Editorial

A Specific Question of Ethics

I have not really taken much time in my editorials to discuss
ethical behavior by authors, reviewers, and editors, other
than the December editorial in 1992 (Vol. 31,No. 12, p.2517).
However, a recent experience has moved me to action.

In general, people in our field of optical science and
engineering behave very responsibly and ethically and we
have very few horror stories, unlike those that are reported to
me by editors in other fields. The only problem that I have
encountered is the issue of authors submitting their papers to
two or more journals at the same time. I have had to deal with
a handful of these cases over the last five years. Even though
rare occurrences for us in Optical Engineering, they are
disturbing when they happen.

The specific case that I would like to use in this editorial,
without any names, started when Managing Editor Mohan
Nair received the following letter on August 9, 1995.

Dear Mr. Mohan Nair,

I regret to inform you that we have decided to withdraw the paper
entitled * . Therefore, I would like to ask you to do not
publish the paper. I am sorry for the inconvenience that I might have
caused.

Yours sincerely,

Both Mohan and I were concerned by this withdrawal since
the paper in revised form had been accepted in the middle of
May and was in the process of being published. The history of
this paper was thatit had beenreceived in late 1994, reviewed,
and returned to the authors for revision. The revised manu-
script was received in late April, re-reviewed, and accepted.
We do understand, of course, that there are legitimate reasons
for withdrawing a paper.

Idid write aletter to the author on August 18, in whichIsaid
“I just received a copy of your message about the withdrawal
of your paper. We will, of course, not publish your paper,
hence I would like to know why you decided to withdraw it at
thelastminute.” You can imagine my surprise when Ireceived
the following letter dated August 31.

Dear Dr. Thompson,

We have decided to withdraw the paper due to it has been published in
another Journal. As soon as we received the notification that the paper
would be published in the other Journal, I wrote to Mr. Mohan Nair.
That is why, I just wrote at the last minute.

I am very sorry for the inconvenience that we might have caused.
I apologize.
Yours sincerely,

To conclude this story, I reprint the response that I made to the
author on September 18.

Dear ,

I received your letter and note that you have withdrawn your paper
from consideration by Optical Engineering.

You should be aware that it is considered unethical to submit a paper
to more than one journal at the same time, as you appear to have done.
Many journals ask for a statement from the authors that they have not
submittted the paper to another journal; other journals require that the
copyright be assigned to the journal before the review process is
conducted. Optical Engineering does not require this since we prefer
to rely on the integrity of the authors.

Sincerely,
I have heard nothing further from the author!

Editor’s Anecdote

Happily for your editor, the previous story represents a very
small minority of the colleagues that I work with every day.
So, to balance this editorial, I share with you, again anony-
mously, a letter that certainly made me feel good.

“...sometime ago you had sent me a paper to review (followed by a
reminder). I put it among a pile of things to do. I had been going
through a lengthy period of personal disorganization and never got
around to responding. I apologize for my very inconsiderate behavior
and hope I did not cause you too much inconvenience.

You probably do not remember me but I took a class from you (in
Physical Optics) at the University of Rochester when I first came to
this country. It seems I was late for class every morning. Every
morning that is, until the last class, a review class for which, due to a
misunderstanding, I arrived an hour early. I hadn't realized the
regularity of my tardiness until at the end of that last class you
announced that you were particularly disappointed in me for ruining
my record for being late for every single class. It seems I have not
changed a great deal. In spite of my tardiness, I have fond memories of
that class. You were one of the best instructors I have ever had and
listening to your lectures was always a pleasure. Thank you.

Sincerely,

Brian J. Thompson
Editor
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