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Editor's Note:
The British Medical Journal (BMJ) recently released a series of 3 articles reporting that Dr. Andrew Wakefield's 1998
study published in The Lancet which linked the MMR vaccine to autism was "an elaborate fraud." In the wake of
these accusations, we spoke with Dr. Fred Volkmar, pediatric psychiatrist and editor of The Journal of Autism and
Developmental Disorders, about the role of journal editors in vetting the information that they publish.

An Editor's Responsibility: Introduction

Medscape: Have you ever experienced or encountered falsified data in medical research or publishing? If
so, how common do you think it is?

Dr. Volkmar: It's hard for a journal editor to be a policeman, but editors do notice things, especially in specialized
areas in which we may see the same or a similar paper come through different journals. I'm always on the lookout
for duplicate publication. Also, I've stopped publishing case reports in our journal because these can glorify a single
case or a handful of cases with no contravening side presented.

I've never come across anything that I thought presented falsified data, not that that means it wasn't there. And
there have been papers and findings that I've flagged as warranting an ethical discussion with the authors and their
institutions.

Obviously nobody is going to tell you that they falsified data. It's probably relatively unlikely but not unheard of. It's
probably even more of an issue with some of the major journals, like Science, Nature, and The Lancet, in which
people are desperate to get published and where there is a lot of pressure in terms of the faculty to be productive
and to publish in high-status journals.

Medscape: What level of scrutiny should be required of a journal editor? I imagine that an in-depth
investigation of each and every submission is not feasible.

Dr. Volkmar: I can't speak for other journal editors, but at the very least we ask people to give us assurance about
human subjects participating in a study and remind them of basic policies. We also ask them for a conflict-of-interest
statement. Both of these are very relevant to the autism controversy. We also send article candidates out for peer
review. In that sense we're a little bit like the umpire at the baseball game: We are looking for expert opinion from
other people and we really want to enhance the quality of what we present. We're not trying to be draconian; we
really are trying to make the science better.

Medscape: How many peer reviewers do journals generally require and how are they selected?

Dr. Volkmar: I typically ask 4 people to review a paper and I definitely like to have at least 3 reviews in hand before
I make a decision. I usually look at several sources, including other people who have published and who are
independent of the study at hand. I also diversify reviewers by recruiting internationally; I just today sent out a paper
to 4 reviewers from 4 different countries.

Medscape: Is having 4 reviewers a publishing standard?
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Dr. Volkmar: I don't know. I think most journals want at least 2. I think most editors take this fairly seriously and
really try to do a good job of both being fair while publishing good science.

 A Matter of Trust?

Medscape: Beyond the safety precautions you've mentioned, do editors need to have a certain amount of
trust that what authors submit is credible?

Dr. Volkmar: I think there has to be. When I get a paper, I am presuming that the paper is done in good faith, as I
think all journal editors do. But that being said, if something looks sketchy, it can and should be questioned.

In terms of the autism controversy, I don't know enough about what went on to comment. But I can tell you that in
the case of a very anomalous finding, one that may have important public health implications, I probably would err
on the side of getting more reviews than usual.

Medscape: Can you give us a brief overview of your review and publishing process?

Dr. Volkmar: I'm the editor of a journal called the Journal of Autism and Developmental Disorders -- it's the oldest
journal in the field. Briefly, first somebody submits a paper to me as a journal editor, at which point we go to great
lengths to be sure the paper is revised to meet journal standards before it goes out for review. Then it goes out for
peer review. As a general rule, I feel that if somebody has gone to the trouble of sending a paper to a journal, it
merits peer review. Then I, the journal editor, get a chance to see the review and make a decision. I typically reject
about half of the papers that come in, and when they do get accepted, they've usually gone through up to 4
revisions. The process is by no means perfect.

Is the Media to Blame?

Medscape: The media's reaction to Dr. Wakefield's study certainly contributed to -- if not incited -- a scare
among parents. How can journal editors address the often sensationalistic way the media covers medicine?

Dr. Volkmar: Let's start broad, by addressing how science and science publishing work. It's good to keep in mind
that having a single report of something doesn't necessarily prove much. It's just the nature of science that
sometimes things are going to be discovered that are just flukes and occur by chance alone. We want to see
findings replicated. If it works in New Haven, it better work in New York and Minneapolis and St. Louis and vice
versa. I think that's something that often is hard for the public -- and to some extent the media -- to get their heads
around.

An important question in response to the autism-vaccine controversy is how we can do a better job of educating the
media on this, on the basics of how science works.

We have to make it clear to the public and media that there is a difference between something being scientifically
groundbreaking and being newsworthy. I teach an undergraduate class on autism; we had a presentation yesterday
during which somebody asked me a question about autism being linked to immunizations. Basically the student's
point was, "If there's so much attention in the press, isn't there something to it?" I responded, "You just heard my
colleague give a wonderful lecture on infants with autism. I can tell you that there's not going to be a report on the
national news about it tonight."

On the other hand, had my colleague pulled out her perfectly legal 6-shooter and shot a few people, that would
make the national news. Now does that make it better? No. It makes it more newsworthy. Regarding autism, this is
not the first time this has happened. Secretin got a lot of press a few years ago as an effective cure for autism, and
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then a whole series of double-blind studies failed to find an effect.

It happens with some regularity, and parents are understandably desperate. They really want to do whatever they
can to help their children and rightly so. That being said, it is a bit of a problem because we have to educate not just
parents but the media as well about the difference between something being newsworthy and being scientifically
valid.

Medscape: Have you seen any improvement in sound science generating media coverage? Dr. Paul Offit
has spoken out strongly against the antivaccine movement, and his book, Autism's False Prophets,
recently received a good deal of lay press.

Dr. Volkmar: I do think people and media outlets are trying, but my guess is that the 24-hour news cycle creates a
tremendous pressure to be the first one on the topic -- the first one there. Just watch the morning news and you'll
see this in action.

Addressing Media Frenzy With Patients

Medscape: How do you recommend that clinicians approach issues like the autism controversy with their
patients and patients' families?

Dr. Volkmar: I try to make a point of talking to parents about all of their concerns, as well as their interests in
various treatments, including alternative treatments. I talk to parents, especially parents of younger children, about
what they're doing, and I'm not judgmental. I will talk to them about complementary alternative treatments, and I
hear that about 90% of the parents of very young children are doing some kind of complementary and alternative
medicine (CAM) intervention. My colleagues in pediatrics sometimes say that it's not true -- that nobody is using
these "crazy" interventions. I will say, "Maybe patients aren't telling you because you give off the vibe that you don't
want to hear about it." In fairness to the parents, I think this can be a problem.

It's easy for me to say that because I'm in the mental health business; I talk with people about all kind of things. It's
hard when you're a primary care pediatrician (which my wife is and she is asked about CAM all the time). I'm very
sympathetic to the problem and do think it's an important point to make to pediatricians: You have to be open and
accepting. I think people can understand more if you just talk to them.

In terms of autism, parents have been telling us for years that in about one fifth of cases, their child developed
normally and then lost skills. At pretty much every well-child visit these days, the patient is getting a shot. Often
parents are going to discover that their child has autism at some point after these shots and are going to try and
connect point A and B, even though point A and B may not be really connectable.

Autism and the Editor's Role: Final Thoughts

Medscape: Do you have any final thoughts regarding the autism controversy and the editor's and reviewer's
responsibilities in publishing sound science?

Dr. Volkmar: In summary, the peer-review process isn't perfect, but it is what we have. Journal editors and
reviewers both have a responsibility to flag data and papers that seem very unusual. On the other hand, we also
want to welcome new findings.

Finally, of course, we should be cognizant that as physicians our first duty is to do no harm, and helping parents
understand the tremendous success story of immunizations is part of our job.
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