Michael Myers
AIS president

Dear Michael,

AIS plagiarism policy

I am writing to you on behalf of the ECIS Standing Committee about a case that arose during the review process for ECIS 2006 and which revealed certain problems with the AIS plagiarism policy and process as it stands.  I hope that our experiences and comments are helpful to AIS in developing its policy in this important area.

Background

As you may be aware, I am currently involved in a research project that is studying plagiarism amongst students (http://www.lums.lancs.ac.uk/Departments/owt/Research/sdaw/) with much of this work focussing on processual issues around allegations of plagiarism.  As a result, when the AIS policy on plagiarism was released, I read it with interest and believed that I understood its operation.

Thus, when an allegation of plagiarism was made regarding a paper submitted to ECIS 2006, the allegation was discussed at the ECIS Planning Meeting held in Goteborg in February 2006.  The allegation was presented to those members of the programme committee and standing committee who were attending that meeting, the original paper and the papers that it was similar to were also viewed.  The meeting decided that the paper appeared to be problematic and asked me to notify the AIS President of the allegation.  The paper was also rejected and a suitable message was placed on the review system informing the authors of the allegation and that it had been passed to AIS.
As President, Claudia Loebbecke wrote back stating that she did not think that she should deal with the case as “The normal process for an AIS conference is, that the Program Chairs handle the cases and only involve the President in certain situations. In a situation where the offender admits his fault, I do not see any need to be involved”.  She also suggested that a range of ‘punishments’ be considered, including exclusion from ECIS, or even all the AIS conferences for a number of years.
She continued: “I would contact the home school and LET THEM TAKE ACTION as they feel appropriate.  The issue is that ‘taking action’ easily includes legal liabilities—if you ruin a career, delay a PhD etc.  This should not be your topic. 
The AIS is insured for such cases (but they are very painful in the US), AMCIS and ICIS program chairs are also insured, ECIS chairs are not via the AIS ...

…

Personally, I am very hesitant to give such cases to the AIS Research Conduct Committee, but my successors may see this differently”.

In this particular case, the authors did not challenge the allegation and accepted the rejection decision.

In light of Claudia’s interpretation of AIS policy I reread the documentation and this revealed a number of inconsistencies with the policy, rather than Claudia’s interpretation, which need to be addressed and I outline them below.

Areas of concern with existing policy 
Although the AIS Code of Research Conduct
 states that “Members of AIS must adhere to the AIS Code of Research Conduct in their work”, continuing that the code of conduct “offers guidance in matters directly related to the research and publication of scholarly works, and particularly, those in the journals and conference proceedings of the AIS (whether hardcopy or electronic)” (emphasis added) the document entitled AIS research conduct committee – process guidelines
 states that it only applies to “An editor of an AIS publication …”.  Thus there is an inherent ambiguity between whether the AIS Code of Research Conduct only effectively applies for AIS publications (i.e. AMCIS, ICIS, CAIS and JAIS) or whether this should apply to all the scholarly activities of AIS members.
The process guidelines continue: “Sanctions against those found to have behaved unethically may include expulsion from the Association and/or being barred from publishing in any of the Association’s journals or proceedings or from registering at any of the Association’s sponsored conferences”.  Again, this raises an ambiguous situation.  Suppose that ECIS conference officers had decided that an allegation of plagiarism was proven and sufficiently serious to warrant expulsion from ECIS for a number of years, according to the AIS regulations, there would be nothing that ECIS could do to prevent the individual concerned from publishing widely in AIS accredited journals and conferences.  Indeed, it would appear that the only way such a decision could be taken would be by an AIS disciplinary hearing, which could only act if the issue arose with an AIS publication, not with an ECIS paper.
The document does suggest that “Editors or publishers of non–AIS publications may apply to the AIS President on a case–by–case basis for the adjudication by the AIS Research Conduct Committee of allegations of scholarly misconduct for their own publications.  At the same time, a finding of misconduct by a non–AIS journal of an AIS member or non–member may result in sanctions against such individuals by AIS Council” (emphasis added).  However, Claudia’s interpretation of this as presented above, strongly suggests that, understandably, AIS is unlikely to get involved in such cases.  I believe it would be exceedingly helpful for AIS to clarify this point.  Either it is prepared to act as the international professional body for all IS researchers and publications or it is only prepared to act on allegations of research misconduct in its own publications.

If the latter route is decided, then I believe that it would be helpful for AIS to issue guidelines for other members of the IS community based on its own expertise in this area.  Thus AIS could advise on mechanisms by which due process can be followed.  Thus, if AIS was not going to hear cases from non AIS publications, then ECIS, for example, would need to ensure that no allegations of plagiarism were presented to the whole of the ECIS programme committee and instead, any allegations should be assessed by a subset of the programme committee with other members of the programme committee acting as the formal panel to review the allegation.  Otherwise, the group making the allegation is also the group hearing the allegation.
I hope that these comments are helpful and I hope that AIS will look to clarify its policies in this area.  I am, of course, more than willing to help AIS in developing its policy.


Yours sincerely,


Dr. Edgar A. Whitley


Secretary, ECIS Standing Committee

Cc Claudia Loebbecke, for information
� http://home.aisnet.org/joomla/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=18&Itemid=43


� http://www.aisnet.org/conduct/Committee_Guidelines.htm





