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Why case studies?

A core function of the UK Research Integrity Office (UKRIO) is to provide
independent, expert, and confidential advice on the conduct of research, from
promoting good practice to addressing allegations of misconduct. We have been
doing this since 2006.

Each request for assistance received by UKRIO increases our body of knowledge.
These ‘lessons learned’ not only inform our response to subsequent enquiries but
also underpin our other activities, especially UKRIO's education and training work.

We have found that illustrative case studies are an excellent way to raise awareness
of research integrity and research culture and to illustrate the complexities and ‘grey
areas’ that can occur.

Case studies are not literal accounts of any enquiry to UKRIO. Instead, they are
scenarios, based on real-life situations, which illustrate recurring or notable issues
and problems that have been brought to our attention. While some case studies
may mention a particular discipline or setting, they contain themes that are relevant
across subjects.

Please note that this case study is fictitious. Any similarity to actual persons, organisations or events is
coincidental.
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Case study 9

A colleague tells you about a fascinating new technique that could be really useful
for your research.

When you ask for more details, you discover that the colleague read about the
technique in a paper she is reviewing for a prestigious journal with a 12-month
delay between acceptance and publication.

She tells you that she plans to submit her reviewer's report to the journal next week
and will recommend accepting the paper but won't know what the other reviewers
recommend.

Your colleague does not know who the authors of the paper are.

[i’? Please discuss and decide:

1. What can you do?

2. What ethical issues does this scenario raise?
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Case study 9 resolution

Trainer tips

You should see your role as guiding the discussions. The resolution below is intended
as a starting point for debate and reflection, drawing on the major themes of the
case study. Certain approaches are proposed but discussion of the case may well
suggest others — there is often no single ‘right’ answer.

You can alter details during the discussion to explore the trainees' understanding of
good practice.

o What can you do?

Peer review is a confidential process. The reviewer should not have discussed the
paper with you and they certainly should not share it with you. It would be hard
for them to claim that they did not know this, especially as journals set out clear
requirements for their reviewers:

‘The review process is strictly confidential and should be treated
as such by reviewers. As the author may have chosen to exclude
some people from this process, no one who is not directly involved
with the manuscript (including colleagues and other experts in
the field) should be consulted by the reviewer unless such
consultations have first been discussed with the Academic Editor.
Reviewers must not take any confidential information they have
gained in the review process and use it before the paper is
published. Even after publication, unless they have the
permission of the authors to use other information, reviewers
may only use publicly published data (i.e. the contents of the
published article) and not information from any earlier drafts.’

PLOS ONE Guidelines for Reviewers: Confidentiality. Available from:
http://www.plosone.org/static/reviewerGuidelines#confidentiality

If you or the reviewer approaches the journal and asks who wrote the paper and
whether you could see it, this would obviously put the reviewer in a difficult
position as they should not have discussed it with you. You could ask the journal
anyway but it is likely to refuse a request to identify the authors or put you in
touch with them.

You could check whether anything about the technique is already in the public
domain. For example, has it been presented in a conference abstract, is there a
patent for it or can you find anything about it online?
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9 What ethical issues does this scenario raise?

The confidentiality requirements of peer review exist to:

® help ensure the integrity of the process;

® ensure a ‘level playing field' for researchers, so everyone has the
opportunity to access to the paper at the same time.

Breaching confidentiality to make use of the research could be described as
‘insider dealing’ — improper use of privileged information to gain an unfair
advantage.

Consider how you would respond to a researcher in the following scenario who
felt it would be justified to make use of the paper:

“But I'm developing a treatment for a serious illness [or
undertaking similarly important research in another discipline]
and the new technique could potentially knock 6 months off the
development time. Isn’t it reasonable to try to contact the
authors to find out more about the technique and perhaps
collaborate with them?”

How would you advise this researcher?

It is possible that the technique is useless. The other reviewers may have spotted
a fatal flaw which this reviewer has missed. So even if a researcher thought it was
justified to follow the unethical course and start using it in their own research,
they might end up wasting their time.
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This article is distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivatives
License, which allows re-users to copy and distribute the material in any medium or format in unadapted form only,
for noncommercial purposes only, and only so long as attribution is given to the creator.

Case Study 9 4 © UK Research Integrity Office 2023


https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
https://ukrio.org/
https://twitter.com/UKRIO
https://www.linkedin.com/company/uk-research-integrity-office
https://www.youtube.com/@UKResearchIntegrityOffice
https://mstdn.science/@ukrio

