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Publish and Perish? The Rules of the Game 

More and more frequently we read editorials or 
hear from other journal editors that breaches of eti- 
quette and even ethics are taking place in the publi- 
cation arena. Presenting work as being completely 
new while ignoring previous experiments or papers, 
including authors who have had nothing to do with 
the experiments, publishing identical data in more 
than one journal, ”boiler-plating” the prose in differ- 
ent papers so that only the names (genes) are 
changed, and so on are some examples of ethical 
misjudgment. The question naturally arises, there- 
fore, whether these problems are occurring more fre- 
quently than they used to, or alternatively, whether 
the available technology of electronic communication 
simply makes the problems more noticeable? 

In a recent editorial in Amevican Scienfist (i19951 83: 
401403) about peer review in science, D. Goodstein 
attributes the crisis in reviewing papers and prepar- 
ing grant applications to declining resources, making 
the pressure to get ahead (by writing more papers, 
submitting more grants, vying for advancement in 
rank, etc.) even more intense. Perhaps the commod- 
ity-driven approach to science so prevalent i n  the 
latter half of the 20th century makes it more tempting 
for scientists to cut corners when preparing papers 
for publication, to partition their work into ”least 
publishable units,” or to publish the same data more 
than once. A11 of us would hate to think that as 
scientists we have become increasingly dishonest. It 
is possible that perhaps some scientists do not know 
the conventions and ethics of publication in scientific 
journals, and in addition, there may be a few bad 
apples in the barrel: people who know the rules but 
break them nevertheless. This commentary serves to 
educate the former and to warn the latter. 

What happens when you submit a manuscript to 
Plant Physiology? Currently, most of us read the ”In- 
structions for Contributors” and send a reasonable 
facsimile of what the journal expects in terms of 
manuscript presentation. Upon receipt of the manu- 
script, the Plant Physiology editorial office sends it to 
a scientific editor, and then he or she selects review- 
ers. Concomitantly, the editorial office returns an 
acknowledgment of receipt of the manuscript and a 
copyright assignment form to the authors. By signing 
this form,“the authors warrant that the Article is an 
original work, that it has not been published else- 
where in whole or in part, that it contains neither 
matter infringing on the copyright of any other per- 
son, nor matter that is in any way unlawful.” Most of 
us then forget about this form, because our concerns 
are more about the status of the manuscript: will it be 

accepted, what kind of revisions will I have to make 
if accepted, and so on. How many people actually 
read the copyright assignment form? More impor- 
tant, does anything happen to the authors if they do 
not follow the precepts outlined in this agreement? 

From a legal point of view, the primary function of 
the form is, as its title declares, to assign copyright of 
the article to the ASPP. If an author were later to 
republish the work in another journal, that publica- 
tion would represent a violation of the society’s 
copyright. Sometimes people create a ”Catch-22” sit- 
uation by publishing data in a meeting proceedings 
book, which counts as prior publication. It seems 
unlikely, however, that the society would go through 
the legal expense to redress such a violation. Never- 
theless, the ASPP copyright assignment is a bilateral 
contract with promises on both sides. The author 
promises the ASPP that the work is original, that it 
has not been published elsewhere, and grants the 
copyright of the article to the society. In return, the 
ASPP grants back to the author the right to republish 
the article in certain books and promises to publish 
the article if it is accepted. 

If the author were to break one of the promises, e.g. 
present a paper that was, in fact, not original, the 
author would breach the contract. This breach would 
in turn justify the ASPP‘s refusal to publish the arti- 
cle. If the breach were not discovered until after 
publication, the ASPP should be entitled to “unpub- 
lish,” that is, to retract the article. It is inherent in a 
bilateral contract that a breaching party should not be 
entitled to retain the benefit of the bargain. However, 
it would be fairer and simpler if the ASPP copyright 
assignment form were modified to clearly reflect this 
reality. New language, with additions underlined, 
could accomplish this end as follows: 

The Authors warrant that the Article is an original 
work, that it has not been published, and will not be 
published, elsewhere in whole or in part, that it 
contains neither matter infringing on the copyright of 
any other person, nor matter that is in any way 
unlawful. The Authors will hold harmless and in- 
demnify the ASPP and its employees against any 
claim or proceeding instituted as a result of a breach 
of these warranties. 

ASPP, in turn, grants to the Authors the royalty- 
free right of publication in any book of which the 
Author(s) is the Author or Editor, subject to the ex- 
press condition that lawful notice of claim of copy- 
right be given. ASPP specifically reserves the right, 
and the Authors acknowledge this right, to retract 
the Article should a breach of the above warranties 
be discovered following publication. 
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This simple modification provides Plant  Physiology 
with more explicit directions about the preparation 
of manuscripts for publication, and emphasizes that 
data from one paper-meaning either text, tables, or 
figures-cannot be used in other manuscripts with- 
out the permission of the journal. This practice would 
be in keeping with the policies of other journals. For 
example, journals published by the American Society 
of Microbiology (Jouvnal of Bacteriology, Applied and 
Envivonmen tal Microbiology, Jouvnal of Vivology, and 
others) as well as nonsociety journals such as Biotech- 
nology have a definite editorial policy with regard to 
the status of authors, potential conflicts of interest 
(financia1 or otherwise), and, of course, the assurance 
that the substance of the manuscript has not been 
published previously or is being considered for pub- 
lication elsewhere. Words to this effect are written in 
the "Instructions to Authors," and in the case of 
Biotechnology, are also sent to the reviewers of papers. 

We recommend that Plant  Physiology consider 
adopting such a policy and include more explicit 
instructions to authors with regard to authorship and 
publication in primary journals. Below is a direct 
quote from the Biotechnology "Instructions to Au- 
thors" that could be adapted for our journal. 

A manuscript is submitted with the understanding 
that neither it nor the essence of its content has been 
published previously, nor is it being considered for 
publication elsewhere. With the exception of review 
articles, a11 authors are presumed to have had signif- 
icant roles in the reported research, to have agreed to 
be listed as authors and to have reviewed and ap- 
proved the manuscript. It is understood that respon- 
sibility for the content of the paper is shared by a11 
authors in accordance with their roles. AI1 individu- 
als who contributed substantively to the project, con- 
ceptually and materially, should be included as co- 
authors. Appropriate brief acknowledgment (in 
Acknowledgment section) should also be given to 
other persons, organizations and sources of funding. 

I'lease include copies of any other papers that may 
assist in the review process, whether published, in 
press, or under consideration. Cloning and nucle- 
otide sequence data should be deposited with Gen- 
Bank or EMBL. Potential conflicts of interest and 
funding sources should be revealed. 

Some might argue that since there has always been 
an ever-present pressure to publish, people know 
what to do and we do not need even more rules and 
regulations about how to publish scientific data. 
However, there is a growing perception that scien- 
tific integrity is in jeopardy. The increase in the num- 
ber of editorials and even books written on the issue 
of editorial and publications integrity indicates the 
apparent magnitude of the problem. The changes 
suggested above merely make explicit what was for- 
merly implied and have the beneficia1 effect of en- 
suring integrity. 

The plant biology community, like other scientific 
communities, is a small one. A person who deliber- 
ately deviates from the unwritten but well-estab- 
lished code of scientific ethics risks that trust in his or 
her research efforts will be shaken. Ultimately, ev- 
eryone loses if the code is breached. 
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