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Abstract 

Background The practice of clinical research is strictly regulated by law. During submission and review processes, 
compliance of such research with the laws enforced in the country where it was conducted is not always correctly 
filled in by the authors or verified by the editors. Here, we report a case of a single institution for which one may find 
hundreds of publications with seemingly relevant ethical concerns, along with 10 months of follow‑up through con‑
tacts with the editors of these articles. We thus argue for a stricter control of ethical authorization by scientific editors 
and we call on publishers to cooperate to this end.

Methods We present an investigation of the ethics and legal aspects of 456 studies published bythe IHU‑MI (Insti‑
tutHospitalo‑Universitaire Méditerranée Infection) in Marseille, France.

Results We identified a wide range of issues with the stated research authorization andethics of the published stud‑
ies with respect to the Institutional Review Boardand the approval presented. Among the studies investigated, 248 
were conductedwith the same ethics approval number, even though the subjects, samples, andcountries of investiga‑
tion were different. Thirty‑nine (39) did not evencontain a reference to the ethics approval number while they present 
researchon human beings. We thus contacted the journals that published these articlesand provide their responses 
to our concerns. It should be noted that, since ourinvestigation and reporting to journals, PLOS has issued expressions 
ofconcerns for several publications we analyze here.

Conclusion This case presents an investigation of the veracity of ethical approval,and more than 10 months of fol‑
low‑up by independent researchers. We call forstricter control and cooperation in handling of these cases, including‑
editorial requirement to upload ethical approval documents, guidelines fromCOPE to address such ethical concerns, 
and transparent editorial policies andtimelines to answer such concerns. All supplementary materials are available.
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Background
There are over 27 million scientific articles listed on the 
National Health Institute Platform PubMed. Previous 
investigations have shown that about 2% of scientists 
admitted to have fabricated, falsified or modified data or 
results at least once [1]. The business of scientific pub-
lication has surged during the last decade, including a 
staggering growth in the number of articles submitted 
and finally accepted for publication [2]. The peer review 
process is crucial for assessing the quality of hypothe-
ses, methods, reliability of the data, and identifying any 
obvious ethical shortcomings. The Covid-19 pandemic 
was a stress test for the academic publishing system and 
unveiled several failures in processes evaluating quality of 
scientific publications [3–7]. Neglected or non-existent 
review procedures [3, 6], editorial conflicts of interests 
combined with expeditive peer review [3], inconsist-
ent publications with, e.g., missing data [8], failure to 
retract or delayed retractions [6, 7], and irregularities in 
legal permissions are among the most common concerns 
seen in biomedical publications relating to the COVID-
19 pandemic. The latter is particularly critical as it can 
directly put study participants at risk.

Regulation of clinical research became gradually an 
issue after the crimes perpetrated by the Nazis during 
World War II [9]. Later, these issues were reinforced by 
notoriously unethical studies conducted in the following 
decades, such as the Tuskegee Syphilis Study [10]. In the 
1950 and 1960 s, the thalidomide adverse effects scandal 
reinforced this tendency by defining vulnerable groups 
such as, pregnant women [11]. More recently, ethics has 
evolved with new concerns for the protection of healthy 
volunteers following the TGN1412 disaster [12].

To prevent these ethical quandaries, countries have dif-
ferent governance system for ensuring appropriate moral 
conduct in clinical research. This commonly includes 
both legal requirements for conducting research, as well 
as guidelines for the oversight into and approval of ethi-
cal research. In France, this is done through the legisla-
tive framework. In this context, the French legislation 
was updated in 2016 with the Jardé Law on good prac-
tices in clinical research [13]. It should be noted that the 
legislative framework encountered in France is not the 
same as in other countries which may have other gov-
ernance instead. French regulation requires that any 
experimentation on human beings must be approved by 
an independent ethics committee and depending on the 
complexity of the protocol, additional authorizations are 
required, especially regarding the collection of body flu-
ids such as stool, vaginal secretions or urine.

In this paper, we present an investigation into papers 
published by the Institut Hospitalo-Universitaire 

Méditerranée Infection (IHU-MI ), a large clinical and 
research center in the city of Marseilles in the south of 
France. The IHU-MI employs over 700 people, covering 
a range of research topics related to infectious disease 
including basic biomedical research, epidemiological 
work, clinical trials,

This center has been the subject of research contro-
versy since the advent of the COVID-19 pandemic, 
largely due to the actions of Professor Didier Raoult, 
former head of the institute. The original notoriety of 
the IHU-MI came from the now-infamous promotion 
of hydroxychloroquine, an anti-malarial medication, 
in combination with azithromycin for the treatment 
of COVID-19 [14]. This regimen was promoted as 
the most effective treatment for COVID-19 based on 
the results of a small, poorly-controlled observational 
study that has been described as having “major meth-
odological shortcomings which make it nearly if not 
completely uninformative” and “fully irresponsible” in 
an independent review commissioned by the parent 
publishing company Elsevier [15–18]. This study also 
elicited negative peer-review comments on PubPeer, 
an independent review site that collates commentary 
on scientific studies, and from the French authorities 
[19]. The hydroxychloroquine/azithromycin regimen 
has remained popular in some minds despite increas-
ingly robust evidence that it is ineffective in the treat-
ment of COVID-19 and furthermore may increase the 
risk of death [18], demonstrating once more the dan-
ger of problematic and potentially unethical research 
[20]. Of note, IHU-MI has had previous retractions for 
alleged data fabrication, but thus far not due to ethical 
concerns [20].

Concerns on ethical approvals from IHU-MI have 
been raised outside scientific journals [21]. In August 
2021, Elisabeth Bik pointed out issues about ethical 
approvals including research on vulnerable popula-
tions like homeless study participants [22]. These ini-
tial reports prompted us to further investigate potential 
concerns about ethics in the published literature from 
the institute. We have found and report below about 
highly worrying data in IHU-MI publications.

For post-publication critiques, the Committee on 
Publication Ethics (COPE) recommends referring to 
the journal or publisher policy [23], depending on the 
availability of an editorial policy for the reported issue. 
In case editorial policy does not take post-publication 
critiques into account, this policy should be amended. 
We can thus hope that the critiques formulated here 
might be helpful for journals to improve their peer 
reviewing policies. This is the whole meaning of our 
approach.
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Methods
Investigation
Due to a great deal of national interest following publici-
zation of poor research practices at IHU-MI, the French 
government investigated the unit and then launched legal 
actions in early September 2022. This followed a damn-
ing report from IGAS (Inspection Générale des Affaires 
Sociales) on the ethics and conduct of research taking 
place at IHU-MI during the period of investigation [24]. 
The seriousness of the accusations reported, combined 
with previous reports of questionable conduct and pub-
lication ban [20], made us question whether current 
academic editorial processes could have caught such 
concerns regarding the legal framework implemented at 
IHU-MI when conducting clinical trials. This paper pro-
vides the results of a detailed review covering the work 
of researchers at IHU-MI, analyzing published ethical 
statements.

After noticing that some Institutional Review Board 
(IRB) identification numbers were identical in several 
publications from the IHU-MI, we started by screening 
studies on IRB numbers on “Google Scholar”. We found 
several repetitions, and we finally noticed that one of 
the IRB approval numbers (09–022) appeared in hun-
dreds of publications while the publications’ topics and 
the patients involved in studies were significantly differ-
ent. We then used “Google Scholar” to identify all occur-
rences of this approval number.

We then decided to further investigate the bibliography 
of this institute by screening PubPeer reports and analyz-
ing them. We did not contact directly IHU-MI since their 
answer to the PubPeer posts showed they were already 
aware of the concerns reported here. Furthermore, cyber 
and legal harassment made any direct contact with this 
institute more difficult than it should have been [21, 25, 
26]. We only recently contacted Prof. Didier Raoult, for-
mer head of IHU-MI, since he was listed as editor-in-
chief of the journals where some of the articles we report 
here were published but received no answer to this day. 
This list has also been reported to French Health Author-
ity, namely the “Agence Nationale de Sécurité du Médica-
ment” (ANSM), in charge of the evaluation of the legality 
of clinical studies, in July 2022. These publications were 
only evaluated regarding ethics criteria and our find-
ings have no significance regarding the validity of their 
content.

We attempted to conduct a relatively systematic 
review of all recent biomedical research published by 
key authors at the IHU-MI, using “Google Scholar” pro-
files and PubPeer. This involved searching the bibliogra-
phies of senior scholars (i.e., Professors) at the institute, 
however given the sheer number of studies, we limited 
the search parameters to those published in the last 25 

years. Screening on PubPeer was conducted by searching 
author names, and reviewing the resulting comments on 
papers. The results from PubPeer were then used to com-
plete the data obtained from analysis of “Google Scholar” 
results. Frequently-repeating IRB-approval numbers 
were entered into “Google Scholar” to list of all their 
occurrences.

Request for the official IRB approval
We qualitatively determined whether IRB approval was 
likely to have been granted for different studies. This was 
done by discussion among the authors, and we present 
the tabulated findings in the results of the number of 
separate published works that use the same IRB approval 
number.

Contact of editors
While papers have been retracted in the past for issues 
concerning ethical approval [27], most of the Retraction 
Watch database entries seem to contain only Expressions 
of Concern (EOCs) or retractions relating to “ethical 
violations by author” or “lack of IRB/IACUC approval.” 
As such, it is not surprising that COPE did not provide 
guidelines on reporting and investigating IRB approval 
duplications such as what we have found. Indeed, cur-
rent COPE guidelines on issues on ethics approval only 
focus on handling concerns at the time of submission of a 
manuscript [28] and not after publication or for cases of 
potentially fraudulent duplication of IRB approval num-
bers. As a result, we have further analysed the dataset 
to append the journal Editor-in-Chief ’s name and email 
after screening the journals websites for information. 
In some cases, such as discontinued journals, the last 
known editor-in-chief was contacted. When no contact 
form or mail was available on the journal’s page, we con-
tacted the editor-in-chief directly through academic mail 
found on the university affiliation’s website.

We thus contacted all editors of journals that published 
papers for which our analysis could raise concerns. The 
number of editors we contacted may seem very low com-
pared to the number of publications we report, but many 
of them have been published in the same journal: for 
example “New Microbes and New Infections” published 
135 of the studies we report. The low number of answers 
(despite reminder emails) led us to contact some pub-
lishers including Elsevier, for “New Microbes and New 
Infections”, without any satisfactory answer to this day. It 
should be noted that some of the authors of the papers 
we investigated are in many cases on the editorial team 
of the journals which have published the papers. Such 
concerns had already been highlighted with respect to 
this institute and some of their COVID-19 papers which 
had been peer-reviewed under 24 h in journals in which 
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the authors presented with editorial conflicts of interest 
[3]. Related to our concerns, the journal “New Microbes 
and New Infections” is famous for being closely related to 
the team whose work we investigated [29] and had many 
members of the IHU-MI on the editorial board [30]. As 
such, editorial contact to report on the issues we have 
identified was indeed difficult.

At the time of writing, we have not approached the 
STM integrity hub. We have only contacted the ethics 
officer at Elsevier, since this publisher counts for most of 
the articles we report; from some answers of the editor-
in-chief, we have no doubt that they did not intend to 
take any action.

Results
Investigation
After cleaning, we noticed that the IRB approval num-
ber 09–022 had been used 248 times over 12 years 
(between 2009 and 2021). Reusing approvals is allowed 
if results are from samples originally approved by the 
committee and in compliance with local laws related 
to clinical research. However, we found that those 248 
publications covered a large variety of samples (stool, 
vaginal secretions, urine, samples taken during surgical 

procedures), a wide array of populations (adults, chil-
dren, healthy volunteers, obese patients, etc.) and coun-
tries (France, Senegal, Niger, Gabon, Saudi Arabia, etc.) 
as depicted in Fig. 1 (see the Additional file 2 “Table S1 
– Studies_with_09–022_IRB.csv”). Among the 248 
studies identified, we have found at least one that was 
conducted after the Jardé Law was implemented, as 
well as many more published after 2016 with no dates 
of patient enrollment identifiable.

Further investigation in the bibliography from IHU-
MI showed a total of 456 studies that could have ethi-
cal and legal concerns of the same type: multiple and 
different studies with the same IRB, absence of legal 
authorization, recruitment starting before authoriza-
tion was obtained, etc. (see Additional file  2 Table  S2 
“Table  S2-Clinical_Research_Papers_With_Ethical_
Concerns.csv”).

In biomedical research, researchers, authors, spon-
sors, editors and publishers all have ethical obligations 
with regard to the publication and dissemination of 
the results of research. Most, if not all, scientific pub-
lishing companies have subscribed to the declaration 
of Helsinki [31–34], which is also recommended by 
COPE [35].

Fig. 1 Various subjects, samples, and countries for the 248 studies with the IRB number 09–022
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Request for the official IRB approval
We could not access the original file with the IRB num-
ber 09–022, even after requesting this document from 
French authorities. However, we obtained a copy of the 
outline of the document (see Additional file 3). Based 
on our analysis, this form does not allow such a wide 
variety of samples, clinical conditions, and geographi-
cal origin to be documented. We could not find any 
reasonable explanation for such a multiplicity of iden-
tical occurrences in the literature. The original docu-
ment should mention all those samples, conditions, 
and countries. If amendments have been made, they 
have not been explicitly mentioned in the articles from 
IHU-MI cited herein.

Contact of the editors
An overview of the journals that have published most 
of these articles is available in Fig. 2.

Out of the 85 journals that we contacted, 19 editorial 
teams have responded to our email while 66 have not 
replied to us yet. A complete list of the journals, dates 
at which they have been contacted, as well as date and 
summary of the response is available in Additional file 2 
(“Table S3 – Editors contact.csv”).

Discussion
In summary, among the studies we have investigated, 
248 were conducted with the same ethics approval num-
ber, even though the subjects, samples, and countries of 
investigation were different. Thirty-nine (39) of the man-
uscripts we considered did not even contain a reference 
to the ethics approval number although they contained 
research on human beings. We have contacted the 85 
journals that published these articles and only 19 of them 
have replied to our queries so far. However, a publisher, 
PLOS [36], has issued expressions of concerns for several 
publications we have analyzed over ethical concerns.

Taking French legal framework into account, we made 
a rapid analysis and this showed these studies could 
include different categories of research involving human 
beings (RIPH) i.e. 6 RIPH 1, 67 RIPH 2 and 202 RIPH 3 
for which no legally-required authorization has been 
reported by the authors.

Since we have reached out to editors, PLOS Biology has 
issued a wide expression of concern for 49 articles pub-
lished by this institute, including 12 for which we have 
reported concerns on ethics approval. Out of these 12 
articles, ten use the same ethics approval number, namely 
09–022. Given that we have not raised concerns about 
the remaining 37 articles, there appears to be some con-
cern at the editorial level of the work done by IHU-MI 

Fig. 2 Journals involved in the 456 studies with legal authorization concerns
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more broadly than this investigation identified. Thus, our 
figures should serve as a baseline estimate of the total 
number of papers which may have issues that are asso-
ciated with IHU-MI. To our best knowledge, no other 
public editorial decision has been made from other pub-
lishing venues yet, although we hope that the concerns 
from PLOS Biology will help either obtaining clarifica-
tions from the authors on such concerns, or drive other 
journals to publicly respond too.

Editorial practices in verifying ethics and lawfulness 
of clinical research are still very heterogeneous and all 
journal are not members of COPE. We wish to initiate a 
conversation to improve the ethical controls at the edi-
torial level across published academic research, and for 
changes to facilitate post-hoc investigations in future 
work, despite not suggesting any mean of enforcing these 
controls.

While some publishers already require the upload of 
ethics approval, this is not a largely adopted requirement. 
We thus argue that the practice should become more 
widely and rigorously adopted, or that, at the very least, 
ethics approval numbers are provided as metadata along 
a submission such that post-hoc analysis could be done 
in a more systematically fashion through mining of sub-
mission’s metadata. This metadata could be made avail-
able through PubMed along with a basic description of 
the study and its targeted population, intervention(s), 
and country of study.

We argue that submission processes should be 
amended to require the potentially confidential upload 
of ethical documents linked to clinical research, and that 
editorial procedures should pay attention to the inter-
national (and potentially local) ethical framework for 
research by including, for instance, basic verification 
steps. This responsibility should absolutely not be placed 
on reviewers whose primary mission is to ensure the sci-
entific robustness of the research as well as its relevance 
for publication. Indeed, much of this process could be 
easily automated by publishing companies such as Else-
vier to avoid precisely the issues identified in this review. 
Placing the weight on an editorial responsibility would 
also facilitate further verification. Indeed, as we have 
ourselves experienced, independent researchers investi-
gating the adequacy of ethical documents are not likely 
to obtain an answer from IRBs or ethical committees, 
while editors and publishers would have an easier and 
more legally anchored claim to request those documents. 
In conclusion, there is an urgent need for publishers to 
require clinical research approvals. This could be done by 
requesting validation from the sponsoring organization 
or from the authority that issued the IRB number. There 
is also a critical need for COPE to provide clear guidelines 
on how to report (for researchers) and how to handle (for 

editors and journals) issues with ethics approval in pub-
lished manuscript. While we are aware that further edi-
torial verifications could create additional and potentially 
difficult to navigate publication steps, we however believe 
that the recommendations we put forward here could 
easily be put in place without an increased bureaucratic 
cost. Indeed, our most drastic recommendation would be 
to normalize the upload of IRB documents for which IRB 
and publishers could easily implement regulations based 
on existing policies from journals which already imple-
ment such requirements.

We finally argue that editorial responses within a strict 
timeline should be put in place, such that journals and 
editorial teams have a responsibility to respond to ethical 
queries from researchers within a reasonable time [7] as 
well as disclose reasonable concerns that have been pub-
licly raised on articles, and this even before reaching out 
to authors.

Since we cannot ask every editor to know every frame-
work of every country for every type of clinical research, 
this would of course not solve all the problems, but we 
think that this might be a step forward to a better respect 
of ethics and thus of patient rights. While additional edi-
torial constraints are unlikely to eliminate fraud or ques-
tionable practices altogether, they can help limit them, 
raise awareness about them, and facilitate their detection. 
We believe that the new editorial policies on ethics and 
IRB approval that we suggest would advance scientific 
processes in the same way that requiring the publication 
of clinical trials registration has facilitated research on the 
spin of medical research [37, 38], the prevalence of out-
come switching, and other questionable reporting prac-
tices and likely help reduce these practices and adopt new 
standards to produce more robust and ethical research.

Conclusion
We have presented a case study of 456 trials from the Insti-
tut Hospitalo-Universitaire Méditerranée Infection. Our 
investigation has revealed serious concerns on the ethics 
approvals of these trials ranging from the re-use of the same 
ethics approval number 248 times on trials with significantly 
different subjects, samples, and countries of investigation, to 
potential lack of local ethics approval for studies conducted 
abroad. To the best of our knowledge, our investigation 
is the first to reveal concerns over the potentially inappro-
priate reuse of ethics approval numbers on such a massive 
scale. While our concerns have been acted on by one pub-
lisher (PLoS), most publishers are either still investigating 
the issue or have not yet responded to us. This investiga-
tion thus highlights the needs for guidelines and processes 
for readers, reviewers, and editorial teams, to report and 
respond to ethics approval misuse and concerns.



Page 7 of 8Frank et al. Research Integrity and Peer Review             (2023) 8:9  

Abbreviations
IHU  Institut Hospitalo‑Universitaire.
IHU‑MI  IHU Méditerannée Infection.
IRB  Institutional Review Board.
HCQ  Hydroxychloroquine.
ANSM  Agence Nationale de Sécurité du Médicament.
RIPH  Recherche impliquant la personne humaine i.e. research involving 

human subjects.

Supplementary Information
The online version contains supplementary material available at https:// doi. 
org/ 10. 1186/ s41073‑ 023‑ 00134‑4.

Additional file 1: Figure 1. Various subjects, samples, and countries for 
the 248 studieswith the IRB number 09‑022. Figure 2. Journals involved in 
the 444 studies with legal authorization concerns.

Additional file 2: Table S1. Studies_with_09–022_IRB. Table S2. Clini‑
cal_Research_Papers_With_Ethical_Concerns. Table S3. Editors contact.

Additional file 3: Outline of IRB approval.

Authors’ contributions
Conceptualization: FF, NF, LB. Methodology: FF, NF, LB. Investigation: FF. Writing 
– original draft: FF, NF, EB. Writing – review & editing: FF, NF, GMK, JB, EB, VS, AS, 
LB, JR. The author(s) read and approved the final manuscript.

Funding
The authors received no specific funding for this work.

Availability of data and materials
The datasets supporting this article are available.

Declarations

Ethics approval and consent to participate
Not applicable.

Consent for publication
Not applicable.

Competing interests
No competing interest. EB is a full‑time Novartis employee. Views are his own.

Author details
1 Independent researcher, Essaouira, Morocco. 2 Department of Nephrology, 
Hôpitaux Universitaires de Strasbourg, Université de Strasbourg, Strasbourg, 
France. 3 School of Health and Society, University of Wollongong, Wollon‑
gong, Australia. 4 Medical Oncology Department, Polyclinique Saint‑Jean, 
Cagnes‑sur‑Mer, France. 5 Independent researcher, Strasbourg, France. 6 Bio‑
pathology department, Gustave Roussy Anti‑Cancer Center, Villejuif, France. 
7 Independent researcher, Nice, France. 8 Université de Bordeaux, INSERM 
Unité 1312, Bordeaux, France. 9 Media and Information Technology, Linköping 
University, Norrköping, Sweden. 

Received: 13 February 2023   Accepted: 22 May 2023

References
 1. Fanelli D. How many scientists fabricate and falsify Research? A system‑

atic review and Meta‑analysis of Survey Data. PLoS ONE. 2009;4:e5738. 
https:// doi. org/ 10. 1371/ journ al. pone. 00057 38.

 2. Bornmann L, Haunschild R, Mutz R. Growth rates of modern science: a 
latent piecewise growth curve approach to model publication numbers 
from established and new literature databases. Humanit Soc Sci Com‑
mun. 2021;8. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1057/ s41599‑ 021‑ 00903‑w.

 3. Besançon L, Peiffer‑Smadja N, Segalas C, et al. Open science saves lives: 
lessons from the COVID‑19 pandemic. BMC Med Res Methodol. 2021;21. 
https:// doi. org/ 10. 1186/ s12874‑ 021‑ 01304‑y.

 4. Fraser N, Brierley L, Dey G, et al. The evolving role of preprints in the 
dissemination of COVID‑19 research and their impact on the science 
communication landscape. PLoS Biol. 2021;19:e3000959. https:// doi. org/ 
10. 1371/ journ al. pbio. 30009 59.

 5. Lawrence JM, Meyerowitz‑Katz G, Heathers JAJ, et al. The lesson of 
ivermectin: meta‑analyses based on summary data alone are inher‑
ently unreliable. Nat Med. 2021;27:1853–4. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1038/ 
s41591‑ 021‑ 01535‑y.

 6. Barrière J, Frank F, Besançon L, et al. Scientific Integrity requires Publishing 
Rebuttals and Retracting Problematic Papers. Stem Cell Rev and Rep. 
2022. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1007/ s12015‑ 022‑ 10465‑2.

 7. Besançon L, Bik E, Heathers J, et al. Correction of scientific literature: too 
little, too late! PLoS Biol. 2022;20:e3001572. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1371/ journ 
al. pbio. 30015 72.

 8. Mehra MR, Ruschitzka F, Patel AN. Retraction‑hydroxychloroquine or 
chloroquine with or without a macrolide for treatment of COVID‑19: a 
multinational registry analysis. Lancet. 2020;395:1820. https:// doi. org/ 10. 
1016/ S0140‑ 6736(20) 31324‑6.

 9. Kim WO. Institutional review board (IRB) and ethical issues in clinical 
research. Korean J Anesthesiol. 2012;62:3–12. https:// doi. org/ 10. 4097/ 
kjae. 2012. 62.1.3.

 10. Corbie‑Smith G. The continuing legacy of the Tuskegee syphilis study: 
considerations for clinical investigation. Am J Med Sci. 1999;317:5–8. 
https:// doi. org/ 10. 1016/ S0002‑ 9629(15) 40464‑1.

 11. Waggoner MR, Lyerly AD. Clinical trials in pregnancy and the “shadows of 
thalidomide”: revisiting the legacy of Frances Kelsey. Contemp Clin Trials. 
2022;119:106806. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1016/j. cct. 2022. 106806.

 12. Attarwala H. TGN1412: from discovery to disaster. J Young Pharm. 
2010;2:332–6. https:// doi. org/ 10. 4103/ 0975‑ 1483. 66810.

 13. French legal approach to clinical research. Anaesthesia Critical Care & Pain 
Medicine.2018;37:607–14. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.accpm.2018.10.013.

 14. Gautret P, Lagier J‑C, Parola P, et al. Hydroxychloroquine and azithromycin 
as a treatment of COVID‑19: results of an open‑label non‑randomized 
clinical trial. Int J Antimicrob Agents. 2020;56:105949. https:// doi. org/ 10. 
1016/j. ijant imicag. 2020. 105949.

 15. Rosendaal FR. Review of: “Hydroxychloroquine and azithromycin as a 
treatment of COVID‑19: results of an open‑label non‑randomized clinical 
trial Gautret et al. Int J Antimicrob Agents. 2020;56:106063. https:// doi. 
org/ 10. 1016/j. ijant imicag. 2020. 106063.

 16. Oransky I. French hydroxychloroquine study has “major methodological 
shortcomings” and is “fully irresponsible,” says review, but is not being 
retracted. Retraction Watch 2020. https:// retra ction watch. com/ 2020/ 07/ 
19/ french‑ hydro xychl oroqu ine‑ study‑ has‑ major‑ metho dolog ical‑ short 
comin gs‑ and‑ is‑ fully‑ irres ponsi ble‑ says‑ review‑ but‑ is‑ not‑ being‑ retra 
cted/. Accessed 19 Jan 2022.

 17. Machiels JD, Bleeker‑Rovers CP, ter Heine R, et al. Reply to Gautret 
et al: hydroxychloroquine sulfate and azithromycin for COVID‑19: 
what is the evidence and what are the risks? Int J Antimicrob Agents. 
2020;56:106056. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1016/j. ijant imicag. 2020. 106056.

 18. Axfors C, Schmitt AM, Janiaud P, et al. Mortality outcomes with hydroxy‑
chloroquine and chloroquine in COVID‑19 from an international collabo‑
rative meta‑analysis of randomized trials. Nat Commun. 2021;12. https:// 
doi. org/ 10. 1038/ s41467‑ 021‑ 22446‑z.

 19. Contrôle de l’IHU Méditerranée infection ‑ IGAS. ‑ Inspection générale des 
affaires sociales. https:// www. igas. gouv. fr/ spip. php? artic le861. Accessed 
19 Jan 2022.

 20. 6 Mary C. Didier Raoult profile. Sound and fury in the microbiology lab. 
Science 2012;335:1033–5. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1126/ scien ce. 335. 6072. 1033.

 21. Schneider L. Didier Raoult fraud: “Je ne regrette rien.” For Better Science 
2021. https:// forbe tters cience. com/ 2021/ 03/ 23/ didier‑ raoult‑ fraud‑ je‑ ne‑ 
regre tte‑ rien/. Accessed 21 Feb 2023.

 22. Concerns about Marseille’s IHU‑MI/AMU papers – part 2. Science Integrity 
Digest 2021. https:// scien ceint egrit ydige st. com/ 2021/ 08/ 31/ conce rns‑ 
about‑ marse illes‑ IHU‑ MI‑ amu‑ papers‑ part‑2/. Accessed Feb 21 2023.

 23. Handling of post‑publication critiques. Committee on Publication Ethics. ; 
2021. https:// doi. org/ 10. 24318/ o1VgC Aih. Accessed 19 Feb 2022.

https://doi.org/10.1186/s41073-023-00134-4
https://doi.org/10.1186/s41073-023-00134-4
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0005738
https://doi.org/10.1057/s41599-021-00903-w
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12874-021-01304-y
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pbio.3000959
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pbio.3000959
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41591-021-01535-y
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41591-021-01535-y
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12015-022-10465-2
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pbio.3001572
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pbio.3001572
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0140-6736(20)31324-6
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0140-6736(20)31324-6
https://doi.org/10.4097/kjae.2012.62.1.3
https://doi.org/10.4097/kjae.2012.62.1.3
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0002-9629(15)40464-1
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cct.2022.106806
https://doi.org/10.4103/0975-1483.66810
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijantimicag.2020.105949
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijantimicag.2020.105949
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijantimicag.2020.106063
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijantimicag.2020.106063
https://retractionwatch.com/2020/07/19/french-hydroxychloroquine-study-has-major-methodological-shortcomings-and-is-fully-irresponsible-says-review-but-is-not-being-retracted/
https://retractionwatch.com/2020/07/19/french-hydroxychloroquine-study-has-major-methodological-shortcomings-and-is-fully-irresponsible-says-review-but-is-not-being-retracted/
https://retractionwatch.com/2020/07/19/french-hydroxychloroquine-study-has-major-methodological-shortcomings-and-is-fully-irresponsible-says-review-but-is-not-being-retracted/
https://retractionwatch.com/2020/07/19/french-hydroxychloroquine-study-has-major-methodological-shortcomings-and-is-fully-irresponsible-says-review-but-is-not-being-retracted/
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijantimicag.2020.106056
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41467-021-22446-z
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41467-021-22446-z
https://www.igas.gouv.fr/spip.php?article861
https://doi.org/10.1126/science.335.6072.1033
https://forbetterscience.com/2021/03/23/didier-raoult-fraud-je-ne-regrette-rien/
https://forbetterscience.com/2021/03/23/didier-raoult-fraud-je-ne-regrette-rien/
https://scienceintegritydigest.com/2021/08/31/concerns-about-marseilles-IHU-MI-amu-papers-part-2/
https://scienceintegritydigest.com/2021/08/31/concerns-about-marseilles-IHU-MI-amu-papers-part-2/
https://doi.org/10.24318/o1VgCAih


Page 8 of 8Frank et al. Research Integrity and Peer Review             (2023) 8:9 

•
 
fast, convenient online submission

 •
  

thorough peer review by experienced researchers in your field

• 
 
rapid publication on acceptance

• 
 
support for research data, including large and complex data types

•
  

gold Open Access which fosters wider collaboration and increased citations 

 
maximum visibility for your research: over 100M website views per year •

  At BMC, research is always in progress.

Learn more biomedcentral.com/submissions

Ready to submit your researchReady to submit your research  ?  Choose BMC and benefit from: ?  Choose BMC and benefit from: 

 24. IHU de Didier Raoult. Une information judiciaire ouverte à Marseille 
suite au rapport de l’ANSM. Ouest‑france.fr. https:// www. ouest‑ france. fr/ 
sante/ ihu‑ de‑ didier‑ raoult‑ une‑ infor mation‑ judic iaire‑ ouver te‑a‑ marse 
ille‑ suite‑ au‑ rappo rt‑ de‑l‑ ansm‑ 7d300 800‑ 2ddd‑ 11ed‑ 82ab‑ ca288 
83128 4e#: ~: text= de% 20Did ier% 20Rao ult.‑ ,Une% 20inf ormat ion% 20jud 
iciai re% 20ouv erte% 20% C3% A0% 20Mar seille% 20sui te% 20au% 20rap 
port% 20de,% C3% A9tait% 20dir ig% C3% A9% 20par% 20Did ier% 20Rao ult. 
Accessed 15 Feb 2023.

 25. Besançon L, Samuel A, Sana T, Rebeaud ME, Guihur A, Robinson‑Rechavi 
M, Berre NL, Mulot M, Meyerowitz‑Katz G, Hervé, Maisonneuve, Brian 
A, Nosek. (2021). “Open Letter: Scientists Stand up to Protect Academic 
Whistleblowers and Post‑publication Peer Review.” OSF Preprints. May 18. 
doi:https:// doi. org/ 10. 31219/ osf. io/ 2awsv.

 26. Else H. Scientific image sleuth faces legal action for criticizing 
research papers. Nature. 2021;594:17–8. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1038/ 
d41586‑ 021‑ 01430‑z.

 27. Marcus A. 250th COVID‑19 retraction is for faked ethics approvalï¿¼. 
Retraction Watch. 2022.https:// retra ction watch. com/ 2022/ 07/ 21/ 250th‑ 
covid‑ 19‑ retra ction‑ is‑ for‑ faked‑ ethics‑ appro val/ (Accessed 28 Feb 2023).

 28. What to do if you suspect an ethical problem. Committee on Publication 
Ethics. 2006. https:// publi catio nethi cs. org/ sites/ defau lt/ files/ ethic al‑ probl 
em‑ in‑ submi tted‑ manus cript‑ cope‑ flowc hart. pdf. Accessed 28 Feb 2023.

 29. Locher C, Moher D, Cristea IA, et al. Publication by association: how the 
COVID‑19 pandemic has shown relationships between authors and edi‑
torial board members in the field of infectious diseases. BMJ Evid Based 
Med. 2022;27:133–6. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1136/ bmjebm‑ 2021‑ 111670.

 30. Editorial Board ‑ New Microbes and New Infections ‑ Journal – Elsevier. 
Archived 04. August 2021. https:// web. archi ve. org/ web/ 20210 80423 
3115/ https:// www. journ als. elsev ier. com/ new‑ micro bes‑ and‑ new‑ infec 
tions/ edito rial‑ board.

 31. Mandatory author declaration. https:// www. elsev ier. com/__ data/ 
promis_ misc/ JBMTa uthor_ decla ration. pdf. Accessed 19 Jan 2022.

 32. Research Ethics | Nature Portfolio. https:// www. nature. com/ nature‑ portf 
olio/ edito rial‑ polic ies/ ethics‑ and‑ biose curity. Accessed 19 Jan 2022.

 33. Best Practice Guidelines on Research Integrity and Publishing Ethics. 
https:// autho rserv ices. wiley. com/ ethics‑ guide lines/ index. html. Accessed 
19 Jan 2022.

 34. Research involving human. participants, their data or biological material. 
https:// www. sprin ger. com/ gp/ edito rial‑ polic ies/ resea rch‑ invol ving‑ 
human‑ and‑ or‑ animal‑ parti cipan ts. Accessed 19 Jan 2022.

 35. Code of conduct and best practice guidelines for, journal editors. https:// 
publi catio nethi cs. org/ files/ Code_ of_ condu ct_ for_ journ al_ edito rs_ 
Mar11. pdf. Accessed 19 Jan 2022.

 36. PLOS flags nearly 50 papers by controversial French COVID researcher 
for ethics concerns. https:// retra ction watch. com/ 2022/ 12/ 13/ plos‑ flags‑ 
nearly‑ 50‑ papers‑ by‑ contr overs ial‑ french‑ covid‑ resea rcher‑ for‑ ethics‑ 
conce rns/. Accessed 19 Jan 2022.

 37. Austin J, Smith C, Natarajan K, et al. Evaluation of spin within abstracts in 
obesity randomized clinical trials: a cross‑sectional review: spin in obesity 
clinical trials. Clin Obes. 2019;9:e12292. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1111/ cob. 
12292.

 38. Jellison S, Roberts W, Bowers A, et al. Evaluation of spin in abstracts of 
papers in psychiatry and psychology journals. BMJ Evid Based Med. 
2019;25:178–81. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1136/ bmjebm‑ 2019‑ 111176.

Publisher’s Note
Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to jurisdictional claims in pub‑
lished maps and institutional affiliations.

https://www.ouest-france.fr/sante/ihu-de-didier-raoult-une-information-judiciaire-ouverte-a-marseille-suite-au-rapport-de-l-ansm-7d300800-2ddd-11ed-82ab-ca288831284e#:~:text=de%20Didier%20Raoult.-,Une%20information%20judiciaire%20ouverte%20%C3%A0%20Marseille%20suite%20au%20rapport%20de,%C3%A9tait%20dirig%C3%A9%20par%20Didier%20Raoult
https://www.ouest-france.fr/sante/ihu-de-didier-raoult-une-information-judiciaire-ouverte-a-marseille-suite-au-rapport-de-l-ansm-7d300800-2ddd-11ed-82ab-ca288831284e#:~:text=de%20Didier%20Raoult.-,Une%20information%20judiciaire%20ouverte%20%C3%A0%20Marseille%20suite%20au%20rapport%20de,%C3%A9tait%20dirig%C3%A9%20par%20Didier%20Raoult
https://www.ouest-france.fr/sante/ihu-de-didier-raoult-une-information-judiciaire-ouverte-a-marseille-suite-au-rapport-de-l-ansm-7d300800-2ddd-11ed-82ab-ca288831284e#:~:text=de%20Didier%20Raoult.-,Une%20information%20judiciaire%20ouverte%20%C3%A0%20Marseille%20suite%20au%20rapport%20de,%C3%A9tait%20dirig%C3%A9%20par%20Didier%20Raoult
https://www.ouest-france.fr/sante/ihu-de-didier-raoult-une-information-judiciaire-ouverte-a-marseille-suite-au-rapport-de-l-ansm-7d300800-2ddd-11ed-82ab-ca288831284e#:~:text=de%20Didier%20Raoult.-,Une%20information%20judiciaire%20ouverte%20%C3%A0%20Marseille%20suite%20au%20rapport%20de,%C3%A9tait%20dirig%C3%A9%20par%20Didier%20Raoult
https://www.ouest-france.fr/sante/ihu-de-didier-raoult-une-information-judiciaire-ouverte-a-marseille-suite-au-rapport-de-l-ansm-7d300800-2ddd-11ed-82ab-ca288831284e#:~:text=de%20Didier%20Raoult.-,Une%20information%20judiciaire%20ouverte%20%C3%A0%20Marseille%20suite%20au%20rapport%20de,%C3%A9tait%20dirig%C3%A9%20par%20Didier%20Raoult
https://www.ouest-france.fr/sante/ihu-de-didier-raoult-une-information-judiciaire-ouverte-a-marseille-suite-au-rapport-de-l-ansm-7d300800-2ddd-11ed-82ab-ca288831284e#:~:text=de%20Didier%20Raoult.-,Une%20information%20judiciaire%20ouverte%20%C3%A0%20Marseille%20suite%20au%20rapport%20de,%C3%A9tait%20dirig%C3%A9%20par%20Didier%20Raoult
https://doi.org/10.31219/osf.io/2awsv
https://doi.org/10.1038/d41586-021-01430-z
https://doi.org/10.1038/d41586-021-01430-z
https://retractionwatch.com/2022/07/21/250th-covid-19-retraction-is-for-faked-ethics-approval/
https://retractionwatch.com/2022/07/21/250th-covid-19-retraction-is-for-faked-ethics-approval/
https://publicationethics.org/sites/default/files/ethical-problem-in-submitted-manuscript-cope-flowchart.pdf
https://publicationethics.org/sites/default/files/ethical-problem-in-submitted-manuscript-cope-flowchart.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1136/bmjebm-2021-111670
https://web.archive.org/web/20210804233115/https://www.journals.elsevier.com/new-microbes-and-new-infections/editorial-board
https://web.archive.org/web/20210804233115/https://www.journals.elsevier.com/new-microbes-and-new-infections/editorial-board
https://web.archive.org/web/20210804233115/https://www.journals.elsevier.com/new-microbes-and-new-infections/editorial-board
https://www.elsevier.com/__data/promis_misc/JBMTauthor_declaration.pdf
https://www.elsevier.com/__data/promis_misc/JBMTauthor_declaration.pdf
https://www.nature.com/nature-portfolio/editorial-policies/ethics-and-biosecurity
https://www.nature.com/nature-portfolio/editorial-policies/ethics-and-biosecurity
https://authorservices.wiley.com/ethics-guidelines/index.html
https://www.springer.com/gp/editorial-policies/research-involving-human-and-or-animal-participants
https://www.springer.com/gp/editorial-policies/research-involving-human-and-or-animal-participants
https://publicationethics.org/files/Code_of_conduct_for_journal_editors_Mar11.pdf
https://publicationethics.org/files/Code_of_conduct_for_journal_editors_Mar11.pdf
https://publicationethics.org/files/Code_of_conduct_for_journal_editors_Mar11.pdf
https://retractionwatch.com/2022/12/13/plos-flags-nearly-50-papers-by-controversial-french-covid-researcher-for-ethics-concerns/
https://retractionwatch.com/2022/12/13/plos-flags-nearly-50-papers-by-controversial-french-covid-researcher-for-ethics-concerns/
https://retractionwatch.com/2022/12/13/plos-flags-nearly-50-papers-by-controversial-french-covid-researcher-for-ethics-concerns/
https://doi.org/10.1111/cob.12292
https://doi.org/10.1111/cob.12292
https://doi.org/10.1136/bmjebm-2019-111176

	Raising concerns on questionable ethics approvals – a case study of 456 trials from the Institut Hospitalo-Universitaire Méditerranée Infection
	Abstract 
	Background 
	Methods 
	Results 
	Conclusion 

	Background
	Methods
	Investigation
	Request for the official IRB approval
	Contact of editors

	Results
	Investigation
	Request for the official IRB approval
	Contact of the editors


	Discussion
	Conclusion
	Anchor 18
	References


