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Abstract
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findings, they must ensure that any statements obtained during fieldwork interviews cannot be
traced back to the interviewees. Given these protections to interviewees, the integrity of the
published findings cannot usually be verified or replicated by third parties, and the scholarly
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anonymised fieldwork interviews that could not have occurred as described. As an exercise in
post-publication peer review (PPPR), this paper examines the evidence that calls into question
the reliability of the putative fieldwork quotations. | show further that the 2017 article is
not a unique case. The anonymity and confidentiality protections common in some areas of
research create an ethical problem: the protections necessary for obtaining research data can
be used as a cover to hide substandard research practices as well as research misconduct.
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Introduction

The bestowal of a cloak of confidentiality and anonymity on interviewees allows
researchers to obtain reliable qualitative data on sensitive topics. These important
protections enable fieldwork researchers to gain candid responses from interview-
ees who are thereby free to speak without fear of reprisals. When the data from
such interviews are prepared for publication, researchers should ensure that any
statements made by interviewees cannot be traced back to them. Members of the
scholarly community trust that the qualitative data reported under these conditions
in scholarly publications are reliable, since the data set typically does not admit of
verification or replication by third parties.

A violation of that trust occurs when qualitative researchers misuse the prac-
tice of confidentiality and anonymity to produce fraudulent works. Proving that
a researcher has fabricated fieldwork findings under such circumstances is quite
difficult. In a widely publicised case involving political anthropologist Mart
Bax, the official investigating committee could only conclude that the allega-
tions of qualitative data fraud were ‘highly plausible’ (Baud et al., 2013: 17). In
the words of the committee members, ‘it has been impossible to find supporting
evidence or sources’ for the basic fieldwork claims (Baud et al., 2013: 17). Bax
was found to have committed scientific misconduct, and retractions have been
issued for some of his works (Ferguson, 2014; Marcus, 2020). The academic
community failed to realise the problem with his research in a timely way, in part
because of his use of anonymization techniques. Bax delayed scrutiny of his
research for years by claiming ‘to be protecting informants by using pseudo-
nyms and inventing geographical names for his field sites’ (Sandberg and Scheer,
2020: 6; see also Margry, 2020).

Discrediting fraudulent data putatively collected under the conditions of confi-
dentiality and anonymity is difficult. In this paper, I argue that a recent article
published in an Elsevier foreign policy and international relations journal reports
fieldwork interviews that could not have occurred as described. Using only pub-
licly available information, I propose that the qualitative data is not reliable and
that the publication of the article is a suspected violation of research and publica-
tion integrity. (I should mention that the then-Editors-in-Chief of the Elsevier jour-
nal are aware of an earlier version of the present paper and in August 2019
recommended that it be submitted for publication in a journal that considers ethics
in the social sciences.) This paper is an exercise in post-publication peer review; I
warn that researchers should be wary of trusting the findings and conclusions set
forth in that article and argue further that this case is not an isolated one.

Post-publication peer review

Post-publication peer review (PPPR) is a general term that refers to various prac-
tices for publicly disclosing concerns about the reliability of articles belonging to
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the published scholarly literature. Some researchers have argued that PPPR ‘can
out-perform that of the conventional pre-publication process’ in the areas of cor-
rection and fraud detection (Tennant et al., 2021). PPPR provides a crowd-sourced
layer of scrutiny to the published research literature by finding errors, identifying
faulty research practices and discovering cases of research misconduct that were
missed by peer reviewers prior to publication.

PPPR of a given article typically occurs in a venue other than the journal that
published that article. PubPeer, for example, is an online platform for PPPR that
allows users to post concerns about published articles. For all postings in PubPeer,
‘facts must be restricted to those accessible to other readers’ (PubPeer, 2017).
Postings on PubPeer not only warn researchers about potential problems with pub-
lished articles, but the postings have also prompted editors and publishers in many
cases to issue retractions, corrections and editorial notes for fraudulent or severely
deficient articles (Bik, 2019). The journalists at Retraction Watch regularly report
on cases of research misconduct that were first brought to light on PubPeer. The
relegation of PPPR to an extrinsic online venue (such as PubPeer) means, how-
ever, that many journal readers may miss relevant comments on articles.

Some journals do support PPPR directly by publishing criticisms of articles that
have appeared in their pages, and sometimes the authors of the criticised articles
are invited to respond. (For recent examples, see Jung, 2019 and Dougherty, 2019a,
and the authors’ replies Lin et al., 2019 and Schulz, 2020.) These types of articles
are sometimes classified as ‘refutations’. Journal-supported PPPR is the exception
rather than the rule, however. Two of the founders of PubPeer have noted that
‘there is a widespread and self-fulfilling perception that journals do not welcome
correspondence or comments that criticise their publications’ (Barbour and Stell,
2020: 151). They are not alone in this assessment. The authors of a recent article
call for editorial courage and diligence, arguing that ‘editors are in the unique
position to facilitate post-publication error correction’ but that ‘many journal edi-
tors do not fulfill this responsibility’ (Vorland et al., 2020). Some journal editors
and publishers appear to operate by a loose principle termed the research incum-
bency rule where ‘once an article is published in some approved venue, it should
be taken as truth’ (Gelman, 2016). The failure of journals and editors to support
investigations into the quality of the articles they have published, as well as the
failure to issue corrections in print, has been judged by some researchers to be seri-
ous forms of editorial malpractice (Shelomi, 2014; Teixeira da Silva, 2016).
Exercises in PPPR sometimes must appear in journals other than the ones in which
the deficient articles were published (For an example, see Dougherty, 2019b and
updates in Hansson, 2019b and Weinberg, 2019).

As a mechanism to improve the reliability of the published research literature,
therefore, PPPR remedies two kinds of failures. First, PPPR addresses the wide
range of deficient research practices that harm the quality of published research.
These deficiencies range from questionable research practices (QRPs) to major
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acts of research misconduct, including the standard categories of fabrication, fal-
sification and plagiarism (FFP). Second, PPPR addresses the problem that some
editors and publishers fail to alert readers to faulty publications that have appeared
under their aegis. Editorial inaction is a major threat to the quality of the published
research literature; one of founders of Retraction Watch has concluded that ‘it is
incredibly hard to get papers retracted from the literature, or even corrected or
noted in some way’ (Oransky, 2020: 141). Furthermore, ‘the suppression of self-
corrective mechanisms in science has enabled a surprisingly large number of
researchers to build very successful careers based upon the most dubious of
research practices’ (Barbour and Stell, 2020: 152). Violation of research ethics is
a major driver for increased interest in PPPR; on some accounts ‘the prevalence of
misconduct varies 1%—2% and can be as high as 14%’ (Shamoo, 2019: 1).

The role of trust

Pre- and post-publication peer reviewers face many challenges when evaluating
manuscripts or articles that report the completion of research activities that are not
easy to verify, such as data collection, archival research or lab experiments. In
short, reviewers are limited in their ability to authenticate that the findings
described in manuscripts or articles have been obtained in the manner described
by authors. The trust extended to researchers who submit manuscripts by editors,
reviewers and publishers need not be absolute or uncritical; some journals require
that manuscript authors submit raw data sets, offer evidence that studies have been
pre-registered, or supply copies of dated institutional review board (IRB) approval.
Furthermore, some resources offer guidance to pre-and post-publication reviewers
who want to be a ‘statistical detective’ (Sainani, 2020), discover plagiarism (Gipp,
2014; Weber-Wulff, 2014) or whistleblow about plagiarism (Dougherty, 2018).

Manuscripts based on qualitative research pose particular vetting challenges for
both pre- and post-publication reviewers, since the collected data is typically
anonymised with identifiers removed. When researchers interview vulnerable
groups on sensitive topics, assurances of confidentiality and anonymity are
required to obtain candid, reliable responses. According to a standard understand-
ing of anonymity protections, ‘data should be presented in such a way that respond-
ents should be able to recognise themselves, while the reader should not be able to
identify them’ (Grinyer, 2002: 1).

For these reasons, reviewers, editors, publishers and readers extend trust to
researchers who publish articles based on anonymised qualitative research with
vulnerable populations. In the dilemma between (1) scientific transparency,
accuracy, quality and detail, and (2) generous anonymity and confidentiality
protections, the default of many in the research community is to favor the latter.
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Considerations may include the fact that the historical breaches of confidentiality
‘are not uncommon in qualitative sociology and anthropology’ (Tolich, 2018: 2) as
well as the prudential position that ‘anonymity cannot be completely guaranteed’
by researchers (Saunders et al., 2015: 629). A common view holds that anonymity
and confidentiality protections must be supported liberally to insulate vulnerable
research participants from potential harm, such as retaliation, stigma or loss of
privacy. Proposals for defusing this dilemma include offering research participants
more autonomy via consent forms with a range of confidentiality and anonymity
options, some of which allow for the reporting of potentially identifying elements
and hence more details about the data collected (Kaiser, 2009).

The trust between researcher and reader can be abused by researchers who use
anonymity and confidentiality protections to produce faulty or fraudulent quali-
tative research. The committee investigating the Bax case emphasised that ‘aca-
demic relationships are based on trust in the scientific honesty of everyone
involved’ and that ‘reciprocal trust will always be essential’ (Baud et al., 2013:
3, 45). Two editors who recently issued retractions for seven of Bax’s articles
noted that the trust between researcher and reader is ‘built not only through the
quality and reliability of previously published work’ but also in performances
‘during conferences, meetings and in research cooperation’ (Sandberg and
Scheer 2020: 5).

Anonymity and confidentiality protection can also be used as a cover for fraud-
ulent studies that report quantitative research findings. The three committees that
investigated the data fabrication and falsification case in social psychology by
researcher Diederik Stapel asserted that ‘trust forms the basis of all scientific col-
laboration. If [. . .] there is a serious breach of that trust, the very foundations of
science are undermined’ (Levelt et al., 2012: 4). Other cases where anonymity and
confidentiality protections were used as cover for falsifying and fabricating quali-
tative as well as quantitative data continue to come to light in various fields,
including historically influential studies (see Calahan, 2019: 277, 295).

The use of confidentiality and anonymity protections increases the level of trust
demanded of readers. Some researchers identify their research subjects only
obliquely by using pseudonyms for them or by describing them only with generic
descriptions. Direct quotations might be paraphrased to hide idiosyncratic speech
patterns. Furthermore, sometimes researchers will be vague about the location
where interviews took place. Since the responses by some interviewees might
shed light on the identities of other interviewees, researchers must be especially
careful in reporting data from research participants who know each other (Tolich,
2004). Major modifications to raw qualitative research data place the reader in a
vulnerable position of trust, since verification or confirmation of what has been
reported is typically not possible.
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A suspected case of unreliable anonymised qualitative
data

To illustrate how anonymity and confidentiality protections might be misused in
the production of unreliable research, I examine a new case of suspected research
and publication misconduct. This exercise in PPPR evaluates an article titled
‘Promoting the Rule of Law in Serbia: What is Hindering the Reforms in the
Justice Sector?’ that appeared in the December 2017 issue of an Elsevier quarterly.
The article is easily accessible; in addition to the print version, the article is cur-
rently available on Elsevier’s ScienceDirect platform as well as on a new webpage
for the journal on the University of California Press website. The author of record
for the article — hereafter, ‘C.” — is a widely published professor at a European
university. (Since my research focus here is on the suspected abuse of anonymity
and confidentiality protections, rather than on any persons who engage in it, the
names of any individuals involved do not appear in this article.)

The now-retracted 2017 article! purports to explain why weaknesses in the judi-
ciary in Serbia still exist despite the passage of reform legislation. Its findings are
said to be based on fieldwork research conducted by C. In a detailed method state-
ment at the beginning of the article, C. explains that in addition to using data from
published primary and secondary sources, the research includes ‘face-to-face inter-
views with judicial system representatives (judges and judicial servants) in
Belgrade’ and that ‘all interviews were conducted in the first half of 2015 (C.,
2017: 332). Given the nature of the research, the interviewees are not identified by
name in the article, but are only described generically (e.g., ‘judge in a judicial
court in Belgrade’; ‘a judicial servant’). These methodological claims are impor-
tant, as they establish the procedure for data collection (confidential and anonymised
interviews), a location for the fieldwork research (Belgrade) and a time window for
the interviews (the first 6months of 2015). Furthermore, readers are told that that
the collected fieldwork data is the basis of the conclusions of the article; that is,
‘analysis of the data collected during the interviews enabled proper identification of
shortcomings in judicial reforms in Serbia’ (C., 2017: 332). This claim posits an
essential relationship between the fieldwork data and the critical analyses of the
state of the judiciary in Serbia that follow in the rest of the article. Unmentioned in
the article’s research statement, however, are (1) the language in which the inter-
views were conducted and (2) the total number of research participants.

The principal reason that casts substantive doubt on the reliability of the field-
work data putatively collected by C. in Belgrade in the first half of 2015 is simple.
In short: every quotation C. attributes to anonymised interviewees in the 2017
article has already appeared in print in works prior to 2015 authored by other
researchers. In these undisclosed source texts, the verbatim and near-verbatim
words are not fieldwork quotations but are simply sentences of scholarly analysis
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Table I.

C. (2017: 336)

Berenschot/Imagos (2013: 307)

Lack of political will remains the key
challenge. For our interviewers, it is obvious
that a number of public institutions in

Serbia do not wish to strengthen their rule of
law roles and capacities. This is in large part
because ‘political decision makers at the top
do not want this to happen though there may

Lack of political will remains the key challenge.
According to national and international
observers, it is clear that a number of public
institutions do not wish to strengthen their
Rule of Law roles and capacities. This is in
large part because political decision makers

at the top do not want this to happen though

also be internal reasons why some bodies are

there may also be internal reasons why some

not playing out their roles as mandated and

bodies are not playing out their roles as

expected’.'?

mandated and expected.

"Interview conducted with a judge in a judicial
court in Belgrade (April 2015)

by other researchers. C. appears to be taking sentences of scholarly analysis found
in the published writings of other scholars and then re-presenting them as confi-
dential on-the-ground fieldwork interview quotations. What is more, the surround-
ing passages in which the sentences originally appear in the undisclosed source
works are also apparently appropriated by C. In addition to suspected data fraud
there is suspected copy-and-paste plagiarism.

Evidence of suspected data fraud

The putative words of a Serbian judge

The first example of suspected data fraud in C.’s article is presented in Table 1. In
the left column is a passage from C.’s (2017) article, and in the right column is the
undisclosed source text. Verbatim overlap between the two passages is highlighted,
and the words attributed by C. to a 2015 confidential and anonymised fieldwork
interview with ‘a judge in a judicial court in Belgrade’ are underlined.

As Table 1 shows, the 32-word sentence that C. specifically attributes to a judge
purportedly interviewed in Belgrade in April 2015 ‘in a judicial court’ corresponds
identically with a 32-word sentence found in a 2013 consultancy report. The appar-
ent undisclosed source text is a study funded by the EU and jointly prepared by the
international consultancy groups Berenshot and Imagos for the European Union’s
IPA Program for the Western Balkans. The study was completed in December
2012 and published in early 2013 under the title Thematic Evaluation of Rule of
Law, Judicial Reform and Fight against Corruption and Organised Crime in the
Western Balkans (Berenschot/Imagos, 2013). That report was published 2 years
earlier than the interview was said to have taken place. In the apparent undisclosed
source text, the 32-word sentence is not presented as a confidential fieldwork
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interview statement but is simply a sentence of scholarly analysis on the part of the
report writers. C. appears to have fashioned a sentence of scholarly analysis from
the 2013 consultancy report into a fieldwork quotation from 2015 by supplying
quotation marks, a speaker (a judge), a location (a judicial court in Belgrade), an
occasion (a fieldwork interview with C.) and a general date (April 2015).

Table 1 also provides further evidence that the 2013 consultancy report is the
real material for the putative fieldwork quotation: the three preceding sentences
that introduce it in C.’s article appear also to be derived directly from the same
consultancy study. The first sentence is identical (‘Lack of political will [. . .]’.)
and the second and third sentences contain much overlap, including strings of 6
and 18 consecutive words verbatim. Additionally, there is a close synonym substi-
tution, as the word ‘clear’ is rendered as ‘obvious’.

The results of Table 1 can be summarised as follows. The portion in Table 1 that
is highlighted and underlined shows evidence of suspected data fraud, and the por-
tion that is highlighted but not underlined shows evidence of suspected copy-and-
paste plagiarism.

The plausibility of the fieldwork data

To assume that this putative fieldwork interview quotation in the article in the
2017 Elsevier journal is reliable requires that one take as true the elements of the
following implausible scenario: (1) an anonymised Serbian judge, in a confiden-
tial interview in Belgrade with C. in April 2015, is unwittingly uttering words that
correspond verbatim with the text of a commissioned EU consultancy report pub-
lished 2 years earlier; (2) in recounting the interview with the judge, C. is unwit-
tingly using words from the very same report to introduce the words of the judge
and (3) both the words of the judge and the words of C. happen to be adjacent on
the same page of the consultancy report that has more than 325 pages. There is no
doubt that C. is familiar with the consultancy report; it is cited elsewhere in the
article and listed in the bibliography.

Even if one were to accept the fieldwork quote as reliable, by judging the con-
fluence of such eclements as a chance constellation of events, one is still left to
account for another feature: every other fieldwork quotation in C.’s article has
similar circumstances surrounding it. Table 2 presents a second fieldwork attribu-
tion presented in C.’s article. This time the putative interview ‘with a judge in a
judicial court’ is presented in the mode of indirect discourse, where C. purports to
summarise the judge’s words. Again, there is clear verbatim overlap with the
same EU consultancy report that was published 2years before the fieldwork
interview was supposed to have taken place. A string of 43 verbatim words is
attributed to the judge via a footnote that identifies the words as having been
uttered in a judicial court in Belgrade in April 2015. These very words, however,
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Table 2.

C. (2017: 335-336)

Berenschot/Imagos (2013: 306-307)

More importantly, key prosecutorial and
accountability bodies with real power — in
particular the police and prosecutors, but
also actors like Parliamentary oversight
committees and the Budgetary Inspectorate/

More importantly, key prosecutorial and
accountability bodies with real power — in
particular the police and prosecutors, but
also actors like Parliamentary oversight
committees and the Budgetary Inspectorate/

Ministry of Finance are seen not to use
their mandated powers to the fullest extent

Ministry of Finance are seen not to use
their mandated powers to the fullest extent

possible.” Thus, the actual functioning of

the public accountability system must be
strengthened and become more operational
if on-the ground fight against corruption and
organised crime is to succeed.

’Interview conducted with a judge in a judicial

possible. While there may be a number of
reasons why some actors are not performing
their roles as hoped for, it is clear that the
actual functioning of the public accountability
system is weak and must be strengthened
and become more operational if on-the-

court in Belgrade (April 2015). ground fight against corruption and organised

crime is to succeed.

appear in the EU consultancy report from 2 years earlier, and not as data from a
fieldwork interview but merely as a sentence of scholarly analysis. The idiosyn-
cratic punctuation marks, including the use of an en-dash surrounded by spaces,
and a forward slash, are the same in both. Apart from the verbatim overlap of 43
consecutive words, these dash and slash punctuation idiosyncrasies suggest a
dependency of C.’s putative interview quotation on the previously published
consultancy work by Berenshot and Imagos.

The text following the 43-word putative fieldwork summary also overlaps sub-
stantively with the 2013 consultancy report. With the exception of the word ‘Thus’,
all the remaining 28 words in the passage are also found in the report, and they
occur in the next sentence of the report.

Additional electronic evidence

There are minor differences between the passage as is appears in 2017 and its sus-
pected source text, including the omission of some text and a missing hyphen, but
the latter omission really constitutes an additional piece of evidence that C. is tak-
ing from the report. Where the report has the dual hyphenated expression ‘on-the-
ground’, in C.’s version the second hyphen is missing so that it is presented as
‘on-the ground’. This small difference of a missing hyphen is significant. In the
2013 consultancy report, the expression comes at the end of a line, so that ‘on-
the-* appears at the end of one line and ‘ground’ appears at the beginning of the
next line. If one were to copy-and-paste the line, the second hyphen would be read
as a hyphen used to divide long words at the end of a line, and so it would not be
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Table 3.

C. (2017: 336) SELDI/CLDS (2014: 20-21)

Within the judges’ perception of their The greatest problem of operations of
independence, the greatest problem of judiciary is that there is no accountability
operations of judiciary in Serbia concerns the whatsoever for the judges; at least this is the
lack of accountability: judges are accountable judges’ perception of their independence.

to their peers, judges of the higher courts, Formally, judges are accountable to their

but there are no mutual incentives for us’.® peers, but it is rather easy to see that there
8Interview conducted with a judge in a judicial are no mutual incentives for the members of
court in Belgrade (April 2015) the same profession [. . .].

carried over when one ‘pastes’ the text. The absent hyphen is an additional piece
of evidence — albeit electronic circumstantial evidence — that the passage copied
from the 2013 consultancy report. Contemporary research on plagiarism detection
emphasises how subtle electronic evidence — such as spelling inconsistencies,
unintentionally transferred metadata and accidental ligatures from optical charac-
ter recognition programs — can assist in building a case that a text copies from an
undisclosed source text (Weber-Wulff, 2014: 7).

Additional putative fieldwork quotations

The third putative fieldwork quotation in C.’s (2017) article can also be reduced to
an undisclosed and previously published source text. As shown in Table 3, this
time the apparent source text is a 2014 report co-authored by researchers at the
anti-corruption coalition SELDI (Southeast Europe Leadership for Development
and Integrity) and the think-tank CLDS (Center for Liberal-Democratic Studies).
Titled Corruption Assessment Report: Serbia, the report ‘provides an overview of
the state of corruption and anti-corruption in Serbia in 2013-2014’ (SELDI/CLDS,
2014: 1). The report has a publication date of 2014, a year prior to the April 2015
date given by C. for the putative fieldwork interviews in Serbia.

Again, here the substantive part of the presumed quotation ascribed to ‘a judge
in a judicial court in Belgrade’ in April 2015 corresponds to a sentence of scholarly
analysis found in previously published research literature. And again, the sentence
introducing the putative fieldwork quotation also overlaps to some degree with the
source text. There is indisputable evidence that C. is familiar with this source text,
as it is cited elsewhere in the 2017 article and appears in the bibliography.

In the conclusion of the 2017 article, C. further invokes the putative fieldwork
interviews from 2015. Table 4 displays the relevant passage and its undisclosed
source text. The reference here is a general one, since it claims to be offering a
summary of the data collected from interviews with ‘judges and judicial servants’
during the first half of 2015. This final representation of qualitative data in the
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Table 4.

C. (2017: 337) Berenschot/Imagos (201 3: viii)
During the interviews held with judges Within the larger justice sector
and judicial servants, the concern was not picture, however, the problems of
the adoption of reforms but the lack of corruption and organised crime
implementation of the reforms themselves. remain serious concerns.

Within the justice sector, the independence and
accountability of judges, the lack of political will
and the problems of corruption and organised
crime remain serious concerns.

article appears to have an undisclosed source text, which is the same 2013 consul-
tancy report that appeared to serve as the basis for the fieldwork quotations pre-
sented in Tables 1 and 2. Here again the apparent source text is simply a passage
of scholarly analysis that re-appears in C.’s work as the fruit of confidential and
anonymised fieldwork interviews.

All the qualitative data explicitly presented in the 2017 article in the form of
putative fieldwork interviews conducted by C. are reducible to passages found in
the previously published research literature. The data consists of (1) direct quota-
tions, and (2) indirect discourse summaries. The methodological statement from
the beginning of the 2017 article, discussed above, claims that the qualitative
fieldwork interview data supplements data from primary and secondary sources,
and that the qualitative data is the basis of the critical evaluation of the state of the
Serbian judiciary. If the qualitative data presented in the article really consists of
sentences of scholarly analysis taken verbatim from previously published litera-
ture, then there is no justification for the conclusions of the article. If the data is
from previously published primary and secondary sources, there is no genuine
qualitative fieldwork data at all. Furthermore, the subject matter of the article — the
current state of the judiciary in Serbia — is no longer timely if the new putative
fieldwork research is really a repackaging of sentences from works published 2 or
3years earlier. In a region marked by upheaval and transition, any conclusions
based on older sources may not be reliable, even if the source texts pertain to the
same region as it existed years earlier. To be sure, the readers of the 2017 article
expect that it is presenting new qualitative fieldwork research, not repackaging
secondary material as newly obtained on-the-ground fieldwork. If what I have
argued above is correct, when readers trust that they are encountering the words of
a Serbian judge uttered in a judicial court in 2015, for example, they are really
hearing the words of someone else. That is, they are either hearing the words of a
researcher working for Dutch or German consultancy groups (Berenschot/Imagos)
or the words of a researcher working for coalitions or think-tanks (SELDI/CLDS).
In either situation, the reader is misled.
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Suspected plagiarism

Although Tables 1-4 support a finding of an undisclosed dependency of the
2017 article on earlier published works, the problem is not reducible to suspected
garden-variety copy-and-paste plagiarism. The apparent representation of previ-
ously published texts of scholarly analysis by researchers as new qualitative data
— anonymised on-the-ground interview quotations — transforms the apparent
source texts. The addition of a speaker, location and time period to the previously
published words makes this case one of suspected data fabrication. The problem
with the article is not simply a failure to cite sources or to use conventional modes
of sentence attribution (e.g., quotation marks, block quoting, in-text citations) but
the apparent transformation of source texts into the appearance of new qualitative
research findings. The qualitative data appears to be derived from undisclosed
source texts that do not themselves consist of qualitative data.

A second case

One must ask about the prevalence of the suspected data fraud. The 2017 article
is not an isolated case. An earlier 2013 article also by C. in the same Elsevier
foreign policy and international relations journal was also retracted by the editor
and publisher (C., 2013). The detailed retraction statement published by the
Editor-in-Chief (2019) explains that the 2013 article ‘carelessly uses parts of
diverse sources (13 in total; list is available upon request) without appropriate
citation methods, though without any apparent malicious intent’ (Editor-in-Chief,
2019). Even though the retraction statement states that ‘Re-use of any data should
be appropriately cited’, readers are likely to infer that the problem with the now-
retracted article was that it plagiarised text from 13 sources (Editor-in-Chief,
2019). Nevertheless, copy-and-paste plagiarism does not appear to be the only
problem with that article, and it might be the less serious one.

The stated conclusions of the now-retracted 2013 article are also based on puta-
tive fieldwork quotations. In a conspicuous asterisk footnote attached to the title of
the 2013 article, readers are informed that ‘All interviews were conducted in
confidence, and the names of interviewees were withheld by mutual agreement’
(C.,2013:481). In the course of the article, various individuals are claimed to have
been interviewed, and this time the putative location and putative time for the
interviews are identified as ‘Skopje, March 2011°. The anonymised interviewees
are referenced with generic descriptions (e.g., ‘a public official’; ‘a representative
of a civic organisation’). The problem with all the fieldwork quotations presented
in C.’s (2013) article is that, again, they can each be located verbatim and near-
verbatim in the previously published research literature. In most cases, the quota-
tions can be definitively established as having been uttered prior to the March
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2011 period during which the fieldwork interviews were said to have been con-
ducted. Furthermore, the text that introduces the putative interview quotations in
the 2013 article also corresponds in some cases to sentences in the undisclosed
source text, and those instances of copy-and-paste plagiarism further cast doubt on
the reliability of the qualitative fieldwork data. As with the 2017 article, it is not
reasonable to assume that for the 2013 article all of C.’s on-the-ground fieldwork
interviewees only utter propositions that correspond verbatim and near-verbatim
to idiosyncratic propositions found in previously published scholarly articles on
the topic.

Of the two articles by C. in the Elsevier journal, the 2013 article appears to
have exercised more influence in the downstream literature. It has received at
least a dozen citations in articles by other researchers, including works published
in Indonesian, Portuguese, Swedish and Turkish as well as in English. Since the
2013 article has already been retracted for plagiarism, there is no need to analyse
the defects in detail here. In the Appendix below, Tables A5—A9 present all the
putative fieldwork quotations and reveal the source texts from which they were
apparently appropriated. In one instance, a familiar pattern seen above is repeated,
where a sentence of analysis in a previously published work by a researcher re-
emerges as a fieldwork interview quotation (Table A8). But in other cases, the
fieldwork quotations that are claimed to have been conducted by C. in March
2011 either correspond with fieldwork quotations obtained by other researchers
in other contexts (Tables A6 and A7) or are found in other studies performed by
other researchers (Tables AS and A9). The source texts are from as early as 2001,
a decade prior to when the fieldwork quotations are said to have been obtained by
C. Two of the quotations discussed in the source texts are from 2011, but from a
different month — June — than C.’s putative March 2011 fieldwork research
(Table A7). In short: all the putative fieldwork quotations in the 2013 article over-
lap substantively with sentences found in two previously published works: Cohen
(2010) and International Crisis Group (2011). Again, C.’s familiarity with both
works is indisputable, as each is listed in the bibliography. Readers of the 2019
retraction statement, however, will likely infer that copy-and-paste plagiarism,
rather a problem with the reported qualitative fieldwork data, is the reason for
unreliability of the article and the basis for retraction.

Diagnosing research misconduct

The creation of qualitative data by mining and transforming the previously pub-
lished work by others is a distinctive form of research misconduct that requires a
precise diagnosis. The phenomenon analysed here seems to have degrees of
overlap with each part of the standard threefold typology of research misconduct
— fabrication, falsification and plagiarism (FFP) — widely used by research
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institutions. The phenomenon appears to be a kind of fabrication, since putative
quotations from on-the-ground interviewees are represented to have taken place,
but the evidence suggests otherwise. Furthermore, it appears to be a kind of falsi-
fication, since the words that were already expressed months or years earlier by
others in different contexts are manipulated and presented as fresh and original
data. Finally, it appears to be a form of plagiarism, since the strings of words form-
ing the data are appropriated or copied without attribution to the source texts.

Reducing the suspected research misconduct to simply one of the three forms is
inadequate. For example, characterising this form of research misconduct as sim-
ple copy-and-paste plagiarism is an insufficient diagnosis of the phenomenon,
given the overlap with fabrication and falsification. When unacknowledged source
texts are used as templates to produce fabricated qualitative data, this form of
research misconduct can be viewed as template plagiarism.

Reducing the suspected research misconduct simply to fabrication alone or fal-
sification alone also fails to account for the fact that the research findings of others
have apparently been manipulated in the production of the anonymised qualitative
data. The Bax case, in contrast, involved pure fabrication, since sources (inter-
viewees), locations (e.g., a monastery) and events (e.g., wars and mass murders)
did not derive from the work of others but were entirely made up for some articles.
Furthermore, falsification typically involves the manipulation of one’s collected
data through omission or addition. In the phenomenon discussed here however,
there does not appear to be an original data set collected by C.

Conclusion

This paper has examined a particular kind of research and publication misconduct,
namely, the misuse of anonymity and confidentiality protections in the production
of unreliable qualitative data. Analysis of this phenomenon included an exercise in
PPPR that argued for the unreliability of the qualitative data in an article published
in an Elsevier foreign policy and international relations journal. Venues for dis-
cussing suspected cases of research misconduct are few, yet candid discussions of
suspected violations of research norms contribute to a culture where whistleblow-
ing is encouraged. Disclosing evidence of research misconduct can be perilous,
yet such actions are essential to promoting a culture of research integrity (Hansson,
2019a). In the present-day context, ‘the most common outcome for those who
commit fraud is: a long career’ (Oransky 2020: 142). Without PPPR of this sort,
researchers might otherwise cite and incorporate defective work in their research,
and furthermore, defective research might influence the decision-making of poli-
cymakers who trust the published research found in respected journals.

This particular form of research misconduct vitiates the purpose of qualitative
research, which is to give representation to perspectives that would otherwise
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be missed by other traditional forms of research. The abuse of anonymity and
confidentiality protections in the production of fraudulent research data displaces
authentic perspectives with counterfeit ones; the practice denies individuals and
groups of participation in research that purports to be about them. The careful
delineation of this particular kind of research misconduct — the abuse of anonym-
ity and confidentiality protections — can be useful for the community of research-
ers; knowing the subtle variations in which research is unreliable can assist
reviewers, editors, publishers and readers in being on guard for future instances of
them.

Postscript

On 13 April 2021, I was informed by the new editor of the Elsevier journal that C.
2017 would be retracted. The retraction was published later that month. It states,
‘The author fabricates interview data in attributing quotes to respondents that pre-
viously appeared in published works by other authors and further misrepresents an
interview with a single respondent as multiple interviews’ and ‘the article contains
substantial unattributed material’ (Editor-in-Chief, 2021).
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Appendix

Tables A5—A9 display the putative fieldwork quotations presented in C. (2013)
and disclose the apparent source texts from which they derive.

Table AS5.

C. (2013: 485)

Cohen (2010: 14)

However, deficient educational and
professional qualifications, as well as
undemocratic mode of operation are only
partially responsible for the poor performance
and poor image of the administrative sector
in Macedonia. An equally important issue is
the overall political mentality and motivational
climate within Macedonia’s administrative
structures. As one representative of a
national nongovernmental organization
argued: ‘Citizens consider the administration

However, deficient educational and
professional qualifications are only partially
responsible for the poor performance and
image of administrative sectors in the region,
and their often undemocratic mode of
operation. An equally important issue is the
overall political mentality and motivational
climate within the region’s administrative
structures. As a 2001 Croatian study put it:
‘citizens consider the administration distant,
formal and corrupted. . .it is not perceived as

distant, formal and corrupted. . .it is not
perceived as professional . . .the people

in the administration do not get there
because of professional criteria and they are

professional and unbiased, but riddled with
connections and the exchange of friendly
services.. . .The people in the administration
do not get there because of professional

not promoted according to expertise and
performance’ (201 1, interview, || March).’
Moreover, ‘it is very difficult to break up the
inheritance of clientelism and paternalism in
which the administration has been focused

criteria and they are not promoted according

to expertise and performance’.’2 A 2004
study by another Croatian analyst observed
that ‘it is very difficult to break up the
inheritance of clientelism and paternalism in

too much only on itself. A culture of secrecy

which the administration has been focused

has been cultivated, favouring nepotism and

too much only on itself. A culture of secrecy

arbitrariness’ (Idem).
%Interview conducted with a representative of
a civic organization in Skopje, March 201 1.

has been cultivated, favouring nepotism and
arbitrariness [. . .]’.?

22Ured za strategiju razvitka RH 2001, 7 [. . .].
BMarijana Badun, [. . .] (2004), Vol. 2, 152.
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Table A6.

C. (2013: 485)

Cohen (2010: 15)

Other problems are the frequent
change of ruling parties and party
coalitions and the climate of
inter-party polarization within

the government offices. Below

the top tier of government
ministers, among non-elected
public administration officials

such changes and uncertainty

tend to feed bureaucratic inertia
and non-accountability. Similarly,
at the lower levels of public
administration, the same factors
have solidified bureaucratic inertia.
As a Macedonian public official
declared, ‘Our civil servants are
used to seeing politicians come and
go. All initiatives are considered

as transitory’ (2011, interview,

14 March).'® He also stated: ‘Civil
servants are neither interested nor
involved in their work. They were
employed because they once had
the right connection, not because
they might have been professionally
qualified’ (Idem).

"Interview conducted with a public
official in Skopje, March 201 1.

Similar problems are apparent in the other Western
Balkan polities and have been seriously exacerbated
by the frequent change of ruling parties and party
coalitions, and the climate of inter-party polarization
within government cabinets. Below the top tier of
political ministers, among non-elected officials in

the public administration, such changes, divisions

and uncertainty tend to feed bureaucratic inertia

and non-accountability. At the lower levels of public
administration, such division and uncertainty has only
solidified bureaucratic inertia. For example, as one
Serbian minister told visiting foreign experts in 2002:
‘You can still find the old customs everywhere. The
biggest problem is people’s mental attitude. Our civil
servants are used to seeing politicians [under the
MilosSevi¢ regime] come and go. All initiatives are
considered as transitory. Civil servants see no point
in exerting themselves in support of the politicians.
They will be gone tomorrow, and new people arrive
with new ideas’.?® And a Serbian deputy minister
remarked ‘that some ministries do not even function
at all. The employees are neither interested nor
involved in their work. They were employed because
they once had the right connection, not because they
might have been professionally qualified’.?6

BThe Serbian Central Government Administration:
Organizational Challenges ([. . .] 2002), 83.

2|bid, 83.

Table A7.

C. (2013: 485)

International Crisis Group (2011: 10)

While the Internal Macedonian National
Unity-Democratic Party of Macedonia
National Unity (VMRO-DPMNE) is clearly
the main culprit that handing out state
jobs to its supporters, the government’s
Albanian junior partner, the Democratic
Union for Integration (DUI), also
participates in job distribution, and many
suggest this explains the behaviour of
both parties in the previous coalition. As
observed by a public official, ‘DUl

While VMRO-DPMNE is clearly the main culprit
in handing out state jobs to its supporters,

the government’s Albanian junior partner,

DU, also participates in job distribution, and
many suggest this explains its relatively docile
behaviour in the previous coalition.'® A senior
Albanian official said DUI had ‘failed to deliver
on quality personnel in public administration and
the judiciary’ and has ‘focused on hiring party
militants in administration, finance and other

positions where there is more money’.''°

(continued)
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Table A7. (continued)

C. (2013: 485)

International Crisis Group (2011: 10)

has failed to deliver quality personnel in
public administration and the judiciary’ and

has ‘focused on hiring party militants in
administration, finance and other positions

where there is more money’ (Idem [(2011,
interview, 14 March)]).

19 ocal interlocutors told Crisis Group a public
administration job requires a DUl or VMRO-
DPMNE party card, and several thousand euros.
‘Only division of resources is keep[ing] them
together’. Crisis Group interview, civil society
representative, Skopje, 5 April 2011 [. . .].
'"%Crisis Group interview, senior judge, Skopje,
24 June 201 1.

Table AS8.

C. (2013: 486)

Cohen (2010: 17-18)

The relations between the government
and administration are still treated as
those of a master-servant where the
spoils system dominates the political
arena. This lessens or even completely
removes the need for educated,
professional and ethical civil servants. As
was stated by one public official: ‘Each
victorious incoming political party, or
more typically a coalition of parties, not
only changes the head of each ministry,
but treats its entire administrative staff
as its patrimony and as an opportunity
for rewarding its supporters with
patronage appointments’ (201 I,
interview, 14 March).

A study by Croatian specialists in 2003, also
revealed the political context of the problem
after Tudjman: ‘The relations between the
government and administration are still treated
as those of a master vis-a-vis an apparatus
where the spoils system dominates in the
political arena. This lessens or completely
removed the need for the educated,
professional and ethical civil servants’.3
‘Today’, as one of the analysts put it in 2003,
‘the administrative profession is thought to

be a mere servant of politics’.3” The ‘spoils
system’ mentality generally has meant that each
victorious incoming political party, or more
typically a coalition of parties, not only changes
the head of each ministry, but treats its entire
administrative staff as its patrimony, and as an
opportunity for rewarding its supporters with
patronage appointments.

3¢lvan Kopri¢, ‘Education of Administrative
Personnel: Experiences and Challenges’, [. . .].
([- - -1 2003), 210.

lvan Kopri¢, ‘Modernization of the Croatian
Public Administration: Issues, Proposals and
Prospects’, [. . .]. ([. - -] 2003), 484.
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Table A9.

C. (2013: 486)

Cohen (2010: 20)

The problem in Macedonia, and
elsewhere in the region, is less the
existence of political interference
in routine administrative

affairs, and more the extent of
politicization in appointments,
both at the top of the ministries
and often at lower levels of the
public administration hierarchy.
Functionally, administration is
not considered as ‘an important
developmental resource in the
country’ (2011, interview, 14
March).

However, the problem in Macedonia, and elsewhere
in the region, is less the existence of political
interference in routine administrative affairs, and
more the extent of politicization in appointments,
both at the top of ministries and often more
broadly. As one 2004 study in Croatia noted:
‘Croatia in an institutional-managerial sense. . .
really doesn’t have (a politically independent)
administrative elite. The fundamental reason (seen
in practice) is the perception of the political elite
that the management of “public affairs” isn’t really a
matter of well-educated professionals, but primarily
a question “of the general affairs of politicians and
employees.” Functionally, administrative individuals
are considered part of a “subordinate structure,”
and not an important developmental resource in
the country’.*

“Drago Cengi¢, Sanjin Dragojevi¢ and Igor Vidaéak,
‘Hrvatska administrativna elita i problemi upravljanja
u procesu evropskih integracija’. [. . .] (2004),
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