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Questions

• What is the a university perspective on 
retractions?

• How does that compare to other stakeholders?
• What are some of the challenges that 

universities and RIOs face with regard to 
retractions?

• A case study
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How do Universities Think about Retractions?

• I thought about my own experience and also polled 
~ dozen senior colleagues 
– Only two could recall encountering a retracted article
– None could think of a retracted article that had 

influenced their field
– None reported it being something they talk about with 

colleagues
– Generally felt it was rare and not a significant concern
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The Internet Effect
• Pervasive reaction: online access had reduced the 

problem
–One (junior) person commented on online pre-

publication review as making retractions less 
likely

–No mention of PPR (e.g., Pub Peer, Retraction 
Watch, Claire Francis)

–Online access assumed to make it easier to 
identify retractions.  Really?
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Making it Easy to Find Retractions: Case 1
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Making it Easy to Find Retractions: Case 1
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Making it Easy to Find Retractions: Case 1
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Making it Easy to Find Retractions: 
The Role of the Journals
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Making it Easy to Find Retractions: Case 1
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Making it Easy to Find Retractions: Case 2
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Making it Easy to Find Retractions: Case 2
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What about archived retracted articles?
• Davis (2012) searched for copies of retracted articles on 

non-publisher websites
– 75% were in Mendeley shared reference libraries
– 29% were found in personal, lab or departmental websites
– 7% were found on commercial websites
– 95% did not include any notice of retraction

• Davis also reported that Institutional Repositories often 
have no mechanism for handling retractions
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Other Challenges for Universities
• Instructions to authors of retracted articles?

– Implicit expectation that they shouldn’t cite, but are there 
explicit policies?

– Does the reason for retraction make a difference?  If so, 
how do you determine?

• Are there explicit policies or procedures for 
incorporating retracted articles into personnel 
decisions?



Office of Research Integrity

In Sum: 
How Do Universities think about Retractions?
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In Sum: 
How Do Universities think about Retractions?

• I think many of those at the 
Council of Science Editors 
meeting were surprised.

• Benign neglect and desire to 
move on, rather than negligence
– Culture of trust
– Lack of time, resources

• Presents opportunity to improve 
internal processes, as well as 
coordination with other 
stakeholders
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What do WE think:  
Why should (or shouldn’t) a paper be 
retracted?
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What do WE think:  
Why should (or shouldn’t) a paper be 
retracted?

- Protecting Integrity of Science
- Stewardship of Taxpayer $
- Setting an example
- (Reputational harm)
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A Stakeholder Perspective
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Why Retract: 
Stewardship of (Taxpayer) Money
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Why Retract: 
Signaling (Make an Example)
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Why (Not) Retract: 
Reputational Harm
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A Case Study

Are Interests Beginning to 
Align?
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“The case 
highlights the 
sometimes 
fraught 
relationship 
between 
journals, 
researchers and 
funding 
agencies.”

And universities…
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The Tortured Trail of this Science Paper

• Home institution found data had been falsified, but did not find it 
to be reckless, knowing or intentional

• NSF OIG disagreed, finding it was misconduct
• NSF disagreed, but reprimanded authors for not fully reporting “all 

significant findings.”  Ruled authors ineligible for NSF funding 
unless they “clarified the scientific publication record.”  
– Science issued an Expression of Concern
– Authors were willing to provide correction, but unclear if 

correction would satisfy NSF requirements
– Communications were constrained by confidentiality 

requirements
– Journal and universities both felt caught in middle
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The Tortured Trail of this Science Paper

• “Corrections are for honest errors. We don’t want to do 
corrections for truly sloppy science…. I would prefer to 
send the message, ‘Don’t send those papers to this 
journal.’” 

• “It sounded to me, when talking to [NSF Director] 
France, that this might be a change in NSF’s attitude. I 
think they want to work more closely with the community 
to find ways to raise standards…. I think they are 
looking for greater involvement in the process of 
maintaining high standards for scientific integrity.”

Science editor Marcia McNutt:
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COPE Guidelines

Are Interests Beginning to 
Align?
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Correction, Expression of Concern, Retraction?

• Allison et al. (2016 Nature) found that journals 
were often reluctant to acknowledge, much less 
respond to, errors they’d identified

• “There’s a vacuum of clarity on when an error 
warrants an erratum versus a retraction, much 
less an investigation into possible wrongdoing”
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• Correction
– Small portion of otherwise reliable publication is misleading, 

especially because of honest error

• Expression of Concern
– Investigation is underway but decision is not imminent
– Evidence of misconduct is inconclusive or of dubious fairness
– Author’s institution will not investigate the case 

• Retraction
– Clear evidence of unreliable findings
– Plagiarism or redundant publication
– Reports unethical research
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A Modest Proposal, A Bold Start
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