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Science production is increasing globally, particularly in 
developing countries where universities and faculties are 
expanding and more researchers are training to become 
faculty members. In Iran, universities are accepting 
more students and recruiting more faculty members, 
and increasing numbers of research centres are being 
established. Many of the staff at these institutions strive for 
academic promotion through scientific publication, which 
has led to the founding of more and more journals in the 
region. Currently 212 medical journals are published in 
Iran alone.

Journals are sometimes forced to neglect some qualitative 
aspects of publication to compete with other journals and 
publish their issues on time, and their editors cannot be 
as selective as they used to be. Decision making is a real 
dilemma for regional editors because, despite the higher 
number of submissions, the number of high quality articles 
seems to be falling.

Researchers also face dilemmas. The demand for 
academic output and the need for promotion on top of daily 
professional duties leave them short of time. In such an 
environment, ethics may be the first thing to go, although 
unethical publishing damages journals, researchers, and 
the whole integrity of research with a direct impact on 
everyone.

Editors must raise the reputation of their journals 
through professionalism, knowledge, awareness of medical 
journalism issues, and ensuring that authors and reviewers 
act ethically.1 Ethical publishing has become increasingly 
important in recent years in most developed and developing 
countries. A study of 190 journals indexed in Medline found 
that, although the editors of the journals had sufficient 
knowledge about editorial work, they were poorly informed 
on topics such as authorship, conflict of interest, peer review, 
and plagiarism.2 International bodies dealing directly with 
ethical issues, such as the Committee on Publication Ethics 
(COPE), have become more active and recognized in recent 
years. Flowcharts on ethical misconduct are currently 
available in several languages, including Persian, and have 
helped universities realize the importance of ethical issues 
and universities and journals the importance of formulating 
policies to deal with such issues.

Researchers, too, should become more aware of ethical 
publishing. Few of the ethical misconduct behaviours 
committed by researchers are intentional, but most of them 
arise from lack of appropriate knowledge. Universities deal 
with intentional misconduct seriously. However, solving 
researchers’ and sometimes editors’ lack of knowledge is 
harder to tackle and more time consuming.

A short-term approach is to organize national and 
regional congresses, seminars, and workshops specifically 
on ethical issues related to scientific publication for the 
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whole research community. Therefore, the first regional 
congress specifically devoted to ethical publishing was 
held in November in Shiraz, Iran, by Shiraz University of 
Medical Sciences in association with COPE and the Iranian 
Society of Medical Editors.

Over 200 participants - regional editors and international 
editors from countries such as Norway, Croatia, Pakistan, 
Egypt, Bosnia, India, and the United Arab Emirates - 
took part in this two-day English congress. Twenty-six 
presentations from different countries targeted different 
aspects of publication ethics – for example, plagiarism, data 
fabrication, falsification, authorship disputes, and image 
manipulation. The congress included key lectures by two 
guest speakers (Professor Ana Marusic from Croatia, and 
Dr Charlotte Haug from Norway), two video conferences 
(by Professor Douglas Altman and Dr Trish Groves 
from London), post-conference workshops, and panel 
discussions. There were also exhibitions by most of the 
212 medical journals currently published in Iran, as well as 
some journals from other regions.

Dr Altman mainly discussed the ethical imperative of 
good reporting in research and the impact of a research 
article, and the cost and consequences of bad reporting. 
He further mentioned some existing guidelines for good 
reporting and the actions that should be taken by authors 
and editors.

Other than congresses, workshops on various aspects of 
ethical publishing can enhance the awareness of researchers. 
More than 250 such workshops have been held over the past 
five years in different cities across Iran to raise the general 
knowledge of researchers.

Another method to increase the insight of regional 
editors about various aspects of medical publishing is to 
train editors who have to train other editors. The first such 
programme was started some years ago by the regional office 
of the World Health Organization in Cairo. The second was 
held just before the congress, from 14 to 17 November, also 
in Shiraz, Iran, by Pippa Smart for regional editors from 
some of the countries in the Eastern Mediterranean region.

A most effective way of compensating for the lack of 
knowledge on publication ethics is to establish academic 
courses on medical journalism. Shiraz University of Medical 
Sciences established a two-year masters course in medical 
journalism in 2009, the first in the Middle East. This course 
aims to train professional medical editors to improve the 
traditional method of medical publication in the region. 
Graduates of this course go on to become professional 
medical editors and are knowledgeable about all aspects of 
medical journalism and able to train journal staff and guide 
a medical journal effectively.

Another way is to train medical writers and establish 
professional medical writing institutions to help researchers 
in writing their articles, as well as provide professional 
consultation for researchers before, during, and after their 
studies.3 Since English is currently the dominant language 
of publication, and most foreign researchers shift towards 
ethical misconduct behaviours such as plagiarism and 
“patchworking” because of their lack of proficiency in English, 
such intuitions, if guided ethically, can greatly enhance the 
style and quality of written articles.4 Professional medical 
writers can enhance the quality of medical publications, 
but standard guidelines on ethical medical writing must 
be developed to avoid unethical actions5 in a region where 
cultural differences may lead to different interpretations of 
ethical issues such as ghost writing.6

Regional medical journalism fellowship programmes 
could also be organized in different regional countries to 
raise the general professional knowledge of regional editors.
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“It is sad to see so much enthusiasm and effort go into analyzing a 
dataset that is just not big enough.”

Anonymous reviewer for Environmental Microbiology


