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Abstract

The excessive demand for publications results in high plagiarism and 
duplicate numbers by scientists who take over existing texts into new 
publications. In addition to serious ethical problems, this practice 
hinders the generation of original material. In order to reduce the 
problem, softwares such as eTBLAST are being used to detect pla-
giarism and repeated papers. Despite the persistence of fraudsters, 
these tools have helped to reduce these problems; however, the ideal 
solution would be the basic ethical establishment principles. Therefo-
re, plagiarism has always been a foible that could lead to fraudulent 
and dishonorable development of science.
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The intense pressure to publish in order to advance in careers and 
attract grant money, along with decreasing time available for busy 
researchers and clinicians, can create a temptation to cut corners and 
maximize scientific output [1]. In some countries, having a paper ac-
cepted in a top journal can mean a cash bonus, with Zhejiang Uni-
versity offering a $30,000 payment to an author who publishes in 
Science or Nature [2, 3, 4]. 

In 2012, more than 2 million papers were published [2, 5]. They 
appear in publications ranging from highly competitive and prestigious 
journals such as Nature, Science, Lancet and the Proceedings of the 
National Academy of Sciences of the United States of America (PNAS), 
down to the predatory publishers listed in scholarlyoa.com who will 
print pretty much anything for a fee 2]. 

Duplicate publication, in which an article is reprinted in another 
venue without any clear indication that it has appeared elsewhere, 
and text recycling, where blocks of text are re-used by an author, are 
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the two offenses typically lumped into the category 
of academic misconduct [6].

Several countries, notably the USA and UK, have 
research ethics guidelines in place. In the USA, du-
ring the early 1980s, surveys showed alarmingly 
high rates of misconduct in science. A 2008 Nature 
survey by Sandra Titus of the US Office of Research 
Integrity (ORI) and her colleagues found a rather 
high number of such incidents. And this despite 
the fact that there are two major bodies in the USA 
responsible for dealing with scientific misconduct: 
the ORI and the Inspector General of the National 
Science Foundation (NSF) [7].

According to Ferric Fang from the University of 
Washington, Seattle, WA, USA, more than 2000 
published articles have been retracted since 1977. 
On Oct 1st, 2012, in the PNAS, Fang and colleagues 
reported the patterns of, and reasons for, retrac-
tions over the past 35 years. Findings show that 
two thirds of all retractions were the result of fraud, 
which the authors define as including plagiarism 
and duplicate publication [8].

In addition, as many as 200,000 of the 17 million 
articles in the Medline database might be duplica-
tes, either plagiarized or republished by the same 
author in different journals, according to a com-
mentary published in Nature [9, 10].

 The evidence that points to plagiarism is most 
often the illicit copying of text, so plagiarism has 
picked up the sense of replication of text in any 
context, even by its original author. The ethics of 
recycling text could be considered on a spectrum 
towards duplicate publication. The anecdotal con-
sensus, according to Samuelson, P. Commun, seems 
to be that when more than 30% of the text is re-
plicated from earlier publications, the article should 
be treated as a duplicate [6, 11].

There are legitimate and illegitimate reasons for 
two scientific articles to share unusual levels of simi-
larity. Some forms of repeated publication are not 
only ethical, but valuable to the scientific commu-
nity, such as clinical trial updates, conference pro-

ceedings and errata. In general, the duplication of 
scientific articles has largely been ignored by the 
gatekeepers of scientific information –the publishers 
and database curators. Very few journal editors at-
tempt to systematically detect duplicates at the time 
of submission [12].

Retractions are becoming more frequent as a 
percentage of the total number of articles publis-
hed, retractions for suspected fraud have increased 
ten-fold since 1975. Yet the critical and unresolved 
question is whether the incidence of research mis-
conduct is actually increasing. Optimistically, increa-
sed vigilance by editors, and improved means for 
detecting plagiarism, may have contributed to more 
frequent retractions [8].

Mounir Errami and Harold ‘Skip’ Garner at the 
The University of Texas Southwestern Medical Cen-
ter in Dallas, used text matching software to look 
for duplicate or highly similar abstracts in more than 
62,000 randomly selected Medline abstracts publis-
hed since 1995. They hit on 421 possible duplicates. 
After manual inspection they estimated that 0.04% 
of the 62,000 articles might be plagiarized, and 
1.35% duplicates with the same author. In addition, 
the scientists have also made their textmatching 
software, called eTBLAST, available to researchers 
and editors [9].

The publishers Springer and IEEE are removing 
more than 120 papers from their subscription ser-
vices after a French researcher discovered that the 
works were computer generated nonsense. Over 
the past two years, computer scientist Cyril Labbé 
of Joseph Fourier University in Grenoble, France, has 
catalogued computer generated papers that made 
it into more than 30 published conference procee-
dings between 2008 and 2013. Labbé developed a 
way to automatically detect manuscripts composed 
by a piece of software called SCIgen, which ran-
domly combines strings of words to produce fake 
computer science papers [13].

Some of the factors that inadvertently create the 
conditions that allow for extreme plagiarism to oc-
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cur, besides strong academic and financial incen-
tives for publication include the all-pervasive and 
accessible nature of the Internet, the establishment 
of websites devoted to assignment assistance, and 
an educational culture that has perhaps become 
too permissive in regard to plagiarism [10]. Howe-
ver, plagiarism would matter less if counting articles 
was less significant than understanding them [2].

 ArXiv, an open access archive of papers [12], 
does not claim to referee submissions; anyone using 
it knows that they have to read and evaluate the 
content for themselves. This, of course, transfers 
the burden of judgment from a small number of 
referees to the much larger number of potential 
readers. In addition, many of those readers may be 
students, or in a different discipline, and be less able 
to evaluate a paper [2].

Global standards are considered especially im-
portant now that research collaborations are fre-
quently international. Furthermore, the increasing 
use of technology for data-driven approaches in 
research raises the question of how best to alloca-
te intellectual property rights–an area where mis-
conduct is increasingly noted [5] On Oct 17th, the 
global network of science academies (the IAP) and 
the InterAcademy Council published a policy report 
on responsible science–Responsible Conduct in the 
Global Research Enterprise. This report attempts to 
define “global standards of behaviour that reflect 
the universal values of research” [8]. 

The IAP and InterAcademy Council stress that the 
accountability for ethical research does not fall so-
lely with authors. They declare that all those invol-
ved in research should be bound by the principles 
of scientific integrity. Besides the roles of funders 
and journal editors, publishers are encouraged to 
ensure that retracted articles are easily visible and 
cease to be cited; and peer reviewers are reminded 
of their responsibility to voice ethical concerns and 
to declare their own conflicts of interest candidly. 
Institutes are also considered to have a vital role in 
raising the standards of research integrity-it is their 

duty to educate staff in ethical research practices, 
and to facilitate a supportive and effective environ-
ment for whistleblowers [8].

Together, these advances enable not only the 
methodical discovery of individual incidents, but also 
a means to study broad trends [13].For experimental 
studies, the move to requiring data availability will 
be a step forward. If an author did not actually write 
the paper under discussion, presumably that author 
does not have the data behind it. The data can be 
copied as well, but that offers another chance for 
automated tools to spot the duplication, and one 
where paraphrasing is more complicated [2]. Data 
sharing is now an emerging and urgent issue and 
trial registration and results reporting on registry 
databases are making important contributions to 
research transparency [14]. 

Extreme plagiarism is clearly unsafe and com-
pletely unacceptable, specially in subjects that ul-
timately could have the potential to cause harm in 
post-study employment such as food toxicology, 
medicine or civil engineering15. Following several 
high-profile cases of research fraud, public trust in 
scientific and medical research has been challen-
ged and experts hope that a universally adopted 
code of ethics will restore public confidence [8]. 
We seem complacent about investigating the very 
institutions–journals and publishers–on which our 
livelihoods and careers in academia and journal edi-
ting depend [14]. We have the responsibility to find 
solutions for fraud and misconduct. This is what we 
owe to the new generation of committed young 
scientists who should have a chance to develop their 
careers with true research integrity7.

Nature published a discussion on plagiarism in 
2013, and in it, Zhang and McIntosh suggested 
keeping a blacklist of individuals. They note that 
this should be a multipublisher effort and that it 
is unclear who would run it or pay for it [2, 16]. 
It is suggested one further step: identifying de-
partments and perhaps institutions where the pro-
blems are arising. Publishers should suggest that 
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they will blacklist the entire department (or, if need 
be, the institution). There are very few individual 
scientists today, and approaching the institutions 
might be the best way to affect a change in attitu-
de. Intermediate forms of punishment are possible, 
such as delaying publication rather than denying it 
entirely [2].

Therefore, as much as current technology might 
be a gate-opening circumstance for academic 
frauds due to obtainment of easy information from 
other sources, it is also a valuable tool for detecting 
these misconducts. However, it is an ethical duty 
of each scientist to compromise to their rights and 
obligations, honoring their service for the general 
society through academic accomplishments and not 
the opposite, aggrandizing their curriculums at the 
expense of the general welfare and of the scientific 
development integrity. To this end, it is also crucial 
to give its worth to this arduous profession, which 
can often be devalued, and rethink the strategies 
for publication incentives that may lead to intra-
professional predation.
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