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I. Introduction

I am writing this in December, 2010, the final month that I am Editor of the Journal of Economic Behavior and Organization (JEBO), having first assumed this position effectively in August, 2001.
  It has mostly been a rewarding, if increasingly time-consuming, experience, as submissions have approximately doubled over this period.  I have gotten better at doing things more quickly, and the switch from snail mail to electronic handling of matters has speeded things up, but the workload has increased substantially.  In any case, t has been fascinating to see what people submit to the journal and to have an influence on the direction of the profession of economics, however marginal.  I have also gotten to know many interesting people that I would not have if I had not been Editor, both members of my editorial board, as well as authors, submitters, and referees.  While it will be a relief not to have all this constant responsibility and work, I confess that I shall miss it.

However, as other editors can attest, there are many things that are not so pleasant that accompany the job of journal editor aside from the simple workload.  A well-known one is the complaining by authors who have had their papers rejected for publication.  This is par for the course and goes with the territory.  There are also all the hassles with getting referee reports back and being able to make decisions without making authors wait too long.  This also goes with the territory, although many editors have tried many methods to get reports back sooner.

While these are common to pretty much all editors, other problems can be more unusual.  One of the most challenging problems I have dealt with is one that other editors have also had to deal with, although in my case it got a lot worse than in most.  This is the problem of accusations of plagiarism.
  
II. The Problem of Plagiarism in Academic Publishing
A.  The Enders and Hoover Study
In 2004 Walter Enders and Gary Hoover published a useful, interesting, and much-discussed study in the Journal of Economic Literature of the responses by journal editors to accusations of plagiarism.  Their study was triggered by the experience of one of them as a referee.  An editor sent this author a paper to referee, and he found many sentences in it to be similar or identical to ones in a paper by him.  He sent the paper back to the editor with a copy of his paper.  The editor noted the possibility of plagiarism, discussed the matter with counsel, and in the end simply rejected the paper without bringing any charges of plagiarism to the author, and even inviting the author to submit papers in the future, thus making no visible punishment or even recognition of their being a problem whatsoever.  Appalled at this tepid conduct, the would-be referee was inspired to investigate further the views of editors on the matter, resulting in the JEL paper.
Enders and Hoover sent questionnaires to 470 editors and received back 130 replies.  They inquired regarding both what constitutes plagiarism as well as appropriate responses to established acts of plagiarism.  On the first matter they offered five possible examples of plagiarism with four possible replies: Not at all, Not likely, Likely, and Definitely.  For the five possibilities I shall list which of these four responses received the most votes.  “Unattributed sentences (several)” was viewed as “Likely” by 47%.  “Unattributed proof (derivation) from working paper” was viewed as “Definite” by 63%.  Unattributed proof (derivation) from published paper” was viewed as “Definite” by 72%.  “Unattributed idea” was viewed as “Not Likely” by 45% (although the “Likely” plus “Definite” together constituted 51%, a bare majority).  “Use of privately collected data without permission” was viewed as “Definite” by 51%.  Thus, a majority found all of these to be “Likely” or more, although only just barely for the category of “Unattributed idea.”
With the same possible four replies, they then asked about the “appropriateness” of four possible responses to discovering plagiarism in a submitted paper.  “Notify the original author (if possible)” received 78% for “Definitely.”  “Notify plagiarist’s department chair, dean, provost, etc.” received 42% for “Not Likely” and adding “Not at all” reaching a total of 53%, another bare majority.  “Ban future submissions to journal from plagiarist” received 45% for “Definitely.”  “Public notice of plagiarism” received 50% for “Not Likely” and another 19% for “Not at all,” making it the least popular possible response.  Both Enders and Moore along with other commentators especially focused critically on the apparent unwillingness of the 53% to notify the plagiarist’s department chair, dean, provost, etc.
Regarding the frequency of observing plagiarism, they reported that on average an editor could expect to observe a case of it slightly less frequently than once every other year.  They found that a majority would like there to be a code of ethics for economists.  They also discussed a variety of related issues regarding different forms of plagiarism, some of which I shall discuss myself below, as well as the relevance of copyright laws, which are sometimes applicable.  Finally, they found that a solid majority of journals, 81%, do not have formal policies regarding how to deal with plagiarism.
Many observers and commentators in the econoblogosphere and elsewhere have expressed dismay and shock at all this.  The general view is that editors are a bunch of cowards or wimps for not more vigorously moving to punish plagiarists.  However, as someone from the front, I shall note that the fear of litigation by one who is accused is strengthened by the fact that proving plagiarism is not always all that simple, quite aside from the disagreements reported above among editors about just what constitutes plagiarism.  Those differences also reflect that these cases can be very complicated, and that it also matters who is accused and who is accusing, with many more likely to let off very junior people on grounds that they do not really know the norms yet and should be given another chance now that they have learned with a slap on the wrist rather than a career-destroying public humiliation and excoriation.  
B. Egregious Examples of Plagiarism 


While I have suggested above that many cases are ambiguous and difficult to determine, some are clearcut, more so than anything discussed by Enders and Moore.  Thus, I am aware of a case in another discipline where a prominent professor was frequently serving on US National Science Foundation (NSF) panels judging grant proposals.  On more than 20 occasions this individual maneuvered to have grant proposals rejected and then stole ideas from the proposals and published them.  Eventually one of the victims realized that this had happened and complained to both the professor’s dean as well as to NSF.  The latter instituted a formal investigation that led to the uncovering of the widespread nature of this professor’s activities, which were duly reported to the dean in question.  This professor was stripped of tenure and fired.

Another surprisingly widespread example of blatant plagiarism is to take a published paper, simply replace the abstract, introduction, conclusions, or other minor sections with some different wording, and submit it to a different journal.  Generally the way to pull this off is to pick a paper that can be published either in different disciplines or in very different sub-fields of a given discipline.  This was done by someone who was hired from outside at my university to be department chair of another department.  About a year after this individual was hired, it was discovered that this individual had done this, and this individual was fired.


Another variation on this is to find articles previously published in foreign languages and then translate them into English and submit them as one’s own to journals in the field in English.  During the Soviet period this was quite common going the other way, translating papers from English into Russian and publishing them without any attribution to the original author in Russian-language journals.  Quite recently an East Asian physicist was found to have made a cottage industry of translating physics papers published in Russian language journals into English and submitting them to journals in English, perhaps an ironic revenge on the former Soviets.  This physicist was not from China, but it has been alleged that some academic institutions in China actually encourage this sort of thing out of a desire to enhance the international reputations of their institutions through English language publications, although clearly this is a strategy that is backfiring, and it is my understanding that it is being discouraged by higher authorities in China at this time.  

Needless to say, these sorts of cases are unequivocal, and in most countries will result in severe professional consequences for the plagiarist when discovered.  However, now we shall move to the murkier sorts of examples, where I shall draw on my own personal experiences.  I note here that I shall refer to all individuals involved in these matters by letters only, which should not be construed as having anything to do with their actual names.
C. Words and Phrases


The first case I shall discuss did not involve an actual submission to JEBO, but was presented to me privately for my advice by a member of the JEBO editorial board, Professor E, a good friend of mine.  We were at a conference together and he asked to go to lunch with me, along with one of his coauthors whom I knew through other connections.  During the lunch they presented to me a recently published paper by Professor F, a moderately prominent individual whose work I was acquainted with, along with a paper by them that had been published earlier.  They pointed out numerous distinctive words and phrases that appeared in both papers, although the paper by Professor F made no citation of the work by E and his coauthor (and E and F had briefly served in the same department together).  I was convinced that the evidence indicated that plagiarism had occurred.


However, when they asked my advice on what they should do about it, I came on like the tepid and timid editors discussed by Enders and Moore.  I warned them of the threat of litigation by the likely plagiarist.  While there were indeed quite a few of these similar uses of key words and phrases, it could easily be argued that all of this was simply an accident, a parallel, like Newton and Leibniz simultaneously discovering the calculus.  They would have to show that Professor F had actually read their paper and this might be hard to do.  How could they prove he had stolen these words and phrases from them, especially if it were to go to a court of law?  


They were disheartened by my advice and in the end did nothing.  While I have not discussed this now somewhat ancient matter with Professor E, I noticed in a recent paper of his that he was citing something by Professor F, who is indeed somewhat prominent.  So, I guess he has decided to live with the matter, however much it may still annoy him.


As for me, however, I did put Professor F on my private “no publish” list.  He has only submitted one paper to JEBO since that time, but I desk rejected it, barely looking at it, while not informing him that there was anything special or out of the ordinary regarding his desk rejection.

  To this day he has no idea that he was accused of plagiarism by Professor E or that I accepted the accusation, and that he is banned.  

I shall conclude this tale on a curious event.  I had not met Professor F prior to receiving this accusation, but I did some years later when I was pressured into discussing a paper by him at a conference.  When I finally met him, I found him to be an exceptionally arrogant and unpleasant individual, which fed into my conviction that he was indeed a plagiarist, or at least had been on one occasion.  I confess that I was rather harsh in my commentary on his paper, and while none of my comments were unjustified, I delivered the more negative ones with somewhat greater vigor and force than I would have if I was not convinced that he was an otherwise unpunished plagiarist.

D. Fun and Games with Galley Proofs


As anyone who has published much knows, there are multiple stages in the process of publishing a paper in a journal.  The paper is submitted.  It must get past the editor’s possible desk rejection.  It then must pass through the gauntlet of refereeing and recommendations by board members and various referees, usually with one or more rounds of revisions.  Then it is proofread and corrected.  Then it is sent off for production and further copy editing.  Then galley proofs are sent to the author(s).  Only after those are returned does the paper get published, these days initially in an electronic form for some period before it appears in a specific issue with volume and page numbers and all that, although generally this final form will mostly be accessed electronically, even for journals that have a print version as well, such as is the case with JEBO.  In the midst of all these stages, fun and games can happen. 


So it came to pass that fairly prominent Professor M submitted a paper with two more junior and less prominent coauthors, with M the lead author.  After the usual rounds of refereeing and revising, the paper was accepted for publication and had actually gotten past the stage of galley proofs being sent and returned and had gone up publicly in electronic form, although not yet in the version with a definite date and volume number and so on, much less the printed hard copy version.  Not too long before this time, Professor T submitted a comment on this paper.  Then at this point between galley proofs being sent back and the version appearing publicly but not fully officially, Professor T sent a complaint alleging plagiarism by M and his coauthors and demanding that I punish them by the proverbial going to their professional superiors to report their plagiarism, etc.  However, this was not a simple matter.

The alleged plagiarism had taken the following form.  When Professor T submitted his comment to me, he had also sent a copy of it to Professor M.  The comment made several points, but the most important and devastating was to show that a proof in the paper was flawed.  In his complaint to me, Professor T noted, which I had not been aware of, that in the galley proofs Professor M had changed the proof to correct the flaw, but had done so without any citation of the input by Professor T.  

At this point I raised this matter with Professor M, who happens to be another rather arrogant individual, and who initially denied any wrongdoing.  I dragged in the Associate Editor who had handled the paper, and he also initially supported Professor M and denied that there was anything wrong with the initial proof, although Professor M had indeed corrected it.  I determined that Professor T’s complaint was valid and that indeed the original proof had been flawed.  In the end I demanded that M and his coauthors revise their paper to add a citation and thanks to Professor T for having assisted in the formulation of this proof, which indeed involved a central argument of the paper.
  I also published the comment by Professor T, although without his correction of the proof.  However, I must note that this turned into quite a wrangle, with all the parties involved complaining every step of the way, which took more rounds to resolve than I care to report on in any detail.  In any case, I never raised this matter with the professional superiors of Professor M or any of his coauthors, even if I think that I managed to arrange a satisfactory outcome in the end in which a possible instance of plagiarism was avoided before it could actually fully occur.
E. Plagiarism or Bumbling Miscommunication by Junior Economists?


Another difficult case arose that bore similarities to the previous case, and in which after initial demands for punishment I managed to arrive at an outcome in which outright plagiarism was also avoided.  The case involved two junior people, one a fresh Assistant Professor, the other still a graduate student.  In the melee over this situation, the major professors and some committee members of each of them became involved in the discussions and negotiations over what should be done.  Let me call the fresh assistant professor, Professor P and the graduate student, Grad Student Q.

Professor P submitted a paper and it was accepted after a round of revisions.  After its acceptance, but before it had gotten to the galley proof stage, I received a complaint from Grad Student Q about the paper, which he had apparently seen listed on Professor P’s website as “forthcoming in JEBO.”  The two were only about a year apart as starting cohorts of graduate students, and while at different schools, they pursued very similar topics and had come into communication with each other some years prior to these events, sending papers back and forth to each other.  The problem for Grad Student Q was that while Professor P’s paper did cite one of his papers as providing useful work on the topic in its introduction without specifying how very clearly, a crucial theorem in P’s paper was claimed by Q to have appeared in an earlier paper by him that was unpublished, but that he had sent a copy of to P, all of this when they were both grad students.  The proof was not precisely identical to the one in P’s paper (not the same paper of Q’s cited in P’s paper), but it was clearly the same theorem and very close to the one in Q’s paper.  Q demanded that P be reported on to his new department chair, dean, and so on.

Yet again, the situation proved to be more complicated than appeared on the surface.  A major problem was that not only had Q not published his original paper, or even tried to submit it anywhere, but that he had put it aside, essentially abandoned it.  His committee had decided he should focus on a slightly different aspect, and his subsequent work on his nearly completed dissertation no longer had this theorem or its proof, although drew on the result presented in a more general way.  The specific theorem in question was sitting in this working paper that Q was making no effort to do anything with.  Nevertheless, when he saw P publishing a paper with a very similar theorem and proof from a paper he had sent to P, without P citing his work, he understandably became upset.  
I began to communicate with both of them, and in the course of this both of their advisers became involved, communicating very diplomatically with each other (with all involved cc’ed), but separately complaining to me about the conduct of the other, although not in a furious or nasty way as in the case of those involved in the previous section, where things became unpleasantly contentious.  This became more a matter of working things out so that all could be appeased without any plagiarism actually occurring.  For the major professors, they also were working to this end as they had encouraged the communication between these two and were duly embarrassed by what had come about and wished for a diplomatic outcome.  All of us seniors involved in this openly advocated that these two collaborate on their research efforts, although I fear that this has not come to pass, and that bad blood remains between the two of them.

In the end, I was able to get Professor P to revise his paper to include a citation to this almost abandoned unpublished paper by Q, noting the similarity between the two theorems and their proofs.  I would also later publish a different paper by Q that he submitted.  I think that the major professors were pleased, even if the two juniors were not fully.  I confess that to this day I remain uncertain just what was in Professor P’s mind, whether he was consciously plagiarizing or whether some sort of mistake or miscommunication occurred.  In any case, this was one of those cases that some editors referred to in Enders and Moore, where I think a junior person was cut some slack on grounds that he had not been properly informed of professional norms and was thus given another chance without suffering severe consequences for his questionable conduct.
F. The Difficult Matter of Self-Plagiarism


Legally and ethically speaking, what has come to be called “self-plagiarism” is not true plagiarism, which necessarily involves intellectual property theft of some sort.  One cannot steal from oneself.  However, the vast majority of editors believe that each paper they publish in their journals should contain at least something in it that provides “valued added,” that is new to that paper, although in the case of review essays this may simply amount to some new presentation of how an already published set of ideas relate to one another.  
Thus, we frown upon and try to avoid publishing papers by authors that are essentially identical to others that they are also publishing, although many economists unfortunately engage in submitting papers that are nearly identical to each other to several journals, given that there is also a norm against submitting the same paper to more than one journal at the same time, with many journals indeed demanding that one declare when submitting a paper that it is not currently under consideration at another journal.  It may be that this norm is ultimately unreasonable or even ridiculous,
 but it is definitely a deeply accepted one within the economics profession, and this acceptance certainly plays a role in this phenomenon of self-plagiarism, given the widespread pressures to publish as frequently as possible.
While some of us prance across the landscape publishing papers in various sub-fields of economics, or even in multiple disciplines, a substantial proportion of economists, and probably a majority of untenured faculty, work on fairly narrowly defined research programs usually derived from their Ph.D. theses.  Many such research programs effectively involve the study of a single basic idea.  Thus, given the constraints and rules that exist, the researcher must map out carefully what is to appear in each paper in the developing research program.  There may be a common theoretical core to all the papers, but each must provide some new twist or angle, perhaps a new data set, perhaps the use of a new empirical technique, or some variation on the theory itself, combined with variations in these other areas.  The upshot of this is that it is not necessarily wrong to have portions of papers that are very similar, possibly even identical word for word, across different papers by an author (or group of coauthors) for portions that present the core idea or ideas that underpin the entire research program.  What is needed is for there to be something else that is distinctive in each paper, but it is a mighty fine line sometimes regarding just how important or distinctive that may be, which makes the judgment of when “self-plagiarism” is occurring often difficult.
There have been several such cases during my editorship when I have rejected papers due to an associate editor or a referee reporting that there is a “substantially identical” paper by the same author(s) that is either forthcoming in another journal or has already appeared in print elsewhere.  While not strictly speaking a matter of real plagiarism, there is clearly a problem of the submitted paper lacking anything sufficiently new to warrant publication.   For me a red flag in this matter is a failure to cite the other paper or papers.  Authors need to clearly explain exactly where a particular paper fits into their research program, and even though some frown on self-citation, some of it is in fact needed to help clarify precisely this point.  While papers U,V, and W show this, the paper in question adds to what those papers have shown with the following new material and points.  This sort of thing is missing in the cases of clear self-plagiarism, even if the papers are not identical, although the author(s) may cite some of their other papers.  But the crucial one(s) that are very similar somehow get lost in the shuffle of this citing.  There is a pretense that they do not exist.
I confess to considerable sympathy with those engaging in these practices, particularly those seeking tenure and promotion under pressure to meet certain arbitrary numerical goals of publications within a tight time constraint.  It can be difficult to know how finely to slice and dice the ideas in a given research program and still maintain some originality of publishable importance in each further morsel that is produced.  Slipping over the line into unpublishable self-plagiarism is all too easy, while certainly not in the same league as true plagiarism.  Nevertheless, it is a vice to be avoided.
Indeed, I substantially blame the combination of constraints and broader trends in the profession for the emergence of this problem.  It was not always thus, and in Europe the older view and approach persisted longer than in the United States, where I am afraid this pressure to publish, publish, and publish yet more initially developed.
   In this regard, I shall close this section with an extended quotation from a Swedish economist friend of mine who is now an emeritus professor and decidedly of the Old School, Tönu Puu (2006, pp. 31-32).

“European university culture, until the 1960s, heavily depended on seminars, where various members of the staff, working with entirely different topics, communicated their results.  For that reason the staff members had to keep a broad perspective on their disciplines.  Relatively little was regarded as being worth publishing, and national and local ‘schools’ were established, which made visits to other environments really interesting.
We tend to look down on the previous generation as they published relatively little.  This fact, however, does not imply that they worked little or were less creative.  It might just signify that they were more choosy about what they regarded as being significant enough to merit publication.

After large scale production ideals from the US overtook the European style, everything is produced for immediate publication, even the relatively insignificant ideas. If it is publishable, it is not insignificant, and the number of journals will expand to allow for ever-increasing publications.  The number of journals, which has exploded accordingly, conveniently provides for the space.  We still have seminars, but we read already published or accepted papers, which we do not want to criticize, and we hardly expect anybody else at the department to understand our whole message.  Travel and change of department only results in new personal relations, not new ideas; it may be that we would urgently need new more interdisciplinary scientific fora in the future just in order to provide for encounters with the unexpected ideas we need to secure creativity.”
III. Dealing with an Aggressively Public, but False, Accusation of Plagiarism

Just as plagiarists can be crafty about how they do it, so it turns out can be those who engage in making false accusations of plagiarism.  They can create fronts to cover their role in the making of such accusations to avoid possible litigation, even as they may arrange to have their charges become very public in an effort to garner publicity and sympathy for themselves for professional gain.  While the caution of editors and others to aggressively charge authors with plagiarism may reflect a fear of possible litigation, those who succeed in constructing defenses against such possible litigation may get away with conduct that is not nearly as widely condemned as plagiarism itself, but which in the extreme can become at least as damaging.  In this section I shall recount my experience with such an egregiously aggressive false charge of plagiarism, although I must accept that the person behind these accusations to this day probably considers himself to be fully in the right and unjustifiably scorned in his efforts to gain recognition and acceptance for his charges.  He almost certainly was ultimately responsible while denying it for having nasty messages about me personally sent to both my editorial board and all of my colleagues in my college, including my dean, charging me with unethical conduct for allowing one of those he considers to be a plagiarist to co-edit a special issue of JEBO, which included a paper by him as well.  I shall call this individual, Professor X.

Let me be clear that I am going to walk a fine line here.  While I am going to use these arguably silly letters for those involved, with the three accused individuals being Professors A, B, and C, in order of their seniority and prominence, as well as a Dean D, I shall provide enough information for any curious reader to easily learn the identities of those involved.  So, I may be subject to litigation, but I feel sufficiently strongly over this whole business to take that chance, while providing at least a minimal cover for those involved on all sides of this.  I shall proceed by laying out a timeline of the events directly involving me, and then will provide more background about the details of the idea involved in the supposed plagiarism, which is what will make it easy for anyone interested to identify most of the relevant parties.  
I should also make it clear that while I am completely convinced that Professor X is behind all of this, he has steadfastly maintained that he is not and continues to do so today, indeed to declare that he disapproves of what transpired, although an enormous amount of evidence indicates that he was responsible.  These denials, along with the fact that the accusations were made by a supposed organization, have protected him from litigation by A, B, or C, or their respective universities.  Also, while it is impossible to absolutely prove a negative, I am thoroughly convinced that Professors A, B, and C are not guilty of plagiarism in this case, after substantially more investigation than I am going to report on in this essay.
Not too long after I became Editor of JEBO, I received a message that was clearly being sent to many other individuals, many of them editors.  It was supposedly from a group calling itself the Global Network for Research Integrity (GNRI).  The message was many pages long and laid out a case that Professors A, B, and C had plagiarized the work of Professor X, in particular regarding a concept known as Innovative Capacity that he was argued to have introduced to the world in its scientific formulation initially in 1990 in a paper in Behavioral Science.  The message included detailed descriptions of the careers of each of them and charged them with much more than just plagiarism, including conspiring to cover up their plagiarism by manipulating data bases and pressuring others into joining them in this effort, including various guilty editors, the editors of the journal Research Policy were specifically named, which journal had published the supposedly most egregious paper by the three of them in 2001.  The recipients of this message were urged not to publish anything by these alleged plagiarists.
This was only the beginning, as I began to receive these messages on a semi-regular basis every several months or so.  I observed that each new one added more material, including supposed personal items about their relationships and adding more villains, such as Dean D at Professor A’s very prominent university, who supposedly was forced to resign and move to an obscure institution in Idaho because of his supposedly fiendish efforts to aid them in their evil coverups of all their conspiracies and gaining grant monies and public attention that Professor X supposedly deserved.
This was before I had any dealings of my own with Professors A, B, or C, but as a stickler on such matters, I decided to check on these charges on my own, given that this was something the GNRI demanded of its readers.  Many of the arguments made seemed impossible to check on or were just nonsensical, but one in particular seemed to me crucial to the matter of whether or not the charged were guilty.  It was the matter of whether or not they had actually read any of the papers by Professor X on the matter of “innovative capacity,” as indeed they used this term themselves, starting in 1999, and used some of the methodology he proposed, with a 1993 paper by him in Geographical Analysis laying out his argument more fully and applying it empirically to make regional measures of this innovative capacity.
A major piece of the argument that those charged were aware of Professor X’s work was the claim that “they used a large number of the same references as the work they plagiarized.”  I decided that this was something that I could check up on myself without too much effort and did so.  Of course, when dealing with papers that deal with very similar topics, arguably the same topic, one should expect some overlap in References, particularly regarding what could be considered the fundamental literature.  And indeed I found such overlap.  However, for the two crucial papers, there was only a 40% overlap for the period prior to 1990.  I found this insufficient to prove that the accused authors had read the earlier paper.  The next time I received another message from this group, I replied that I had investigated their claims and found them unconvincing, and that I did not wish to receive any more of their messages. 
Some time later I was approached by a colleague of Professor A who suggested that I publish a special issue based on a conference that had been held on the implications for university research of the Bayh-Dole Act, which made it easier for universities to patent research done by their faculty.  This man proposed that Professor B co-edit the special issue, and I accepted this despite knowing of the charges that had been made against B, also knowing that Professor C was slated to be part of the special issue as well.  I indeed published the special issue including a paper coauthored by B that happens to be the currently most cited paper in JEBO during the past five years.  Although I was convinced of the innocence of B and C, I made sure that the concept of innovative capacity would not appear in the issue at all in order to avoid any controversy, which it did not.  
On August 14, 2007, I received a message that was cc’ed to my entire editorial board and all my college colleagues, including my dean, which was 11 pages long.  It began with the following:

“BARKLEY ROSSER: YOUR LACK OF ETHICS IS DESPICABLE.  YOU HAVE SUPPORTED PLAGIARISTS [B] AND [C], AND PUBLISHED THEIR WORK IN JEB&O [SIC] (DATE).  WE WILL EXPOSE YOU AND YOUR LACK OF ETHICS.  SHAME ON YOU.”

What followed was an even more expanded version of what I had previously seen, with yet new guilty parties added as participants in the vast web of alleged conspiracies, in this case now totaling 30 other persons besides A, B, and C, which would make for too many to provide letters of the alphabet for, although they included numerous deans, university presidents, and several very prominent economists.
 The message concluded with a self-description of the GNRI as consisting of a supposedly enormous global network of students and researchers, all needing anonymity, and dedicated to defending the honor of Professor X, even though it was claimed that he “refused to talk to our network.”  
Let me begin with this last point, the nature and identity of this GNRI.  It has none beyond the promulgation of this particular case to the best of my knowledge  If one googles it, either full name or its initials, one does not find it.  If one adds “innovative capacity” to one’s google search, one finds two sites where much shorter versions of “the case” are made.  Neither of these sites actually identifies itself as being the GNRI.  While Professor X has continued to claim complete separation from the GNRI, I was informed by someone at Professor A’s university that an investigation by them had found that when at least some of these messages were sent, they were from internet cafes in cities around the world at times when Professor X was visiting those cities. 

Furthermore, Professor X to this day maintains a website proudly under his name that lays out the case that he was the true inventor of the scientific version of the concept of innovative capacity.
  After much discussion of the concept and justifications of why he is the inventor of it as a scientific concept, even though it had appeared in print  previously, the body of the Introduction to his website concludes with remarks about “Some authors who have profited” from using the concept after introducing it as new in 1999, without naming those parties.  The section concludes with a “Notice” declaring that he “strongly rejects the sending of anonymous e-mails” by any group, and that he is not a member of any such group that does this.  
After this message was sent (and my name joined those of others in the lengthening message that continued to bombard many around the world for at least some time afterwards), I engaged in a lengthy investigation of my own and communicated with many parties involved.  Coming to be convinced that Professor X was behind the GNRI, I responded to him in kind.  I sent a message to him that was cc’ed to his department chair, dean, provost, and university president, along with some of the parties named in the message, including Professors B and C (I have never dealt with A directly), in which I described the message that I had received, argued that it was ultimately baseless in its charges, and then, while carefully not accusing Professor X of having sent the message, although I fully believed and continue to believe that he did, urged him to use his influence with the GNRI to make them stop sending such scurrilous and potentially libelous messages.  I also sent a message to my board of editors presenting my side of the case, and in the case of colleagues in my college spoke privately with many, including my department head, dean, and a professor of business ethics, who was quite shocked at what was going on and urged me to act vigorously in reply.
Unsurprisingly, Professor X responded with great anger, making threats and proclaiming his lack of connection with the GNRI and disapproval of all these messages.  However, I simply persisted in my line, pushing forward to make it clear that if Professor X did not urge the GNRI to cease its attacks, I would continue to send messages complaining about them not only to him but to his professional superiors, just as had been done to me.  This went back and forth several times, but eventually the volley petered out.  There were a few more messages sent out, mostly attacking the editors of Research Policy (whom I had kept informed of my actions), but it has now been at least two years since I have heard of any such message from the mysterious GNRI.  It may well be that despite his maintaining his website, Professor X succeeded in convincing the GNRI that their efforts on his behalf were backfiring and were doing his case more harm than good.
The only followup from my editorial board was that one member who was close to a prominent blogger had told this blogger of the matter, and the blogger wanted to blog on it and get it into the New York Times.  I urged him not to do so, and he did not, as I and Professors B and C felt that what Professor X really wanted was precisely for all this to get into the press, where he would be accorded a hearing on an equal footing in a “he said, she said” manner, possibly even with the sympathy that he felt he deserved, as the little guy standing up to the supposedly mean giants.
  As it is, Professor X is not even a professional economist, being in a department of social ecology at a mid-level state university, and his original papers on the subject were published in journals rarely read by professional economists,
 which is another reason I have been willing to believe that Professors A, B, and C were unaware of his work when they initially failed to cite any of it after they began their work on the matter in 1999.
IV. A Few Remarks on the Origin and Development of the Concept of Innovative Capacity

Having made many highly critical remarks about Professor X, it must be admitted that he was not entirely without a case.  His two papers in 1990 and 1993, particularly the latter (and these were followed up by others less notable), were indeed the first to very specifically use the concept of Innovative Capacity in a particular way.  He deserves to be cited for these papers, and an important piece of evidence that the GNRI is really off its rocker, whoever it is, is that starting in 2003, Professors A, B, and C began to cite the 1990 and 1993 papers by Professor X regularly in their papers on the subject, crediting him with having done valuable work on measuring it and trends of it at the regional level in the US, which he did in the 1993 paper.  This is important because the still extant versions of the case by the GNRI on the web declare that Professors A, B, and C have refused to recognize the work of Professor X.  He and the authors of these versions may be unsatisfied with how A, B, and C have described and treated his work, but it is simply false to claim that they have refused to cite him, even if they did not do so during the period 1999-2002, which preceded the beginning of the sending of these messages.

For Professor X, the scientific concept of Innovative Capacity has a single most important measure, the rate of patenting occurring within a region or nation.  When A, B, and C began their work on the concept, indeed initially claiming originality for it, they did use the measure of patenting, but also added other elements in obtaining their indexes of “national innovative capacity,” including numbers of research scientists and spending on R&D, along with patenting rates.  In the message sent accusing me, the GNRI implicitly recognized that their version was somewhat different, as the message described them as having “reworked the concept.”


Now there had been a long literature on patenting and its relationship to economic growth prior to 1990, with some of this being in those publications cited in both of the crucial papers by X and ABC.  Indeed, the study of inventions and economic growth goes back deep into classical political economy, with such early 19th century economists as Ricardo and the Mills on one side, defending technological change and inventions against those such as Malthus and Sismondi, who worried about the potential impacts on unemployment of the process, even as all recognized that it was the key to the Industrial Revolution.  Marx and Engels articulated this conflict, praising the “revolutionary” advances of industrial capitalism in the means of production, even as they pointed out that these advances led to major social dislocations and disruptions.  These classical authors were not cited in the later literature, but Joseph Schumpeter most definitely was, with his invocation of “creative destruction” embodying these conflicting forces of advance and dislocation.  Various works by Schumpeter generally lay at the beginning of what was cited in these papers, with such figures as Herbert Simon, Jacob Schmookler, and Zvi Griliches also making regular appearances, along with others.

It was Schmookler (1966) who initiated the empirical study of the relationship between patenting and economic growth, with Griliches (1984) providing authoritative followups.  In fact this earlier literature was considerably more sophisticated than the work of Professor X.  As pointed out by Griliches (1990), Schmookler failed too find all that strong of a relationship between patenting and economic growth.  Much depended on the nature of the patents and other aspects of the scientific and R&D systems, just as ABC would add other elements to patenting when they began their studies of innovative capacity.  In this earlier literature other terms were used with patenting, such as “national innovation systems,” “innovativeness,” and “innovative activities.”  Indeed, arguably this latter is much more accurate than “innovative capacity,” which suggests the ability to do successful R&D, whereas patents are a product of R&D activities, with some patents more useful than others.  Curiously, someone independent of Professor X who used the term “innovative capacity” in 1990, Richard Goodwin, used it in connection with discussing the technologically driven Kondratiev long waves in the Schumpeter model, pointing out that near the end of such a wave there were diminishing returns to R&D on the major technology associated with the wave due to a decline of “innovative capacity” as more productive discoveries and inventions were already found or made.

A particular point of annoyance for Professor X, discussed at length on his website and also appearing in later versions of the GNRI messages, involved having to recognize that others had indeed used the very term, innovative capacity, in publications prior to 1990.  However, Professor X’s website and the later GNRI messages argued that these usages were not “scientific” but simply “figures of speech.”  It is true that I have been unable to find anyone using the precise term earlier while specifically linking it to patenting activity, but again, there would have been plagiarism by ABC only if they had known of Professor X’s work.


An especially sharp bone of contention involved one citation in a 2003 paper by B with someone else (Professor G) where in a footnote it was stated that the term “innovative capacity” had been used extensively by prior researchers.  Keith Pavitt (1980) was mentioned, which was immediately followed by a citation of X and his 1990 and 1993 papers, described as “providing a fuller articulation of the concept within the geography literature, focusing on specific linkages between invention and innovation,” which seems accurate to me.  B and G then mentioned a paper by Neely and Hii (1998) that provides a “more detailed discussion of the origins and definition of innovative capacity in the academic literature.”
  Indeed, the term is used extensively in this paper, which appeared prior to the 1999 claim by ABC to have invented the concept and not cited by them at that time.  What is particularly telling about this paper by Neely and Hii is that it does not cite anything by Professor X, although it is a literature review with 89 citations in its References, which is further evidence that it was completely reasonable to expect ABC to have also been unaware of X’s work in 1999, even as it is clear that they were probably unaware of this paper by Neely and Hii as well when they made their claims of originality then.  It is also clear to me that once they became aware of these works, they began citing them in a reasonable fashion.  


The matter of the paper by the late Keith Pavitt (1980) was a matter of much discussion in the later messages from the GNRI.  It was claimed that ABC misrepresented Pavitt’s work and that he never used the term.  I have looked at his paper, and this is not strictly correct.  Pavitt compared patenting rates in Britain in eight different industrial sectors with the rates in those sectors in nine other countries in an effort to discern the sources of Great Britain’s secular decline of productivity and industrial competitiveness, looking at relations between exports per capita and patenting rates per capita for the various sectors in the various countries.  Throughout most of the paper he used the terms “innovative activity” and “innovativeness.”   However, in a crucial introductory passage he wrote the following (Pavitt, 1980, p. 149):
“Our research at the Science Policy Research Unit
 does not enable us take sides in these debates, but it does enable us to say with a high degree of confidence that lack of capacity to develop and commercialize successful new and better products and production processes (i.e. lack of capacity to innovate) is a major factor in Britain’s industrial decline.”

Now it must be admitted that that “capacity to innovate” is not precisely identical to “innovative capacity,” but it looks to me close enough to count, along with satisfying the demand by Professor X on his website that the concept be measured by patent rates.  As far as I am concerned, this pretty much closes the case on the claims by the GNRI.
V. Conclusions

Plagiarism is a difficult problem for journal editors to deal with.  Accusations of plagiarism are regularly made to journal editors.  However, given disagreements over what it is precisely, and the threat of litigation from those who might argue that they have been falsely accused, editors tend to tread cautiously when presented with such accusations, even as the vast majority of editors strongly oppose plagiarism and seek to avoid facilitating it in any form.  The majority of editors support a code of ethics for the economics profession, and such a code of ethics would undoubtedly include strongly injunctions against plagiarism, however it might be enforced.

While plagiarism is a serious ethical issue, so is the rarer phenomenon of false accusations of plagiarism, which indeed can be seriously damaging to the careers of innocent persons.
    From my own experience in dealing with accusations of unethical conduct in publishing work by people falsely accused of plagiarism, my recommendation is that such false accusations should be treated as being as unethical as plagiarism itself and those responsible for making such accusations should be confronted as forcefully as possible with the falsity and unjustified nature of their conduct and condemned accordingly.
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� In the eyes of JEBO’s publisher, Elsevier, I officially became Editor on 1/1/02, serving during late 2001 the final portion of my predecessor’s term, Richard H. Day, a co-founder of the journal in 1980,  I have served two four-year terms, plus an extra year added onto the final term, now about to end.


� A useful program to assist editors and referees in checking on possible plagiarism is iThenticate.


� In recent years we have desk rejected about 50% of submitted papers.


� In the course of this I learned much more about the topic of the paper and became aware that there are sharply divided views about the arguments in the paper, with my Associate Editor holding strongly to the side in favor of Professor M’s position, while Professor T was on the other side, with their being a history of sharp conflict between these parties, all of this coming out in the various exchanges and complaints by all those involved.  To this day I have not made up my mind about the ultimate right or wrong of the competing sides in this controversy over the economic ideas involved.


� It is perfectly acceptable to submit the same book proposal to multiple book publishers, although there is no obvious reason why this should be acceptable while submitting papers to multiple journals is not.  Also, some disciplines allow the practice, notably law, although most do not.  As an editor I must confess that it certainly simplifies our work not to have such multiple submissions, but it is not at all clear that multiple submissions involve anything unethical, per se, unless of course one lies on one of those forms asking if one has the paper being submitted to a journal up for consideration at another journal, in which case the immorality is lying, not the act of multiple submission itself.


� For a broader discussion of trends in the relationship between American and European economics, see Rosser, Holt, and Colander (2010).


� Indeed this list contained so many distinguished individuals that I began to feel proud to be on it, much as if I had awakened in 1974 to learn that I was on Richard Nixon’s “Enemies List.”


� On the site he makes a big deal about how he has copyrighted it, so I shall minimize quoting from it directly, although it can easily be found by googling “innovative capacity.”


� While Professor A is not only tenured but a chaired full professor, Professors B and C were both junior and untenured at the time that the GNRI initially made its accusations.  They both suffered substantially, with delays in being able to go up for tenure, and enormous amounts of time spent responding to the accusations, with accompanying  pain to their families and friends, as well as substantial costs borne by their universities in investigating the charges, with all of them found to be false. 


� While I have cited work in both of these journals, few economists do.   Behavioral Science was largely a psychology journal, although it published the occasional economics or management paper due to having Herbert Simon on its board at the time.  Its readership was so low that it later merged with another journal, Systems Research, in which I published a paper in 1994.  Geographical Analysis is one of  the leading mathematically oriented journals in geography, and the paper by Professor X in it in 1993 was much better than the earlier one, although this journal also is rarely read by economists, and mostly by regional economists, with none of Professors A, B, or C fitting into that category.


� One line of research where the term appeared was in political science and organization theory, ironically inspired by work of Herbert Simon. An important paper in this line was by Mohr (1969), although it was used not for patenting but to describe the ability of organizations to adopt new ideas or technologies rather than to actually invent them, something different from the usages of either X or ABC.  This has also been labeled “absorptive capacity.”


� This unit is located in Sussex, England, home also of the journal Research Policy that would come under attack by the GNRI.


� While these accusations brought much pain and distraction for Professors A, B, and C, who needed to defend themselves to their professional superiors at great length and cost, in the end they were all exonerated, although no one can give them back the time spent on this painful and ridiculous matter.  Their arguments were ultimately accepted, and the actions of the GNRI were so clearly over the top and out of line as to become discredited, even if Professor X has avoided any overt censure or other punishment to the best of my knowledge, other than that he has brought upon himself by maintaining such a silly website.
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