Key messages

Excessive reuse of texts in Peter Nijkamp’s academic work

Peter Nijkamp, the Emeritus Professor of Regional, Urban and Environmental Economics at VU University Amsterdam
has frequently reused previously published texts (some of which were jointly written with co-authors) in his academic
publications without making clear to the reader that he was in fact citing his own work and that those passages did
not relate to original work. This was revealed by an investigation carried out by the Zwemmer Committee at the
behest of VU University Amsterdam (VU). In the interest of encouraging a wider formulation of opinion on the reuse
of an author’s own texts, the university’s Executive Board (EB) has decided to publish the report of the Committee’s
investigation.

Original academic work

Frank van der Duijn Schouten, Rector Magnificus of VU University Amsterdam notes that: “The content of academic
articles must be original, and readers must be able to rely on this. The extent to which Prof. Nijkamp has reused his
own texts in published articles raises questions. The main issue is to what extent does this undermine the premise
that academic work must be original. This is primarily a question for the authors of academic articles themselves.
Based on the Zwemmer Committee’s report, it is not possible to make firm statements about each individual article in
which this author substantially reused his own texts (passages of at least 50 words).

When these articles were published, the guidelines now laid down in the Dutch Code of Conduct did not exist. Partly
for this reason, VU University Amsterdam has decided to refrain from further investigation into the individual
publications in question. However, the outcome of the Zwemmer Committee’s investigation does raise the question
of whether the principle that academic work must be original has been systematically undermined. Partly based on
the Zwemmer Committee’s report, we will be intensifying the discussion of this subject within VU University
Amsterdam. What standard are we using, and how should the members of the academic community call one another
to account with respect to this standard?

Whereas, in the past, there was a lack of clarity (or insufficient clarity) about the standard, the Royal Netherlands
Academy of Arts and Sciences’ (KNAW) 2014 advisory letter on this issue now provides more guidance. VU University
Amsterdam will interpret this in a clear and transparent way. The university-wide discussion of this subject should
contribute to that.”

Association of Universities in the Netherlands’ (VSNU) code and the KNAW’s advisory letter
Partly in response to the above-mentioned publication in the media, the KNAW published an advisory letter entitled
Correct Citeren (Correct Citation) in April 2014. On that basis, the VSNU decided to expand the Netherlands Code of
Conduct for Scientific Practice by adding Article 1.5, which specifically addressed this subject:

Academics must not republish (parts of) their own previously published work as seemingly new contributions to the
academic literature. If they do republish earlier findings, they must make this clear through the correct use of source
references or by another means that is accepted within their field. The reuse of short texts without a source reference,
whether or not these have been jointly published with co-authors, is permissible in many academic fields and is even
common practice in the case of short passages in introductions, the development of theories, and the descriptions of
methods.

Background investigation by the Zwemmer Committee

In January 2014, an article published in the media reported a journalistic investigation into the use of references in
the work of Peter Nijkamp. This article’s implicit allegation of scientific misconduct prompted VU University
Amsterdam’s Executive Board to appoint a committee to investigate the matter. The committee was to thoroughly
examine the entire oeuvre of Peter Nijkamp to determine how this author had used material previously published
either by himself or jointly with co-authors, or by others. The committee, under the chairmanship of emeritus
Professor Jaap Zwemmer (University of Amsterdam), has now completed its investigation.

VU University Amsterdam’s Executive Board endorses the committee’s report, but would like to add two
observations. The Executive Board has not adopted the term “Questionable Research Practice”, which was used by



the Zwemmer Committee. This is because the term, by its very nature, applies to individual publications. The
Committee did not examine the detailed content of individual publications. Nor has the Executive Board adopted the
Zwemmer Committee’s statement that overlapping passages might account for the scope of Prof. Nijkamp’s oeuvre.

Forty-three publications featuring self-citation without a source reference

From Prof. Nijkamp’s entire oeuvre (totalling more than 2330 publications), the committee has examined 261
post-1995 peer-reviewed publications. In 43 of the publications it examined, the committee found overlapping
passages of more than 50 words which also appeared verbatim in previous published peer-reviewed papers by

Prof. Nijkamp, authored either by himself or jointly with others. In these cases, there was no source reference to alert
the reader to the fact that these passages did not relate to original work. Based on the results of its investigation, the
committee concludes that, in the publications examined, it is not possible to plausibly demonstrate the use of
plagiarism.



