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Editorial Introduction: Various cases of editors of leading journals resigning have led to a debate
independence; on the question of editorial independence, understood as the unconditional freedom of
Medical publications; editors to approve the contents of their journals.

Editors Met hod: An analysisismade of casesin which editorial independence hasbeen questioned,

as well asthe position those who resolutely defend it against those who consider that it
must be limited by the institutions of which they are their organs of expression.
Conclusions: Editors of scientific publications not only have to be judges of the articles
they receive, but they must also be judged by their decisions, and editorial independence
cannot be a refuge for personal stances. By independence it must be understood as the
meticulousness in accepting manuscripts and the application of transparent criteria.
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Independencia
editorial; Resumen
Publicaciones médicas; Introduccion: Diversos casos de cese de editores de grandes revistas han llevado al deba-
Editores te la cuestion de la independencia editorial, entendida como la libertad no condicionada

del editor para aprobar los contenidos de su revista.

Desarrollo: S realiza un andlisis de 1os casos en que se ha cuestionado la independencia
editorial, asi como la posicion de quienes la defienden a ultranza frente a los que consi-
deran que debe estar limitada por las instituciones de las que son érganos de expresion.
Conclusiones: Los editores de las publicaciones cientificas no sélo deben ser jueces de los
articulos que reciben, sino que deben ser juzgados por sus decisiones, y la independencia
editorial no puede dar amparo a posicionamientos personales. Por independencia debe
entenderse la escrupulosidad en la aceptacion de los manuscritos y la aplicacion de cri-
terios transparentes
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Introduction

Thereisatendency to evaluate the role of scientific journals
from the perspective of the author. The author attemptsto
disseminate the findings of his research or experiences
through publications; but publishing is not just about
communicating advances, it also has further implications
at the personal, institutional, national and corporate levels.
Journals are interpreted from a liability standpoint,
understanding that they publish the contents they receive
when these have sufficient quality and interest, after an
appropriate selection process, within a given framework of
contextual and operational decisions. However, this is not
absolutely true, since journals have their own interests and
dependencies and their editors not only share these, but
also add their own. In recent years, some publications and
some publishers have defended the issue of editorial
independence,? especially those having a broad relationship
with companies or scientific associations.® In this article we
attempt to review the issue of editorial independence from
the perspective of the current management team of
Neurologia.

Cases and debate on editorial independence

Some specific cases have led to editorial responses and
have generated a debate about the issue of editorial
independence. Doubtless, the Kassirer* case had an
unprecedented impact on the scientific and academic
communities, given that it had never occurred that the
chief editor of one of the highest impact medical journals,
such as The New England Journal of Medicine, wasdismissed
duetodiscrepancieswiththose responsible for the scientific
associationinrelationtoactionsonthe market.®Apparently,
Kassirer did not share the promotional criteria for the
magazine, and these differences led to his dismissal.
Smilarly, a few months before, the resignation of George
Lumberg,® editor-in-chief of JAMA, could have the same
significance’ but for different reasons. Another more recent
case hasraised the question of independence in literature.
This refers to the cessation of some editors from the
Canadian Medical Association Journal.® In February 20086,
two of the main editors of the magazine were dismissed
under the pretext of a renewal of the editorial team, but it
was later known to be due to discrepancies between the
editorial team and the association about the advisability of
publishing information regarding the “morning-after” pill.
The response of the major editors in defence of the
dismissed editors was forceful.® Later, the editorial
company of the Croatian Medicine Journal was reproached
by its university managers for its repeated publication of
fraud cases, with thisintrusion even reachingthe courts. '
Regardless of the importance of the issue represented by
fraud, ' the university officials felt that the publication of
these cases in the journal was excessive. The question of
whether the editor of a scientific publication should be
above the constraints of a company or the institutional
positions of a scientific association or, conversely, should
follow the lines marked is the crux of a debate that has a
clear ideological stance.

The advocates of the first approach believe that science
is a public good. Therefore, science does not belong to any
company or association and that scientific publishers are
appointed from the standpoint of science rather than
companies and, consequently, should be independent,
without constraints. If science has no limits, except for
those of ethics, journals arising from science should not
have them either; therefore, editorial autonomy is the
requisite counterpart to maintain the freedom of expression
needed by scientific development. The other perspective is
also ideological and believesthat magazines have a mission,
defined by organisations that are organs of speech, and that
the independence of publishers should be framed within it.
The managers of the institutions therefore have a
responsibility to adapt the mission in time and the editor, to
execute it, creating a balance between autonomy and
management.

Without a doubt, although the debate is ideological, the
reader will be able to appreciate that points of conflict are
not and have to do with concessions from magazines to
financers, industry relations, subscription generation
policiesor positionsin the face of temporary circumstances.
Finally, magazines are a product that must be sold to be
sustainable, which give rise to the conflict about what
should prevail: corporate or scientific criteria,’ and if the
balance should be influenced by issues such as context'™ or
language.™ In a recent article in which 33 editors were
asked about their degree of independence, only 70%felt
that their autonomy was complete, although 30-45% had
been under pressure over editorial content. Furthermore,
in nearly 50%o0f the journals, the managers responsible for
the scientific associations had the authority to dismiss or
terminate the editor.'®

The position of the editors

The international committee of medical editorstraditionally
referred to as the Vancouver Group, which is led by the
heads of the major medical journals, hasa clear and defined
position, without any sort of doubts.' The editor must have
full independence and be isolated from strategic market,
financial or political issues. However, in most publicationsit
is not easy for the editors to maintain this isolation, which
has been compared with the case of Don Quixote. In their
opinion, editors must enter into contentious issues, even if
thismeanscommitting their institutionsand their journals. ®
However, some publishers have drawn attention to the fact
that insisting on trying to maintain thisisolation can lead to
bad decisions and biases, by making the position of editor a
central element above the criteria of quality and interest
inherent to an article.

In fact, when readers of a high-impact journal have been
polled on whether the topics being published were of
interest to them, the percentage of affirmative responses
was low.202' But this unequivocal position of the editors of
maj or journalsdoesnot alwayscorrespondtothe operational
decisions of the editors of major publications, especially
when they have strong opinion content. These editors are
publishing professionals, while those who run smaller
journals are recruited from clinical practice or research,?
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and that involves the continuance in the position. While in
the latter publishers are transient, in the former they have
long careers, constituting a specific lobby that is justified
by their professionalism and experience, but which gives
them a firm sense of stability.

Independence and policy

The question is whether publishers are insulated in their
decision making and, therefore, if they apply editorial
independence only in favour of science. Recent examples
have raised doubts about this approach. The opposition by
France to the war in Iraq led to a covert boycott of French
productsin the U.S and it hasbeen noted that it also led to
a decrease in acceptance by the Anglo-Saxon high-impact
journals of articles produced in France.?® While items from
Spain, pro-lraq war, increased by 100% the acceptance of
manuscripts from France and Sweden fell by over 20%in
high-impact journals in the United Sates. Although with a
lower percentage, the data were similar in British
publications. We should note that we could not resist the
temptation to review the data relating to Sain in high-
impact publications in the U.S, particularly to assess
whether the Spanish withdrawal from the war had any
influence. While it istrue that there was an increase in the
articles accepted between July 2003 and June 2004
compared to the previous year and that the following year
there was a return to the initial figures, a year after the
withdrawal (when the consequence could be observed),
there was a increase similar to the preceding one in papers
accepted, increasing slightly the following year. We
therefore do not think that it is possible to reproduce in
Spain the situation that authors described for France;
variations in acceptance may thus be related to other
factors.

The previously-mentioned dismissal of Georges Lumberg
from JAMA can also be understood from a political
standpoint, as it was due to the publication of an article
that established the sexual pattern of studentsin the USA%,
and which indicated that oral sex was not considered a
sexual act. The publication of thisarticle, prioritised by the
editor, coincided with the trial of Bill Clinton for his
relationship with Monica Lewinski. Although some sectors
felt that the decision by Ratcliffe Anderson, vice president
of the American Medical Association, was correct® because
this article could have an influence on that trial, most
editors from major magazines positioned themselves closer
to Lumberg, covered by editorial independence.?:2

Accusations that scientific journals and, therefore, their
editors take part in politics have also appeared. In June of
last year, for example, an lIsraeli publication reported that
some English impact publications favoured the Palestinian
cause through medical articles, particularly after the
publication of an article on medicine in Palestine?® that
accused Israel of withholding healthcare in the territory.
This short article, submitted as a comment, had not passed
through the filter of editorial review, and its publication
was the editor’s personal decision. The article claimed that
English journals such as BMJ and The Lancet published
articles defending the Palestinian position under the guise

of being medical articles, and that this was not the case in
publications from the USA.2° An extensive debate took place
in the form of letters and electronic contributions on BMJ
and even on The Lancet, supporting the journals and
defending the position that approach the matter was
correct. However, the involvement of medical journals in
wars had been seen previously, and it had even been
supported.® This was admitted by one of the BMJ editorsin
an editorial in his journal,® in which he defended that
medical journals should adopt some political approaches.
This statement led to a remarkable number of letters
demanding independence between political issue and
medical publishing; some submission argued against the
editorial® and others in its favour.®® In any case, it seems
inconsistent to defend editorial independence as something
rigid and impassive and enter into matters of opinion that
cannot be analysed from the filter of scientific methodology
because of its own connotations.

Conclusions

Editorial independence is certainly a theoretical concept,
based on the idea that journal editors should have complete
autonomy to set the contents, so that the prevailing criteria
are scientific ones. Like any theoretical concept, it isdifficult
to disagree with it, but its applicability is more debatable.
Editors must have an editorial policy®*® and it seems
reasonable for it to be consistent with the general lines of
the publication and the institutions for which they serve as
images. The main point isnot editorial independence used as
a shield to repel responsibilities; the most essential part is
that the publisher should make fair and appropriate decisions
considering all the elements influencing the magazine
—elements ranging from the quality, originality, relevance
and interest for readers of the manuscript to the personality
of the publication, its scope of action, and also its strategy
and the institution that it represents.® The balance of all
aspects from the perspective of the editors experience and
professionalism within the framework is what should guide
the decision, and it must be independent. As noted by Smith,
former editor of the British Journal of Anaesthesia, editorial
independence does not make it possible for the editor to act
asan autocrat® or be allowed to make incompetent or unjust
decisions. The Pearce case was demonstrative of a justified
dismissal, when an editor was terminated after accepting
two articles written by a member of histeam, one of them
fraudulent, which had not gone through the external review
processand in which the editor appeared asauthor,® violating
authorship provisions.®

It seemsreasonable that editors of scientific publications
are not only judges of the articlesthey receive, but can also
be judged themselves,* and that editorial independence
cannot protect personal positions. The editor can express
opinions through editorials or opinion articles, but in no
case does it seem justifiable for these to influence their
editorial decisions.

Editors should take into consideration not only the
articles themselves that they receive, but also the view of
readers, aswell as, in the case of Neurologia, the strategic
positions of the Spanish Society of Neurology. Editorial



342

J. Matias-Guiu, R Garcia-Ramos

independence must be grounded on all these considerations.
Independence should be understood as being scrupulous in

the acceptance of

manuscripts and implementing

transparent criteria.
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