
Re: Plagiarism and data falsification

are the most common reasons for

retracted publications in obstetrics

and gynaecology

Sir,

Plagiarism and data fabrication/falsi-

fication in research are harmful to the

practice of medicine. Specifically, ran-

domised controlled trials (RCTs) based

on fabricated/falsified data have the

most direct negative impact on health

and health care because their results,

either directly or through meta-analyses,

inform clinical practice guidelines. The

recent report by Chambers et al. sug-

gested that plagiarism (22.7%) and data

falsification (21.0%) were the most

common reasons given for retraction

in obstetrics and gynaecology.1

As the research did not provide a

categorisation of reasons for retractions

in 18 RCTs, we performed a subsequent

analysis and found that, according to

retraction notices and information on

publisher’s website, plagiarism and data

fabrication/falsification accounted for

38.9% (n = 7) and 5.6% (n = 1), respec-

tively. However, this estimation is prob-

ably underestimated given the fact that

retraction notices frequently used euphe-

misms or did not provide any reason for

retractions (27.7%, n = 5).

A search of the 18 retracted RCTs in

the ‘Retraction Watch’ Database, where

the reasons for retraction were not only

selected from the information provided

in the notice but also coupled with

information that ‘Retraction Watch’

gained through their investigations,2

found another 6 (33.3%) retracted

RCTs that were tagged with data fabri-

cation/falsification or scientific miscon-

duct. Therefore, we believe that the

actual proportions of retracted RCTs

in obstetrics and gynaecology owing to

plagiarism and data fabrication/falsifi-

cation are much higher than the esti-

mation made by Chambers et al.,1

where only the information provided

in the notice was used.

Although the importance of distin-

guishing between authors who uninten-

tionally make mistakes and those who

intentionally commit scientific miscon-

duct has been widely accepted, an anal-

ysis of retraction notices in MedLine

revealed that journals display inconsis-

tency in their practices regarding retrac-

tions.3 The lack of transparency in

reasons for retractions does not serve

researchers who seek to understand the

truth of retractions. Authors whose

papers were retracted owing to fraud

might stealthily publish more fraudulent

works if their misbehaviour was not

clearly indicated in the notice. Vague or

non-informative retraction notices, along

with negligible indications of retraction

might not prevent continued citation of

retracted papers. This provides an expla-

nation for the paradoxical phenomenon

that some top-cited retracted papers

were cited far more often after their

retractions than before.4 Based on these

facts, we suggest that journals reveal the

real reasons for retraction and avoid

using euphemistic retraction notices.

Scientific misconduct is a great misfor-

tune for patients, clinicians and honest

researchers, and such behaviour should

not be rewarded with mercy.&
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Authors’ reply

Sir,

We want to thank Dr Li and Dr Mol for

their interest in our work investigating

article retractions in the obstetrics and

gynaecology literature and appreciate the

opportunity to respond.1,2

The consequences of article retraction

for both patient care and scientific

advancement are significant. Our work

identified two troublesome themes that

are consistent with prior studies in

other disciplines.3,4 First, the number

of article retractions is increasing

tremendously, with over 85% retracted

in the last two decades. Additionally,

scientific misconduct, namely, plagia-

rism and data falsification, is the leading

reason for article retraction.

Drs Li and Mol performed an inter-

esting additional analysis of the

ª 2019 Royal College of Obstetricians and Gynaecologists 1289

DOI: 10.1111/1471-0528.15829

www.bjog.org
BJOG Exchange

https://retractionwatch.com/retraction-watch-database-user-guide/
https://retractionwatch.com/retraction-watch-database-user-guide/



