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Abstract

The entire world is currently experiencing difficult times with respect to physical, mental, and socio-economic health. The rapid
spread of severe acute respiratory syndrome coronavirus 2 (SARS-CoV-2) since early 2020 caught the world by surprise. While
there are promising developments, to date, there is no available drug or vaccine, and researchers are working around the clock to
develop a solution. Sadly, all these crucial efforts are being affected and, at times, misguided and derailed by the publication of
fake articles by so-called researchers and perhaps the mismanagement by authentic and predatory journals. The problem is that
genuine and good quality articles are getting lost in the crowd. More than ever, it is now the time to bring in stricter controls and to
follow due diligence before allowing articles into the public domain. At the same time, it has become life-saving to separate the
wheat from the chaff so that the genuine studies of first-hand experience of handling and management of COVID-19 patients, and
authentic research is not submerged in this flood of unreliable publications.
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The onset of severe acute respiratory syndrome coronavirus 2
(SARS-CoV-2) since the end of 2019 has taken the world and
the medical fraternity by surprise [1].

At the time of writing, there is no proven drug or vaccine
available to work as a cure or protective elixir with an accept-
able and reproducible success rate [2]. In this ephemeral state
of change, several drugs, like hydroxychloroquine [3], iver-
mectin [4], and antivirals [5], have been put forward as poten-
tial treatments only to be withdrawn later since their benefits
do not seem to outweigh potential risks.

Taking advantage of a crisis is nothing new. It is a common
trait of human behaviour.

For some years, this has been spreading out into the world
of scientific, technical, and medical (STM) publishing [6].
Initially, so-called ‘predatory’ journals [7] were main culprits,
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but now, it would appear that even the standard benchmark
journals are suffering from a deluge of submissions of variable
quality. [8]. In the wake of the COVID-19 pandemic and the
expedition of related reports and research, it would appear that
many have tried to take advantage of a relaxation in publish-
ing norms and controls. The expediting and increased avail-
ability of research were originally intended to promote re-
search and dissemination of knowledge. However, this noble
goal has been defeated, and some well-established journals
have suffered and have had to retract articles [9, 10].

The role and impact of unregulated mainstream and social
media networks cannot be overstated in the dissemination of
dubious information regarding this pandemic [11]. In addi-
tion, a lack of transparent information regarding types of
journals and their publication process has been a major cause
of this environment of mistrust in pandemic research.

What Are Predatory Journals, and What Is
the Spurious and Unwanted Research
in Context to COVID-19?

It was Jeffrey Beall, a librarian from the University of
Denver, who popularised the term ‘predatory journals’
[6, 12]. The whole purpose of these journals allegedly
revolves around the opportunity to make ‘quick’ money
by collecting article processing charges (APCs) and by
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bypassing the process of careful scrutiny and genuine peer
review by subject experts. In the absence of proper quality
controls, fake articles get published and muddy the wa-
ters. There is a danger that such ‘unscientific’ publications
may misguide future research resulting in a waste of time,
resources, and money.

In recent years, there have been efforts in medical
research to develop stricter and more transparent peer-
review and publication standards, which has made it
more difficult for many so-called ‘researchers’ to thrive
in the academic setting.

It is still, however, surprising to see thousands of
COVID-19 related articles being published in journals
within a very short time span. One of the most intriguing
facts, is that the vast majority of authors of these articles
may not have actually ever handled COVID-19 cases.
Those clinicians and healthcare workers who are actually
having to treat and manage patients do not have time to
publish at this time.

How to Identify Articles of Questionable
Quality?

* They have common study questions with plenty of litera-
ture already available. There is just an addition of word
‘COVID-19’ or ‘corona,” ‘time,” or ‘period’.

* Already well-known facts and instructions issued by in-
ternational healthcare agencies are being republished by
all speciality journals be it orthopaedics, general surgery
etc. with little or no new/novel information except
COVID-19 in the title.

» Basic standards of sterility and patient care in, and outside,
the operating room which were well expected even before
the virus have been highlighted.

» Stepping over into the domain of other specialities spe-
cially internal and respiratory medicine is apparent.

*  Most of the articles take the form of online surveys
formulated with poor levels of evidence. In the ab-
sence of COVID-19, these could never have been
published.

What Are the Complications of These
Unwanted Publications?

» Justover 80,000 articles have been published in the period
January 21-November 15, 2020, (dashboard for corona
research [13]). This is an absolutely amazing number of
articles, and their growth does not look like slowing down
(Fig. 1). Such an explosion of research publications is not
possible without a loosening of quality controls and
scrutiny.
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Fig. 1 Number of COVID-related articles published in recent months [13]
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* Asaresult, genuine and good quality articles are lost in the
crowd.

* Moreover, retractions later on create an extra burden on
research resources and create a ‘trust deficit’ within the
research ecosystem. Ultimately, genuine research is
hampered.

What Do Preprints Actually Mean?

Many valuable contributions to research have been
made possible via preprints. They are designed to be
the preliminary, initial publication of work which has
not yet undergone a rigorous peer-review process.
Authors benefit by posting their work in the public do-
main and from receiving early feedback, critique, and
suggestions which may help them develop and improve
their paper for later submission and formal publication.
Similarly, other investigators gain early access to work
which may help them in their own research.

By no means can preprints be justified to be circulated in
the general public as established information nor used to for-
mulate or modify public health policies.

The demand to provide ‘latest’ information in hourly news
bulletins has lead reporters with none or very limited scientific
training to translate preprint information hurriedly into ‘break-
ing news’.

Popular servers like ‘biorxiv’ and ‘medrxiv’ have already
initiated steps in this direction and display disclaimers regard-
ing the inconclusive nature of information of preprints which
they host.

It is more important than ever for all academic journals and
preprint servers to raise the bar, bring in stricter controls, and
maintain standards of due diligence before allowing articles
into the public domain. Mainstream media and other outlets
should also exercise greater caution before projecting any ini-
tial information as a ‘new development’. Preprint and submit-
ted manuscripts should be subjected to scrutiny and analysis
to determine whether or not they are really making a contri-
bution to the existing body of COVID-19 research and de-
serve any form of priority since publications with vested in-
terests may divert attention away from other genuine research
in this crucial time?

At the same time, genuine studies of first-hand experience
of handling and management of corona virus patients should
be dealt with as efficiently as possible.
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