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Abstract

The current scientific ecosystem is characterized by a systemic crisis driven by the Publish or Perish culture and an
exponential growth in publication volumes that outpaces the number of active researchers. Here, we highlight the
limitations of traditional bibliometric indicators, such as the Impact Factor and H-index, which have become targets
for manipulation and enable inflationary business models, including the proliferation of special issues. To address these
distortions, we explore the transformative potential of Open Science and the adoption of FAIR data principles to
move from a model based on blind trust to one rooted in verifiability. Furthermore, we examine innovative evaluation
frameworks, such as the independent peer review model, and the integration of artificial intelligence through Technology
Assisted Research Assessment (TARA), emphasizing that human judgment must remain central to ensuring research
integrity. Ultimately, the transition from quantitative metrics to qualitative assessment is an ethical duty necessary to
safeguard the credibility of oncological research and the quality of patient care.
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alone, while the global pool of researchers has reached a
stable plateau. This imbalance creates unsustainable pres-
sure on individual scientists, forcing them to struggle for
visibility in an increasingly crowded field, which in turn
leads to significant fractures throughout the editorial pro-
cess. Exploiting this demand, scientific publishers have
transformed knowledge sharing into a highly profitable

Introduction

As highlighted in the roundtable discussion promoted by
Tumori Journal and held at the 27th AIOM National
Congress in Rome, we are witnessing a systemic crisis
where purely numerical indicators, such as the H-index or
the Impact Factor (IF), have effectively become the main
arbiters of a scientific career. The current framework for
assessing a researcher’s impact is deeply entrenched in the
publish or perish logic, an environmental pressure that
compels the mass production of scientific articles, fre-
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quently at the expense of genuine innovation and rigorous
methodology.! This phenomenon has catalyzed the emer-
gence of numerous new titles and publications driven by
economic interests that often lack transparency. This quan-
titative obsession has distorted the very engine of scientific
publishing, which is now in desperate need of emergency
maintenance.

The scale of this crisis is best illustrated by the expo-
nential growth in publication volumes?; the number of arti-
cles published annually has doubled in the last decade
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industry, boasting profit margins that exceed those of
global technology giants like Apple, Amazon, and
Microsoft. This shift has been accompanied by a funda-
mental change in the definition of a scientific journal.
Once understood as a physical object with limited space
and high rejection rates to ensure quality, the modern jour-
nal has largely become an infinite electronic archive where
publishers seek to maximize the number of accepted
papers to increase revenue from Article Processing
Charges (APCs),’ besides the traditional income guaran-
teed by subscriptions.

One of the most concerning symptoms of this industri-
alization is the proliferation of special issues.* Originally
designed to explore specific, niche topics under tight edi-
torial supervision, these have been repurposed by a num-
ber of commercial publishers into inflationary tools. In
some instances, journals publish up to ten special issues
per day, inviting guest editors via mass email campaigns
and relaxing traditional quality controls. Italy occupies a
particularly precarious position in this global landscape,
ranking first in the world for the number of papers per
researcher published with outlets utilizing these aggres-
sive, inflationary models. This trend risks creating a
credibility bubble where the signals of scientific quality
become indistinguishable from background noise, poten-
tially leading to a total loss of trust in the published
literature.

In response to these systemic failures, Open Science is
a transformative bridge between scientific practice and
society. It advocates for a paradigm shift away from
viewing the final publication as the only valuable product
of research, focusing instead on the transparency and the
availability of the entire process, including protocols,
source codes, and raw data.’ The lessons of the COVID-
19 pandemic demonstrated that the rapid sharing of open
data can save lives. But to be “open”, data must be FAIR
by design (Findable, Accessible, Interoperable,
Reusable). Opening is not in conflict with security or
intellectual property; the core principle is as open as pos-
sible, as closed as necessary, ensuring patient privacy and
patent protection. Furthermore, Open Science seeks to
correct the bad science incentivized by current metrics:
studies have shown a direct correlation between IF and
retraction rates, suggesting that the pressure to publish in
prestigious outlets can drive falsification or the reporting
of irreproducible results. International initiatives like
COARA are promoting radical reform to abandon the
inappropriate use of quantitative metrics. Open Science
enables this reform by suggesting new indicators and
transforming science from a model based on blind trust
(trust me) to one based on verifiability (show me). The
transition toward this transparent model, where data and
methodologies are open to scrutiny, is essential for restor-
ing research integrity.®

However, the implementation of Open Science, particu-
larly in oncology, must be balanced with practical sustain-
ability and clinical interpretation. While the obligation to
deposit original data serves as a vital deterrent against
fraud and a tool for post-hoc verification, raw data alone is
often unintelligible without professional analysis and nar-
rative mediation. There is a risk of creating a divide
between those who generate data and those with the
resources to analyze it, potentially undermining the tradi-
tional role of the publication as a synthesized interpreta-
tion of clinical results. In the oncological field, where
publication integrity directly impacts the quality of patient
care and the credibility of the physician-patient relation-
ship, these ethical considerations are paramount, and the
mechanism of traditional publication, understood as the
synthesis and interpretation of results, remains a funda-
mental pillar for the medical community.’

The need for reform extends into academic and funding
institutions. For example, the Italian university system man-
ages an evaluation apparatus that, despite being born with
meritocratic intentions, has shown worrying vulnerabilities
over time.® Moreover, it has historically relied on bibliomet-
ric parameters that measure the work rather than the person.
Roles that were once markers of prestige, such as serving as
a journal editor, have been devalued by editorial policies
that appoint hundreds or even thousands of editors to a sin-
gle title, rendering such criteria nearly meaningless for mer-
itocratic selection. Experience from major international
centers suggests that the future lies in the ability to intelli-
gently use the mass of data produced globally through
robust bioinformatic structures. Open Science can be one
way to facilitate the identification and recruitment of the
best talents, overcoming national qualifications that often
remain anchored to outdated timeframes. Evaluation should
evolve toward a model where candidates present their work
in an articulated manner, allowing evaluators to delve into
the actual scientific contribution rather than just scrolling
through bibliometric lists.

Institutions like the AIRC Foundation are leading the way
by adopting comprehensive evaluation models. While using
bibliometrics as an initial filter for high-volume applications,
from the beginning AIRC adopts an approach based on inde-
pendent peer review, where each project is evaluated by at
least three experts with no conflict of interest. The final eval-
uation is always contextualized to the researcher's career
stage: young researchers are not judged by the same param-
eters as seniors because they are submitting proposals in dif-
ferent dedicated Calls for Grants, avoiding the stress of
unstable indicators like the H-index. Furthermore, through
structured questionnaires in final reports, they are develop-
ing alternative indicators to measure impact beyond simple
bibliometric parameters such as citations, including research-
ers' ability to mentor the next generation of scientists, the
creation of biobanks, and the successful establishment of
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international collaborations and the ability to attract further
funding. This system aims to value the entire ecosystem cre-
ated by a research project, recognizing that scientific value is
expressed in multiple forms.

The future and the sustainability of research evaluation
will also likely involve what Mike Thelwall has defined as
Technology Assisted Research Assessment (TARA), per-
haps utilizing artificial intelligence to manage the increas-
ing administrative burden of peer review. For example,
algorithms can already optimize the matching of research
proposals with appropriate reviewers, significantly reduc-
ing costs and time.” However, the use of Large Language
Models (LLMs) for qualitative assessment remains fraught
with ethical risks. While these models can simulate critical
prose, they often lack the granularity required to identify
true scientific merit and tend to produce overly positive,
non-discriminatory judgments.'® Consequently, the con-
sensus among experts is that Al should serve as an assis-
tant, while the human evaluator must remain the central,
responsible arbiter. !

Conclusions

According to Goodhart’s Law, any metric that becomes a
target for rewards inevitably loses its value as a reliable
measure.'> Whether through the manipulation of citations to
inflate Impact Factors or the industrial production of low-
quality papers, the current system is failing.!> It is essential
for all stakeholders, ministries, agencies, publishers, and
researchers to collaborate to define homogeneous and trans-
parent rules. The transition from a quantity-based model to
one centered on quality and transparency is not just a meth-
odological preference but an ethical duty that requires a
radical cultural change. As we look toward the future, the
credibility of science depends on our collective ability to
move from a model of blind trust to one of verifiable integ-
rity, ensuring that the research we conduct remains a reliable
foundation for the health and trust of our patients.
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