
Plagiarism in Scientific Publishing

Editorial / aCta iNForM MEd. 2012 dEC; 20(4): 208-213

208 

Plagiarism in scientific Publishing
Izet Masic
Faculty of medicine, University of Sarajevo, Sarajevo, Bosnia and Herzegovina

Corresponding author: prof. Izet Masic, MD, PhD. Faculty of medicine, University of Sarajevo, 71000 Sarajevo, Cekalusa 90, Bosnia and Herzegovina. 
E-mail: imasic@lol.ba; izetmasic@gmail.com

Most people say that is the intellect 
which makes a great scientist. They are 
wrong: it is character.”

                Albert Einstein, scientist

1. INTRODUCTION

1.1. Ethical aspects of publishing
Publications are the end-prod-

ucts of the scientific work, and their 
quantity and citability are keys to 
the promotion of scientists. Once 
published, a scholarly paper be-
comes a source for references, post-
publication review and critique. To 

contribute to the bulk of knowledge 
of evidence-based medicine (EBM), 
the paper should be credible (1). It 
should be based on optimal research 
design and reporting (2, 3).

Researchers and authors of schol-
arly papers have to follow ethical 
codes of Good Scientific Practice 
(GSP) (4, 5, 6, 7), primarily based of 
the principles of honesty and integ-
rity (3). In the modern-day collabor-
ative and multidisciplinary research, 
honesty of each and every author is 
becoming a pillar of trustworthy sci-
ence.

By claiming authorship of schol-
arly works, researchers get promo-
tion and numerous other academic 
benefits. However, they also become 
responsible for what they publish 
and influence future publications, 
and science and education at large 
(8, 9, 10).

Currently many learned associa-
tions provide and strongly advocate 
field-specific standards of research, 
ethical reporting and publishing 
aimed at preserving the integrity of 
science (11, 12, 13).
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Editorial
ABSTRACT
Scientific publishing is the ultimate product 
of scientist work. Number of publications 
and their quoting are measures of scientist 
success while unpublished researches are 
invisible to the scientific community, and as 
such nonexistent. researchers in their work 
rely on their predecessors, while the extent 
of use of one scientist work, as a source for 
the work of other authors is the verification 
of its contributions to the growth of human 
knowledge. if the author has published an 
article in a scientific journal it cannot publish 
the article in any other journal h with a few 
minor adjustments or without quoting parts 
of the first article, which are used in another 
article. Copyright infringement occurs when 
the author of a new article with or without 
the mentioning the author used substantial 
portions of previously published articles, 
including tables and figures. Scientific institu-
tions and universities should,in accordance 
with the principles of Good Scientific Practice 
(GSP) and Good laboratory Practices (GlP) 
have a center for monitoring,security, promo-

tion and development of quality research. 
Establish rules and compliance to rules of 
good scientific practice are the obligations of 
each research institutions,universities and 
every individual-researchers,regardless of 
which area of science is investigated. in this 
way, internal quality control ensures that 
a research institution such as a university, 
assume responsibility for creating an environ-
ment that promotes standards of excellence, 
intellectual honesty and legality. although the 
truth should be the aim of scientific research, 
it is not guiding fact for all scientists. the best 
way to reach the truth in its study and to avoid 
the methodological and ethical mistakes 
is to consistently apply scientific methods 
and ethical standards in research. although 
variously defined plagiarism is basically in-
tended to deceive the reader’s own scientific 
contribution. there is no general regulation 
of control of scientific research and intel-
lectual honesty of researchers which would 
be absolutely applicable in all situations and 
in all research institutions. a special form of 
plagiarism is self-plagiarism. Scientists need 
to take into consideration this form of plagia-

rism, though for now there is an attitude as 
much as their own words can be used without 
the word about plagiarism. if the authors cite 
their own research facilities already stated 
then they should be put in quote sand cite 
the source in which it was published. Science 
should not be exempt from disclosure and 
sanctioning plagiarism. in the fight against 
intellectual dishonesty on ethics education 
in science has a significant place. a general 
understanding of ethics in scientific research 
work in all its stages had to be acquired during 
the undergraduate course and continue to 
intensify. it is also important ethical aspect of 
the publishing industry,especially in small and 
developing economies,because the issuer has 
an educational role in the development of the 
scientific community that aspires to relish so. 
in this paper author describe his experiences 
in discovering of plagiarism as Editor-in-Chief 
of three indexed medical journals with pre-
sentations of several examples of plagiarism 
recorded in countries in Southeastern Europe.
Key words: ethical dilemmas, scientific 
publishing, medical journals, plagiarism, 
self-plagiarism.
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1.2. Quoting  and CITING references
Researchers rely on the published 

data, and have to be skilled to selec-
tively process these data, to incorpo-
rate previous knowledge into a new 
paper, and to distinguish original 
ideas and research results from al-
ready publicized ones. Authors are 
obliged to follow ethical, moral, and 
legal regulations acceptable by the 
scientific community (2, 9). To do 
so, they must properly cite relevant 
publications and quote borrowed 
published or unpublished ideas and 
words (2, 9, 10). Simply, when an 
author copies others’ text word for 
word, the borrowed passage should 
be enclosed in the quotation marks 
(inverted commas). The reader 
should be clearly informed over 
what is original and recycled from 
other sources (2, 9, 14, 15).

Current academic promotion 
and research funding are heavily de-
pendent on the quantity of articles. 
‘Publication at Any Cost’ and ‘Pub-
lish or Perish’ mantras adversely af-
fect the whole research environment 
and cultivate recycled writing (1, 3).

It is absolutely unacceptable to re-
publish a paper with minor changes, 
without referring to the primary 
publication, and to present it to the 
readership as a new source. In this 
case, the author may breach the 
copyrights of the publisher, holding 
all rights for distribution and re-
publication of the primary source. 
The same applies not only to the 
verbatim copying of the text, but 
also to the borrowing of published 
tables, figures, and other graphical 
material, even those of the same au-
thor. It is also unacceptable to ex-
cessively rely on multiple published 
papers, even if these are properly 
paraphrased or summarized in a sec-
ondary publication (review, edito-
rial). The readership deserves to find 
new points, ideas and original texts 
in each and every scholarly paper 
(14). This is why some leading pub-
lishers set limits of references for dif-
ferent types of papers.

1.3. Good laboratory and scientific 
practice
In accordance with the principles 

of GSP and Good Laboratory Prac-
tice (GLP), scientific and academic 

institutions should have units for 
monitoring research and develop-
ment of the quality. The institutions 
should set policies and take respon-
sibility for integrity of research re-
porting. This is particularly impor-
tant for boosting potential of novice 
researchers.

The adherence to the codes of 
GSP, in turn, ensures the quality 
of education (16, 17, 18, 19). Reli-
able and evidence-based sources 
are increasingly extrapolating into 
medical practice guidelines, influ-
encing human health. Accordingly, 
scientific misconduct may have far-
reaching detrimental consequences.

Historically, first attempts to 
tackle scientific misconduct and 
dishonesty were made in the U.S. 
in 1992 by launching the Office of 
Research Integrity (ORI). The orga-
nization’s main tasks included pro-
motion of scientific integrity, devel-
opment of guidelines for scientific 
research, and investigation of alle-
gations of misconduct, particularly 
in biomedicine (1). Based on the US 
model, many national bodies for 
ethics in science were established 
globally. As a result, science editors 
became familiar with multiple cases 
scientific dishonesty.

Another major step forward was 
the establishment of the UK-based 
Committee on Publication Ethics 
(COPE; 1997). COPE introduced sci-
entific principles of fairness and de-
veloped a set of flowcharts specifi-
cally dealing with misconduct.

1.4. Intellectual dishonesty in 
science
Truth and trustworthy results 

are ‘flesh and bones’ of scientific 
research. To have trustworthy re-
sults and to avoid misconduct, re-
searchers should use optimal study 
designs and follow ethical standards.

Scientific misconduct can be un-
intentional and intentional. The 
former is usually due to inappro-
priate use of research methodology, 
while the latter is a frank dishonesty 
and violation of ethical standards 
(intellectual dishonesty).

Misconduct can take the form 
of legal violations. Inappropriate 
authorship and research manipula-
tions can be viewed as serious eth-

ical and legal violations, subject to 
punishments of respective scientific 
and academic institutions (1, 3, 17, 
18, 19).

Common causes of intellectual 
dishonesty in science are:
 • All-pervasive ’Publish or Perish’ 

mantra;
 • Personal ambitions of poorly ed-

ucated individuals;
 • Vanity;
 • Financial pressure.

The worst forms of scientific mis-
conduct and intellectual dishonesty 
are:

 • Falsification of the obtained 
data;

 • Fabrication of the data;
 • Plagiarism of ideas and words 

(stealing others’ ideas, data, 
texts) (1, 3).

2. PlAGIARISM

2.1. The definition and 
classification of plagiarism
The term plagiarism stems from 

the Latin word plagium, meaning 
kidnapping a man. It literary means 
theft, taking material authored by 
others and presenting as someone 
else’ (19). Plagiarism of words and 
ideas can be unintentional and in-
tentional (14). It is “the tendency 
of literary theft and illegal appro-
priation of other people’s spiritual 
property in general” or generally 
“passing others’ work as own” (20). 
As Miguel Roig from St. John’s Uni-
versity (USA) described in several 
his published papers about plagia-
rism (20) “the journal’s publisher, 
explains that plagiarism takes many 
forms, from passing off another ‘s 
paper as the author’s own paper, to 
copying or paraphrasing substantial 
parts of another’s prepare, without 
attribution to claiming results from 
research conducted by others”. In all 
its forms, as Elsevier publisher ed-
ited,  plagiarism constitutes uneth-
ical publishing behavior and is un-
acceptable (21).  

Plagiarism dates back to the foun-
dation of science communication as 
a discipline. According to the World 
Association of Medical Editors 
(WAME) strict definition, plagia-
rism is when six consecutive words 
are copied (6, 25), 7 to 11 words are 
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overlapping set of 30 letters (23).
Plagiarism is basically intended to 

deceive the reader’s. Here we are re-
minded of the comment of Samuel 
Johnson, dealing with a manuscript 
that he sent for evaluation: “Your 
work is both good and original. Un-
fortunately the parts that are good 
are not original, and the parts that 
are original are not good”. (23). “Th e 
modern concept of plagiarism as 
immoral and originality as an ideal 
emerged in Europe only in 18th cen-
tury, particular with the Romantic 
movement, while in the previous 
centuries authors and artists were 
encouraged to ‘copy the masters as 
closely as possible’ and avoid ‘unnec-
essary invention’ (24). 

Plagiarism of words can be di-
vided into: a) the direct form - com-
pletely or partially copying of text, 
computer fi les, audio or video re-
cordings without acknowledging 
primary source; b) mosaic form – 
borrowing ideas and opinions from 
the original source, few words and 
phrases without citing this source;  
c) self-plagiarism – reuse of one’s 
own work without quotation and 
permission to reproduce text (21, 
22). Generally speaking, plagiarism 
is when someone uses others’ ideas, 
statements, linguistic style and does 
not acknowledge intellectual origi-
nators (19). “Before the plagiarist 
taken as their own people’s tables 
or text, today there is a growing in-
terest in taking the ideas and con-
cepts” (24, 25).

Unfortunately, digitalization 
made copy-paste plagiarism and in-
appropriate re-use of sources from 
the websites, online journals, and 
other electronic media widespread.  
“Within academia, plagiarism by 
students, professors, or researchers 
is considered academic dishonesty 
or academic fraud, and off enders 
are subject to academic censure, up 
to and including expulsion” and re-
searchers and professors usually were 
punished for plagiarisms by sanc-
tions ranging from suspension to ter-
mination with losing their credibility 
and perceived integrity (24). 

2.2. Prevention and detection of 
plagiarism and self-plagiarism
Th ere are no universal regulations 

on plagiarism pre-
vention suitable for 
all scientifi c and ac-
ademic institutions 
(1). Th e Interna-
tional Committee 
of Medical Journal 
Editors (ICMJE) 
gave a detailed ex-
planation of what is 
not a duplicate pub-
lication (25). COPE 
attempted to tackle 
the problem of pla-
giarism by recom-
mending coopera-
tion with research 
institutions and re-
traction of untrust-
worthy material 
(26).

In the U.S., ORI 
suggested sanc-
tions for plagiarists 
in 1989. Since then, 
ORI has reported 
a constant rise of 
cases of misconduct 
and plagiarism (27).

If there is an in-
stance of substan-
tive plagiarism 
(copying more than 
25% of the pub-
lished source), the 
redundant manu-
script should be 
withdrawn from the publication 
process and actions taken to inform 
respective institution(s). If plagia-
rism is surfaced aft er the publica-
tion, editors should retract the paper 
and inform the readership on mis-
conduct (1). Th e respective COPE 
fl owchart is helpful in this regard.

Ethical aspect of publishing is es-
pecially important for small and de-
veloping economies (17). Th e partici-
pation of scientists from Bosnia and 
Herzegovina in the global scientifi c 
communication entails the obliga-
tion of accepting international stan-
dards cite the sources used (9).

Authors should:
 • Always follow rules of properly 

citing references, acknowledging 
ideas taken at conferences and 
formal/informal discussions;

 • References must contain full bib-
liographic information;

 • Each source cited in the text must 
be listed in the bibliography;

 • Quotation marks should be used 
if more than 6 consecutive words 
are copied;

 • Obtain permission from other 
authors/publishers to reproduce 
copyright-protected graphics or 
text;

 • It should be also noted that pla-
giarism can now be detect-
ed electronically (e.g., by use of 
CrossCheck of iTh enticate).

If an author reuses his/her own 
published text, quotation marks 
should enclose the recycled text with 
a citation to the primary source. 
Th is will allow avoiding accusations 
of self-plagiarism. It is possible to 
republish the data previously pre-
sented in the form of congress ab-
stract, with a reference to the ab-
stract. To avoid instances of self-pla-
giarism, publishers usually ask the 

Figure 1. the case of plagiarism in croatia (author is from b&h)
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authors to sign a statement of origi-
nality, and even this option does not 
prevent from instances of miscon-
duct (1, 4, 25, 26) (Figure 3).

2.3. Examples of dishonesty in 
science
Cases of plagiarism have been 

known throughout history of man-
kind. It affected not only medicine, 
but many other disciplines. Mozart’s 
masterpieces were copied by Sallieri. 
Shakespeare’s poems were also pla-
giarized. 

Perhaps the first reported cases 
of intellectual dishonesty are those 
from the U.S., related to John’s 
Darsee and Robert Slutsky. Dr John 
R.Darsee, a young researcher in 
clinical cardiology, published many 
scientific papers and put names of 
faculty colleagues as co-authors, 
though most of them were not or 
were minimally involved in research 
(‘honorary authors’). In 1981, col-
leagues and supervisors discovered 
fabrication of the published data, 
mostly from the years of studentship 
at Emory and Harvard Universities. 
More than 10 primary publications 
and 45 abstracts were retracted as a 
result of the investigation (27).

Robert Slutsky worked as a radi-
ologist in University of California. 
He put names of numerous ‘hon-
orary’ co-authors, but did not insist 
to be the first author in the bylines. 
An investigation found that 137 of its 
77 publications were valid, 48 were 
questionable, and 12 were false (8, 28).

In our times, plagiarism reported 
even among politicians and state 
leaders, who plagiarized during the 
PhD writing. Also, this plague af-
fected many doctorate and master 
theses, and regular articles in Bosnia 
and Herzegovina and some other 
countries of South Europe. A case 
of copying graphics from an Amer-
ican textbook into a doctorate thesis 
from Zagreb, Croatia is depicted in 
Figures 1.

An analysis of 1385 submissions 
to the Croatian Medical Journal re-
vealed 28 cases of scientific miscon-
duct (29). Ten cases were related to 
duplicate publication of the same 
results in different journals, eight 
cases of multiple submissions, and 
five cases of plagiarism (18, 29).

Interestingly, the first case of pla-
giarism in Croatia referred to one of 
the most productive Croatian scien-
tists, who was accused for miscon-
duct in a paper published 40 years 
ago. An investigation substantiated 
the case of plagiarism by a Croatian 
and a British researchers, who pub-
lished their work in Acta Medica Iu-
goslavica. The case was closed after 
an apology from the Croatian au-
thor, who continued producing a 
large number of quality papers and 
became one of most cited author in 
his scientific field.

In another notorious case from 
Croatia, a group of undergraduate 
students reported that 86 pages of 
an American textbook were trans-
lated into Croatian and published 
without acknowledging primary 
textbook. An investigation con-
firmed that the accusations of pla-
giarism were correct. After decision 
of a public warning made by Court 
of Honor at Medical School, Univer-
sity of Zagreb author moved to an-
other University.

In the former Yugoslav countries, 
number of plagiarism cases in text-
books, articles, monographs, scien-
tific and professional articles is in-
creasing. To their more intense de-
tection helped database browser and 
some specially designed software for 
these purposes. The key reasons for 
the intense plagiarism is, how Ser-
bian scientists mentioned in blogs 
on web sites, the lack of basic med-
ical research, which are absent be-
cause less money is allocated for the 
research (28). But, also one of the 
key reasons is the newly introduced 
Bologna principle of studies that 
needs many experts to be involved 
in the teaching process and which 

significantly changed the selection 
criteria for teachers in teaching and 
academic titles.

 Scientists in Serbia and Croatia 
with petitions stood up in defense of 
academic dignity against those who 
plagiarize in their papers the other 
authors. And I am also among those 
who are copied. However, as editor, 
I was able during 2012 to withdraw 
5 articles from publishing because it 
was indicated to me by the reviewers 
or readers of articles about plagia-
rism and in one case by an author 
who was plagiarized and the article 
was published in the Medical Ar-
chives journal that I edited (Figure 
2). In the former Yugoslavia before 
1991 (the war in the Balkans) there 
were 140 indexed journals. Today 
there is only 1/3 of that number, 
but the number of plagiarism in-
creased four times. I think that this 
is a serious problem that should be 
addressed in the international aca-
demic community, because it is not 
only a question of credibility dis-
rupted scientists from former Yu-
goslav countries, but also journals 
and indexing databases which stores 
plagiarized articles. This problem 
is difficult to solve because a large 
number of plagiarism has done with 
people involved in political decision-
making in these countries.

To detect plagiarism more easily, 
during the 80’ of last century started 
the development of software to de-
tect academic and scientific plagia-
rism. Academic plagiarism is more 
easily detected by the software as 
Turnitin and SafeAssign and scien-
tific plagiarism with CrossCheck 
and eTBlast software. The software 
consists of algorithms to detect sim-
ilarities, associated databases and 

Figure 2. letter to editor-in-chief of medical archives regarding plagiarism in published article
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web sites by which it compares the 
article. This software packages helps 
to identify plagiarism but they also 
have flaws and still needs improve-
ments (32).

“Plagiarism is not a crime per 
se but is disapproved more on the 
grounds of moral offence” (24). Hon-
esty in science is the very basis of its 
existence. Even a shadow of dishon-
esty may devalue   the work and lead 
to the loss of respect (29, 30, 33, 34).

3. CONClUSION
Scientific and academic institu-

tions should have established units 
for monitoring, promotion and re-
search development. Science should 
not be exempt from disclosures and 
sanctions due to plagiarism.

Scientists from Bosnia and Her-
zegovina take part in the global sci-
entific communication, and need a 
body to facilitate scientific research, 
to adopt ethical standards and 
guidelines.

There is a dilemma: who, on 
what basis (criteria, standards, 
rules), when and how should declare 
someone a plagiarist. Then, which 
institutions or which scientific body 
committee at the national or inter-
national level, when plagiarism is 
proven, can someone sanction and 
what are the sanctions.

It is necessary to work on mecha-
nisms for early detection of plagia-
rism, and relevant software should 
be used by all reputed journals.

At an international level, a data-

base of all cases of plagiarism should 
be launched with disclosure of all 
names of blacklisted plagiarist.

Conflict of interest: none declared
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