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Plagiarism in scientific publications
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ABSTRACT
Plagiarism in scientific publications is a topic of fundamental importance and rarely addressed in the literature. It is associated
with ethical issues that go beyond research itself, a fact that values the discussion on the topic. The concept, the main types
of plagiarism, ethical relationships, preventive methodologies aiming to minimize their occurrence, diagnostic methodologies,
and potential penalties involved are discussed. Every researcher and team involved in publishing articles should be aware of the
importance and relevance of not plagiarizing, since being cautious about it is essential to build a solid curriculum on the part of the
researcher, and credibility on the part of scientific journals.
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PLAGIARISM IN SCIENTIFIC PUBLICATIONS
In the dictionary, the term plagiarism implies the act or effect
of plagiarizing, copying, imitating, or reproducing.1 From a
legal point of view, stealing an idea is like stealing someone’s
property.2 Scientific journals have been increasingly concerned
in this regard, considering that although authors transfer their
copyright to journals, they maintain responsibility for the written material, and the occurrence of plagiarism may imply loss
of authors’ reputation and/or scientific journal. When evaluating the term plagiarism on Medical Subject Headings (MeSH),
less than two thousand references are observed in PubMed, 3
and, when associated with the term Brazil or Brazilian, there
are less than 25 publications, a fact that suggests the need
for discussing this subject, still incipient in Brazil, in order to
address the concepts involved, preventive measures, and evaluation methodologies.
Today, when writing a scientific article, authorship is often
divided due to the difficulty of carrying out innovative and complex research, and many authors, in their study groups, come
to believe in the reputation of their team, which can be compromised if one of the collaborators plagiarizes. As to younger
researchers, there is a desire to publish, unaware that plagiarism shares conceptual and philosophical similarities with

cheating on an exam. Likewise, for senior researchers, publication in indexed journals is a fundamental factor in their
academic life in research institutions. Senior researchers and
scientific journals are responsible for preserving the image
they build over time.
Ethics is not only associated with the submission of the study
to a committee for conducting research, but it is also present in
the preparation of the text, in which the practice of plagiarism
poses ethical questions.4 Thus, scientific journals request that
authors take responsibility for the originality of the publication,
obtaining their signature or consent through e-mail.
Public retraction associated with publications may be due
to misconduct, gross errors or fraud, with plagiarism being the
main factor. 5 From a writing point of view, plagiarism can be
considered substantially copying and pasting, making a literal
copy of a text, paraphrasing (placing words in the middle of copied text), or recycling a text (self-plagiarism).6 We can also divide
plagiarism into four main forms:7
• Form: it represents the copy of sentences or sentences taken
from another text;
• Content: uses previous data, without the given express
authorization of the author, such as definitions, figures,
and images;
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Concept: it consists of the appropriation of research methods,
experimental procedures, or argued structures. Authors must
use their own words and ideas and be careful, and remember
to cite the authors who presented similar concepts;
Self-plagiarism: authors, as they carry out research in the
line, transfer copyright to journals when publishing a study.
Therefore, care should be taken when preparing their texts.
When many works are published on the same project, authors
must try not to repeat the narration or present the same
information. The limits are not well defined in the literature,
but this situation urges for care and attention.8

Some measures are suggested to reduce plagiarism, among
them: the education of researchers on the subject; the institution of policies for revising the material by undergraduate and
graduate programs, and scientific journals; the monitoring of
content and the creation of internal penalty mechanisms, such
as the refusal to publish in scientific journals and even the suspension of research programs.9,10
For the authors, one of the ways to avoid plagiarism may
be to organize ideas previously, before the writing itself begins.
Thus, before starting text elaboration, a proper bibliographic
review is suggested, in which different concepts are marked in
the references, and, later, the grouping of references into concepts is performed. Junior researchers are advised to avoid the
use of textbooks, using these only to understand the subject,
which should be followed by a literature review. The selection of
review articles, systematic reviews, and meta-analyzes greatly
facilitates problem understanding, but writing must be based on
the understanding and presentation of the concepts and ideas,
followed by references that support the statements. The use of
references from textbooks is not recommended, preferring the
use of original articles published in recent years. After understanding the topic and the potential concepts to be presented,
these should be organized into paragraphs to create a linearity
of ideas and justify the introduction and discussion. The results
should be compared to previous publications, highlighting the
potential differences between the studies, a fact that values the
publication. The task is not easy and requires time, effort, dedication, and teamwork. Researchers are not born ready, they learn
from their mistakes.
Reading and rereading, care with the content and reflection on it qualify the material presented. The text must be linear, and multiple adjustments are often necessary until the
final version is reached. The journals request the description
of the individual participation of each author in the construction of the text, and the review of the text by the entire team
is required, a fact that aims to minimize problems related to
the understanding and to maximize the quality of the material. Another point to be discussed is the need to use a table
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or figure, or part of them, which were previously published.
The simple citation of the source does not authorize researchers
to use them. Granting of rights to use by the author or the scientific journal is needed, along with the citation of the source.
In the case of systematic reviews and meta-analyzes, this is
not necessary, since raw data will be used and the author who
collected such information will be cited.
There is a range of plagiarism detection software, such as
Turnitin ® , Ephorus ® , WCopyfind ® , as well as websites that
carry out this assessment, such as iThenticate® (www.ithenticate.com), JPlag® (www.jplag.de/), Plagiarism Combat® (http://
www.plagiarismcombat.com), Viper® (https://www.scanmyessay.com), checkForm®, and Plagiarism® (https://www.checkforplagiarism.net)11,12.
When analyzing the text in a plagiarism detector program,
they evaluate similarities between publications, as well as between
published references, displaying phrases, references and, finally,
a percentage of similarities. Authors should be careful when
writing their text to avoid using few sources and respective references, and reviewers should be careful when evaluating percentages and crossing data. It is up to the editor to evaluate the
content presented and observe the similarities in the phrases,
ideas, and references.
These software analyze similarities between phrases, paragraphs, and articles, which are identified by colors, and, finally,
present partial and total similarity scores that will allow the
reviewers a more careful analysis. There is no limit defined as
acceptable for plagiarism. There are several indices in the literature, such as 5, 10, and 20%.10,13 A study that evaluated the potential cutoff for considering plagiarism, when using the iThenticate® software, found the 15% similarity limit to be acceptable.14
However, currently, there is a zero tolerance policy in international and national journals.
Every researcher and their team must be aware of the importance and relevance of not plagiarizing, thus allowing a climate
of trust between authors and editors, a fact that motivated the
present discussion. Measures and care related to plagiarism
are fundamental in building a solid curriculum on the part of
the researcher, and credibility on the part of scientific journals.
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