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The team
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Academic publishing is undergoing an exponential growth
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This is not news

Source: Fire & Guestrin 2019

4



...and people have been complaining about it for a long time

Science, March 1981
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a LONG time

Ibn Khaldun, 1332-1406
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The growth of scientific articles is mostly a good thing

• More scientists around

• More funds for research

• Open Access: more results available to anyone

• Web tools: faster dissemination of ideas

• Lower file drawer effects

• More replications, robustness, reviews, meta-analyses
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But the number of researchers has hit a limit
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. . . and the papers didn’t: more papers per researcher
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...and we’ve got issues

Editors resigning
over high fees
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...and we’ve got issues

Paper mills
mass producing
fake articles
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...and we’ve got issues

Authorship sales
rings
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...and we’ve got issues

Stunningly prolific
authors
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...and we’ve got issues

Pay to get faster
through peer-review
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...and we’ve got issues

Editors unable
to find referees
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...and we’ve got issues

and don’t get me
started on AI
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. . . and yet the system thrives. . .
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. . . and it’s not cheap

. . . from the strain to the drain
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How does publishing work?
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Behold the scientific publishing system

20



What does the system do?

What functions does the system fulfill?

for Scientists

• dissemination

• reputation

• sorting

for Publishers

• profits

• dissemination

• sustainability

for Funders

• selection

• prioritization

• public access
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What do the different actors want?

What do different actors want from the system?

Scientists

• high reputation

• low effort

• stability

Publishers

• high reputation

• high quantity

• high revenue

Funders

• stability

• true signal

• low spending
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How did we get to this?
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What trends are at play behind this growth?
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More is different

Growth is not more of the same:
growth means change.

• new practices

• new business strategies

• new incentives

• new constraints

• new meanings
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The Strain on Scientific Publishing (Hanson et al, QSS, 2024)

We single out five indicators of strain on the system:

• Number and size of journals

• Number and role of Special Issues

• Turnaround times

• Rejection rates

• Impact Factor inflation

None of them is critical per se

together they indicate strain imposed by publishers
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Under the hood: a semantic shift

"Journal"

used to mean

A physical object with
limited available space

now it also means

A limitless electronic
repository with a name
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. . .which led to this

The rise of mega-journals
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Under the hood: a semantic shift. . .

"Publication"

used to mean

• a handful of journals

• long delays

• low acceptance rates

• free for authors

• do it and thrive

⇒ good science rejected?

now it also means

• thousands of journals

• short delays

• high acceptance rates

• authors pay

• don’t do it and die

⇒ bad science accepted?
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. . . that led to this

The rise of the for-profit OA model
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Under the hood: a semantic shift. . .

"Publisher business model"

used to mean

• Many small journals

• Readers pay

• $ through subscription

• "Polish your gems"

Incentive to ⇈ quality,
quantity? . . .

now it also means

• Few mega-journals

• Authors pay

• $ through publication

• "Get authors on board"

Incentive to ⇈ quantity,
quality? . . .
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. . . that led to this. . .

Much lower turnaround times. . .
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. . . and this. . .

. . . increasingly homogeneous turnaround times
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. . . and this

. . .general inflation of the Impact Factor
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Indicators of impact: Impact factor, Scimago Journal Rank

We measure Impact Factor Inflation as the ratio of IF to SJR

Impact Factor:

• cites/document at N years

• easily gamed

SJR: citation network counts

• Limits prestige from single source

• More prestige if cited by relevant journals

• Normalizes for field size

• Less easily gamed
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Under the hood: a semantic shift. . .

"Special issue"

used to mean

• A once-in-a-while issue

• About a special topic

• Strict editor control

• regular > special

now it also means

• A many-a-day issue

• About any topic

• Relaxed editor control

• special > regular
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. . . that led to this

Not so special after all
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Lower TATs for Special Issues

37



summing up. . .
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Think individual journals differ? Head off to the strain explorer

Find all indicators journal by journal here

Click on this link

39

https://paolocrosetto.shinyapps.io/PGB_journal_explorer/


Summary: a strained system losing its compass

Trends

• Growth driven by concentration, especially in OA

• Crazy growth of special issues

• (Very) fast acceptance & peer review industrialization

• IF inflation for everyone – an IF arms race

Risks

• How much can we grow before the bubble bursts?

• Goodhart’s law: When a measure becomes a target, it stops
being a good measure

• Risk of instability of quality signals
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An addictive relationship
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An addictive relationship
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An addictive relationship
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An addictive relationship
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An addictive relationship
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Examples of an addictive relationship:

where do these articles come from?
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Surprise – it’s us
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hey Paolo – do absolutes! . . . it’s still us
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Examples of an addictive relationship:

Publish In Support of Self
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A few people PISS a lot . . .

• MDPI Nutrients, 2021

• 1 editor

• 23/24 authored articles

• MDPI Processes, 2023

• 2 editors

• 27/28 authored articles
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. . .or a lot of small-scale PISS?
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PISS as a common pool resource

Widespread small-scale PISS adds up to a lo
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Examples of an addictive relationship:

Demand always finds its own supply
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Clarivate delisted the largest MDPI journal in 2023

Clarivate certifies
journals’ IF

on Web of Science
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Delistings have dramatic effects – IJERPH
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And they extend to the whole publisher – MDPI
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And to other commerical OA publishers
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But someone will cater to that demand
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Springer-Nature Discovers MDPI
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And Springer is not alone!
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. . .oops busted
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The drain of scientific publishing
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. . .money drain
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and the profits are exceptional
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comparable to IT
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More than oil & gas
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. . . time drain

• Estimated proofreading time: 63 million hours in 2016

• More time spent looking for funding, evaluating projects. . .

• . . .only to end up producing even more papers!
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. . . trust drain

• What future for quality signals?

• Can the general public still trust us?

• How can we tell if a result is credible?
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How can we change the system?
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Two recipes for change

Bottom-up

• Peer-Community in

• preprints

• blacklisting publishers

but incentives are
hard to beat

Top-down

• the power of the purse

• quality over quantity

• manage collective action

but institutions are
slow & constrained!
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Signals of ongoing change: we won’t pay
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Signals of ongoing change: blacklisting
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Signals of ongoing change: no $ for Special Issues
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If the game is rigged – you might consider to stop playing
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Is this the time to be radical?

• Get rid of the owners of "publication" badges

• or just buy them off (∼ 50B)

• Re-communalize journals

• But also: do we need journals?

• Embrace post-preprint peer review

• . . .
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