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The European Association of Science Editors (EASE) 
supports all initiatives on data sharing that are: (i) based 
on good editorial practice; (ii) take data protection issues 
into account; and (iii) consider publication ethical codes of 
conduct. As such, EASE is in agreement with the recently 
proposed requirement from the International Committee 
of Medical Journal Editors (ICMJE) that makes sharing of 
clinical trial data mandatory for manuscript acceptance by 
its member journals.1 

EASE believes that the transparency of clinical trial 
conduct and outcomes is paramount to the public’s trust 
in science. Transparency promotes well-informed use of 
medical interventions, permits verification of research, and 
helps to avoid duplication (thus reducing research waste). 
Reuse of shared data enables generation of new knowledge 
both for current clinical practice and for future research. 
Thus data sharing has the potential to affect the health both 
of individuals and the population. 

We note that regulators have already taken the initiative 
for data transparency. The European Medicines Agency 
made data sharing a legal requirement in October 2014 
when it published its final policy on publication of clinical 
data. This policy applies to clinical reports contained in all 
initial applications for marketing authorisation submitted 
on or after 1 January 2015. In March 2016 the Agency issued 
detailed guidance for pharmaceutical companies on how to 
comply with this policy.2 Publication of the first reports to 
comply with the EMA policy is anticipated in September 
2016. Data that will be available include protocols and 
amendments, sample case report forms, statistical method 
documentation, clinical study reports, and individual 
patient data. Thus the path from trial conception to final 
results will be fully transparent down to the patient level. 

Such large-scale sharing of data from clinical trials 
requires considerable logistic and financial investment and 
curation. With this in mind, EASE recommends that all 
stakeholders – researchers, institutions, funders, regulators, 
journals, and editors – collaborate to develop better access 
to the results of medical research. EASE advises careful 
consideration of the following issues.

A. Non-publication of the results of health research
i. This continues to be an acute problem3. It is 

important that data sharing is linked not only to the 
publication of results in a journal, but also to:

ii. research funding processes – data management plans 
should be a part of project proposals as envisaged by 
the European Commission in Horizon 2020 funding 
scheme4.

iii. approval by relevant authorisation bodies (eg EMA 
and FDA).

B. Balance between public benefit and patient privacy
i. Protocols for data preparation, deposition and 

curation should be developed to maintain a 
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considered balance between public benefit and 
the privacy of individual trial participants. Any 
commercial sensitivities regarding making data 
public should be considered exceptional rather than 
regular.

C. Storage of datasets
i. Storage location, security, and access policies and 

procedures should be defined and enforced, and 
archiving should be ensured. Among the issues for 
consideration are use of licenses for datasets, and 
assignment of persistent digital identifiers (eg DOIs 
as recommend by DataCite).5,6

D. Access to data
i.   Editors should, in partnership with their publishers, 

and in consideration of Point B, develop and enforce 
data access policies in respect of:

ii.  reviewer access to data as part of the pre-publication 
peer review process

iii. public access to data reported in published research 
articles

iv. reanalysis of data reported in published research 
articles

v.   quality control and reviewing of data.7

E. Prior/duplicate publication
i.   Journal editors should not consider data sharing and 

data deposition to be prior or duplicate publication.
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Editorial

The 2016 EASE conference “Scientific integrity: editors 
on the front line” will discuss editors’ roles in maintaining 
the  integrity of the scientific record. The Council chose 
this theme because the reliability and reproducibility 
of published results have frequently been questioned in 
the last decade  in various media, including the lay press. 
All disciplines are concerned, from biomedical to social 
sciences.

For biomedicine in the UK, The Academy of Medical 
Sciences, the Biotechnology and Biological Sciences 
Research Council, the Medical Research Council and the 
Wellcome Trust have been working to understand reliability 
better, and to consider ways to address it. In October 2015 
they proposed seven strategies to overcome six issues (data 
dredging, omitting null results, underpowered studies, 
errors, underspecified methods, weak experimental 
design).1 In psychology, the Open Science Collaboration 
published its first results in August 2015: 

“We conducted replications of 100 experimental and 
correlational studies published in three psychology 
journals using high-powered designs and original 
materials when available. Replication effects were 
half the magnitude of original effects, representing a 
substantial decline. Ninety-seven percent of original 
studies had statistically significant results. Thirty-six 
percent of replications had statistically significant 
results.”2 

Another concern is the increasing number of retractions, 
for two main reasons: honest error and fraud. We do not 
know if the incidence of misconduct is truly rising  or if better 
methods for detecting  misconduct have become available. 

The scientific method has to deal with many uncertainties. 
Efforts to improve the reproducibility and reliability 
of research will require the cooperation of researchers, 
funding agencies, research institutions, professional bodies, 
publishers and, last but not least, editors. Journals, as well 
as editors have been accused of poor standards, and we 
must react as we stand on the front line in our role as ‘gate-
keepers’. All participants in science research and publication 
must work together to promote integrity and improve the 
public image of science. 

EASE has always promoted integrity through its general 
goals of raising standards and sharing best practice.  More 
specifically, the 2009 EASE conference in Pisa had the theme 
‘Integrity in science communication’. Similarly, it is a topic 
regularly covered in European Science Editing, most recently 
in the 2016 February issue, where Cagney et al described 
two cases of retraction and republication in Lancet journals 
as a new tool for correcting the scientific record.3 EASE has 
also developed a retraction template to assist journal editors 

who have to retract a paper to include all the relevant 
information in a standard format.4 This will facilitate 
research into the causes of retraction and hopefully help 
to reduce future occurrences. Regular workshops, jointly 
organised by EASE with other bodies, are proposed (such 
as, ‘Good practices in biomedical resources’).

The June 2016 EASE conference in Strasbourg will 
gather editors from many fields to discuss integrity. The 
programme has been prepared by a committee under the 
leadership of Liz Wager, former chairman of the Committee 
on Public Ethics (COPE), author of COPE guidelines and 
one of the newly appointed editors of Research Integrity 
and Peer Review. Delegates will have the opportunity to 
hear from some of the leading researchers in the field, to 
question how we can implement processes to prevent poor 
practice (deliberate or accidental) and to make their own 
suggestions as to how editors can contribute to maintaining 
the integrity of the scientific record. 

We have plenty of good news: scientists are increasingly 
researching the problems of doing science and human 
behaviour to understand what motivates both good and 
bad practice. The results suggest  that people are basically 
honest and are also constrained by societal conventions and 
institutions that control cheating.5 Let’s work together to 
create together an environment that will promote integrity.

Hervé Maisonneuve
hervemaisonneuve@gmail.com

Christiaan Sterken
csterken@vub.ac.be 
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“Scientific integrity: editors on the front line”

valuable and constructive element in scholarly publishing: it 
is, in effect, the cornerstone on which the entire publication 
system rests. To this day, scholars recognise the importance 
of peer review1 and want the process to continue. Even in 
the present digital environment where blogging, tweeting, 
and other social media activity has taken the scholarly 
world by storm, peer review is still considered the most 
trustworthy feature by academics when it comes to reading, 
citing, or publishing scholarly articles.2 

Peer review operates as a quality control mechanism 
by filtering out substandard papers and poor science, and 
thus aims to bring good science to the forefront. The peer 
review system benefits authors by providing expert advice 
that helps improve the quality of their manuscripts.3 Even if 
a manuscript is rejected by a journal after peer review, the 
reviewer comments are a value addition: by incorporating 
these suggestions in the revised manuscript, the author 
can hope to improve the quality of the manuscript and 
thereby increase its chances of acceptance by the next target 
journal. Journals too are benefited by the system: peer-
reviewed journals enjoy a good reputation and are trusted 
by scientists. 

However, although peer review is indispensable, critics 
agree that the process is not without flaws. The peer review 
system is slow, inconsistent in its effectiveness, prone to 
bias, and can be easily abused. Also, there is the possibility 
of reviewers stealing ideas from manuscripts they review or 
giving harsh reviews to slow down the publication process 
of a rival.4 Further, editors might go awry with the selection 
of reviewers, reviewers may have widely differing opinions, 
and authors might not always interpret the reviewer 
comments correctly.5 

As per the Council of Science Editors’ white paper on 
publication ethics,6 peer reviewers have the following 
responsibilities toward authors [sic]: (1) Providing written, 
unbiased feedback in a timely manner on the scholarly 
merits and the scientific value of the work, together 
with the documented basis for the reviewer’s opinion; 
(2) Indicating whether the writing is clear, concise, and 
relevant and rating the work’s composition, scientific 
accuracy, originality, and interest to the journal’s readers; 
(3) Avoiding personal comments or criticism and (4) 
Maintaining the confidentiality of the review process: 
not sharing, discussing with third parties, or disclosing 
information from the reviewed manuscript. 

Additionally, there are many published articles giving 
recommendations on how to make the peer review process 
more effective, how authors should address peer reviewer 
comments at the time of revision, and what referees should 
keep in mind when reviewing manuscripts.7-10 In a previous 

Abstract
Background: Peer review is at the heart of academic 
publishing and has long been instrumental in bringing 
good science to the forefront. Peer reviewer comments 
provide authors with valuable suggestions to improve 
their manuscript; thus, even a rejected manuscript with 
constructive reviewer comments is highly valuable. 
However, peer reviewer comments can sometimes be 
negative, rather than constructive, damaging authors’ 
motivation and confidence levels.

Objective: This study aims to make editors and peer 
reviewers aware of how negative reviewer comments can 
affect authors, and suggests ways to ensure that peer review 
is constructive.

Methods: Through a discussion on DXY, an online 
community for biomedical researchers in China, authors 
were asked to share their experiences with negative reviewer 
comments; 99 participants responded. Separately, similar 
questions were posted on two other online communities, 
Academia Stack Exchange and Quora, yielding 11 
responses. These responses were analyzed on the basis of 
their underlying emotion or message.

Results: The authors’ responses indicate that they appreciate 
receiving constructive reviewer comments and benefit from 
such comments. However, authors are often demoralized 
when they receive comments that are superficial, harsh, or 
overcritical, and do not provide constructive suggestions 
for improvement.

Conclusion: While it is true that peer review work claims a 
lot of time and energy from busy scientists, the purpose is 
lost when reviewer comments are purely negative. If peer 
reviewers could keep in mind the feelings of authors while 
drawing up their reports, peer review would become more 
effective and a more positive experience for authors. 

Keywords: Author motivation, constructive peer review, 
negative comments, peer review, positive comments

Introduction 
The scholarly publishing industry has witnessed many 
changes over the last few decades, with concepts such 
as open access, citation metrics, big data, and multiple 
authorship hitting the scene and new digital innovations 
making their presence felt every now and then. However, 
one system that has endured throughout this phase of 
evolution is peer review. Peer review is an extremely 
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survey, authors from China, Japan, and South Korea were 
asked how they responded to complex reviewer comments 
requesting many changes. Of a total of 349 respondents, 3% 
of the authors said they tend to withdraw their manuscript 
and submit it to a different journal without making any 
changes, while 4% said they would incorporate only 
the agreeable reviewer comments before submitting the 
manuscript to another journal.11 Previous papers have 
offered authors advice on how to respond to peer reviewer 
comments, and there may be various factors affecting how 
authors choose to respond.12, 13, 14 However, there is one 
angle to peer review that, to my knowledge, has not been 
discussed in the existing literature – how authors feel when 
they receive negative reviewer comments and the impact of 
these comments on the authors’ morale. 

Peer review is an unpaid service and is highly time and 
effort intensive. It is commendable that peer reviewers are 
offering such a service to the academic community. However, 
possibly due to their immensely busy schedules and 
stressful nature of work, they sometimes fail to empathise 
with authors and give their comments mechanically, 
without considering the feelings of the authors who are at 
the receiving end. Unfortunately, peer reviewer comments 
can sometimes be overly critical or brash. At other times, 
comments can be extremely brief, superficial, or dismissive 
which defeats its purpose of adding valuable inputs to 
improve the manuscript. In this study, I tried to understand 
what kind of comments authors, particularly non-native 
English speaking authors from China publishing in 
international English language journals, consider to be 
negative; how they react to such comments; and what, if 
any, long-term impact these comments have on the authors’ 
confidence and motivation levels. 

Methods

Online community
Editage (https://www.editage.com/), a company that offers 
editing and publication support services to authors and 
journals, started a discussion on DXY (http://i.dxy.cn/
topic/editage-negativepeerreview), a virtual community for 
physicians and biomedical researchers and professionals in 
China. The site is one of the largest online communities for 
physicians globally with more than 3.2 million members, 
where physicians and biomedical researchers can discuss 
new clinical findings and other professional issues with 
colleagues, get industry news and conference updates, 
discuss issues related to academic publishing, and obtain 
material for their continued educational support. 

Questions
Researchers/authors on DXY were asked to share their 
experiences with receiving negative peer reviewer 
comments by starting the following discussion: 

Peer review is an inevitable step to get your paper 
published. Have you ever received negative comments 
from peer reviewers? How do you feel when you do? How 
do you deal with it? Share your experience with us!

This post received 99 responses from DXY participants. 
The responses were in Chinese, and these were translated 
into English. 

On going through the responses from DXY, we felt the 
need to understand more clearly what kind of comments 
authors perceive as negative and to corroborate the views of 
authors from other countries. 

Therefore, as a follow up, we posted slightly different 
questions on two other online communities, Academia 
Stack Exchange (http://academia.stackexchange.com/
questions/49854/from-an-authors-point-of-view-what-
would-you-consider-as-negative-peer-reviewe) and Quora 
(https://www.quora.com/From-an-authors-point-of-view-
what-would-you-consider-as-negative-peer-reviewer-
comments-harsh-overcritical-vague-dismissive-or-
superficial)
1. From an author’s point of view, what would you 

consider as negative peer reviewer comments? 
2. What are some of the most negative peer reviewer 

comments that you have received?
Through these channels, I received 11 responses (4 on 

Academia Stack Exchange and 7 on Quora). All of these 
responses were in English.

Analysis of responses
The results presented are a combination of the 99 responses 
from DXY and a qualitative overview of the results on 
Quora and Academia Stack Exchange. 

I looked for patterns in the responses received to 
understand the underlying emotion or message. The 
responses were categorised as “positive” if they acknowledged 
that peer reviewer comments led to some learning or 
improvement, even though they may initially make authors 
feel bad (Table 1). Responses were categorised as “negative” 
if they either mentioned only negative emotions (sadness, 
shock, anger) or if they indicated a feeling of hopelessness 
or resignation. Responses that did not clearly fall in either 
of these two categories were categorised as “other”. The 
responses in the “other” category typically included one 
or more of the following: the actual negative or unclear 
comments from reviewers copy-pasted without any further 
explanation; statements that one gets used to negative 
reviewer comments, without any clear positive or negative 
emotion coming through; and statements of the next steps 
without expression of any emotion – that the manuscript 
must be revised and resubmitted or simply submitted to 
another journal.

Results
Out of the 110 responses in all, 108 were valid, 2 being 
blank responses. Since the discussion question posted was 
an open-ended one, without defined options of emotions to 
choose from, the responses were free flowing, sometimes 
displaying multiple emotions within the same response. 
The responses were categorised loosely based on the overall 
sentiment or feeling that they evoked in the authors.

Of the 108 valid responses, 42 (39%) were categorised 
as negative, 36 (33%) as positive, and 30 (28%) as “other” 
(Figure 1).

Figure 1. Distribution of emotions connected with peer-
reviewer comments 

While 35 (38%) of the overall responses expressed feelings 
of sadness and depression, 19 (21%) displayed annoyance 
and anger. It was clear from the responses that authors 
appreciated constructive reviewer comments, with 18 (19%) 
of the respondents stating that constructive peer reviewer 
comments helped improve the quality of the manuscript, 
while 12 respondents (12.9%) felt that such comments could 
increase the chances of acceptance of a manuscript. 

Discussion
The collective responses indicated that most authors have 
the greatest dislike or fear of receiving no comments at all, 
or very superficial and cursory comments. Comments that 
make a generic statement, without any supporting evidence, 
and without pointing out specific areas of improvement, fall 
in this category. Even if a comment says something positive 
about the manuscript, but does not provide any further 
explanation, it is not helpful and therefore considered to 
be negative. One of the responses [translated] expresses 
this viewpoint very succinctly: “I am not afraid of negative 
comments, but afraid of rejection without comments. The 
more reviewer comments, the more it helps [improve my 
manuscript for] future submission.”

Clearly, authors do not like it when peer reviewers 
misinterpret or fail to understand the study, yet give 
negative comments or a rejection decision based on their 
(incomplete) understanding. One comment [translated] 
describes an instance of such misinterpretation: “Some 
experts are professional, but some give their comments 
before they read the manuscript through. Once I started my 
discussion section with ‘there is no clear conclusion [for a 
certain direction of thought] from previous studies, so we 
conducted this study….” The reviewer took this line as my 
conclusion and said it did not match with the results.”

Authors also feel disheartened when their manuscripts 
are rejected for not being up to the journal’s standards, 
but without any constructive feedback or suggestions for 
improvement. For instance, some authors speak of their 
manuscripts being rejected because the level of novelty does 
not match up to the journal’s standards. One author remarks 
[translated] that he feels really let down when after months 
of waiting, the journal gets back with a blanket statement 
like “there is not enough novelty in the manuscript to merit 
publication” without providing any other explanation or 
suggestion for improvement. Another author states that his 
manuscript was rejected on the grounds that the journal 

had “too many good papers.”
Authors initially feel sad, depressed, or “uncomfortable” 

on receiving negative reviewer comments. Words such as 
“sad,” “disappointed,” “upset,” “pain,” “depressed,” “lost,” 
“feel very low,” “unspeakable grief ” kept appearing in the 
authors’ responses. They also feel a strong sense of wasted 
effort. As one author says [translated]: “Obviously I feel very 
low, and also feel all the efforts spent for months went in 
vain.” Another author narrates his experience [translated]: 
“I prepared almost a year, spent a lot of energy and money 
on language editing. The manuscript got rejected the very 
next day after submission.”

Table 1. Examples of reviewers’ comments (translated or 
quoted verbatim) 

Comments Serial 
No.

Response

Positive

1 I go through it quickly and put the mail aside. 
Do some activities to make myself happy in 
the next 24 hours, while subconsciously mull-
ing over the reviewer comments and framing 
my response strategies.
From 24 - 48 hours, list down reviewer com-
ments and draft response, plan the extra ex-
periment suggested.
Within 48 hours, make preparations for the 
experiment.
How do I feel? It’s like breaking up, but keeping 
the faith that you will get someone in the end.

2 Don’t be nervous when you get negative com-
ments. Read it carefully, check what needs to 
be improved in the paper, and make the re-
quired changes seriously. The chances of get-
ting published will be high when you resub-
mit. One of my JNC papers is a case in point.

3 Obviously I feel very low, and also feel that 
all the effort of so many months went in vain. 
But it also means that the content of my pa-
per needs a lot of improvement. It gives me 
the opportunity to improve my paper. When I 
think in this way, I feel better.

Negative

1 Once I revised my paper based on the first 
round of reviewer comments. After resubmis-
sion, there was a new revision request, and 
this continued for 5 rounds. I found that the 
editor invited different reviewers every time 
which led to new comments being added all 
the time. After the 7th round of revision, it got 
rejected.... I was really @#$%^&*!

2 Unspeakable grief…

3 Though there are many times I got rejected, 
depressed, upset, but after fixing my broken 
heart, I always moved on to revise my paper 
and submit. After several rounds of this, I am 
like an ever-lasting cockroach now!

Other

1 If comments are constructive, I will revise pa-
per. If I am able to conduct more experiments, 
I will add it and then continue submission. Of 
course I have experiences with unprofession-
al reviewers. They just commented on my pa-
per without understanding it properly. If so, I 
will submit to other journal directly.

2 One reviewer said the rejection reason is I 
didn’t cite someone’s paper, and he even pro-
vided the link. Why do I have to cite that not-
so-good paper to get published?
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Along with the initial shock and disappointment, comes 
a feeling of low confidence in the worth of their research. 
One of the authors speaks of a sense of shame following 
the reviewer comments: “The reviewer gave many bad 
comments: the manuscript didn’t provide any new 
perspective, the format was totally wrong, why none of the 
authors had detected this problem….I was so ashamed!” 
[translated]

Once the initial shock is over, most authors start working 
on the suggested revisions. They feel that as long as the review 
is “reasonable,” that is, provides constructive suggestions that 
can be implemented, it will help improve the quality of the 
manuscript. Authors in general are willing to accept that 
there are flaws in their manuscript and that the reviewers’ 
suggestions are beneficial for them. However, in some cases, 
the emotional setback could lead to wrong decisions. One 
author narrates [translated] an interesting incident: “Once 
reviewer gave comments that my manuscript was meaningless. 
I was very upset, so I didn’t reply nor revise. Surprisingly, the 
editor-in-chief mailed and asked me if I didn’t reply because 
the revision deadline was too tight. I thought the editor might 
find potential in my manuscript, so I immediately worked on 
the revisions and replied. The manuscript got accepted in the 
end.” Another author says [translated]: “Once I got negative 
comments after submission…I didn’t bother to work on it. I 
regret it now: I should have continued the communication 
with the editor.” 

At times, the way editors communicate final decisions 
may also affect authors emotionally. In some cases, the 
emotional damage might have long-term implications. 
One author shares on Quora how an editor’s inadequate 
communication of the final decision affected her perception 
of the overall quality of her work: “This manuscript cannot 
be revised so as to be suitable for our journal.’ This, from 
the editor. I understood it as, ‘There is nothing you could 
do to this manuscript to make it acceptable for our journal.’ 
I was crushed. Years later I learned that the journal did not 
publish articles of the type I had submitted, but the editor 
couldn’t be bothered to explain that.” [quoted]

Based on the above findings, I would like to make a 
few recommendations to ensure that peer review is more 
sensitive towards authors’ emotions, and that authors 
always receive constructive feedback:
1. Journals should be careful in selecting peer reviewers. 

Only experts with a thorough knowledge of the field 
should be entrusted with peer reviews. 

2. Some journals, such as general medical journals, face 
a major problem in reviewer selection as the editors 
might not know all the disciplines published in the 
journal and have to search for reviewers from fields 
they are not familiar with. In such cases, journals can 
make use of services, such as Publons, that can help 
editors choose peer reviewers.14  

3. Journals, publishers or universities should organise 
training programs for reviewers on how to give 
feedback, what kind of comments to avoid, and how to 
motivate authors even while communicating the flaws 
in their work.

Journals can use a peer review template. This approach 
ensures that review formats are standardised and each point 
made is substantiated with comments or explanations.

Journals could have a feedback form which would record 
how authors felt about the quality, tone, and approach of the 
review. There could be a credit system by which reviewers 
earn points for each good review, and this should be citable 
in their CVs.

Open peer review could also be a solution: if comments 
are open to public viewing, reviewers would be compelled 
to give detailed and constructive suggestions, and avoid 
harsh or overcritical comments.

This study does have some limitations. The comments 
considered are a small sample and the majority represents 
only the opinions of a non-representative sample of 
biomedical researchers in China. Thus there might be an 
inherent bias in the comments we received and subject-
specific or geographical differences in how authors react 
to negative reviewer comments. Nevertheless, the few 
comments received through other discussion forums more 
popular in the west (Academia Stack Exchange and Quora) 
tended to corroborate the sentiments of comments received 
on DXY. Also, as there was no way to check the author’s 
reactions vis-à-vis the actual reviewer comments, there is 
a possibility that the authors might have misinterpreted 
reasonable comments as negative. A possible future 
direction would be to check whether authors’ perceive 
objectively reasonable comments as negative if the 
comments are overly critical of their work. Additionally, 
the categorization of positive, negative, and other is rather 
subjective as the questions asked were open ended and not 
all the responses lent themselves to definitive categorization. 
Nevertheless, the comments and categorization do offer a 
substantial general understanding of authors’ reactions to 
peer reviewer comments. To explore this further, it might 
be interesting to check with journal editors whether authors 
express some of these emotions in rebuttal letters and to get 
reviewers’ and editors’ perspectives on how to tackle this 
problem. Another possible future direction would be to 
assess how much the quality of reviewer comments affects 
how well authors incorporate the reviewers’ suggestions 
into their manuscript before resubmission. 

The author responses discussed in this article indicate 
that reviewer comments have an impact on the emotions of 
authors and can sometimes make authors lose confidence, 
motivation, and faith in their work. While most authors 
acknowledge the value of constructive reviewer comments, 
there is a general feeling that a little more care,  understanding, 
and empathy from the peer reviewers would be much 
appreciated. Although peer reviewers are at a premium, and 
reviews are time consuming and not financially rewarding, 
it is important that reviewers are sensitive to authors, try 
their best to add value to the manuscripts they review, and 
communicate their suggestions in a manner that respects 
the effort the authors have put in. As journals become 
more author-centric, peer review would be more effective if 
reviewers also kept in mind the challenges authors face and 
dealt with them more sensitively.
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Essays

Abstract: Edanz Group Ltd, an English editing and 
publication support company established in 1995, provides 
professional academic English services to authors for whom 
English is a second language. Feedback from these authors 
has consistently shown that they value not only language 
editing, but also advice on how to overcome practical 
barriers to publishing research in international peer-
reviewed journals. In this article, we outline some of these 
barriers and argue that editing service providers play an 
increasingly important role in levelling the playing field for 
authors for whom English is a second language.

Keywords: Communication; editing services; publishing; 
writing

Introduction
For the past 20 years, Edanz Group Ltd (https://www.
edanzediting.com), an English editing and publication 
support company based in Japan, China and the Republic 
of Korea, has been helping authors for whom English is a 
second language (ESL) to publish their research. During that 
time, demand has grown not just for manuscript editing, 
but also for services and educational workshops related to 
navigating journal submission and peer-review processes. 
To continue understanding and responding to the evolving 
needs of ESL authors, we have regularly obtained feedback 
through surveys, workshop question-and-answer sessions 
and correspondence during manuscript editing. This 
feedback has informed us about the textual and sociocultural 
challenges experienced by ESL authors when preparing and 
submitting journal manuscripts. Here, we briefly explore the 
linguistic and socio-pragmatic barriers that ESL authors say 
they face when publishing the results of scientific research. 

Challenges of publishing in English 
English is today’s lingua franca of science research 
communication. Nearly all of the 3746 journals in the 
Science Citation Index, which lists journals with impact 
factors, are in English.1 Because research performance is 
still often officially judged by the impact factors of journals 
publishing the work of a researcher, an institution or a 
whole country, English has a privileged status for academic 
reputation and progress, even in countries in which English 
is not an official language – for example, Japan, China and 
the Republic of Korea. 

Reporting the results of scientific research in English 
should mean increased chances that the research is read, 
discussed, cited, used and built on, as well as increased 

chances of collaboration with global networks of researchers. 
Accordingly, ESL authors have to learn and use academic 
English to meet the expectations of multiple stakeholders 
worldwide and thereby build a reputation and establish 
an area of expertise through their written research output. 
During their careers, ESL researchers aim to participate in 
international “discourse communities”2 that communicate 
about and through research articles. An overlapping aim 
is to move from peripheral to central participation within 
international “communities of practice”3 that share common 
practical learning goals. 

At the outset, however, ESL authors must conform to 
specific academic genres and formatting requirements 
to satisfy the gatekeepers of science – namely, journal 
editors and peer reviewers.4 Submitting a manuscript to 
a peer-reviewed journal is much like applying for a job. 
The manuscript contents, including the cover letter, must 
match the journal’s aims, scope and readership. The goal is 
to gain and retain membership of that journal’s discourse 
community, akin to joining a company or club with its own 
conventions and rituals. The process is challenging enough 
for any author, let alone ESL authors. Furthermore, because 
journal audiences include both readers for whom English 
is their first language and ESL readers, ESL authors need 
to make a special effort to be clear, concise and convincing.

Why authors require expert scientific English 
assistance
Many ESL authors tell us that they do not understand 
or are unaware of journal publishing ethics (especially 
those related to avoiding plagiarism and so-called self-
plagiarism), submission procedures, and copyright and 
archiving policies. They also face difficulties when trying 
to interpret and respond to comments from reviewers 
and editors during the peer-review process. For example, 
comments containing indirect directives expressed as 
statements (“I don’t understand this” or “This is unclear”) 
or as questions (“Can this be clarified?”), probably out of 
politeness,5 can be particularly confusing for ESL authors. 
Instead, they may expect and respond only to explicit 
instructions for revision that are in the imperative form 
(“Please explain this”). English language journals and their 
publishers thus need to ensure that their aims and scope, 
policies, procedures, instructions and correspondence are 
understandable, and findable, by ESL authors. 

Indeed, surveys commissioned by Edanz showed that 
Chinese authors commonly find it challenging to select 
a target journal and comprehend its guidelines and peer-
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review correspondence.6 Such results justify the need for 
comprehensive and personalized assistance from English 
editing companies, as well as individual authors’ editors,7 
to enable timely publishing. Services beyond editing can 
include educating authors, advising on journal selection, 
formatting manuscripts to guidelines, developing cover 
letters, helping with the reviewer response process and 
providing presubmission peer-review guidance. At the 
same time, it is crucial that any advice given by editing 
service providers must also be carefully phrased for ESL 
authors, including in presubmission peer-review reports 
and in author queries during editing. 

When we are asked to help with responding to peer 
reviewers, sometimes we clearly notice that the comments 
sent by a journal were written by ESL reviewers, making 
comprehension yet more difficult for ESL authors. 
Furthermore, both ESL and native English speaking 
reviewers occasionally criticize a manuscript’s “grammar”, 
but are actually referring to overconfident or inappropriate 
claims, readability problems due to structural or lexical 
complexity, or their own preferred style. The strength of 
claims depends on the quality of evidence and structure 
of the argument rather than language, although certainty 
and stance can be conveyed with various hedging devices.8 

Readability is related to word choice, sentence length, 
rhetorical relations, voice, emphasis, parallelism, thematic 
progression and discourse organisation. Authors are 
frequently unaware that they can increase readability 
through text reorganization, shorter sentences, simpler 
words, the active voice, parallel constructions and logical 
connectors. Perplexed authors even ask us to arbitrate when 
reviewers recommend unidiomatic phrases and incorrect 
collocations or cite idiosyncratic rules, such as using only 
the passive voice or avoiding “may” and “because” in 
science writing.

Specific questions that we have repeatedly received at 
workshops illustrate the fact that ESL authors need more 
support than just language editing of a draft product. 
Consistently raised topics show an unmet need for 
researcher education on publishing processes, avoiding 
so-called predatory publishers and predatory author 
services, research integrity, and developing process and 
genre approaches to academic writing. The following is a 
selection of questions that have been commonly asked in 
the past year during Edanz workshops delivered to more 
than 3000 ESL researchers:
1. Many journals use plagiarism checkers; what 

percentage of text overlap is allowed?
2. What should I do if I haven’t heard from a journal 

office for one year after manuscript submission?
3. Can I answer spam email from a journal inviting me 

to send a manuscript?
4. How do I find a trustworthy journal?
5. How do I find a trustworthy editing service?
6. Why do I need to name the funding source in my 

manuscript?
7. Does my department head have the right to add his/

her name on all my papers?

8. Will a journal be interested in an English translation 
of my previous paper?

9. Do all journals ban authors from writing “I” and 
“We”?

10. Should I preview the conclusion at the end of the 
introduction? 

We have also met some ESL authors who say they avoid 
writing in English altogether because they believe that 
publishing for a domestic audience will directly benefit 
end-users. We help them to realise the potential wider 
implications or interest derived from publishing in English 
and that being highly cited is important to their careers 
and their institution’s reputation. On further probing, 
these authors admit that too much effort is needed to 
learn English or find people who are willing and able to 
review their manuscript before journal submission. When 
researchers ask about machine translation, we inform 
them that such a practice is quickly noticed by journal 
editors, who may reject the manuscript without review or, 
if the data look promising, may request resubmission after 
rewriting. Our advice is to hire a professional translator and 
then enlist the services of an English editing service with 
editors who have special expertise, including experience 
in research, publishing, and editing for and advising ESL 
authors. For example, Edanz employs 400 subject-specific 
editors who can judge a manuscript’s international appeal, 
suggest areas for improvement, and then edit the revision. 
After following appropriate procedures and permissions, 
authors could even publish the translation simultaneously 
or subsequently. 

Why more science communicators are needed
We see three trends that call for more science editors to 
help authors effectively communicate their research. First, 
English language journals, especially those that are open 
access, are placing the onus on authors for copyediting 
before manuscript submission or acceptance. Second, 
several online international indexes now include non-
English journals that publish articles or abstracts in English. 
Third, the pressure to publish (and publicise research to lay 
audiences after acceptance) in English is being amplified by 
the “third mission” of knowledge exchange/transfer, which 
is being adopted by an increasing number of universities 
and other higher education institutes worldwide.9

However, ESL authors’ research institutions usually do 
not provide their own dedicated courses on publishing 
strategies and ethics, genre conventions and English for 
specific academic purposes, such as manuscript writing 
and active participation in discourse communities. The 
lack of such training does not bode well for institutions 
wishing to quickly gain international standing: they will 
lack international publications and continue to do so 
because today’s ESL researchers will be supervising the 
next generation. Thus, science communicators and editors 
ideally need to act as trusted long-term mentors who can 
empower authors to overcome barriers to publishing in 
English language journals. Editing service providers will be 
increasingly relied on as educators, enablers, consultants and 
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mediators between ESL authors and science gatekeepers. 
This role entails being not only a “literacy broker”10 to 
improve the quality and publishing efficiency of high-stakes 
research texts, but also a knowledge broker and “network 
broker”11 to facilitate engagement with transnational 
discourse communities.

Finally, editing service providers would do well to 
include different styles and genres in their repertoire 
and also to nurture lasting relationships with individual 
ESL authors. During a researcher’s career, high-stakes 
texts could include journal articles, book chapters, grant 
proposals, and conference slides and posters, in addition to 
non-academic postpublication documents such as media 
releases, newsletter articles and white papers. Knowing 
how to edit different document types and facilitate their 
publication would be mutually beneficial to both editor 
and author: it would help in the retention of clients 
throughout their careers while playing a part to promote 
their careers. Above all, being truly author-centred requires 
a constant commitment to supporting ESL authors and 
requesting – collectively through editing companies and 
associations such as EASE – that journals and publishers 
adopt equitable research publication practices by reducing 
or removing publication barriers. Making the publication 
process transparent, with explanations in plain English and 
other languages, would be a first step. For example, Edanz 
has translated the author instructions of the British Medical 
Journal into Chinese.12

In our educational workshops, we call editors “author 
champions”. In fact, all science communicators are ESL 
author advocates. Through editing and offering publishing 
assistance, science communicators give ESL authors a voice 
on the world stage.
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At the 13th EASE Conference in Strasbourg professor Lex 
Bouter, chairman of the 5th World Conference on Research 
Integrity (WCRI) will give a plenary lecture on Selective 
publication and the replicability crisis. We interviewed him 
on this subject and research integrity in general.

How did you become involved in integrity issues?
Epidemiologists are the guardians of methodology and 
quality control in clinical research. From 1992 I took part 
in the development of standard operating procedures and 
internal audits for primary care and public health research. 
Later, in the Central Committee on Research involving 
Human Subjects (CCMO, the Dutch institution that 
supervises medical research ethics committees), medical 
ethics and conflicts of interest came my way.

As the rector magnificus of the Vrije Universiteit 
Amsterdam I also had to deal with allegations of scientific 
misconduct. Not very serious cases, but still I faced the 
dilemma of either defending the university reputation or 
starting a thorough investigation. Not all allegations really 
have to do with scientific misconduct. Sometimes the 
problem is an ordinary workplace conflict or discordant 
scientific convictions.

Certainly, conflicts of interest do occur. In several cases 
the CCMO found that interests of trial sponsors [commonly 
pharmaceutical companies – AP] led to publication vetoes 
or inappropriate stopping rules.

An infamous Dutch example of scientific fraud is 
psychologist Stapel, who fabricated numerous data sets for 
his PhD students. Stapel’s successor as the dean of Tilburg 
University was eager to apply the economists’ motto ‘never 
waste a good crisis’ and implemented rigorous measures, 
including internal audits and data repositories.

What are the main problems in scientific integrity?
Data falsification and fabrication are the most disruptive 
threats to scientific integrity, although they are relatively 
rare. Another major problem is plagiarism: widespread and 
disastrous for mutual trust, but it does not really hamper the 
progress of science. With regard to frequency and impact if 
it occurs, sloppy science is the more important issue.

By far the most worrying problem is publication bias due 
to not reporting negative results. This practice is widespread 
and it distorts scientific knowledge. That makes it hard to 
replicate results, in biomedicine but also in psychology, 
ecology, economics and other disciplines. Only 10-40% 
of reported studies can be replicated with similar results, 
probably because the published positive results are often 
coincidental findings. This is the replicability crisis I will 
discuss at the EASE Conference.

Journals seek to publish papers with spectacular results, 
or at least significant findings. This exaggerates the true 
effect of an intervention, leading to biased systematic 
reviews and meta-analyses. Page limitations play no role 
any more in digital outlets, so this cannot be a reason to 
reject papers with negative outcomes.

Editors face an awkward predicament between science 
integrity and the commercial interests of the publisher. 
They do not always do what they can do. For example, 
editors are often reluctant to retract papers, because it is too 
much trouble. The practice of asking for references that will 
boost the journal’s impact factor is disgraceful.

Authors often do not appreciate editorial interference, 
even when it improves the quality of reporting. Statistical 
editors in particular are considered a nuisance.

What measures can be taken to reduce the problem?
The first step is to increase transparency. Transparency in 
itself does not cure selective reporting, but it identifies the 
trouble. Consider a trial protocol that mentions two primary 
outcome measures and five secondary outcomes. If the 
eventual publications presents only three of the secondary 
outcomes, you have a clear example of selective reporting. 
You can be pretty sure that there were no significant 
differences in the two primary outcomes. But this should 
be reported as well to give an unbiased contribution to 
scientific knowledge.

Transparency starts with registering research projects 
and their protocols. This was advocated for clinical trials 
long ago, but serious implementation started only around 
2000. A further step is to deposit all protocol changes, 
laboratory journals, data analysis plans, data sets, etcetera. 
This can easily be done in the digital era and will further 
prevent selective publication.
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Which parties should take the lead in addressing the problem?
The fundamental solution is that desirable behaviour 
is demanded and facilitated. Funding agencies and 
research ethics committees can do this by requiring that 
all findings are published and all data are made available 
through repositories. If a researcher receives the last 10% 
of the funding only after complying with the transparency 
rules, he or she has a strong incentive to do so. A large 
Dutch national funding agency requires a detailed data 
management plan. The major Irish funding agency has 
recently started research integrity audits.

The academic reward system does not stimulate 
transparency. This system is mainly based on citations and 
thus favours publication of positive and spectacular results. 
Researchers will think that citations are all that counts and 
are not encouraged to archive their data or share them with 
fellow researchers.

What is the role of editors?
A 30 year old idea, that is only now being implemented, is 
that results are not taken into account when deciding about 
acceptance for publication. This practice is now gaining 
ground in neurosciences and psychology. Registered 
Reports is a two-step process in which first the introduction 
and methods sections plus the data analysis plan are judged. 
After acceptance, the authors send in the results and 
discussion sections, which are judged against the accepted 
manuscript of step one.

Many websites and some journals like BMJ Open are 
willing to publish study protocols. Leading journals  offer 
the option to peer review trial protocols. If the protocols are 
accepted these journals are committed to seriously consider 
manuscripts describing the findings of the study. The Lancet 
has launched the REWARD campaign (REduce research 
Waste And Reward Diligence), which is already endorsed 
by many medical institutions. The shocking background is 
that up to 85% of clinical research may be useless waste. 
If this initiative gains ground, trial data will not remain 
invisible, and both the relevance and quality of clinical 
research will increase.

The TOP Guidelines (Transparency and Openness 
Promotion), comprising 8 aspects with 4 levels each, enable 
journals to decide how far they want to go. For example, 
a journal can adopt the guideline that a manuscript will 
only be considered when data are deposited in a public 
repository or when the authors promise to make them 
available on request.

Open peer review is gaining momentum. Many journals 
already have all versions of a manuscript, all reviews and all 
author responses on their websites. Recently, some journals 
started publishing the initial manuscript before peer review 
and/or add post-peer review comments after acceptance.

How did you come to chair the next WCRI?
As yet, it’s a small world. When I studied the subject during 
my sabbatical, colleagues in my new network thought that a 
methodologist with experience as a university rector would 
be an interesting speaker at the 4th WCRI (Rio de Janeiro, 
31 May–3 June 2015). Only later I found that this came 
with the idea that I should organise the next conference. 
Well, I feel honoured by this task, and it is good to have the 
conference back in Europe again.

I see many opportunities for editors to participate in 
the 5th WCRI. They could also play a role in drafting the 
closing declaration. I envisage a one-page document with 
3 or 4 main statements. These might include urging editors 
to publish studies irrespective of their results. And also that 
they need to endorse a minimum level of transparency. We 
would also appreciate abstracts from editors and proposals 
for preconference activities and parallel sessions. You are all 
welcome in Amsterdam.

Curriculum vitae
Lex Bouter (Rotterdam, 1956) was trained in medical 
biology (MSc Utrecht, 1982) and epidemiology (PhD 
Maastricht, 1988). In 1992 he was appointed Professor of 
Epidemiology at the Vrije Universiteit Amsterdam. He was 
president of the Netherlands Epidemiological Society (1996-
1997), member of the Health Council of the Netherlands 
(2001-2013) and vice-chair and methodologist of the 
CCMO (2001-2013). From 2006 until 2013 he was Rector 
Magnificus and member of the Executive Board of Vrije 
Universiteit Amsterdam. After sabbatical leave in 2014, his 
professorship was broadened to include methodology and 
integrity.

Bouter was Editor of Tijdschrift voor Sociale 
Gezondheidszorg (Journal of Social Health Care) (1991-
1999), Editor (1996-2002) and Editor-in-Chief (2002-2006) 
of the Back Review Group (a Collaborative Review Group of 
the Cochrane Collaboration) and member of the Editorial 
Boards of BioMed Central Musculoskeletal Disorders and 
BioMed Central Neurology (2005-2006).

Bouter chairs the 5th WCRI (Amsterdam, 28-31 May 
2017; www.wcri2017.org).

MedComms Networking is a  global initiative that facilitates networking and 
dialogue amongst individuals working in and around the pharmaceutical 
industry and MedComms, focusing on specialist medical education, medical 
communications and medical publishing activities.
Everyone welcome! Check out www.MedCommsNetworking.com and 
please help spread the word amongst all relevant others

Viewpoint

The English article system is notoriously difficult for non-
native speakers to master, but what about native speakers? 
Are they always justified in their choice of articles – or their 
omission of them? Anyone familiar with the bioresearch 
literature, for example, must have noticed that in papers 
by native English speakers, notably in the methods and 
results sections, countable nouns often take no article, as 
if they were uncountable. One may come across sentences 
such as: “Cells were grown in medium with glucose”, “The 
culture entered stationary phase”, “Strain K12 was used as 
recipient”, and “The tests were conducted at 5% significance 
level”. Omissions of this kind, which are obviously wrong 
and unidiomatic, seem not to worry journal copy editors, 
who are by definition the guardians of proper English.

There is no doubt that articles may be dropped when not 
absolutely necessary.1 One such exception is the omission of 
repeated articles in co-ordinate structures (eg “a bacterium 
or virus”, “the heart, liver, bladder, and vertebral column”). 
Articles may also be omitted in various “abbreviated styles” 
(titles, instructions, lists, figure and table captions and 
footnotes, etc).1 Articles also need not be used when nouns 
have both countable and uncountable uses; thus, either “a 
solution was added” or “0.5 ml of solution was added” is 
correct English. One caveat applies, though: such omissions 
should not distort the meaning or impair the style. In the 
examples above, while the meaning of the sentences is 
retained, the style noticeably suffers. 

Scientific language may demand that normal usage be 
violated for specific purposes (eg accuracy or conciseness). 
In particular, some nouns in English are “in the process 
of shifting from uncountable to countable”.2 Steel and 
permeability, for instance, are uncountable nouns in general 
English. Nonetheless, we would speak of “a variety of steels” 
and “different permeabilities” in academic contexts. But 
how can we possibly account for shifts in the opposite 
direction – from countable to uncountable? Suppose 
we might convince ourselves (and others) that “bacteria 
grown in medium with glucose” is okay on the grounds 
that the medium in question is actually a solution, which 
is uncountable as well as countable. Then how should we 
treat “bacteria grown on solid medium”? Or “bacteria in 
logarithmic phase”?

Why are native speaking scientists allowed to take 
the liberties with their language that would normally be 
regarded as evidence that the manuscript was authored 
by a non-native speaker? One probable explanation is the 
influence of colloquial English, in which there are fairly 
frequent omissions of all sorts, including oddities like 
“wife’s on holiday”.1 Even glaring article mistakes, such 
as those given above, may sound so natural to the native 
speaker’s ear that authors and native speaking editors 
leave them uncorrected if no misinterpretation arises. 
Nonetheless, these mistakes should not be ignored. Think 
of the legion of non-native authors, especially those from 
languages that have no articles, who may be tempted to 
adopt the faulty style of their native colleagues. Think also 
of the danger to the linguistic quality of academic prose. 
The magisterial ASM Style Manual for Journals and Books 
is quite explicit on the issue: “If omitting an article makes 
bad idiomatic English, it also makes bad scientific writing, 
however common it is in professional jargon”.3

Language abuse tends to be gaining acceptance with 
time, and what is inappropriate today may be legitimate 
tomorrow. “Data is/was” occurrences are now ubiquitous 
in science reporting, and the use of bacteria as a singular 
noun (eg “Enterobacter sakazakii, a deadly bacteria”) is 
creeping into radio broadcasts. In a similar trend, “Results 
are presented in table” or “Analysis was conducted with 
mutant strain of E. coli” might one day become standard 
technical English. I can do no better here than to reiterate 
the desperate words of Professor Raymond Coleman, 
former editor-in-chief of Acta Histochemica: “Can we meet 
the challenge and preserve some of the elegance of well-
written English?”4 
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When journal editors get together, conversation often 
turns to the review process. Editors commiserate about the 
difficult task of finding sufficient qualified scholars to take 
on the important task of reviewing. These conversations 
often mention the increase in submissions to the same 
journal over time, as well as the proliferation of journals. 
More journals and more submissions mean that scholars 
receive more requests to review, feel overburdened, and 
say “no” more often. They suffer from “reviewer fatigue.” At 
least, that is the common wisdom. 

However, this assessment is based on impressions rather 
than systematic inquiry. Are reviewers indeed overburdened 
with requests to review? The question is important. After 
all, it is impossible to make the peer review process work 
without reviewers.

To find out, we examined the information provided by 
scholars responding to requests to review from the American 
Political Science Review (APSR) during 2013.1 There were 
4563 requests to review associated with the manuscripts 
submitted that year. Excluding non-responses, 72.5% 
requests were accepted and 27.5% declined. However, if we 
include non-responses, the positive response rate drops to 
60%.*  The APSR is the leading journal in political science, 
which may influence scholars to accept our invitations. 
However, conversations with other editors suggest that this 
acceptance rate for invitations to review is common.  

Scholars who declined to review had the opportunity to 
explain their reasons for refusal. We classified as cases of 
“reviewer fatigue” those who mentioned they had too many 
other requests to review. Some provided the specific number 
of invitations they had recently accepted – ranging from 
one to six. Although most mentioned numbers towards the 
higher end of this range, there is clearly variation in what 
scholars believe to be a reasonable review load. 

We found that only 14.1% of scholars said they had 
too many other requests to review. An additional 24.8% 
indicated simply that they were “too busy.” Although some 
of these may also have felt overburdened with review 
requests, we cannot know for sure as they did not specify 
what kept them so busy. Hence, we estimate that reviewer 
fatigue may affect more than 14.1% but less than 38.9% (the 
total of the two categories).  

Aside from having too many review requests or being 
too busy, what else prompts scholars to decline an invitation 
to review? A variety of reasons were provided, each given by 

a small proportion of respondents (most categories scored 
around 3% or less). Some scholars said they had previously 
read or reviewed the paper. Although the perspective of 
such reviewers can be valuable for editors, some reviewers 
suggested that the author(s) might be better off with a 
fresh perspective. Others judged, on the basis of the title 
and abstract, that they did not have the right expertise. 
Some mentioned they had recently taken on administrative 
responsibilities or journal editorships. Yet others said they 
were on sabbatical or another type of professional leave. 
Some scholars declined to review because of personal 
issues, such as personal or family illness, and yet others 
mentioned they were on maternity or paternity leave. We 
also noted some small differences between women and 
men: the latter were more likely to decline for professional 
reasons, whereas the former were more likely to mention 
personal issues. Women were also a little more likely than 
men to decline because they had too many invitations to 
review or were simply too busy.

In conclusion, our data suggest that some reviewers are 
indeed overburdened with requests to review. However, 
the more important finding is that scholars have many 
demands on their time. The only way to manage this is to 
broaden the reviewer pool. With easily accessible online 
resources, such as Google Scholar, there is no reason to 
overburden a small group of scholars.2 Many scholars, such 
as new PhDs and research-active scholars at a broad range 
of academic institutions, have never been asked to review 
for an academic journal in their field.  It is time we identify 
these scholars and invite them to review.

* An unknown proportion of non-responses are requests 
that never reach the intended recipient, due to spam filters 
and changes in e-mail addresses.  Hence, we cannot assume 
that non-responders have chosen to ignore our request.
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Portland, Oregon, was the focus for 653 copy editors from 
all types of venues between 31 March and 2 April, as the 
American Copy Editors Society held its 20th national 
conference.

The conference offered an opportunity for learning – with 
nearly 60 sessions that covered both core and specialised 
editing skills – and networking.

One focus of the conference was respectful language, 
with high attendance for sessions such as “Sexist Creeps: 
How to Catch and Fix Sexist Language,” “Covering Mental 
Illness with Care,” “What’s the Word? Inclusive Language for 
Gender, Race and Disabilities,” “Responsible Writing and 
Editing and Sexual Violence,” and “Poverty in the Press.” 

In the hallways and at the ACES banquet, discussion 
about the use of the “singular they” continued – a rollover 
theme from the 19th national conference in 2015 in 
Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania.

Attendees again voted for core skills sessions by making 
them some of the most-attended. Bill Walsh’s session 
“Rookie Mistakes Even Veterans Make,” drew more than 
200 people, while Lisa McLendon’s “Sweat This, Not That: 
Real Rules vs. Grammar Myths” also drew a large crowd.

Heather Chambers participates in the ACES Education 
Fund spelling bee on 31 March. The spelling bee raised 
about US$1800 for the Education Fund, which provides 
scholarships for student copy editors. (Mark Allen photo) 

Conference attendees also heard from the editors of The 
Associated Press Stylebook and from Carol Saller, editor of 
The Chicago Manual of Style’s online Q&A and author of 
“The Subversive Copy Editor.”

Editing tools sessions, which included using Word more 
effectively and new tools such as PerfectIt and Lingofy, were 
also popular.

But the conference also offered several special sessions 
with less wide-ranging appeal in order to serve all of its 
members, who edit as freelancers, and who work for news 

organisations, corporations, social agencies, governments 
or book publishing houses,  or as academics.

ACES presented several awards during the conference. 
The Robinson Prize, which honours one copy editor whose 
work demonstrates exceptional effectiveness, this year went 
to freelance editor Sarah Grey. The Glamann Award, which 
recognises people and organisations that have contributed 
to the society and the craft of copy editing, went to Vicki 
Krueger of Poynter Institute’s News University. The Society 
also recognised winners in its annual headline contest.

ACES will hold its 21st national conference on 23-25 
March, 2017, in St Petersburg, Florida.

Robinson Prize winner Sarah Grey, left, is congratulated 
by Pam Robinson, co-founder of ACES and the Society’s 
first president, and Robinson Prize head judge Jamaal D. 
Pittman. The prize honours an exceptional copy editor who 
helps further the craft in an era of increased competition. 
Grey edits for a diverse range of clients, including 
academics, periodicals, translation agencies and nonprofit 
organisations. (Mark Allen photo)

Plenty of opportunities for networking

Gerri Berendzen 
gl.berendzen@gmail.com

Reports of meetings

American Copy Editors’ Society, 20th national conference

31 March - 2 April, Portland, Oregon, USA
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Like its predecessors (published in 2005 
and 2010) this update of Liz Wager’s book 
is presented concisely, pragmatically and 
with the inimitable down-to-earth and 
sharp-witted style familiar to many of us. 

As a sometime writer/editor/project 
manager I have to admit that I love this 
book – it’s a one-stop reference goldmine 
for anyone and everyone working in the 
world of medical publishing. It’s where 
to find those conventions in publishing 
that don’t seem to be widely reported, and 
brings together links to all of the resources 
that one might ever be in need of.

Aimed mainly at researchers wanting 
to get their research written up and into 
the literature, it is also useful to those 
new to the publishing game, for example 
the young writer starting out in the world of medical 
communications, and also to those among us who have 
been here for some time and may be perplexed by the 
seemingly constant barrage of new guidelines and updates 
to the more established.

In addition to the now familiar A to Z format, there are 
several chapters offering useful overviews of publication 
strategy, including many of the details that often get 
overlooked in the race to the submission line, and which 
then cause the whole process to fall over at least temporarily. 
For instance, the challenges peculiar to publishing results 
from a multicenter study, and considering subgroup 
analyses before developing the data analysis plan, rather 
than having them relegated to the lowly status of post hoc 
analyses.

The advice on just how long it can take to get from database 
lock to conference abstract or publication submission has 
the potential to lessen the inevitable pain/stress involved 
in any publication endeavour. Taking journal timelines 
into account – a factor outwith authors’/writers’ spheres 
of influence – and the importance of judicious selection of 
target journal must not be underestimated. A handy table 
offers ball-park estimates of time from idea to submission 
with a useful list of factors that can affect progress. 

A particularly topical chapter is that dealing with the 
often thorny subject of working with medical writers. 
Wager offers advice on how to make the most of a writer’s 
involvement, while being fully transparent and above and 
beyond reproach. 

Before embarking on an encyclopedic tour of the world 
of publishing Wager invites us to join her in a fictional tale 
that could well be subtitled “a comedy of publication errors” 
offering some light relief from today’s highly regulated 

world of checklists and regulations. That 
said, many of us will recognise all too 
many elements of it, and Part 2 of the 
book should help us to avoid the many 
Pitfalls experienced by the fictitious Dr 
Seymour et al.

The ‘meat’ of this book, then, is the 
A to Z section, intended as a go-to 
source for publications queries. It is full 
of nuggets of advice designed to “avoid 
delays and nervous breakdowns” that 
take into consideration the foibles of 
humanity – for example the tendency 
of humans under pressure to throw 
rationality and consideration out of the 
publication planning decision window.

In keeping with the rapidly changing 
world of academic publication, several 

new entries make their debut in this new edition and these 
will be of particular interest to those who have upgraded (as 
opposed to buying this title for the first time).  The advent of 
‘cloned journals’, the new offspring of predatory publishers  
who now, in addition to using titles confusingly similar to 
those of bona fide journals, have stooped to a new low of 
producing predatory cloned websites that can be hard to 
spot. Wager recommends consulting Jeffrey Beall’s blog for 
an up-to-date list of journals that have been ‘hijacked’.

Another new entry is the Creative Commons (CC) 
licence, of which there are several variants enabling 
compliance with open access requirements while allowing 
authors to retain the copyright of their own work. This 
arrangement allows others to reuse and republish – with due 
acknowledgement – without the need to apply for copyright 
permission (an often lengthy and expensive process).

Journal cascades and consortia, another relatively new 
development, and the pros and cons of getting involved 
with them are discussed. Had I been in possession of this 
book a year ago, my personal experience with journal 
cascades might have been better informed and less painful. 
And, finally, mega journals – those journals that use 
peer review only to check that the research is sound and 
reported clearly, but not to judge whether the articles will 
be of interest to readers (the best known and largest of these 
is PLOSOne).

To sum up, this book is the source of  “Everything 
You Need to Know About Medical Publishing but Were 
Afraid to Ask” and could well be one of the best bookshelf 
investments you make this year.

Moira A Hudson
moirahudson7@gmail.com

Book reviews

Getting Research Published – An A to Z of Publication Strategy

Elizabeth Wager, Third Edition, 2016, CRC Press (Taylor & Francis Group), ISBN 978-1-78523-138-4 (Paperback) 29.95 GBP An offer to review a book covering a topic 
that is of research and personal interest 
of mine (I used to be a research integrity 
editor in the Croatian Medical Journal 
and the President of Croatia’s national 
Committee for ethics in science and higher 
education), was, actually, an easy sell. 
Plus, I received both the hardcover and 
the electronic versions of the book to 
ease the review process! This being the 
first book in the series “Qualitative and 
Quantitative Analysis of Scientific and 
Scholarly Communication” (http://www.
springer.com/series/13902) made my 
inner research integrity radar all tingly 
with expectation.

Against Plagiarism is a book of 162 
pages, divided into 3 parts (General 
Plagiarism Issues; Discipline-specific 
Issues; and What to Do About It) and 11 chapters, written 
by Yuehong (Helen) Zhang, a longtime (chief) editor of the 
Journal of Zhejiang University-SCIENCE A/B & FITEE. The 
book exists due to a series of events that followed the author’s 
report in Nature about how many journal submissions were 
plagiarised.1 Those events, as I read them, are universal for 
the book’s author and editors/whistleblowers dealing with 
scientific misconduct. On one hand they are “believe-it-or-
not” stories. On the other hand they are somewhat similar 
to the 5 steps of grieving: 
1. denial of a topic’s existence by the policy makers before 

publication; 
2. anger of the policy makers (usually with the messenger, 

not the message); 
3. bargaining – an uproar of interest, inquiry, and scrutiny 

as they try to come to terms with this “staggering” (to 
use an adjective used by the author to describe the 
amount of plagiarism detected) fact from the original 
publication); 

4. depression – I can only hope of the ones caught 
plagiarising; and, finally, the best possible post-
publication outcome 

5. acceptance, ie policy change.
The book is not an easy read, partly because it is a 

combination of the author’s narrative (introductions to 
chapters and her experiences), and republications of several 
published surveys (on plagiarism detection, differences 
between journals and fields), case-studies [of how to (not)
deal with plagiarism], and conference papers all with their 
own appendices. There were often times when I had to 

use the electronic version of the book 
to better see the details of graphs and 
pie-charts on my desktop monitor. 
Some of these experiences, although 
from China (and specificities/oddities 
of the relationship towards plagiarism 
notwithstanding), are universal. The 
final part of the book “What to do about 
it”, is especially interesting as it shares 
the experience of a “top-to-bottom” 
governmental approach to questions of 
research integrity and the experience of 
the usage of CrossCheck at the author’s 
journal.

For guidance on how to deal with 
(suspected) plagiarism, the author 
exemplifies the importance of rules of 
conduct and, rightfully, praises the work 
of various advisory bodies, such as the 

COPE (Committee of Publication Ethics), EASE (European 
Association of Science Editors), WAME (World Association 
of Medical Editors), and CSE (Council of Science Editors), 
as well as reprints two of COPE’s and their own journal’s 
decision-making charts. The most interesting portion of 
the book is the description of the “anti-plagiarism policy 
of Journals of Zheijang University-SCIENCE as it describes 
the types of plagiarism they typically encounter and their 
“remedies”.

As I mentioned earlier, this book is not an easy read, but 
it delivered on its unspoken promise to my peaked interest. 
Large parts of this success are the practical lessons for 
authors and editors. How fortunate to find the author shares 
my own views on the roles of education and sanctions for 
research misconduct, as well as the journal editors having 
“a key role in maintaining and … raising standards of … 
research and publication ethics”. Our own thoughts sound 
so self-affirming and credible when written by someone 
like-minded!

Finally, this book is not an exhaustive resource of all 
things “Plagiarism”, nor does it claim to be, so do not expect 
to have all aspects of plagiarism covered or all questions 
answered.
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“In the early 1990s, Andrew was a member of an advisory 
group commissioned by Michael Peckham, director of the 
NHS Research and Development Programme, to advise 
him about Health Technology Assessment. I was chair of 
the group and Andrew was one of the members, chosen 
particularly because of his editorship of the Drug and 
Therapeutics Bulletin. He was a real asset, particularly when 
it came to drafting and writing the report. I asked Andrew 
if he would join the small team establishing the Cochrane 
Centre at the end of 1992.  I’m very glad that he agreed. He 
was a superb editor of drafts of articles and other documents 
I had to prepare. Above all, he taught me how to write more 
simply, with shorter words and shorter sentences, cutting out 
jargon.   And all this mentoring in my own language from 
someone whose first language wasn’t English!”

 Iain Chalmers

“Andrew Herxheimer was a founder member of the 
Cochrane Collaboration and of Cochrane’s Adverse Effects 
Methods Group, set up with the aiming of improving 
how adverse effects of interventions were evaluated and 
reported in systematic reviews. This reflected his drive 
to recognise the importance of patients in all processes 
relating to information about healthcare interventions. 
Andrew worked as editor, peer reviewer, and author on 
many Cochrane Reviews across a range of topics, and he 
was a vocal advocate of post-publication comments and 
plain language summaries. In pursing all these matters, 
Andrew’s approach was one of direct but cheerful 
persistence, zooming in on what really mattered most, and 
leaving collaborators feeling slightly guilty for not having 
done more, but also encouraged and often amused.”

John Hilton

“Andrew was a man of high principles and deep learning 
but his approach always involved wit and humour. He had 
a mischievous love of word play and any conversation with 
him would include sparkling examples of this even if the 
topic was a serious one such as drug company behaviour or 
the availability of information on treatments. Over a long and 
active life his legacy includes the development of drug and 
therapeutic bulletins and the establishment of the database of 
patient experiences. He was a pleasure to work with.”

Liz Wager

“Andrew was always good company at EASE meetings – and 
always had a slightly wicked and/or amused grin/twinkle in 
his eyes. It was great to see him at those meetings.” 

Maeve O’Connor

“My long friendship with Andrew began in the late 1980s 
when we met at EASE meetings. Andrew loved speaking 
French, he spoke well and with a nice accent. In the 1990s 
Andrew was an active advisor to the young editorial board of 
La Revue Prescrire - the independent French monthly journal 
that since 1981 has critically evaluated pharmaceutical 
developments. Because of this Andrew visited Paris regularly 
and he would call me to meet for drinks, or occasionally a 
meal, usually at a Paris terrace. I would chose the place – 
Andrew loved visiting Paris and one of his interests was in 
photographing cafés/restaurants. There we would have long 
discussions about pharmacology and journals. Over the last 
10 years we continued to exchange ideas by email on a regular 
basis and this became much easier with the development of 
social networks. I miss Andrew.”

Hervé Maisonneuve

To learn more about Andrew’s life and achievements please 
see his obituary in The Guardian, March 25 2016.  Read 
it at http://www.theguardian.com/society/2016/mar/25/
andrew-herxheimer-obituary?CMP=share_btn_fb

Obituary 

A tribute to Andrew Herxheimer (1925-2016)
We were saddened to learn of the death of Andrew Herxheimer, a longstanding member of EASE and a respected 
colleague, on 21st February. We asked some of his editorial colleagues to share their thoughts on this exceptional man.

This site I like

Peer review is the essence of scientific publishing. It bestows 
credibility and confidence. Therefore, the trustworthiness 
of articles published in a scientific journal largely depends 
on the quality of its peer review process.

What are the requirements for a good peer review? 
Many may come to mind, but the list should always include 
fairness, objectivity, and thoroughness. The best way to 
achieve fairness and objectivity is through an independent, 
double-blind review. Professionalism and sound knowledge 
of the subject matter and of scientific methodology will 
guarantee a thorough review.

Unfortunately, peer review fatigue is making it difficult for 
editors to find good reviewers for their articles. And when 
they do, the reviews will probably take several weeks – or 
even months – to come in. Time, then, becomes another 
increasingly important variable in scientific publishing.

As the editor-in-chief of a small, local journal trying 
to improve its standing (nationally and internationally), I 
decided, backed by my institution, to make a radical change 
in our peer review process: we partnered with Rubriq. 
Why? Because Rubriq could give the journal what it needed 
most: reliable, rigorous and expedient peer review.

Rubriq is part of Research Square and it performs an 
outstanding peer review service based on the Rubriq 
Scorecard and a vast network of international reviewers. 
Each submitted paper – their website is very user friendly 
– is reviewed by three experts in the field and within three 
weeks the Rubriq Scorecard arrives. This scorecard is 
extremely useful; it gives both quantitative and qualitative 
information on the paper and it encompasses all the areas 
that need to be evaluated in a manuscript: quality of the 
research, quality of the presentation, and novelty and 
interest of the subject matter.

As editor-in-chief, I think that the comments the 
reviewers make – the qualitative information in the 

Scorecard – are the most valuable tool for decision-making. 
They have helped me decide whether a manuscript is worth 
“saving” or it is fundamentally flawed. This is an especially 
critical decision for a small, local journal: on one hand, we 
“need” articles and we know that resources for research are 
always extremely difficult to come by; on the other hand, 
we do not want to (and should never) publish unreliable 
research. Therefore, the comments in the Scorecard become 
crucial: should we go the extra mile to help authors achieve 
a publishable manuscript? Absolutely, but only if the 
scientific methodology used was sound.

How do I handle a paper when it comes through our 
website? Because the peer review is international, all 
manuscripts must initially be in English. I review the paper 
in order to make sure that it is acceptably well written 
and contains all the information that we ask for. I then 
put it through the Rubriq website. The process is pretty 
straightforward and simple, aided by pull-down menus 
and cut-and-paste features. A few questions have to be 
answered in relation to the type of submission, the area 
of study and the authors. The title of the paper and the 
abstract are included, the keywords are typed, and finally, 
the manuscript is uploaded. The whole process takes 15 to 
20 minutes. Once the manuscript is submitted, an email 
that indicates when to expect the results of the peer review 
is immediately sent.

Who pays for this service? In our case, my institution 
does. We signed a contract with Rubriq, deposited the 
amount agreed upon in their bank and fees are automatically 
withdrawn when a manuscript goes through. Why is this 
cost not charged to the authors? Because we are a small 
journal that re-invented itself and is trying to grow. We 
would not get any submissions if we charged a publication 
fee. In order to attract papers, we have to invest in quality 
and, in my opinion, a professional, unbiased peer review is 
the best way to accomplish this goal. 

From my own personal perspective, Rubriq is an editor-
in-chief ’s dream come true: hassle-free, rigorous and 
always-on-time peer review. Our partnership has allowed 
me to focus less on management and more on content. 
Now, is there anybody out there who could help us manage 
authors?

Silvia Elena Buntinx
Editor-in-Chief, Veterinaria México OA

Facultad de Medicina Veterinaria y Zootecnia
Universidad Nacional Autónoma de México

Rubriq: rigorous, timely peer review

https://www.rubriq.com
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authors featured in the issue. Through these interviews, 
we aim to pursue our goals of scientific responsibility, 
knowledge sharing and communication by shedding 
more light on the people behind the articles in ESE, 
provide some further detail and background to the 
publications, and help spread the messages from the 
people and their papers to the publishing community 
and the general public. The first was with Daniel Johnson 
from Publons and you can read it at http://ese-bookshelf.
blogspot.it/2016/03/a-ese-author-q-daniel-johnston.html 
 
The page has only just started, but I hope it will soon 
become well-liked by Facebook members, and a frequently 
visited site for those without an account.

Duncan Nicholas
DN Journal Publishing Services, UK 

duncan@dnjournals.co.uk

Some readers may be aware of the existence of the EASE 
Facebook Group, and the articles and discussion which are 
posted to it. It has been a place for members of the online 
community surrounding EASE to swap interesting articles 
from around the web and discuss them in an open forum.  It 
also serves as a communication channel, for informing the 
public about EASE initiatives and events, helping to spread 
the messages, values and actions of EASE.  However, this 
Group is visible only to members of Facebook, and then, 
only to people who join the group; therefore, it is a closed 
community and requires a Facebook account to access.

As part of my contribution to EASE and the membership 
and communication strategy group with which I am 
involved, I decided to create a new Facebook page. The 
functions of Facebook pages differ from those of groups in 
ways which would further optimise the connections EASE 
could make with the public through an openly accessible 
discussion forum. Facebook pages are open to anyone, even 
those without Facebook accounts, so can better act as a way 
to engage new readers and potential members and serve 
the whole EASE community, rather than just those already 
using Facebook. Visitors are able to read everything, expand 
all the posts, get in to all the tabs, and see all the ‘visitor 
posts’ to the page.

The page should allow EASE to be much more effective 
in its Facebook-based community engagement than the 
Groups in several ways. For example, we are able to schedule 
posts to ensure a consistent flow of information. We will 
be able to view information on the traffic and usage of 
posts in the page. We will be able to receive messages from 
people who wish to get in touch, allowing the Association 
to discuss sensitive matters with those who wish to. We can 
also use the Page to provide official information and links to 
the Association web pages.

My intention is for the page to become a fully-interactive, 
central site for contacting EASE, communicating regular 
EASE-related updates, news and features, as well as a place 
to discover news and comments on scientific publishing 
activities and innovations. 

One feature that has emerged from the Facebook page 
is a regular interview series with authors of European 
Science Editing articles. As each issue turns open access, 
it is accompanied by interviews from some of the 

EASE Facebook page
 
https://www.facebook.com/EurSciEd

What authors should do on learning after 
publication that quote marks should have been used
Karen Shashok presented a case of a young researcher who 
was the first author on a paper published in a respectable 
basic science journal. The coauthors were senior members 
of the research team. After publication the researcher 
attended a manuscript writing course and realised that 35 
words taken verbatim for another paper should have been 
placed in quotation marks.  A citation to the paper had 
been given. Karen asked if the researcher should contact 
the journal to request a correction. Amanda Morgan, Helle 
Goldman and Liz Wager all thought that the researcher 
should inform his/her coauthors and contact the journal. 

As a citation had been given Pippa felt the researcher 
should not worry unduly. An email to the editor with the 
coauthors’ consent apologising for rather than requesting 
a correction of the error should suffice. Rod Hunt agreed 
that the mistake was regrettable but should be treated as 
one to learn from. Journals in his view should not be used 
as blogs that allow careless authors to fiddle with their work 
ad infinitum. Helle would publish a corrigendum in her 
journal Polar Research, which would not interfere with the 
original publication. She explained that she accepts limited 
self-plagiarism in the Methods and authors are allowed to 
resubmit if short passages of text from published papers are 
found elsewhere with iThenticate on submission. 

Karen resolved to advise the researcher to obtain the 
coauthors’ consent and ask the journal how it wished to 
handle the problem. She explained that the researcher faced 
the conflict between wanting to do the right thing and 
fear of editorial censure, which was understandable as the 
journal concerned had the unusual policy when plagiarism 
was discovered of stamping every online page of an article 
with “plagiarism”. 

Now that the forum is closed to non-members, Karen 
suggested a channel should be opened for non-members 
to consult members on difficult problems such as this one. 
Pippa reminded that the LinkedIn and Facebook forums 
were still available to non-members to post questions.

Interestingly, we learned from Karen and Judith Baggot 
that Spanish and Italian authors often failed to understand 
the difference between “citation” and “quotation” because 
the same word is used for both in their language.

Do journals’ guidelines require authors to use active/
passive voice?
Andrew Davis had discovered two journals in the fisheries 
field that expressly forbade use of the active voice. One was 
published by Wiley, whose general guidelines actually state, 
“Use of the passive is fading.” Andrew wanted to know how 

widespread journal recommendations about the use of 
active or passive were. 

Anna Sharman found that 5-10% of her students had 
previously been told to use the passive voice. Tom Lang had 
encountered authors who intentionally or by habit wrote 
in the passive as this was once considered more “objective”. 
He thought there were studies showing text in the passive 
was no more difficult to understand than text in the active 
voice and believed it was useful in the Methods. Rod 
Hunt informed that as a consequence of research by John 
Kirkman commissioned by the British Ecological Society 
(BES) which found members much preferred reading text 
in the active the BES recommends “The passive voice is 
preferred in describing methods and results. The active voice 
may be used occasionally to emphasize a personal opinion 
(typically in Introduction and Discussion sections).”

Tom considered the main problem for readability was 
the passive combined with nominalizations. As for avoiding 
person pronouns Tom suggested showing any proponents 
an article on the topic with a quote from the Lancet, “The 
first person singular – the naked I – is no longer thought 
immodest. Elaborate garments such as we and the author do 
not disguise a writer’s identity unless they also disguise his 
[sic] meaning … ” (The Lancet, 1937; cited in Fishbein M. 
Medical Writing. Chicago: AMA Press, 1938. P 54) 

Carol Norris presented a solution for using the active 
even in the Methods, giving an example: instead of the 
passive “Data were analyzed” or the active    “We analyzed 
data”, write the active “Analysis of the data showed/
indicated/revealed”, which provides more information 
faster. For further instruction she recommended her twice-
annually revised course book, which is open access: http://
helsinki.fi/kksc/language.services/AcadWrit.pdf 

Ed Hull pointed out that what we accept in 21st century 
science is always subjective because researchers act in a 
subjective way by virtue of choosing their experimental 
methods, etc. He quoted Philip Ball, a former editor of 
Nature, who wrote in his book Curiosity, “... researchers are 
part of the data.” He felt with Carol’s suggestion researchers 
were still avoiding responsibility and proposed amending it 
to, “Our analysis of the data showed/indicated/revealed ... 
(Table 1).”, to make the researchers accountable for their data.

Andrew pointed out that the discussion had concentrated 
more on whether the active was preferable than on what 
journals actually recommended. Only one editor had 
answered the question, Farrokh Habibzadeh, who said 
his journals did not mention voice in their guidelines but 
copyediting to the active was done in-house to comply with 
the journals’ style. 

Andrew had, however, learned from the discussion 
that research on 55 journals in the biological and physical 
sciences found only two required the passive (R. Sheldrake, 
New Scientist, 21 July 2000), the BMJ specifically asked for 
the active, and The Journal of Animal Ecology, but not all 
other BES journals, states a preference for the passive in the 
Methods and Results. Andrew’s concern was that students 

EASE-Forum Digest: December 2015 to March 2016

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. 

mailto:duncan@dnjournals.co.uk
https://www.facebook.com/EurSciEd
http://helsinki.fi/kksc/language.services/AcadWrit.pdf
http://helsinki.fi/kksc/language.services/AcadWrit.pdf
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he advised to use the active face opposition from their 
seniors, who were not aware of any guidelines (eg the EASE 
guidelines mentioned by Sylwia Ufnalska) that recommend 
use of the active. Directors in the Max Planck Society 
and in the National Center for Science Research as well 
as professors in several universities in the UK and other 
European countries, and in Japan, had told him, “There are 
no guidelines.”

Correct terminology for “non-native speaker”
Pippa asked if there is an accepted term for non-
native speaker. Here I quote Valerie’s answer in full as 
a useful guide for others faced with the choice of correct 
terminology. “The choice of term should be suited to how 
it will be used. If we are talking about academic writing, 
then ‘native speaker’ and ‘non-native speaker’ are not useful 
terms, because we know that one’s native language (learned 
in childhood) is not the main factor that makes one a good 
writer (or editor). Also, some non-native speakers become 
proficient (accurate and fluent) at the ‘native’ level and may 
even surpass many ‘natives’ (not too difficult!).

Some linguists prefer EAL for using ‘English as an 
additional language’ because today many people speak 
more than one language from birth and there is no clear 
definition of what is a ‘native’ language (some bilinguals 
feel that they are native speakers of one language but native 
writers of another, depending on what they spoke at home 
and wrote at school). Certainly, ESL or ‘English as a second 
language’ is only appropriate in some cases (not applicable 
to someone who grew up speaking French and Swahili, 
or Italian and Venetian dialect!). You could, however, say 
I speak Italian as a second language (being monolingual 
English from birth).

EFL for English as a foreign language seems unfriendly 
(and out-of-touch with today’s global use of English), and 
is easily confused with ELF or English as a lingua franca, 
something altogether different!

Perhaps we need to avoid generic, broadly applicable 
terms, and choose the best one for each study or essay.”

Elisabeth Heseltine added that the United Nations defined 
“mother tongue” as that in which a person had received their 
secondary education.

Karen thought members of the forum might be interested to 
read a career profile “How I made my own opportunities” by a 

young researcher, Ahmed Waqas, whose first language was not 
English: http://science.sciencemag.org/content/351/6279/1358.
article-info. Science 18 Mar 2016: Vol. 351, Issue 6279, pp. 1358 
DOI: 10.1126/science.351.6279.1358.

In the article Ahmed explains how AuthorAID had 
helped him. Karen is one of the authors’ editors who give 
their time voluntarily to AuthorAID.

Writing blogs of journal content
Valerie noted that researchers applying for funding were 
usually asked how they would disseminate the results of 
their research to the public (in addition to research articles). 
As one answer might be that they would use new media, she 
wondered if anyone on the forum edited new media content 
written by non-native English-speaking researchers, who 
could find writing in colloquial English difficult without the 
help of a language editor.

Eric Lichtfouse answered that his journal posted 
the content of  their articles (http://www.springer.com/
journal/13593) as blog posts (http://www1.montpellier.
inra.fr/agronomy-blog/)  in a form readable by the public 
and scientists in other disciplines. This policy was inspired 
by Alan Cann’s talk at the EASE Tallinn meeting (https://
www.youtube.com/watch?v=BX12qRSwloo). Their 
blogging strategy is described in http://fr.slideshare.net/
lichtfouse/journal-blog. Authors are asked to submit a one-
paragraph draft of the blog post but most were unsuitable 
because scientists do not know how to communicate to the 
public. Eric therefore rewrites most posts. 

The discussion on whether someone can be an author of 
a manuscript submitted in English to an English language 
journal if their ability in English is insufficient for them to 
write and critically revise the manuscript discussed on the 
forum in March 2016 will be summarised in the next issue 
of ESE.

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

Discussion initiators
Karen Shashok: kshashok@kshashok.com
Andrew Davis: English.Experience@mayalex.u-net.com
Pippa Smart: pippa.smart@gmail.com
Valerie Matarese: vmatarese@uptoit.org

5th World Conference on 
Research Integrity

May 2017, Amsterdam

Organiser, Lex Bouter 

http://wcri2017.org/

News notes

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

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

CMAJ editor sacked
In February 2016 the Canadian 
Medical Association (CMA) 
disbanded the Journal Oversight 
Committee of the Canadian 
Medical Journal and dismissed the 
Editor-in-Chief, John Fletcher. The 
CMA said the action was needed 
to modernise the journal in the 
face of declining reputation and 
revenue. Other journal editors have 
expressed concern about the removal 
of the Oversight Committee, and 
the World Association of Medical 
Editors (WAME) expressed serious 
concern about violation of principles 
of editorial independence set out by 
WAME, the International Committee 
of Medical Journal Editors, and 
other organisations (www.wame.org/
announcements; March 2016).

Altmetric accepts URNs
URNs (Uniform Resource Names) are 
a type of identifier for online content 
and resources. They are widely used by 
European institutional repositories. In 
March 2016, Altmetric, the widely used 
metrics service, started supporting 
URNs, meaning that documents such 
as theses and dissertations could be 
assessed for ‘attention’ on social media 
and secondary sources. You can read 
more about how it works on the 
Altmetric Blog (altmetric.com/blog; 18 
March 2016).

What to do when papers omit 
relevant citations
If a scientific paper omits a key 
reference, whether by oversight or 
intention, what action should be 
taken, and can this be prevented? 
A discussion on the Retraction 
Watch blog (retractionwatch.
com; 23 February 2016) explored 

various options, with the majority 
of respondents agreeing it was a 
common and longstanding issue, and 
that a correction is often warranted. 
Many also felt that peer reviewers 
were the gatekeeper for this. 

EQUATOR Wizard
The EQUATOR Network has 
collaborated with start-up company 
Penelope (peneloperesearch.com) 
to develop a ‘wizard’ that helps 
authors identify and use reporting 
guidelines relevant to their work. The 
EQUATOR wizard asks a series of 
questions, then proposes a relevant 
checklist, with an option to access 
it. There’s more on the thinking 
behind it on the EQUATOR Network 
website (www.equator-network.org). 
Publisher BioMed Central has been 
piloting the wizard and you can read 
more on the BMC Series Blog (blogs.
biomedcentral.com/bmcseriesblog; 
12 February 2016), and you can try 
it out at www.peneloperesearch.com/
equatorwizard.

SciHub
The SciHub website, developed by 
a developer and researcher based 
in Kazakhstan, has since 2011 been 
gathering a massive, free repository of 
scientific articles that would otherwise 
be behind publisher paywalls. SciHub 
attracted attention early 2016 after 
Elsevier filed a legal complaint 
alleging copyright infringement, 
prompting much debate on the 
implications of such a ‘black market’. 
You can read more on the Scholarly 
Kitchen blog (scholarlykitchen.sspnet.
org; 25 February 2016) and The 
Conversation (theconversation.com; 
13 April 2016).

Authorship games
What do you do if an author of a 
paper uses a pseudonym? And what if 
there are tens of thousands of them? 
This was the situation facing the 
editor of one journal that published a 
paper co-authored by a large number 
of people who took part in an online 
game (Eterna) and used their game 
name. The study (Journal of Molecular 

Biology 2017;428:748) used data from 
the game to assess whether humans 
are better than computer algorithms 
at designing RNA sequences that 
can fold into particular shapes. As 
reported in Science (sciencemag.
org; 17 February 2016), the 
editor expressed concerns about 
accountability and authorship, but 
the eventual solution was to list only 
those who agreed to be named, with a 
supplementary file listing the gaming 
names of the other contributors.

Impact Vizor
Impact Vizor is a new visual analytics 
product developed by HighWire 
Press. The aim is to help editors and 
publishers understand and interpret 
a range of usage and citation data for 
their journal articles. One interesting 
feature is the Rejected Article Tracker, 
which shows how many citations 
are eventually achieved by rejected 
articles. The HighWire Blog has more 
information (blog.highwire.org).

New COPE discussion document
The Committee on Publication Ethics 
(COPE) has published a discussion 
document on best practice for 
consent for publishing medical case 
reports. The document is available on 
the COPE website (publicationethics.
org/resources), and COPE is seeking 
feedback and examples of case report 
forms.

Zika data sharing
Following the outbreak of the Zika 
virus in 2015 and its categorisation 
as a public health emergency by 
the World Health Organization in 
February 2016, many organisations 
responded to the WHO’s call for 
timely and transparent sharing of 
data and results. An immediate 
commitment to this was signed by 
many leading global health bodies, 
journals, funders, institutes, and 
non-governmental organisations. 
Many journals published statements 
committing to sharing data as early 
as possible, and many also rapidly 
published open-access collections of 
relevant content. 

http://science.sciencemag.org/content/351/6279/1358.article-info
http://science.sciencemag.org/content/351/6279/1358.article-info
http://www.springer.com/journal/13593
http://www.springer.com/journal/13593
http://www1.montpellier.inra.fr/agronomy-blog/
http://www1.montpellier.inra.fr/agronomy-blog/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=BX12qRSwloo)
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=BX12qRSwloo)
http://fr.slideshare.net/lichtfouse/journal-blog
http://fr.slideshare.net/lichtfouse/journal-blog
mailto:kshashok@kshashok.com
mailto:English.Experience@mayalex.u-net.com
mailto:pippa.smart@gmail.com
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ICMJE data sharing
The International Committtee of 
Medical Journal Editors (ICMJE; 
icmje.org) has published proposed 
requirements for sharing clinical trial 
data. In an editorial, ICMJE states 
that there is “an ethical obligation to 
responsibly share data generated by 
interventional clinical trials because 
participants have put themselves at 
risk” (Annals of Internal Medicine 
2016; 26 January), and states that any 
agreed requirements will come into 
effect one year later. ICMJE has four 
main safeguards to ensure responsible 
data sharing: (1) deposition of 
data will not be considered prior 
publication; (2) authors of secondary 
analyses must agree to terms; (3) data 
should be referred to by a unique 
identifier; and (4) secondary analyses 
should state how they differ from 
previous analyses. ICMJE received 
over 250 responses, including one 
from EASE.

Denver Conferences on research 
integrity
The University of Colorado in 
Denver, USA, will be hosting two 
conferences relating to research 
integrity this year. The National 
Data Integrity Conference (www.
sqa.org/NDIC16) takes place on 2-3 
June 2016, followed by a Retractions 
Conference, supported by the US 
Office of Research Integrity, on 20-21 
July (vprnet.research.colostate.edu/
oriconference).

Project MiRoR
To address the need for more 
research on research, Project MiRoR 
(miror-ejd.eu) is recruiting 15 PhD 
students to be trained in methods 
for research on research, in the 
field of clinical research. The work 
is funded by a EU Horizon 2020 
Marie Curie Innovative Training 
Networks-European Joint Doctorate 
(ITN-EJD), and is supported by 10 
partner organisations, including 
publishers, universities, and research 
organisations.

Call for Action on Open Science
An early initiative of the Netherlands’ 
presidency of the EU, which came 

into effect in January 2016, was to 
host a conference on open science. 
The output of the conference was 
the Amsterdam Call for Action on 
Open Science, which is available 
from english.eu2016.nl/documents 
(7 April 2016). The Call for Action 
presents 12 items under five themes: 
removing barriers; developing 
infrastructure; fostering incentives; 
promoting policies; and embedding 
in science and society. Each item 
includes “concrete actions that can be 
taken immediately” by the European 
Commission, member states, and 
stakeholders 

Retractions due to peer review 
fraud
Retraction Watch (retractionwatch.
com) has now logged over 300 
retractions related to peer review 
fraud. The most recent examples are 
seven retractions by Elsevier relating 
to faked peer reviewer reports (from 
fake email accounts for suggested 
reviewers supplied by the authors), 
and a retraction in the British Journal 
of Pharmacology (Wiley) prompted 
by the intervention of a third-party 
company in the peer review process, 
acting without the authors’ knowledge.

Preventing research misconduct
What are the most effective ways for 
institutions, editors, and publishers 
to prevent research misconduct? A 
new Cochrane Review (Cochrane 
Database of Systematic Reviews 
2016;MR000038) analysed 31 
studies and found that many were of 
low quality, with poorly described 
interventions tested over the short 
term, so the effects were uncertain, 
although the authors were able to 
conclude that practical training on 
plagiarism may be effective in the 
short term.

OpenTrials
OpenTrials (opentrials.net) is an 
initiative of Ben Goldacre (Centre 
for Evidence-Based Medicine, UK) 
and Open Knowledge (okfn.org), 
aiming to aggregate data on clinical 
trials into a single source. The work is 
funded by the Laura and John Arnold 
Foundation and will centre on an 

open, collaborative linked database, 
including registry data, journal 
publications, regulatory documents, 
structured data, and other sources. 
Goldacre explains more about 
the methods and aims on the On 
Medicine blog (blogs.biomedcentral.
com/on-medicine; 14 April 2016).

ASAPbio
The use of preprints (immediate 
freely accessible posting of new 
scientific findings prior to peer 
review) has been widely accepted in 
physics, but less so in biology, due 
to concerns about publisher policies 
and acceptance by funders. ASAPbio 
(asapbio.org) is a forum that aims to 
change this, with the overarching aim 
of accelerating biological research. An 
initial meeting, held in Washington 
DC in February 2016, received wide 
publicity, and follow-up meetings 
are planned. The ASAPbio website 
contains a range of preprint resources 
and recordings of meetings sessions.

COI in PubMed abstracts?
A group of scientists and clinicians 
have urged the National Library of 
Medicine (NLM) to include authors’ 
conflict of interest statements in 
abstracts on PubMed. An open letter 
to NLM (available from cspinet.org; 
30 March 2016) by over 60 academics, 
supported by six organisations, 
stated that “numerous studies have 
documented that industry-funded 
research is far more often than not 
associated with results supportive of 
the funders’ interests” and urged the 
NLM to make this information visible 
via PubMed. The NLM responded that 
it would explore ways to achieve this.

Paperity Central
Paperity Central is a proposal 
to develop an aggregator of all 
open-access journal content, by 
automatically harvesting content 
from both repositories and journals, 
alongside manual curation and 
semantic linking. The project is a joint 
effort between Paperity (paperity.
org) and DuraSpace (duraspace.org) 
and will be open source. You can 
read more on the RIO Blog (blog.
riojournal.com; 18 March 2016).

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

Freedman LP, Cockburn IM, Simcoe 
TS. The economics of reproducibility 
in preclinical research. PLoS Biology 
2016;13(6):e1002165
Low reproducibility rates within 
life science research undermine 
cumulative knowledge production 
and contribute to both delays 
and costs of therapeutic drug 
development. An analysis of past 
studies indicates that the cumulative 
(total) prevalence of irreproducible 
preclinical research exceeds 50% in 
the United States alone. The authors 
outline a framework for solutions and 
a plan for long term improvements in 
reproducibility rates that will help to 
accelerate the discovery of life-saving 
therapies and cures.
doi:10.1371/journal.pbio.1002165

EDITORIAL PROCESS

Banks M. Peer review under 
the spotlight. Physics World 
2016;29(2):12-13
The article discusses the increasing 
difficulties facing peer review and 
various possible solutions including 
double blind peer review, open peer 
review and payment of reviewers 
and other possible ways of creating 
incentives for reviewers.

Jubb M. Peer review: the current 
landscape and future trends. Learned 
Publishing 2016;29:13-21
This paper catalogues current 
initiatives and trends in the systems 
and processes surrounding peer 
review. It considers issues such as 
open and interactive reviews, post-
publication comments and ratings, 
and the platforms provided by both 
publishers and other organisations 
to support such activity; third party 

peer review platforms; and measures 
from publishers and others to provide 
more recognition and rewards 
for peer reviewers. Peer review 
remains fundamental to scholarly 
communication. Experiments and 
innovations, both pre-publication 
and post-publication, are in part 
a response to concerns about the 
effectiveness and fairness of current 
systems but have also been stimulated 
by new technologies and new entrants.
doi:10.1002/leap.1008

Powell K. Does it take too long 
to publish research? Nature 
2016;530:148-151
Some researchers complain that 
publishing papers takes too long. But 
is the publication process actually 
becoming longer – and, if so, then 
why? To find out, Nature examined 
some recent analyses of time to 
publication and spoke to scientists 
and editors about their experiences. 
Journal editors counter that science 
itself has become more data-rich, 
and that they work to uphold high 
editorial and peer-review standards. 
Some data suggest that wait times 
have increased within certain subsets 
of journals, such as popular open 
access ones and some of the most 
sought after titles.

Siler K, Lee K, Bero L. Measuring 
the effectiveness of scientific 
gatekeeping. Proceedings of the 
National Academy of Science 
2015;112(2):360-365
This article tracks the popularity of 
rejected and accepted manuscripts 
at three elite medical journals. 
The authors found that editors 
and reviewers generally made 
good decisions regarding which 
manuscripts to promote and reject. 
However, many highly cited articles 
were surprisingly rejected. The 
research suggests that evaluative 
strategies that increase the mean 
quality of published science may 
also increase the risk of rejecting 
unconventional or outstanding 
work. Systematic evidence regarding 
the effectiveness – or lack thereof 

– of scientific gatekeeping is scant, 
largely because access to rejected 
manuscripts from journals is rarely 
available.
doi:10.1073/pnas.1418218112

ETHICAL ISSUES

Allison DB, Brown AW, George BJ, et 
al. A tragedy of errors. Nature 2016; 
530:27-29
In this article the authors summarised 
their experience, the main barriers 
they encountered, and their thoughts 
on how to make published science 
more rigorous. They outlined the 
following problems: editors are often 
unable or reluctant to take speedy 
and appropriate action; where to 
send expressions of concern is 
unclear; journals that acknowledged 
invalidating errors are reluctant to 
issue retractions; journals charge 
authors to correct others’ mistakes; 
and no standard mechanism exists to 
request raw data.

Chavalarias D, Wallach JD, Li AH, et 
al. Evolution of reporting P values 
in the biomedical literature, 1990-
2015. JAMA 2016;315(11):1141-1148
Many research fields in biomedicine 
and other disciplines use statistical 
testing methods that report P 
values to convey inferences about 
study results. There is increasing 
concern that P values are often 
misused, misunderstood and 
miscommunicated, and there is 
mounting evidence that reporting 
biases tend to preferentially select 
the publication and highlighting of 
results that are statistically significant 
as opposed to “negative” results. In 
this analysis of P values reported in 
MEDLINE abstracts and in PMC 
articles from 1990 to 2015, more 
MEDLINE abstracts and articles 
reported P values over time, almost 
all abstracts and articles with P values 
reported statistically significant 
results and, in a subgroup analysis, 
few articles included confidence 
intervals, Bayes factors, or effect sizes.
doi:10.1001/jama.2016.1952
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Hilton D. Practical policies can 
combat gender inequality. Nature 
2015;523:7
How can science address the gender-
inequality problem? According to 
the author, Director of the Walter 
and Eliza Hall Institute of Medical 
Research in Melbourne (Australia), 
the mechanisms helping researchers 
balance work and home lives have 
made a positive difference to the 
gender balance at his institute. For 
example, they demand that at least 
half of speakers at conferences 
organised by the institute are 
women, and they created a gender-
equality committee to monitor 
implementation of policies.

Newson AJ, Lipworth W. Why should 
ethics approval be required prior 
to publication of health promotion 
research? Health Promotion Journal of 
Australia 9 November 2015  (Epub) 
Most academic journals that publish 
studies involving human participants 
require evidence that the research 
has been approved by a human 
research ethics committee (HREC). 
Yet journals continue to receive 
submissions from authors who 
have failed to obtain such approval. 
In this paper, the authors provide 
a systematic and comprehensive 
assessment of why research ethics 
approval should generally be obtained 
before publishing in the health 
promotion context.
doi:10.1071/HE15034

PUBLISHING

Galipeau J, Barbour V, Baskin P, et al. 
A scoping review of competencies 
for scientific editors of biomedical 
journals. BMC Medicine 2016;14:16
This scoping review is the first 
attempt to systematically identify 
possible competencies of scientific 
editors of biomedical journals. It 
informs readers on the extent and 
nature of existing literature in this 
area, as well as the breadth of skills, 
abilities, tasks, knowledge, and 
training that may be necessary to 
fulfill the position of scientific editor. 
More importantly, the review is part 
of a larger programme to develop a 

minimum set of core competencies 
for scientific editors of biomedical 
journals, which will be followed by a 
training needs assessment, a Delphi 
exercise, and a consensus meeting.
doi:10.1186/s12916-016-0561-2

Murphy F. An update on peer review 
and research data. Learned Publishing 
2016;29(1):51-53
Technological advances in the 
amounts of data that researchers 
generate and use are causing problems 
for the scholarly communication 
system. How, when and by whom 
should quality checks and assurance 
be integrated into this – already 
overloaded – ecosystem? This paper 
outlines the challenges, illustrates 
some current initiatives and posits 
possible directions for the future.
doi:10.1002/leap.1005

Redberg RF. Overpowering images.
JAMA Internal Medicine 2016;176(1):17
While there has been an exponential 
increase in medical imaging, 
there are few data demonstrating 
improvements in outcome, and 
imaging that requires ionizing 
radiation is known to be harmful. 
The “slippery slope” story of Dr 
Michael Barry et al illustrates one 
of the unintended harms of graphic 
imaging: dramatic pictures make 
clinicians (and patients) more likely 
to want to “do something” instead 
of considering a more conservative 
therapy. This story underlines the 
importance of treating the patient and 
not the laboratory test or the image.
doi: 10.1001/
jamainternmed.2015.6933

SCIENCE

Dove ES, Thompson B, Knoppers BM. 
A step forward for data protection 
and biomedical research. The Lancet 
2016;387(10026):1374-1375
A European General Data Protection 
Regulation that is favourable for 
research was agreed by Member States 
and Parliament in December 2015. 
The regulation deems health-related 
data and genetic data to be so-called 
special categories of sensitive data, 
subject to increased restrictions. 

However, researchers can use these 
data without consent as long as it is 
permitted under EU or Member State 
law and appropriate safeguards are in 
place. The regulation facilitates the 
reuse of data for research, even where 
the data were collected for another 
purpose.

Van Noorden R. Interdisciplinary 
research by the numbers. Nature 
2015;525(7569):306-307
Interdisciplinary work is considered 
crucial by scientists, policy-makers 
and funders. This study reveals the 
extent and impact of research that 
bridges disciplines. The fraction of 
paper references that point to work in 
other disciplines is increasing in both 
the natural and social sciences. And 
although papers that combine very 
disparate fields tend to have fewer 
citations, interdisciplinary work can 
have broad societal and economic 
impacts that are not captured by 
citations.
doi:10.1038/525306a

SCIENCE COMMUNICATION

Morello L. Science and sexism: in 
the eye of the Twitterstorm. Nature 
2015;527(7577):148-151
Social media has enabled an 
increasingly public discussion about 
the persistent problem of sexism 
in science. Although it is not yet 
clear whether the social media 
conversation about sexism in science 
will help to create lasting change, 
some scientists think that it may 
provide a sense of solidarity for 
women across disciplines. Twitter 
is an important outlet for younger 
scientists, who often don’t know how 
to respond to instances of sexism or 
sexual harassment, and it can also 
help to build a sense of community 
among scientists in different 
disciplines.

Thanks to John Glen

Anna Maria Rossi  
Publishing Unit
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We see the recently reported policy by Cagney et al as 
an important step towards transparency in the retraction 
process, which enables all shareholders in the scientific 
communication to more easily identify the reasons 
for rejection and appreciate the role of editors in the 
retraction and republication process, thus reinforcing the 
self-correcting aspect of the process. As a small journal 
with limited resources and with much of our work done 
by voluntary academic editors, implementing this novel 
practice seems challenging. Nevertheless, we believe it is 
worth the effort, as the practice is valuable and consistent 
with our vision set out by the editors in the early years, 
namely, to be author friendly and fulfil the role of educators 
A novel, more transparent, retraction policy might also 
serve an educational purpose. Moreover, as small journals 
are a common entry level for young authors, transparency 
in retraction policies might help them cope with bigger 
future challenges. We believe that this novelty will help 
us in striving to adapt to the ever changing science 
communication environment, to be in step with the big 
journals, and offer our own innovative solutions.
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“Honorable errors do not count as failures in science, 
but as seeds for progress in the quintessential activity 
of correction.”  Stephen Jay Gould

In the February issue of European Science Editing, Cagney 
et al described an innovative approach to retraction 
and republication and reported two case studies of its 
implementation.1 We in the Croatian Medical Journal 
(www.cmj.hr) find this article to be highly motivating, as 
it offers new perspectives on this important, yet frequently 
ignored topic. Apart from defining the problems that arise 
in the retraction process, as seen from the scientific journal 
editors’ perspective, the authors provide practical solutions 
and discuss potential obstacles that small journals might 
face when implementing such policies. 

When it comes to retractions, it is quite clear that no one 
likes them. However, they are the journal’s only available 
mechanism of self-correction. This notion might seem 
elegant, but is burdened by a lack of certainty and precision, 
as the concept of retraction may encompass a number of 
different practices. Reasons for retractions fall within two 
major groups, scientific misconduct and honest errors, and 
there are strong arguments in favour of distinct solutions for 
different errors2, namely that if the same strategies are used to 
handle both scientific misconduct and unintentional error, 
the results might be ineffective, if not counterproductive.2 
In 2009, COPE published retraction guidelines, in which 
they drew distinctions between retractions, corrections and 
expressions of concern, and provided practical solutions 
for retractions in a step-by-step manner.3 Nevertheless, 
a substantial proportion of journals still do not have a 
retraction policy, although this number is much lower 
compared to previous years.3 What calls for a debate on 
retractions and its practical solutions is the exponential rise 
in the number of publications in the recent years, followed 
by a rise in the number of retractions.4 

Managing publication errors: a perspective from a small scholarly journal
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Comment on “Preventing statistical errors in scientific journals”
John T Cathey
jt.cathey@gmail.com

The editor who has taken the time to learn R can do much 
more than run the package Statcheck, recently described in 
the February issue of ESE by Michelle B Nujiten.1 Statcheck 
is nice but I think is intended for quickly assessing many 
articles at once for the single problem of an incorrect 
calculation of the P value. At a small medical journal out 
in the ROW (rest of the world), we’ve decided to require 
authors to submit datasets with their manuscripts, so that 
they can be checked more thoroughly. We hope to give 
readers greater confidence in data published in the journal. 
In the first six months we encountered occasional problems, 
a common one being, simply, missing data. Authors should 
explain how missing  data were addressed, or how they 
may have affected results.2 Inspecting the dataset with R to 
find these problems is not time-consuming or particularly 
difficult once you have learned basic use of R. R is not as 

user-friendly as some of the expensive software, but is open 
source and free, and there are numerous packages that 
provide additional functionality. (https://www.wikiwand.
com/en/R_(programming_language.) So, editors could go 
much further, learning a little statistics and a program like 
R to provide statistical support that might not otherwise be 
readily available.
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