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Best Practice Guidelines on Ethics
for Author and Publication Support
Service Providers

1 Introduction

1.1 Purpose
These guidelines serve as a reference for best practices related to ethics for author
and publication support service providers, regardless of whether or how the
services are charged for. Author and publication support services refer to any third-
party assistance that takes place during the preparation of an academic manuscript
for journal submission and publication. Such services may include pre-submission
manuscript review, journal and peer reviewer recommendations, peer review,
scientific editing, formatting, and language and artwork editing (which could be
done before submission, during revisions in response to peer review comments, or
after acceptance).

1.2 Audience
Ethics guidelines are already available for authors (for example, the Good Publication
Practice 3 guidelines!) and for journal editors, peer reviewers, and readers (namely,
those published by the Committee on Publication Ethics [COPE]?). Some guidelines
cover the roles of professional medical writing services (for example, those of the
European Medical Writers Association?®). However, there are currently no ethics
guidelines dedicated to general author and publication support service providers.
These guidelines are primarily intended for commercial companies that advise
authors and improve journal manuscripts, but they can also be used by publishers
(who may recommend or organize pre-submission author services, perform in-
house post-acceptance text/artwork editing, or outsource such activities),
institutions (which may have in-house services or use/recommend vendors), in-
house editorial and author/publication support professionals, and self-employed
individuals. They may also be useful for authors when seeking publication support
services.
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These best practice guidelines were prepared by The Alliance for Scientific Editing
in China (ASEC), which was established in October 2015 as a self-regulating
association of reputable author services in China.* Although the guidelines are
intended primarily for use by author and publication support service providers in
China, they can also be applied elsewhere.

General responsibilities of author and publication support service providers

Author and publication support service providers must do the following:

21
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Clearly display their code of ethics on their website

Author and publication support service providers should have a webpage detailing
their publication ethics policies and procedures in the language of the intended
audience, and a link to that page should appear on the homepage and in marketing
materials. Service providers should be familiar with definitions and general issues
in research and publication ethics, as outlined by COPE. When applicable, COPE
guidelines/flowcharts® should be used. In addition, any existing national laws,
regulations, research/publication ethics guidelines, and author service ethics
guidelines should be followed.

Clearly define the services offered and the credentials of people performing those
services

Service providers must clearly explain their services and schedules (and, if
applicable, prices and billing/payment system) to clients and should not guarantee
that the use of their services leads to automatic publication in any named journal.
Service providers must be honest in their marketing materials, including the
qualifications, skills, expertise, and other details of their staff/representatives. Staff
who provide services should be adequately trained in those services and in research
and publication ethics.

Any endorsements or testimonials on a service provider’s website or marketing
materials should be genuine and used with permission. Relationships with any
named institutions, journals, publishers, or other partners should be explained. A
registered company address and contact details must be clearly stated on the
company website and in marketing materials.
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2.3 Perform services within industry-accepted guidelines
Service providers should adhere to prevailing guidelines of respected associations
such as COPE, World Association of Medical Editors, European Medical Writers
Association, European Association of Science Editors, and American Medical
Writers Association. Staff/representatives of a publication support service provider
usually do not collect or analyze data or provide the main intellectual content of a
project and cannot take full responsibility for the manuscript, and hence would not
tulfill authorship criteria (for example, those specified by the International
Committee of Medical Journal Editors®). In such cases, they should not suggest,
agree to, or insist on adding their name as an author. The exact editorial role, with
the name of the staff/representative when possible, the name of the
employer/agency, and, when applicable, the name of the sponsor should be stated
in the Acknowledgments section.

Staff/representatives (including peer reviewers) of service providers must not
plagiarize, share, or seek to gain personal or commercial advantage from any
submitted materials. They should also declare any conflicts of interest before taking
on a project, and, if any conflicts exist or the area of academic expertise is not
appropriate, they should recuse themselves from an assigned project. Service
providers may suggest references where they are missing (in areas of unattributed
text overlap or for any unattributed facts or concepts that are not common
knowledge) but should not add, suggest, or insist on adding irrelevant citations
that they themselves have authored.

Any peer reviewer recommendations must include the correct names, qualifications,
and contact details of suitable reviewers. Any peer review services must be
provided impartially, honestly, and truthfully. For services offering journal
selection guidance, only legitimate journals should be recommended; authors
should nevertheless be reminded to refer to ThinkCheckSubmit.org.

2.4 Maintain client confidentiality at all times
Service providers and their staff must keep client details, materials, and
correspondence confidential and secure. However, they should be prepared to
cooperate with appropriate authorities and journal editors during formal
investigations of possible misconduct, and disclose necessary information if
required by law. Clients should be notified of this policy via the service provider’s
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website in the language of the intended audience.

Clearly display a complaints policy on their website
Service providers should explain their complaints resolution procedure on their
website in the language of the intended audience.

Responsibilities of author and publication support service providers related to
specific ethical issues

Author and publication support service providers must do the following:

31

Ensure that authors are aware of their responsibilities

Authors are responsible for complying with research and publishing ethics, for
checking the accuracy and content of their manuscripts, and for ensuring that
content is not offensive, defamatory, fraudulent, misleading, or illegal. They should
be reminded of this and asked to review and approve the final version carefully.
Service providers should never assist authors to fabricate, falsify, or plagiarize
work; to commit any breach of research or publication ethics; or to engage in any
misconduct, including manipulation of authorship or the peer review process.

If the service being provided is scientific editing (also variously known as
substantive, substantial, developmental, comprehensive, structural, or technical
editing), authors should be reminded that they bear ultimate responsibility for the
scientific content of their manuscripts. Suggestions beyond typical language editing
may be made in a Comment rather than in the text if there is a risk of changing the
scientific content. When needed, a Comment may be written to ask the author to
check that an edit has not changed the intended meaning.

Service providers should also be up-to-date with relevant international, national,
and specific publisher, journal, or conference guidelines about expected roles and
responsibilities of authors, and should inform authors or clients. For example,
publishers or journals may require only one designated author, usually the
corresponding author, to make the online submission of a manuscript and to make
certain ethics declarations in a cover letter or online form.
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3.2 Advise clients on any ethical issues related to their manuscripts

3.3

Service providers are not expected to screen for misconduct, such as possible image
manipulation, image or text plagiarism, and data falsification or fabrication.
However, if a service provider suspects a lapse in research or publication ethics
(such as possible lack of ethics board review, clinical trial registration, or
participant consent, or possible plagiarism or data falsification or fabrication), the
client should be alerted, for example, in a Comment. However, if a potential issue
affects the whole manuscript (such as suspected duplicate publication or large-scale
plagiarism), the client should be alerted as soon as possible.

If the client is an author, the author should be informed of the nature and extent of
the potential issue. If the client is a journal, publisher, or institution, that client
should be informed of the nature and extent of the potential issue.

Guide authors to supply missing or incomplete information

If service providers notice missing information, such as insufficient methods that
would prevent others from reproducing the study, display items, supplementary
tiles, and Funding and Conflicts of Interest statements (transparency declarations),
they can alert the client, for example, in a Comment. For certain studies that have a
relevant reporting guideline in the Equator Network repository® (for example,
studies involving humans or animals), the relevant guideline can be named and a
link can be provided. It must be made clear that the author is to supply any missing
information truthfully.

3.4 Appropriately deal with suspected text plagiarism

If a service provider suspects that multiple sentences show text overlap with
published work of other authors or even of the same author, those areas should be
highlighted and, if editing had been requested, these areas should be left unedited.
If a service provider suspects that part of a sentence shows text overlap with
previously published work of either the same or different authors, those areas
should be highlighted and left unedited, but the rest of the sentence may be edited
for grammar without paraphrasing. In both cases, the author should be alerted, for
example, in a Comment, and asked to check for any other areas of text overlap,
rewrite all areas of text overlap or indicate direct quotations, add citations if absent,
and resubmit the manuscript.
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Although service providers are not expected to routinely screen for possible text
plagiarism, this may be provided as a separate service. However, the author should
be instructed to rewrite plagiarized text and provide complete and accurate
citations, and invited to resubmit the manuscript.

3.5 Appropriately deal with potential breach of copyright and other issues
If a service provider suspects that a previously published display item has been
used without copyright permission, the item and relevant text in the manuscript,
should be highlighted and left unedited. The author should be alerted and asked to
add citations if absent and seek and document copyright permission in the
legend/footnote of the display item. If any text of display items requires revision,
suggested grammar edits can be left in a Comment.

Service providers may alert the client and offer advice if, when providing guidance
on or editing a revised manuscript according to peer review comments, it appears
that a reviewer or editor is insisting on adding irrelevant or excessive citations that
he or she has authored, or that come from the target journal.

4 Guideline approval

These best practice guidelines have been drafted, reviewed, and approved by ASEC.
Drafts of the guidelines were circulated among and revised by ASEC members and
other publishing and editing professionals between May and September 2016. Members
of ASEC are Accdon-LetPub LLC, Crimson Interactive Pvt Ltd, Editage (China), Liwen
Bianji (Edanz China), Medjaden Bioscience Ltd, and The Ivyediting (China).
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