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Retractions fix science, right?
Not everybody is so sure…
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‘Self-correction of science’ is hotly debated
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Encouraging self-correction by authors

Author are generally not keen to retract their own articles, I wonder why….

But they don’t really want to
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We need more retractions!

● Science should be self-correcting

● Retractions aren’t great because they don’t distinguish 

between honest errors and misconduct

● Science could be more self-correcting by making this 

distinction between honest retractions and retractions for bad 

things (like misconduct)

● This would encourage more self-correcting by authors

Retractions, retractions and then some more retractions
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What is a retraction, anyway?
The basics
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What is a retraction, anyway?
The basics
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(Straight from the source: https://doi.org/10.24318/cope.2019.1.4)

To retract is an EDITORIAL
decision!

https://doi.org/10.24318/cope.2019.1.4


Then this happens: upset authors, hesitant editors

Retraction decisions lead to a lot of arguments:

● “The issues with the article don’t reach the threshold of retraction, please consider this extremely 

length correction to address the concerns.”

Think of the children!
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● “The retraction decision is unfair because we didn’t commit any misconduct!”

● “We shouldn’t have to suffer because one of the authors did something wrong”

● “If you really want to retract, I would prefer that you just take my article offline”

● “Could you please wait for three/six/eight months? I’d like to graduate first.”

● “If you retract my paper, I will lose my livelihood, please consider my three young children.”

● “Sorry for the delay in responding. The news of your retraction decision affected me severely 

and I am now in the hospital. Please have mercy.”

“One of the authors”:
● The lab 

technician
● The undergrad 

who left the lab 
a long time ago.

● He’s dead.

I will sue you, you will 
hear from my lawyer!



Let’s fix this!
Ok this might be a bit too much
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So retractions are contentious, but now what?

Better self-correction with self-retractions?

New article types and editorial policies all the way down (1)
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Let’s fix this, but how?

Better self-correction with amendment notices?
(minor amendment, major amendment, complete amendments)

New article types and editorial policies all the way down
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Better self-correction with three retraction types?

(proactive, reactive, unilateral)

Let’s fix this, but how?
New article types and editorial policies all the way down
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Let’s fix this, but how?

Better self-correction with even more (five!) retraction types?

(withdrawal, retired, cancelled, self-retraction, removal)

New article types and editorial policies all the way down
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So basically:

A common denominator in these proposals is that there should be a clear 

distinction between retractions for misconduct, and retractions for honest errors.

Here’s what they have in common
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If this exists, authors would then be more inclined to ‘do the right thing’.



These are excellent ideas, but it may not work because….(1)

If the objective is to promote better (self-)correction of science, 

these proposals are possibly counterproductive

The editor doesn’t know
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● In the majority of cases, journal editors don’t (and can’t) have enough 

information to determine if authors committed misconduct or simply made an 

honest error. 

● In order to reliably obtain this information, journals rely on institutions to 

investigate, leading to significant delays in resolving cases.

I will sue you, you will 
hear from my lawyer!



These are excellent ideas, but it may not work because….(3)

If the objective is to promote better (self-)correction of science, 

these proposals are possibly counterproductive

Retractions don’t get any better
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● Having additional retraction types for honest errors will only reinforce the 

stigma.

● This will lead to further discussions, arguments and pleas for authors, possibly 

leading to further delays

● That’s fine: authors can argue, but editors will be overwhelmed



So unfortunately….

If the objective is to promote better (self-)correction of science, 

these proposals are possibly counterproductive

Hate to break it to you
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(also, have there been any success stories around this yet?)

1. Fewer retractions

2. More time needed to actually do retractions

3. Difficulty in setting industry standards (can be done, but it’s 

sooooooo hard)



A not so radical proposal

Retractions are designed to be a neutral tool to correct the 

literature
● Editorial decisions to retract are based on the reliability of the article, and 

whether an editor still has confidence in the soundness of the science

● Good retraction notices describe what’s wrong with the article, not what 

the authors may or may not have intended to do

● Retractions are not punitive, only corrective

Ch-ch-changes?
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Also (or rather, that’s why): retractions are a good 
thing!
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https://retractionw

atch.com/2020/01

/02/nobel-winner-

retracts-paper-

from-science/

Did the 
right thing



More retraction positivity, less retraction shaming

You want science to be more self-correcting? Stop retraction shaming!

● Retractions are a normal part of academic publishing and that it is a good thing

More and more and more
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● Emphasize that retractions are a signal that editors and publishers are taking their 

responsibility

● Encourage editors to consider that retractions are a great way to correct the 

published record  

● Be careful to jump to conclusions when you see that an article is retracted

● More importantly: emphasize to authors that they are not being punished



THANK YOU
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