013 (in 
press)
Reporting guidelines promote 
accurate and transparent reporting of 
health research studies. To assess the 
endorsement of reporting guidelines 
in rheumatology journals, this article 
analyzed the best practices in most 
influential rheumatology journals. 
Results showed that only a third of 
the journals endorsed any reporting 
guideline, most commonly CONSORT. 
The journals should also get involved 
in developing and testing guidelines 
specific for rheumatology research.
doi: 10.1016/j.semarthrit.2013.01.005 

Simera I. Get the content right: 
following reporting guidelines 
will make your research paper 
more complete, transparent and 
usable. Journal of Pakistan Medical 
Association 2013;63(2):283-285
This article provides a brief overview of 
key reporting guidelines (CONSORT, 
STROBE, COREQ, ENTREQ, 
PRISMA, STARD, and SQUIRE) and 
highlights other resources supporting 
the writing of high quality research 
publications which are available on the 
EQUATOR Network. The majority of 

guidelines listed on the EQUATOR 
website are more specific, providing 
guidance relevant to a particular 
medical specialty or a particular aspect 
of research.

PUBLISHING

Al-Maawali A, Al Busadi A, Al-Adawi 
S. Biomedical publications profile 
and trends in Gulf Cooperation 
Council countries. Sultan Qaboos 
University Medical Journal 
2012;12(1):41-47
This study is the first detailed analysis 
of publication productivity in the 
Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) 
countries (Bahrain, Kuwait, Oman, 
Qatar, Saudi Arabia, and the United 
Arab Emirates). It aimed to ascertain 
the number of biomedical publications 
in the GCC from 1970 to 2010; to 
establish the rate of publication 
according to population size; and to 
determine the relationship between the 
number of publications and specific 
socio-economic parameters. Overall, 
the six countries showed a rising trend 
in publication numbers.

Ajami S, Movahedi F. Challenges for 
authors and publishers in scientific 
journals. Pakistan Journal of Medical 
Sciences 2013;29(1)Suppl:432-436
This study aimed to express the 
challenges of authors and publishers 
in scientific journals. More than 100 
articles and reports were selected 
based on their relevancy to discuss 
such issues as authorship criteria, 
plagiarism, and fraud.
doi: 10.12669/pjms.291(Suppl).3550

Caan W, Cole M. How much 
doctoral research on clinical 
topics is published? Evidence-Based 
Medicine 2012;17(3):71-74
This study aimed to determine how 
often clinical research from doctoral 
degree programmes is unpublished 
and what characteristics exist between 
those researchers who do or do not 
publish their work or between the 
institutions where they studied. 
Results showed that research evidence 
associated with doctoral degrees is 
often left unpublished. Supporting 
students in publishing preliminary 
work while they are still in doctoral 
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programmes may be the most 
productive solution.
doi: 10.1136/ebmed-2011-100227

Erren TC, Erren M, Shaw DM. Peer 
reviewers can meet journals’ criteria 
for authorship. BMJ 2013;346:f166
Should some reviewers be credited 
as authors? Accurate interpretation 
of evidence in medicine requires 
accurate evidence regarding the 
role of reviewers. In principle, some 
contributions by reviewers may 
justify credit for authorship under the 
International Committee of Medical 
Journal Editors (ICMJE) criteria. 
No journals seem to specify how to 
acknowledge advice from reviewers 
who contributed substantially to the 
final paper, and a few even discourage 
such acknowledgements. It may also 
be necessary for them to declare any 
potential conflicts of interest, whether 
theoretical or financial.
doi: 10.1136/bmj.f166

Magar A. Scientific publications 
in Nepal. Journal of Nepal Health 
Research Council 2012;10(22):243-249
This article analyzes the past and 
present scenario for scientific 
publications in Nepal, and future 
perspectives. Since the start of the first 
medical journal in 1963, issues related 
to the roles of authors, peer reviewers, 
editors and publishers in Nepal are 
decades back. Over the years, there 
has been some developments in terms 
of numbers of articles published, in 
local science scenario, in the younger 
generation being more interested in 
scientific research and evidence-based 
medicine, in increasing awareness 
about the importance of research 
ethics and improvement of journals 
standards.

Manista FC. “Open don’t mean 
free”: a reflection on the potential 
advantages and disadvantages of 
open access publishing. Journal 
of Librarianship and Scholarly 
Communication 2012;1(2):eP1049
The evolution of open access is 
important, but proposed OA 
approaches have not yet resolved
issues involving dissemination and 
distribution of high quality research. 
The Finch Report, released in the UK, 

is a significant attempt to ensure that 
research is made available openly and 
for the benefit of everyone, including 
the public and others outside of 
academe. Some key issues, such as 
those related to financial aspects, 
are not adequately addressed in the 
Report (“open don’t mean free”) and 
need to be considered.
doi: 10.7710/2162-3309.1049

RESEARCH EVALUATION

Kozak M, Bornmann L. A new family 
of cumulative indexes for measuring 
scientific performance. PLoS ONE 
2012;7(10):e47679
This paper proposes a new family of 
cumulative indexes for measuring 
scientific performance which can be 
applied to many metrics, including h 
index and its variants. These indexes 
follow the general principle of repeating 
the index calculation for the same 
publication set. This repetition can 
be carried out with different data sets 
(scientists, journals, etc.). According to 
the authors, these new indexes seem 
not only to be effective, but they are also 
easy to understand and calculate.
doi: 10.1371/journal.pone.0047679

van der Wall EE. Journal impact 
factor: holy grail? Netherlands Heart 
Journal 2012;20:385-386
There are several ways to artificially 
improve the impact factor of a journal. 
This article gives some examples of 
this manipulative strategy: editors 
may stimulate authors to cite papers 
published in the journal in which they 
are to be published; the number of 
citable papers can be purposely limited 
to only original and review articles. 
At present, no valid alternative to the 
impact factor has gained sufficient 
ground.
doi: 10.1007/s12471-012-0317-3

SCIENCE

Couzin-Frankel J. Shaking up science. 
Science 25 Jan 2013;339:386-389
Ferric Fang, editor in chief of the 
journal Infection and Immunity, 
and Arturo Casadevall of the Albert 
Einstein College of Medicine in 
New York, and now editor in chief 
of the journal mBio, are an unlikely 

duo that disenchantment brought 
together almost five years ago. They 
take a hard look at honesty in science, 
that has changed in some worrying 
ways in recent decades, and question 
the ethos of their profession. This 
involves particularly biomedical 
research, which consumes a larger and 
larger share of government science 
spending. The two began publishing 
articles together, exploring scientists’ 
dependence on grants to pay their 
salaries and questioning proposed 
changes to peer review.

Greco A, Bornmann L, Marx W. 
Bibliometric analysis of scientific 
development in countries of the 
Union of South American Nations 
(Unasur). [article in Spanish] 
El profesional de la información 
2012;21(6):607-612
Using advanced bibliometric methods, 
this paper investigated for the first 
time the development  of science 
and technology in the Unasur region 
in comparison to other countries 
worldwide in terms of bibliometric 
data. The publication output results 
revealed an increase in the scientific 
and technological activities in most 
of the Unasur countries (especially 
Brazil). However, compared to the 
rest of the world, the trend of citation 
impact is less favourable for all Unasur 
countries.
doi: 10.3145/epi.2012.nov.07

Jazayeri SB, Alavi A, Rahimi-
Movaghar V. Situation of medical 
sciences in 50 top countries from 
1996 to 2010-based on quality 
and quantity of publications. Acta 
Medica Iranica 2012;50(4):273-278
This study compared countries 
worldwide in the field of medical 
research from both aspects of quantity 
and quality of research outputs. Some 
modified scientometric indices (such as 
citation per publication, and publication 
per population) were used to rank 
countries and to identify which of them 
have performed better in research 
outcomes by quality and quantity.

Anna Maria Rossi
Publishing Unit

Istituto Superiore di Sanità, Rome
annamaria.rossi@iss.it

Correspondence

I enjoyed reading Ksenija Baždarić’s article on patchwork 
plagiarism,1 and find myself in full agreement with 
her positions on the causes of plagiarism, the need for 
plagiarism detection software for journal editors, and her 
recommendations for non-native English-speaking authors.

Given the likelihood that any editor may encounter 
ostensible plagiarism in journal submissions, one can 
easily understand Baždarić’s call for developing criteria for 
detecting plagiarism at individual journals. It is unfortunate 
that there is no widely accepted, quantifiable definition of 
what constitutes plagiarism. For example, it is still unclear 
how many consecutive words can be taken from another 
source without attribution. One reason for the absence of 
such a definition might be that not all scientific disciplines 
would apply it. Consider the phrases in Fig. 1 in the index 
essay that were flagged by the plagiarism detection software. 
Many similar short and even longer phrases (“all main effects 
and interactions were statistically significant”, “subjects were 
randomly assigned to either the experimental or control”) 
are commonly used in scientific writing, and appear in many 
published papers, contributing to a manuscript’s overall 
percent similarity index. The same can occur for entire 
references or for short technical descriptions that, frankly, 
should not be tampered with. Editors using a percent similarity 
score without carefully reviewing the ‘plagiarized’ text may 
automatically reject an otherwise acceptable submission and 
falsely accuse an innocent author of serious wrongdoing. I am 
aware of one such incident in which an author’s submission 
was rejected with an implicit accusation of plagiarism.    

A distinction needs to be made between serious plagiarism 
that rises to the level of scientific misconduct (for example, 
intentional plagiarism of data, ideas, or large amounts of 
text), when either the scientific record or the scientific process 
such as peer review has the potential of becoming tainted, 
and plagiarism as scholarly misconduct. Examples of the 
latter are instances of copying a few sentences from another 
source, including a citation, without putting quotation marks, 
or various forms of patch-writing with small snippets of 
text taken from different sources. Such plagiarism is usually 
committed because of inadequate knowledge of English,2 
and it does not taint the science, nor does it substantially 
misappropriate the intellectual contribution of anyone’s work. 

Journal editors ought to uphold standards of scholarship 
for their publications and demand nothing but excellence 
from all authors. Editors detecting plagiarism in the form of 
research misconduct are obliged to take appropriate actions, 
and particularly follow the Committee on Publication 
Ethics (COPE) recommendations.3

When plagiarism takes a form of minor lapse of scholarship, 
resulting from a combination of ignorance, inexperience and 
inadequate English skills, a more thoughtful editorial action 
should be taken.3-5 I suspect, however, that most cases of 
ostensible plagiarism fall in that much larger, gray area that 
lies between research misconduct and scholarly misconduct 

for which available guidance is less than perfectly suitable. 
One can only hope that the editors’ hard-earned experience 
together with collective wisdom of their peers will be 
sufficient to guide them. 

Miguel Roig
Department of Psychology, St John’s University,

300 Howard Avenue, Staten Island, New York 10301, USA
roigm@stjohns.edu
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Scholarly versus research misconduct

Plagiarism and text similarity
This issue of European Science Editing contains Ksenija 
Baždarić’s article on patchwork plagiarism.1 It reads well. 
However, I think some points need further clarification.

Critical in plagiarism is the plagiarists’  intention to 
deceive the reader and pass on the text or idea as original.2-4 

Editors have to investigate whether there is an intention to 
deceive the reader, and the point on deception needs to be 
incorporated in the definition.5

Most authors who commit plagiarism do it because of a 
lack of linguistic expertise.4,6-8 Most of them admit that they 
cannot resist the temptation to borrow a piece of text that 
exactly conveys their own thoughts as their own writing is 
not sufficiently clear and eloquent.8

English is the de facto scientific lingua franca. Scientists 
try to publish more in English to reach a wider readership. 
Writing in one’s mother tongue is not an easy task; writing in a 
non-native language is much harder. Therefore some authors 
believe that science publication in its current form is unfair, 
and native English speakers have a significant advantage.8

While plagiarism of ideas is universally considered a blatant 
misconduct tantamount to theft, in some cultures plagiarism 
of text is not treated as a misconduct.7 Text recycling is not 
uncommon in some parts of the world, mostly because of the 
absence of any clear declaration deeming this act unethical.4 
Some believe that unlike literature and the humanities, where 
the originality of the work is in the wording, in science writing 
the originality is in data processing — no matter how eloquently 
the text is written.4,7-9 In literature and the humanities the text 

http://publicationethics.org/files/u2/02B_Plagiarism_Published.pdf
http://publicationethics.org/files/u2/02B_Plagiarism_Published.pdf
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/?term=Rules+of+the+game+of+scientific+writing%3A+Fair+play+and+plagiarism.
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/S0140-6736%2807%2960307-9
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/S0140-6736%2807%2960307-9
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed?term=Bazdaric K%5BAuthor%5D&cauthor=true&cauthor_uid=22351571
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is the essence of the work. In science writing the text serves 
as a medium for conveying scientific data and messages from 
a sender (author) to a receiver (reader), and it is fine as long 
as the transfer of data is correct and with a low level of noise. 
Some researchers even find it acceptable to reuse the text,4,7 

particularly in the methodology section of a manuscript. In 
fact, is it possible to describe the blood pressure measurement 
in multiple ways?

Another big issue is the use of software to detect 
plagiarism. The software reports “text similarity”, which does 
not necessarily mean plagiarism. An editor should examine 
the text to judge whether the similarity is due to plagiarism 
or not. The automatic rejection of a manuscript solely based 
on the outcomes of a plagiarism-detecting software report 
is unjustified. Though CrossCheck® is good at detecting 
text similarity, as it contains the largest information base, 
it requires a subscription. There are many good and free 
substitutions for detecting text similarity such as Google 
Scholar®, Google®, Plag Tracker®, and eTBLAST®.

Short pieces of the text can be checked in Google Scholar® 
and Google®, whereas several paragraphs at once in Plag 
Tracker® and eTBLAST®. Though these free platforms do 
not issue reports similar to those of CrossCheck®, they are 
adequate in editorial offices of small journals.

Considering the significant advances in artificial 
intelligence and machine translation, we will soon  witness a 
dramatic change in software programs and search strategies. 
Text similarity will be found much more easily, but our 

definition and the way we handle plagiarism of text may also 
be significantly changed.4,7

Farrokh Habibzadeh 
President, World Association of Medical Editors (WAME) 
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