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Articles’ retraction during the pandemic: COVID-19 is not the
pacemaker
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The coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) pandemic has
had a dramatic impact on scientific publishing in a number
of ways, including rapid publishing, increased availability
of “pre-print” articles, enhanced collaborative data sharing
and a shift in research focus to severe acute respiratory
syndrome coronavirus 2 (SARS-CoV-2) (1). The need to
obtain timely information on the diagnosis and clinical
management of patients with COVID-19 has forced
several scientific journals to change their usual peer-review
process to accommodate the rapid influx of a large number
of articles on COVID-19 (2). The expedited acquisition
of original scientific data, combined with the increasing
availability of open access resources and the accelerated
peer review process, has raised concerns about the reliability
of scientific information published during the pandemic (3),
and has led to a significant number of COVID-19 articles
being retracted in journals indexed in the most reliable
databases such as PubMed, Scopus and Web of Science (4).
"To obtain up-to-date information on the retraction of
articles on COVID-19 during the pandemic, we access
the Scopus database using the keywords for a number
of diseases that represent the most common causes of
death worldwide (i.e., in alphabetical order: “Alzheimer’s
disease”; “Cancer”; “Cardiovascular disease”; “COVID-197;
“Diabetes”; “Hypertension”; “Kidney disease”; “SARS-
CoV-27; “Sepsis”; “ITrauma”), either combined or not
with the keywords “retraction” or “retracted”. Our search

was not limited to a specific language, but to the period
between January 1, 2020 and the present date (i.e., July 10,
2024). We therefore calculated the total number of articles
published for each medical condition and the sum of articles
with the keywords “retraction” or “retracted” to finally
calculate the percentage of articles retracted. The study was
exempt from Institutional Review Board review because
Scopus is a publicly accessible scientific database.

The results of our analysis are shown in Figure 1. Most
articles published during the pandemic years contained
the keyword cancer, followed by COVID-19, diabetes,
hypertension and SARS-CoV-2. The highest percentage of
documents on the diseases covered in our analysis that were
retracted contained the keyword “cancer” (0.57%), followed
by sepsis (0.32%), trauma and Alzheimer’s disease (0.25%
each). The percentage of retracted articles containing the
keywords COVID-19 and SARS-CoV-2 was 0.13% and
0.08%, respectively. In terms of the number of articles
withdrawn about COVID-19 and SARS-CoV-2 during the
pandemic, the rate for COVID-19 was 80/90,511 (0.09%)
in 2020, 178/169,962 (0.10%) in 2021, 146/168,506 (0.09%)
in 2022, 286/132,790 (0.22%) in 2023 and 104/51,357
(0.20%) in the first half of 2024. The corresponding
figures for SARS-CoV-2 were 30/30,547 (0.10%) in 2020,
53/85,600 (0.06%) in 2021, 51/63,743 (0.08%) in 2022,
36/38,516 (0.09%) in 2023 and 11/16,762 (0.07%) in the
first half of 2024. No significant Spearman’s correlation
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Figure 1 Total number of documents available in Scopus between
January 1, 2020 and July 10, 2024 and percentage of those
retracted which contained the keywords COVID-19, SARS-CoV-2
and other common medical conditions. COVID-19, coronavirus
disease 2019; SARS-CoV-2, severe acute respiratory syndrome

coronavirus 2.

was found between the publication year and COVID-19
(r=0.712; P=0.172) or SARS-CoV-2 (r=-0.300; P=0.624).

The results of our analysis in Scopus show that articles on
COVID-19 (or SARS-CoV-2) have not been retracted more
frequently than those involving other common pathologies
such as cancer, sepsis, trauma, Alzheimer’s disease and even
diabetes. Nonetheless, the trend of article retractions on
COVID-19 and/or SARS-CoV-2 has gradually increased
between 2020 and 2023, emphasizing that the urgency of
publishing new information on the diagnosis and treatment
of COVID-19 combined with perhaps too rapid and thus
inaccurate peer-review should not be seen as the only
reasons for article retractions. The retraction of articles
only tells part of the story, as some retracted articles may
have been technically sound, as evidenced by the fact that
they were republished after extensive further peer-review
by other journals that were informed of the retraction. The
retraction policy during the COVID-19 pandemic could
therefore not only be due to flawed or rapid and inaccurate
peer-review, but also to unexpected or even undesirable
results that ran counter to the mainstream narrative and
were ultimately justified by political mainstreaming and
censorship (5).

© AME Publishing Company.

Lippi and Mattiuzzi. COVID-19 articles retraction

Acknowledgments

Funding: None.

Footnote

Provenance and Peer Review: This article was a standard
submission to the journal. The article has undergone
external peer review.

Peer Review File: Available at https://atm.amegroups.com/
article/view/10.21037/atm-24-144/prf

Conflicts of Interest: Both authors have completed the
ICMJE uniform disclosure form (available at https://atm.
amegroups.com/article/view/10.21037/atm-24-144/coif).
G.L. serves as the Executive Editor-in-Chief of Annals of
Translational Medicine from February 2023 to January 2025.
The other author has no conflicts of interest to declare.

Ethical Statement: The authors are accountable for all
aspects of the work in ensuring that questions related
to the accuracy or integrity of any part of the work are
appropriately investigated and resolved.

Open Access Statement: This is an Open Access article
distributed in accordance with the Creative Commons
Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivs 4.0 International
License (CC BY-NC-ND 4.0), which permits the non-
commercial replication and distribution of the article with
the strict proviso that no changes or edits are made and the
original work is properly cited (including links to both the
formal publication through the relevant DOI and the license).

See: https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/.

References

1. Peterson CJ, Alexander R, Nugent K. COVID-19 article
retractions in journals indexed in PubMed. Am ] Med Sci
2022;364:127-8.

2. Anderson C, Nugent K, Peterson C. Academic Journal
Retractions and the COVID-19 Pandemic. ] Prim Care
Community Health 2021;12:21501327211015592.

3. Nane GF, Robinson-Garcia N, van Schalkwyk F, et
al. COVID-19 and the scientific publishing system:
growth, open access and scientific fields. Scientometrics
2023;128:345-62.

Ann Transl Med 2024;12(6):109 | https://dx.doi.org/10.21037/atm-24-144


https://atm.amegroups.com/article/view/10.21037/atm-24-144/prf
https://atm.amegroups.com/article/view/10.21037/atm-24-144/prf
https://atm.amegroups.com/article/view/10.21037/atm-24-144/coif
https://atm.amegroups.com/article/view/10.21037/atm-24-144/coif
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/

Annals of Translational Medicine, Vol 12, No 6 December 2024

4. Besancon L, Peiffer-Smadja N, Segalas C, et al. Open

science saves lives: lessons from the COVID-19 pandemic.

BMC Med Res Methodol 2021;21:117.
5. Walach H, Klement RJ. Medicine, Money, and Media:

Cite this article as: Lippi G, Mattiuzzi C. Articles’ retraction
during the pandemic: COVID-19 is not the pacemaker. Ann
Transl Med 2024;12(6):109. doi: 10.21037/atm-24-144

© AME Publishing Company.

Page 3 of 3
A Case Study of How the Covid-19 Crisis Corrupts

Disclosure and Publishing Ethics. J Sci Explor
2024;38:122-37.

Ann Transl Med 2024;12(6):109 | https://dx.doi.org/10.21037/atm-24-144



