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Abstract Retractions solicited by authors following the discovery of an uninten-

tional error—what we henceforth call a ‘‘self-retraction’’—are a new phenomenon

of growing importance, about which very little is known. Here we present results of

a small qualitative study aimed at gaining preliminary insights about circumstances,

motivations and beliefs that accompanied the experience of a self-retraction. We

identified retraction notes that unambiguously reported an honest error and that had

been published between the years 2010 and 2015. We limited our sample to

retractions with at least one co-author based in the Netherlands, Belgium, United

Kingdom, Germany or a Scandinavian country, and we invited these authors to a

semi-structured interview. Fourteen authors accepted our invitation. Contrary to our

initial assumptions, most of our interviewees had not originally intended to retract

their paper. They had contacted the journal to request a correction and the decision

to retract had been made by journal editors. All interviewees reported that having to

retract their own publication made them concerned for their scientific reputation and

career, often causing considerable stress and anxiety. Interviewees also encountered

difficulties in communicating with the journal and recalled other procedural issues

that had unnecessarily slowed down the process of self-retraction. Intriguingly,

however, all interviewees reported how, contrary to their own expectations, the self-

retraction had brought no damage to their reputation and in some cases had actually

improved it. We also examined the ethical motivations that interviewees ascribed,
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retrospectively, to their actions and found that such motivations included a com-

bination of moral and prudential (i.e. pragmatic) considerations. These preliminary

results suggest that scientists would welcome innovations to facilitate the process of

self-retraction.

Keywords Integrity � Error � Misconduct � Retractions � Corrections � Moral

reasoning

Introduction

Formal retractions of scientific publications are a relatively recent innovation in

publication practices that is rapidly growing in importance. The number of high-

impact biomedical journals that have a retraction policy has grown from less than

21% in 2004, to 65% in 2014 (Resnik et al. 2015a). During the same period, the

number of retractions has increased very rapidly, a phenomenon that is demonstra-

bly not the symptom of increasing misconduct but rather the effect of a growing

ability and willingness of journal editors to retract (Fanelli 2013).

According to the most accurate estimate conducted to date, the majority of

retractions are due to scientific misconduct or other intentional breaches of research

ethics, even when the text of retraction notes suggests otherwise (Fang et al. 2012).

However, at least 20% of retractions can be unambiguously attributed to

unintentional errors or methodological flaws and appear to have been solicited by

the authors of the retracted paper (Fang et al. 2012). This phenomenon of ‘‘self-

correction by retraction’’ has exceptional potential as a means to preserve the

integrity of the literature and is likely to increase in the future, following recent

proposals and initiatives to encourage it. Proposed innovations of retraction policies

include new, ‘‘retraction and replacement’’ formats (Heckers et al. 2015), proposals

of a new ‘‘withdrawal’’ category for honest retractions (Pulverer 2015), and

distinguishing retractions based on their authorship status in order to mark out

retractions solicited and signed by all authors as ‘‘self-retractions’’ (Fanelli 2016).

There is currently no standard terminology to distinguish different types of

retraction. Therefore, we will henceforth use the term ‘‘self-retraction’’ to indicate

any retraction that was not due to scientific misconduct and that was solicited or at

least endorsed by the authors of the publication being retracted. We prefer to use

this term because it is simpler and less value-laden than alternative definitions (such

as ‘‘virtuous retractions’’) but we do not intend, by using it, to express a technical or

ethical qualification of the cases examined in this study.

A large and growing literature is dedicated to understanding scientific

misconduct, its underlying causes, consequences and possible ways to prevent it

(e.g. Williams and Wager 2011; Gross 2016). Numerous studies have also been

conducted on retractions, under the assumption that retractions are proxies for

scientific misconduct (e.g. Fang et al. 2012; Fanelli et al. 2015). To the best of our

knowledge, however, no study to date has focused on self-retractions and the values

and integrity that are arguably expressed by their authors. This study aimed at filling

this gap by collecting information on the circumstances that lead authors to request
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a self-retraction, on the experience of self-retracting, and on the personal and ethical

motivations of authors who self-retract.

Our initial hypothesis, indeed the main hypothesis that inspired this study, was

that authors of a self-retraction might set for themselves particularly high standards

of research integrity. We assumed that these authors, in requesting a self-retraction,

had expressed highly internalized ethical and moral norms. In order to assess the

moral value and ethical standing of a person’s actions, it is not sufficient to describe

what the person has done, because we ‘‘must take into account what was motivating

the person as he did it’’ (Frankfurt 2001). Prudential (i.e. pragmatic) and moral

reasoning, in particular, are two key dimensions to consider in ethical decision

making (Hilhorst et al. 2006). The options that are available to an ethical agent, as

well as the potential costs and benefits in pursuing that action are pivotal

components of a decision making process, and understanding these conditions was a

major objective of our study.

Given the rarity of self-retractions and the scarcity of background literature on

this topic, our study was designed as a maximally informative, qualitative

investigation. By conducting 14 semi-structured interviews, we documented

individual experiences of self-retraction, as retrospectively recounted by individuals

directly involved in them. Our results offer preliminary insights into a new and

poorly studied modality of scientific self-correction and may inform future research

and initiatives to promote integrity in research and publication.

Methods: Selection of Cases, Invitation and Questionnaire

Selection of Cases

Scientific research is increasingly international and collaborative (Fanelli et al.

2015) but research policies and academic cultures vary greatly across countries (e.g.

Resnik et al. 2015b; Vasconcelos et al. 2014) in ways that may affect research

practices and in particular the likelihood to retract and correct papers (Fanelli et al.

2015). To limit the confounding effects of national culture and misconduct policies,

we restricted our analysis to cases of self-retractions from authors working in

Northwestern European countries. The Research Ethics Committee of Erasmus MC

Rotterdam approved the study (MEC-2015-532).

Following previous methods to retrieve retractions (Fanelli 2013), we searched

the Web of Science core collection database for records marked as ‘‘correction’’ or

‘‘correction, addition’’ that contained the word ‘‘retraction’’ in the title. The search

was limited to retraction notices published in the year 2010 or later. In an initial

phase of the study, the search was limited to retraction notes for which at least one

of the co-authors was based in the Netherlands or Belgium. To increase the sample

size, geographical criteria were later extended to authors based in the United

Kingdom, Germany and Scandinavian countries. We focused on these countries

because they were likely to represent a relatively homogeneous socio-cultural group

(i.e. scientifically active and North-Western European) and because scientists in
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these countries generally speak fluent English, ensuring sufficiently clear commu-

nication during the interviews.

Two authors (DF and MHi) independently examined the text of retraction notes,

then compared their opinions and compiled a list of retractions that were most likely

due to honest error. The text of retraction notes was shown by previous studies to be

often non-transparent (Fang et al. 2012), however, our sampling strategy is likely to

have captured all available self-retractions. This follows from the fact that retraction

notes tend to under-report the actual occurrence of scientific misconduct, concealing

it behind euphemisms that make the case appear as an unintended error (Fang et al.

2012), whilst the opposite case—a retraction note that suggests the occurrence of

scientific misconduct when an unintentional error had occurred instead—is

extremely unlikely. Therefore, our list of potentially relevant cases could have

included retractions that would later turn out to be linked to scientific misconduct,

but not vice versa. All of the authors that were interviewed confirmed that the

retractions in question were not due to scientific misconduct. Given that none of our

interviewees had been subjected to a misconduct investigation, and that they all had

spontaneously cooperated with the journal to issue what they hoped would be a

correction (see results), we consider it very unlikely that any of our interviewees had

lied and that any of the cases included in this study represents an instance of

concealed scientific misconduct.

Contact and Interviews

An invitation to participate to the study was emailed to the corresponding author

of each of the self-retracted papers we had identified. If an author had not

responded to the initial invitation, he/she was sent a reminder by email and

further attempts were also made to contact other co-authors of the self-retracted

study.

Interviews were conducted in person in eight cases, and via Skype in the

remaining six cases. All interviews took place between May and October 2015. On

average, the interviews lasted 39 min, and were conducted by MHo. Interviews

were guided by semi-structured questionnaires (see ‘‘Appendix 1’’), which consisted

in a set of open questions that focused in particular on four main themes:

1. Circumstances underlying the retraction: what happened and what led the

author(s) to notify the journal and to retract the paper.

2. Communication with the journal: what did the correspondence with the journal

consist of, and what difficulties, if any, were encountered.

3. Communications with colleagues: who did the interviewees consult and get

support from, how did co-authors and other colleagues respond to the event, and

eventual disagreements regarding the course of action to take.

4. Lessons learned: whether and how did the interviewees change their research

practices following the experience of self-retraction and what general insights,

if any, did they learn from the experience.
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At the end of each interview, we presented respondents with a list of 20 statements

and encouraged them to summarize their beliefs and express opinions regarding

honesty and research integrity, using a Likert-scale. The list of questions and Likert-

based questionnaire were initially tested in three pilot interviews (jointly conducted

by MHo and MHi), and revised based on that experience.

The text of interviews was transcribed and translated, when necessary, in

English. A list of relevant topics for analysis was compiled and agreed upon by

MHo, MHi, DF. In addition to the four themes mentioned above, this list of topics

included: motivations, circumstances, negative and positive consequences, vulner-

abilities, obstacles, reaction of the scientific community, remarkable quotations.

Transcripts of the interviews were coded independently by MHo and MHi,

following this scheme, and results of each interview were subsequently discussed by

all authors of this study in order to reach a common understanding and interpretation

of the interviews and the experience described by the interviewees. Transcripts’

coding and analysis was conducted using the NVivo software v. 11 (QSR

International 2015).

Results

Our screening and selection process identified 25 papers that qualified as self-

retractions. We contacted one or more of the co-authors of each of these papers, for

a total of 35 co-authors. Of these, 16 were corresponding authors and 19 were first

authors, six of which were PhD students at the time when the retracted paper was

published. Of all the individuals contacted, 19 never responded to our initial request

and subsequent reminders, two declined to participate, and the remaining 14 agreed.

Nine of the latter were corresponding and/or last authors of the retracted paper, and

five were first authors. Our final sample therefore included 14 self-retractions, 11 of

which were from journals in the biomedical sciences and the rest from journals in

other natural sciences.

Table 1 summarizes the circumstances leading to the self-retraction and other

salient details that in our analysis captured the essence of the experiences and

perspectives of each interviewee. Table 2 provides interviewees’ responses to our

Likert-scale questionnaire. Below, we examine in greater detail specific themes that

emerged in our interviews and we offer an analysis of the ethical worldview of our

interviewees.

Motivations and Circumstances

The first, and rather unexpected finding of our study was that only three of our

interviewees had originally intended or agreed to retract their paper. In all other

cases, the interviewees had contacted the journal to request a correction, quite

independently of how the flaw in their publication had been discovered (see

Table 1). In all such cases, the decision to retract the paper had been made by

journal editors. Most interviewees still disagreed with the journal’s decision to issue
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a retraction instead of a correction, because they maintained that the errors being

amended did not affect the main conclusions of their study. In two cases,

interviewees said that they had requested a correction simply to inform their

colleagues about methodological advancements: they had re-analyzed their study’s

data with new and improved methodologies, found that results based on the new

method were substantially different from those previously reported, and therefore

Table 2 Responses of interviewees to the Likert questionnaire

Statements SA A N D SD Median

Circumstances have forced me to inform the journal 8 1 1 1 3 SA

All errors and mistakes in scientific publications should be notified to

journals

12 2 0 0 0 SA

In my case, it was an option not to inform the journal 4 1 0 0 9 SD

Honest reporting to the journal was my only consideration when I

decided to retract the paper

9 3 2 0 0 SA

I regard the way in which we behaved, when deciding to report to the

journal, as exemplary

9 2 3 0 0 SA

At first it was unclear what conclusion my co-authors and me would

reach: to report or not to report to the journal

2 0 1 0 11 SD

I feared the consequences of not reporting to the journal 3 2 1 3 5 D

My co-authors and me were in full agreement about the right course of

action to take

8 4 1 1 SA

I made up my own mind about what actions to take independently

from my colleagues

8 1 3 1 1 SA

In deciding what to do, I followed my institution’s code of conduct 5 0 2 0 7 D

Our institutional policies strongly support honest behaviour in

research

11 0 3 0 0 SA

Educational activities in my institution helped me to find the right

course of action

5 1 4 0 4 N

Colleagues not involved in the project convinced me of the necessity

to retract/report to the journal

0 1 1 2 10 SD

It is important to work in a research environment that is characterized

by open and transparent communication

14 0 0 0 0 SA

I work in a research environment where accurate and conscientious

reporting of research results is expected and encouraged

12 1 0 1 0 SA

Most incorrect and flawed articles cause hardly any harm 0 0 0 3 11 SD

Retracting a scientific article causes severe harm to co-authors’

reputation

0 0 6 1 7 D/SD

The possible negative effects on a researcher’s career must be taken

into account when deciding upon retracting

0 0 1 0 13 SD

The identity of the co-author/s who were responsible for a mistake

must be taken into account when deciding upon retracting

0 0 0 1 13 SD

Honesty and integrity can only be expected when fundamental

changes in the research system are effectuated

6 3 2 0 3 A

Each cell reports the corresponding number of respondents

SA—strongly agree, A—agree to some extent, N—neutral (neither agree nor disagree), D—disagree to

some extent, SD—strongly disagree, median—category reflecting the median response
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wanted to issue a correction to draw their colleagues’ attention to the obsolescence

of previous methods.

Despite only intending to issue a correction, several interviewees reported having

hesitated to inform the journal and having carefully weighted the potential

consequences of reporting versus not reporting the error they had discovered. This

suggests that even issuing a correction, i.e. a practice that is generally assumed to be

inconsequential for a scientists’ career, might be perceived as a costly action that is

potentially damaging to one’s reputation. Whilst the majority of respondents agreed

that all errors should be notified to journals and that they were compelled to take

action, five of them agreed that they would have had the option of not informing the

journal at all and that they would not expect to suffer any consequences from such

inaction (Table 2). In accordance with this perception, almost all interviewees

believed that self-retractions are likely to be the exception rather than the rule, and

that the literature abounds with articles that are seriously flawed and never corrected

or retracted. One of our interviewees went as far as to say that: ‘‘honestly, looking

back, I think that 10–20% of the papers that listed me as a co-author are good

candidates for retraction’’.

Obstacles to Correcting and Retracting Honest Errors

Our interviewees reported a variety of factors that might discourage authors from

retracting their own papers (Table 1). The two hindrances most commonly

mentioned in interviews were the perception of a stigma attached to retractions

and difficulties in communicating with journal editors.

Stigma of Retraction

Almost all interviewees described the period preceding the retraction as stressful to

some degree. Experiences that were recalled typically included losing sleep and

spending days lost in fearful thoughts, considering the retraction as a depressing

scientific failure and feeling insecure and concerned about one’s future professional

standing. Some believed that retracting one of their publications would cast doubt

on their entire publication record, possibly leading to the loss of their scientific

reputation, grants or even their academic degrees.

All interviewees had sought the advice and support of people beyond their co-

authors. In virtually no case, however, was this advice recalled as having played a

determining role in the decision to notify the journal. Indeed most respondents

reported having made up their own minds about what to do (Table 2). In a few

cases, a statistician or expert scientist had been asked to provide an independent

technical assessment of the problem. Most commonly, however, interviewees had

sought advice exclusively from individuals they felt they could personally trust,

such as friends, supervisors and personal mentors. Institutional figures, such as

department directors, were typically informed or included in the decision process

only at later stages.
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Whilst in most cases interviewees had been recommended by their colleagues to

notify the journal, some interviewees were advised to do otherwise in order to avoid

professional damage.

Concerns for possible reputational damages appeared to be reinforced by

experiences with the mass media. Three interviewees, in particular, complained

about their communication with journalists and bloggers who covered their case.

They reported being made to feel uncomfortable by the questions they were asked.

In their own words, they reported being asked ‘‘negative questions’’, getting the

impression they were seen like ‘‘criminals’’ who ‘‘had to defend themselves against

fraud allegations’’. The sense of distrust towards the mass media had been

reinforced by what appear to be questionable journalistic practices. These reportedly

included publishing email conversations or other sensitive information without the

interviewees’ explicit consent.

Communication with Journal Editors

Many authors expected rapid, empathic and detailed responses from journal editors,

but reported receiving short, unsympathetic and sometimes unpleasant ones instead.

Journal editors were also expected to offer guidance on the process and procedure, but

their response was sometimes perceived as ineffective. The poor support offered by

journal editors was generally attributed to inexperience, rather than intentional

hostility, but it had a discouraging effect nonetheless. A few interviewees also

complained about the constraints imposed on retraction notices. The length of

retraction notices was generally felt to be insufficient to offer an adequate and

informative explanation of what had gone wrong. In the opinion of some interviewees,

providing more details could help other researchers avoid similar errors.

Decisively positive experiences, however, were recalled by the three intervie-

wees who were senior and highly respected academics. Quite unlike the other, less

prominent interviewees, they described their communication with the journal in

overtly positive terms, having found journal editors to be very cooperative and

responsive and the whole process to be smooth and straightforward. All three of

these interviewees had had much experience in communicating with journal

editors—some had even been journal editors themselves—and were personally

acquainted with the editors that handled their case.

Unnecessary Fears

All interviewees reported that any concerns they had about suffering a reputational

damage turned out to be unfounded. Contrary to what they feared and to what (in

some cases) even their colleagues had predicted, they did not experience any

negative consequences from their retraction. This is well illustrated by responses to

our questionnaire, according to which none of our interviewees agreed with the

claim that retraction of an article harms the reputation of the article’s authors

(Table 2). ‘‘It hasn’t affected our career as such that I can see in terms of difficulty

at publishing papers. We neither saw any referral to the retraction in any reviews nor

have we seen any direct mention of that paper’’ explained one interviewee. Indeed,
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decidedly positive reactions were experienced by several interviewees who

ultimately felt proud of having self-retracted a paper. Some reported receiving

compliments from colleagues, in private as well as in public, including at scientific

conferences. The experience of senior academics was no exception: they too were

openly complimented for their honesty and, in two separate cases, had received

invitations to speak at conferences to share their experience of self-retraction. One

interviewee reported that the self-retraction appeared to have had a positive impact

on the acceptance of later work: ‘‘Shortly after the retraction, I submitted another

paper and, after it was reviewed, one of the remarks was literally: this researcher has

recently retracted a paper, which shows that she is precise and considerate.’’

Moral Reasoning Behind Corrections and Self-Retractions

Discovering motivations and moral reasoning of interviewees is a complex matter

that requires an analysis of their fundamental beliefs. Several models pay attention

to particular aspects of prudential and moral reasoning (Hilhorst et al. 2006). We

can summarize the moral reasoning of our participants based on three perspectives

that always play a role to various degrees: values, principles and consequences.

One core value referred to by the participants for notifying the journal is

‘personal honesty’. Multiple interviewees made statements such as ‘‘I could not live

with myself if I was not open about it’’, which reflect a view of one’s moral self and

can be seen as a form of virtue ethics, where one sees one’s life and career as a

continuous narrative that should be lived with certain virtues. ‘‘You should not lie,

and always be honest’’ reflects a form of Kantian duty ethics, a deontological

approach that commands the actor to perform the right act, regardless of

consequences or interests.

Another core value that was frequently mentioned was ‘scientific honesty’.

‘‘Scientific truth should be our only concern, scientific reporting should be reliable’’,

said one participant, reflecting a combination of professional view (as opposed to a

personal one), and a principled approach. Truthfulness and reliability are seen as

principles that should guide our decisions.

These ethical aspirations of respondents were clearly reflected in responses to the

questionnaire. Whilst a proportion of the interviewees declared that they did have

the option not to take action and that such inaction would not have entailed

consequences for them, most or all of them agreed that all errors should be

corrected, and described their actions as exemplary and guided by personal honesty

(Table 2).

Another ethical perspective takes consequences into account, i.e. ‘not notifying

the journal may harm others’, a statement with which all respondents agreed

(Table 2). Harm is done whenever others base their scientific work on flawed

publications, or try to replicate their results and waste time and money. These

consequences can be seen as relevant moral circumstances, which are of particular

importance in fields in which resources are scarce, research is expensive, and human

health is directly at stake. Consequentialist reasoning, however, was also frequently

expressed in considerations such as ‘‘others in my surrounding knew already of the

error’’, ‘‘it could end up in a nasty situation’’ or ‘‘others may find out later’’. This
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reflects rather a prudential, even opportunistic form of reasoning. The same is true

for purely self-regarding consequences: ‘‘by not notifying the journal I could not

have stayed in the field and be credible’’. In most cases notifying the journal is

apparently based on well-considered judgments that take into account moral as well

as prudential reasons, by weighing facts, circumstances, options and their potential

consequences (cf. Rawls’ model of reflective equilibrium).

Some of the considerations made by the authors can be taken as a (rational,

logical, reasonable) support for the decision to notify the journal, justified by their

particular circumstances. Using various models of moral reasoning, considerations

can be qualified in different ways. Indeed, these circumstances can be seen as

‘warrants’ (Toulmin et al. 1979) for contacting the journal or ‘circumstantial

evidence’ (Rawls 1971) or ‘salient features of a situation’ (Nagel 1986).

Discussion

We aimed to gauge some qualitative insights into a new, rare but growing

phenomenon. Our results should be considered preliminary, due to a number of

largely unavoidable limitations. We could only identify a small number of

potentially relevant cases, i.e. authors of papers that had explicitly been retracted

due to an honest error and who were willing to be interviewed about it. Moreover,

these cases represented a broad range of research topics, methodologies, countries

as well as kinds of research institutions (i.e. public as well as private). This diversity

makes each interview unique in many details and thus hampers broad generaliza-

tions of our findings. Moreover, we could only interview researchers who, after

much deliberation and consulting with authors and colleagues, eventually decided to

notify the journal of an error. As even some of our interviewees suggested, there are

probably many researchers who, despite discovering important errors in their

publications, eventually decide not to take any action. Our results, therefore, are

based on an intrinsically self-selected group of individuals.

One of our objectives, that of understanding the ethical reasoning and

perspectives of self-retracting authors, was unavoidably limited by what is perhaps

the most important finding of this study, which is that most interviewees had not

acted with the intention to retract the paper but merely to correct it. Would they

have contacted the journal if they knew that they would end up having a retraction

linked to their name? This is a question we are unable to answer, because we only

know interviewees’ perception in hindsight: they all confirmed that they did not

regret informing the journal of their error, that it had to be done, and that it was the

only right thing to do. Even the decision to request a correction was reportedly made

after careful reflection. This reflection involved moral as well as prudential

considerations, expressing a tension between the imperative to follow internalized

ethical principles and more pragmatic assessments of the consequences of not doing

so—consequences for self, for colleagues who cite their work, for science and for

the community at large. Similar perspectives and lines of reasoning might underlie

decisions to self-retract. The current imbalance between perceived costs, benefits
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and ethical and moral value of correcting and retracting one’s own scientific papers

helps explain why self-retractions are still a relatively rare occurrence.

Despite its preliminary nature and limitations, our study revealed remarkable

similarities in the experiences of scientists who underwent the process of self-

retraction, which support multiple conclusions and recommendations that we

discuss below.

The majority of participants associated retractions with a stigma and many,

especially those at an early stage of their careers, had been deeply concerned that

even a retraction due an honest error would have a negative impact on their

professional reputation. These concerns were reinforced, in some cases, by mass-

media that, at least in the subjective impression of interviewees, seemed keen on

characterizing their case as one of misconduct. These concerns, however, invariably

turned out to be unfounded, and all of our interviewees reported receiving positive

reactions from the scientific community. This latter finding corroborates recent

studies suggesting that authors of a self-reported retraction benefit from a boost in

citations (Lu et al. 2013).

The experiences documented in our study bring comforting news for all

researchers who might discover flaws in their previously published work. However,

they also vividly illustrate how the system of scientific publication and commu-

nication could do a lot more to recognize and reward the integrity expressed by

scientists who wish to amend their flawed articles. Doing so might require

something as simple as ensuring that only honest retractions are signed by all

authors and recognized as new publications (Fanelli 2016). The experiences of our

interviewees strongly suggest that the scientific community would benefit from any

intervention to mark out self-retractions and is culturally prepared to praise and

reward authors who retract their own work.

Improvements might be needed not only for the policies of journals but also for

those of institutions. The majority of participants reported how, even though they

were aware of the existence of an institutional code of conduct on matters of

research integrity, they had not found this code useful to their case, and had

preferred to follow their own conscience (Table 2). Indeed, the fact that most

interviewees had not foreseen the fact that their paper needed retracting suggests

that they were not familiar with (or had not been able to fully understand) journal

policies and international guidelines on retraction and correction. Given the diverse

provenance of our interviewees, these claims are difficult to generalize. However,

they suggest that current institutional codes of conduct and journal policies are

either inadequate or inadequately promoted amongst researchers. Whilst many

respondents had not referred to their institution’s code of conduct, they all reported

to have found the educational activities of their institute helpful (Table 2). These

findings support the view that scientific integrity can be treated as a virtue that is

acquired by training and education, and cannot simply be secured with strict codes

and regulations (Consoli 2008).

Our findings also underscore the importance of good mentorship in fostering

research integrity. Although none of the interviewees reported strong disagreements

among co-authors over the need to correct and eventually retract their joint

publication, senior authors generally appeared to take the lead throughout the
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process. Junior authors (PhD students and Post-docs) appeared to assume a more

passive role and to rely on their mentors’ guidance. The passivity of young

researchers may be explained by multiple factors. Junior researchers are academ-

ically powerless as well as inexperienced and are therefore in a vulnerable position.

Senior researchers, our results suggests, did indeed benefit from their longer

experience, personal connections and higher academic status. Moreover, junior

researchers might not have yet internalized norms of scientific integrity and might

therefore be in need of ethical leadership. All these factors underscore how good

mentorship is essential to ensure the professional development and ethical

maturation of future scientists.

In conclusion, our results offered a very preliminary window into a phenomenon,

that of self-retraction, that epitomizes scientific integrity and yet has been poorly

studied and documented to date. Future research could build upon these results both

qualitatively, by elaborating and expanding on the various themes that have

emerged from our interviews, as well as quantitatively, assessing for example to

what extent the problems documented by our study represent general obstacles that

impede an efficient amendment of the literature. We believe that the lack of

attention paid to such cases is manifest not just in the scarcity of scholarly literature

on the subject but also in the overwhelming attention that the media as well as

course curricula on the Responsible Conduct of Research (RCR) pay to egregious

cases of scientific misconduct (e.g. Baylis 2004). We believe that exemplars of

virtuous conduct, including stories of researchers who corrected or retracted their

own papers, should figure more prominently in the popularization of science and

should be presented in RCR curricula as an inspiration for future scientists.

Appendix: Questionnaire—Retraction Project

1. What exactly happened?

Follow up-questions:

• What led to the idea that something was wrong, was it clear at first?

• When was this moment?

• Who were involved at that very first moment?

• When were the other co-authors notified?

• How did the co-authors respond?

• How did the debate unfold: did the team discuss the matter.

• How long did it take to make a decision, how much time from initial doubts

to sending the retraction letter?

2. Can you describe your correspondence with the Journal?

Follow up-questions:

• Which author(s) did the request? On behalf of all the co-authors? (If not,

why?)
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• How did you describe to the Journal what was wrong? Did you elaborate on

the circumstances of the case?

• What did you ask (article retraction or just a correction)?

• What was the Journal’s response to the request?

• How long did it take before a decision was made?

• What reason did the Journal give for retraction?

• Do you think this response was adequate, as it should be?

• Do you think the communication with the Journal was satisfactory?

3. How did your communication with your colleagues and others evolve?

Follow up-questions:

• With which persons did you talk in the first place? (Co-authors; research

leader; colleague; a friend perhaps outside the work environment)

• Who were involved in the decision to inform the Journal (solely co-authors

or also others?)?

• Were all in agreement with each other, had you/others to be convinced?

• What was the final, decisive motivation to inform the Journal, what was

your main concern?

• What if you did not notify the journal, what would have been the

consequences?

• If objections were raised and concerns expressed (against informing), what

were these?

• How long did it take from the idea that something was wrong to informing

the Journal?

• What were the obstacles, what were the driving factors?

4. What did you learn? What can the scientific community learn from this

experience?

Follow up-questions:

• What would encourage researchers to behave the way you did?

• How can, in your perception, honest research and scientific integrity be

facilitated and promoted?

• What are, in your perception, the main obstacles and threats to research

integrity, i.e. honest reporting?

• Which factors, motives and circumstances, have led in your case to this

outcome (request for retraction)?

• Have there been any harmful consequences?

• In retrospect, do the positive consequences (of informing the Journal)

outweigh the negative consequences?

• What were these consequences in your case?
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