Academic publishing under pressure:

the role of transparency in peer review

Marco Seeber

Department of Political Science and Management,
University of Agder

April 13, 2023
UNIVERSITIES: PAST, PRESENT, AND FUTURE.

Mahindra Humanities Center



LlWHLOSOPHLE

|| NATURALILS
[

PRINCIPIA

MATHEMATICA

Institutionalization of journal peer review (Baldwin 2018)

1687
Principia

1973
Nature adopts
peer review

llllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllll
|
|

= =
“ PHILOSOPHICAL |

I TRANSACTIONS,|

ACCOUNT
et Dndrbng, i and L
INGENIOUS,

Confiderable Parts of the WO RLD.

1665
First peer review

- Philosophical Transactions

of the Royal Society

1936
“we had not authorized

you to show our
manuscript to specialists
before it is printed...”



Institutionalization of grant peer review (Baldwin 2018)
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Peer review relies on voluntary work

As scientists are increasingly under pressure to
publish, they have less time for peer review

- more difficult to find reviewers
- lower quality reviews



Peer review relies on TRUST
(Reviewers don’t have access to original data)

Scientists are under pressure to publish = strong
incentives to “cut the corners” = erode trust

Worrisome growth of scientific retractions and scandals

“When we launched the blog Retraction Watch in 2010 (...) journals
were averaging about 45 retractions a month. Last year (2021) saw nearly
300 a month. Our database of retractions, launched 1in 2018, 1s up to
nearly 35,000 entries.”

Oransky I. (2022) Nature



Increasing competition = burdensome and costly PEER REVIEW

Bedeian (2004) about peer review in top management journals:

“Reviews .. were typically short overviews. Now eight or more
single-spaced pages are not uncommon.”

- In 2012, Australian scientists spent 550 working years to write
proposals to Australia’s largest funding scheme*

*Herbert, D. L., Barnett, A. G., & Graves, N. (2013). Australia's grant system wastes time. Nature, 495(7441), 314-314.
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Business Models in Scientific publishing

- Traditional: Subscription Based

- Emergent: Article Processing Charge (APC)



Traditional: Subscription Based

Revenues: from public libraries’” subscription fees

*Client: the reader - goal: quality

*Publisher = goal: profit = subscriptions—> quality

*Journals’ Editors are scientists > goal:
prestige/reputation = quality

Alignment of incentives towards quality

—>common interest in rigorous, selective peer review



New model: Article Processing Charge (APC)
a.k.a. “open access”

Revenues: from authors who publish articles
Client: the author = goal: publish
Authors: strong pressure to publish

Super growth of APC publishers

Example. MDPI from 2015 to 2021: publications from 17.000 to 233.000,
revenues from 14 to 294 million CHF



Largest Scientific Journals in the world in 2010 and in 2022 in Web of Science *

2010 2022

PLOS ONE N 6729 SCIENTIFIC REPORTS [ 0/ 65 b . . b d
tion e
JBIOLCHEM T 4219 SUSTAINABILITY [ 16392 SU Scrlp 0 as
PNAS T 3764 INTJ ENVIRONM RES PUBL HEALTH M 16359
PHYSREVE [N 3705 INTJ MOLECULAR SCI - N 15573
-
ACTA CRYSTALLOGR E online [T 3116 PLOSONE R /555
OPTICS EXPRESS T 2941
APPLIED SCIENCES BASEL NN 12736

PHYS REV D 2865

PHYS REV LETT 2390

SENSORS NN 9969
ENERGIES NN 9398
IEEE ACCESS | 9090
MOLECULES NN 3931
MATERIALS | 3953

ASTROPHYSICAL JOURNAL 2268

MONTHLY NOTICES OF THE RAS 1939

PHYS REV A 1924

ASTRONOM ASTROPHYS I 1912
JNEUROSCIENCE I 1662 FRONTIERS IN PSYCHOLOGY NN 2056 21 are OA for prOfIt
JIMMUNOLOGY [ 1424 FRONTIERS IN IMMUNOLOGY NS 7784 13 MDPI
JHIGH ENERGY PHYS ] 1406 FRONTIERS IN ONcoLoGY | 7236 6 Frontiers
ACTAPHYSSINICA [ 1358 JOURNAL OF CLINICAL MEDICINE SN 7156 2 Nature-Springer
PHYSLREVE 1 1333 NATURE COMMUNICATIONS | 6739
JVIRpLOGY [ {1272 REMOTE SENSING | 6349

APPL PHYS LETT T 1196

CANCERS I 6140
POLYMERS | 5514

FRONTIERS IN PLANT SCIENCE [N 5392

NUCLEIC ACIDS RES T 1109
APPL ENVIRONM MICROBIOL [ 1063

ACTA CRYSTALLOGR SECTE T 970
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NUTRIENTS [ 5264

FRONTIERS IN MICROBIOLOGY N 5224

J AMER CHEM sOC [ 895
BLOOD [ 870

J CLIN MICROBIOL [ 835 .
*based on Sivertsen, 2023




Number of[SpeciaI Issue% at MDPI: 2017-22
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Risks of APC (open access) model

Publisher’s PROFIT: from authors publishing articles 2 quantity!

Journal Editors’ (scientists) goal: reputation—> quality = selectivity
Clash of goals!

- in APC journals, the Editors are often non-academics, not scientists

—> PEER REVIEW AS FICUS LEAF
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What’s next?



ABOLISH MAINTEINANCE NO CHANGE
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preserved” manuscripts/proposals,

except all others”



ABOLISH: journals and peer review
Rely instead on large, non-peer reviewed online archives

Yet:

* Each person must assess the validity and novelty of a
manuscript

 Recommendations—=> new opportunistic behaviors
* Increasing reputational inequality



MAINTAINANCE (examples)

WOS: delisting journals with dubious peer review
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MAINTAINANCE (examples)

* Norwegian publication archive: “X” Journals
when dubious peer review

NORWEGIAN REGISTER FOR SCIENTIFIC JOURNALS, SERIES AND PUBLISHERS

Level X

Level X marks publication channels there are doubt as to whether they should be approved or not
and which The National Board of Scholarly Publishing and The Norwegian Directorate for Higher
Education and Skills wants feedback on from the research community.



MAINTAINANCE (examples)

Lotteries as a complement to peer review of grant proposals*

* Peerreview is precise in distinguishing bad from good proposals,
but not in distinguishing good from excellent proposals

* Peer review tend to be risk averse
Hence — two phases:
1) Peer review to identify good proposals

2) Lottery to choose which good proposals to fund

* Roumbanis, L. (2019). Peer review or lottery?



MAINTAINANCE

Transparent Peer Review
Publish anonymous peer review reports

EDITORIAL | 05 Fet

Nature Wlll publish peer review {Peerreviewer reports hre available.
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Transparent peer review

- Reveals the quality of peer review

- Makes life more difficult for predatory
journals™®

- Reputational signal

* e.g., Siler, K., et al. (2021). Nature



Transparent peer review

Fairness: preferential treatment becomes more

difficult

—e.g., in special issues, or for well-connected
scholars*

* Sarigbl et al. (2017): previous co-authorship author-editor reduce handling time
* Tutuncu et al. (2022): in journals owned by universities, insiders publish in large
numbers and significantly faster



Transparent peer review
Enables research on peer review (e.g., to
improve it, in a virtuous cycle)*

* Squazzoni et al. (2020). Unlock ways to share data on peer review. Nature



Transparent peer review at the

European Journal of Higher Education  EEEEt=E
- 12 months pilot *

- Anonymous peer review report
- All round of reviews

- Not including the response of the authors
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* Seeber, Klemenci¢, Meoli, Sin (2023) Publishing review reports to reveal and
preserve the quality and fairness of the peer review process. Editorial.
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