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Textual analysis of 

retraction notices



�Mistakes/fraud not detected during the peer review 
process

�Mistakes discovered by the authors after publication

� Legal/Ethical issues
� Copyright permissions not obtained

� Co-authors included in the publication without their approval

� Researchers who worked on the project are not included

� No IRB

� Home institution requests withdrawal as a result of an 
investigation

� …

Why are papers retracted?



� Can take years

� The end result is a “retraction notice” according to COPE guidelines:

https://publicationethics.org/files/retraction%20guidelines.pdf

The retraction process



� The reasons for retraction are specifically required by 
COPE, but sometimes are not detailed enough

Retraction notice



�Gain a better understanding of 
the reasons for retraction by 
analyzing the contents of 
retraction notices

Research objective



� 998 articles retracted by 
Elsevier 

� Published between 1985-2014

� Retracted by October 2014 

The dataset



� Ethical misconduct which includes 

� Authorship disputes, citation manipulation, copyright/legal issues, 
duplicate publication, plagiarism, self-plagiarism, missing credit, 
review fabrication, unauthorized data reuse and other ethical 
issues (e.g. no IRB approval) 

� Scientific distortion which includes 

� Data errors (intentional or unintentional), data fabrication, data 
manipulation, data cannot be validated, findings not replicable, 
wrong interpretation of results 

�Administrative error which includes 

� Not the final version of the article was published, wrong issue, 
etc.

Major reasons for retraction



Largest subcategory

� Plagiarism or self-plagiarism

� 500 articles 

� 50% of total

� 79% of ethical misconduct

Category # articles % out of total (998)

Ethical misconduct 632 62%

Scientific distortion 339 35%

Administrative error 27 3%

Category distribution



� Authors with 3 or more retractions

� 22 such authors were identified

� Largest number of retracted articles by Pattium Chiranjeevi

� 16 in our dataset, 70 overall (Jayamaran, 2008) 

� Identical retraction notices in all 16 cases:

“…Questions were raised as to the volume of publications, the actual
capacity (equipment, orientation and chemicals) of the laboratory in which
Prof. Chiranjeevi worked, the validity of certain of the research data
identified in the articles, the fact that a number of papers appear to have
been plagiarized from other previously published papers, and some aspects
of authorship…”

Multiple retractions



Most 

frequently 

occurring 

words in the 

retraction 

notices



“The scientific community takes a very strong view on this matter 
and we apologize to readers of the journal that this was not 
detected during the submission process.”

“This article … have plagiarized part of a paper that had 
already appeared. One of the conditions of submission of a 
paper for publication is that authors declare explicitly that their 
work is original and has not appeared in a publication 
elsewhere. Re-use of any data should be appropriately cited. As 
such this article represents a severe abuse of the scientific 
publishing system.”

“An investigation …concluded that some figures had been 
manipulated by the first author.”

Examples of frequently occurring phrases



� RetractionWatch is setting up 
a database of  metadata of 
all known retractions, 
including the reasons for 
being retracted
� http://retractiondatabase.org/

RetractionSearch.asp

� Form to report missing 
retractions can be accessed 
from
� https://retractionwatch.com/20

18/01/18/database-missing-
retraction-tell-us/

Recent 

development


