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Retractions at The Lancet family
1998-2016 (n=1 1 )



Reasons for retractions at Lancet journals

• Misconduct = 9
– Fabrication = 4
– Falsification = 4
– Duplicate Publication = 1

• Error = 2 (both republished with errors 
corrected)



“Tracking retractions as a window into the 
scientific process”



Retractions: a new era of 
transparency and accountability?

“Tracking retractions as a window into the 
scientific process”



…. and a new reason for 
retractions

“Tracking retractions as a window into the 
scientific process”



An example of “informing the journal”

“Tracking retractions as a window into the 
scientific process”

“The retraction of the Kyoto Heart Study5 in February, 
2013 led to an investigation into the conduct of the 

Jikei Heart Study. An investigating committee headed 
by Professor Hashimoto from Jikei University was 

established. We became aware of this development on 
April 29, 2013, and on May 2 we wrote to Jikei 

University asking for details of the investigation and 
requesting that we be kept informed. We wrote again 
on June 4 and June 19 asking when the investigation 
might be completed. We wrote again on July 31 after 

we were made aware that a press conference had been 
held.”

Retraction—Valsartan in a Japanese population with hypertension
and other cardiovascular disease (Jikei Heart Study): a randomised, 

open-label, blinded endpoint morbidity-mortality study. 
www.thelancet.com Vol 382 September 7, 2013 



Case example: The case of Jon Sudbø

• Nested case-control study

• 454 cases (oral cancer): 454 controls

• NSAID use: Hazard ratio oral cancer 
=  0.47 (95% CI 0.37-0.60)

• NSAID use: Hazard ratio CV death  
=  2.06 (95% CI 1.34-3.18)



What happened?

Revisions
Submitted

Sept 6, 2005 Acceptance Publication online
October 7, 2005Editorial debate

Peer review



•January 13, 2006:   
the story broke

•We were alerted to it by 
journalists



• Is The Lancet more interested
in great headlines than correct          
science?

• How often are you being 
warned about flawed research?

• Why didn’t you listen to your  
peer reviewers?

Tough questions



Expression of concern:  January 21, 2006

Retraction: February 4, 2006

The Ekbom Commission



16/38 papers to be retracted in 11 journals

Oral Oncol  3
N Engl J Med 2
Int J Cancer 2
Clin Oncol 2

1 each in 
Clin Med Res, J Oral Pathol 
Med, J Pathol,  
Lakartindningen,
Lancet, Oncology, Tidsskr 
Nor Laegeforen



.... and another
Published online 5 October 2011 | Nature 478, 26-28 (2011) | doi:10.1038/478026a Published online 5 October 2011 | Nature 478, 26-28 (2011) | doi:10.1038/478026a Published online 5 October 2011 | Nature 478, 26-28 (2011) | doi:10.1038/478026a 

“ xxx Hospital are reviewing concerns about the 
integrity of certain data…. and included in the 

following published paper…..While the institutional 
review of the veracity of the data in this paper is 

ongoing….. we have determined…. that a retraction 
is warranted.”

“Because review of this paper is ongoing, we cannot 
provide additional details at this time”



Correlation between impact factor and retraction index. 

Fang F C , Casadevall A Infect. Immun. 2011;79:3855-3859



Fabrication/falsification – the journal’s 
perspective

• Maybe difficult to detect before publication
• ‘red flags’ at peer review stage
• In basic science journals often found by detection of 

image manipulation
• Journals rely on institutions to investigate



What are red flags?

• Reviewers very critical, say ‘data too good to be true’
• ?single author research papers
• Reluctance to engage at revision
• Undeclared conflicts of interests
• Effect size implausibly large
• Data too homogenous (CIs, SDs, group sizes…)
• Certain fields (stem cells) with exaggerated claims? 



Fabrication/falsification
Important things for editors to remember

• Confidentiality of material
• Confidentiality of reviewer/whistleblower (ie reader if 

published paper) identity
• Paraphrase issues or ask whether identity can be 

disclosed (rarely necessary)
• We can’t (and it’s not our role) to assess ‘raw’ research 

data (research records, spread sheets…etc)
• We have a duty even if not interested in paper (we can 

reject paper and still instigate investigation)
• We must act as a matter of urgency if paper published



2009



Journal editors should consider retractions

Published online 5 October 2011 | Nature 478, 26-28 (2011) | doi:10.1038/478026a Published online 5 October 2011 | Nature 478, 26-28 (2011) | doi:10.1038/478026a Published online 5 October 2011 | Nature 478, 26-28 (2011) | doi:10.1038/478026a 

• Evidence that findings unreliable (misconduct or honest 
error)

• Findings have been previously published 
(duplicate/redundant) without permission and/or cross-
referencing

• Plagiarism

• Unethical research

Retractions: when 
(The COPE guidelines)



Published online 5 October 2011 | Nature 478, 26-28 (2011) | doi:10.1038/478026a Published online 5 October 2011 | Nature 478, 26-28 (2011) | doi:10.1038/478026a Published online 5 October 2011 | Nature 478, 26-28 (2011) | doi:10.1038/478026a 

Journal editors should consider expression of concern

• Inconclusive evidence of misconduct

• Findings unreliable but no investigation by institution
• Investigation has not been or would not be fair and 

impartial or conclusive
• Investigation underway but will take long time (and it is 

important to alert readers)



Retraction notes should

Published online 5 October 2011 | Nature 478, 26-28 (2011) | doi:10.1038/478026a Published online 5 October 2011 | Nature 478, 26-28 (2011) | doi:10.1038/478026a Published online 5 October 2011 | Nature 478, 26-28 (2011) | doi:10.1038/478026a 

• Be linked to the retracted article
• Clearly identify retracted article
• Be clearly identified as retraction
• Be published as soon as possible
• Freely available and accessible
• State who is retracting
• State reasons
• Avoid statements that are potentially 

defamatory or libellous (cite 
investigation’s findings, show legal 
counsel if unsure)

Retractions: how?



Published online 5 October 2011 | Nature 478, 26-28 (2011) | doi:10.1038/478026a Published online 5 October 2011 | Nature 478, 26-28 (2011) | doi:10.1038/478026a Published online 5 October 2011 | Nature 478, 26-28 (2011) | doi:10.1038/478026a 

Retractions: common misunderstandings

• always indicates misconduct
• = punishment of authors
• has to be agreed by all authors
• retractions = ‘taking down’ articles
• ? expose the journal/editors to legal actions/libel
• thorough peer review can prevent misconduct

Retractions: safeguarding the scientific record



Who should retract ?

Published online 5 October 2011 | Nature 478, 26-28 (2011) | doi:10.1038/478026a Published online 5 October 2011 | Nature 478, 26-28 (2011) | doi:10.1038/478026a Published online 5 October 2011 | Nature 478, 26-28 (2011) | doi:10.1038/478026a 

• Ideally all authors should agree

• If not all, state who does and who doesn’t 

and why
• If authors don’t agree, editors should 

retract  (responsibility for journal’s 
content!)



Authors who dissociate themselves from publication
Authorship = joint responsibility!

Legal threats
Instructions for authors detail processes that might 
lead to retraction 

Due and diligent processes
Legal advice for wording

If authors consent to wording = defence against libel 

Difficulties and how to overcome these



Are increased retractions due to: 
?increased awareness
?editors following guidelines
?more pressure to publish
?or a combination of all

Are ‘predatory’ open access journals increasing misconduct?

Is a more competitive research environment leading to misconduct?

Are certain areas more prone to misconduct? (stem cell research, 
anaesthesia, psychology….)

Outstanding (research) questions



2012



3rd World Conference on Research Integrity
Montreal, May 5-8, 2013

>360 participants from 46 countries
>200 presentations

4 Focus Tracks
– International collaborations (‘Montreal statement’)
– Collaboration between Journals and institutions in 

suspected misconduct cases
– Responsible Conduct of Research instruction
– Societal implications







CLUE workshop:
Heidelberg, July 11-13, 2016

CLUE = Collaboration 
and Liaison between
Universities and Editors



• From: UK, USA, South Africa, Germany,
Croatia, Australia, Netherlands

Dean, Vice-Chancellor, Research Integrity 
Officers, Editors, Publishers, Funder, 
Lawyer, Director at ORI, Director of 
Research Integrity.

CLUE workshop participants



• Discussion paper with ‘Best Practice’ 
recommendations – both high level and 
practical

• Answers to questions in Chapter 22
• Acknowledgement of current barriers
• Wider consultation
• Presentation and discussion at 5th WCRI 

Conference in Amsterdam

CLUE: next steps



www.wcri2017.org
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