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An interesting paper recently published in Peer J.
by Enrique Teran and coworkers casts light on a pecu-
liar side effect of the Covid-19 pandemic that concerns
the quality of articles that appeared as preprints in
archives or as regular papers in peer-reviewed scholarly
journals.!

The authors report a detailed perusal of the scientific
publications related to research on Covid-19 in a portion
of the year 2020.

What emerges from the study is that over the total
number of preprints uploaded in the archives’ servers,
that are not subjected to a formal peer-review process,
only about 5.7% were later converted into regular arti-
cles and published in scholarly journals after a regular
peer-review process. The statistics is based on a global
sample of 5,061 preprints uploaded in three different
archives.

The fast, almost immediate dissemination of experi-
mental studies has certainly played an important role
during the pandemic. In fact it was promoted by the
International Committee of Medical Journal Editors.?
Moreover, the World Health Organization® and some
journals require that manuscripts be shared as preprints
before being sent to reviewers. In this way preprints are
exposed to a public form of peer-review in real time.

Fast publication as preprints certainly helped dif-
ferent research groups to exchange data and interpreta-
tions, hypothesis and proposals for public health guide-
lines to secure a powerful response to the virus attacks.

However, a conversion of 5.7% from preprints to
regular articles seems to be too low. This may be due to
the emergence of more accurate studies, to repeated ver-
ifications of the presented data on different samples, and

to the very fast communications of results that made
fresh data look like old and outdated findings.

But on the other hand, Covid-19 related topics are
very delicate matters for their social and political conse-
quences. No doubt they must be treated with extra care.
So many fake news, accusations of conspiracies, distrust
in official authorities’ statements have filled newspapers
and websites, including the social networks that in this
specific case have probably shown the dreadful and ter-
rific power of some people’s madness and ignorance.

Peer-review requires time. Reviewers are often
reminded and urged to return their comments within
few days. We know that a “short lapse between submis-
sion and acceptance” is a very appreciated feature of
scholarly journals. Authors are anxious to see their work
published, and sometimes do not appreciate enough the
benefit of an accurate review.

Teran’s article also reports that between February
and May 2020 about 17,500 articles have been published
in peer-review journals indexed in PubMed, suggesting
that even during the Covid-19 emergency, scholarly jour-
nals kept pace with an enormous pressure from the sci-
entific community and publish their articles after a for-
mal peer-review process.!

Another interesting point is that articles published
in scholarly journals received more attention and a high-
er citation rate than preprints. The citation count is one
of the quantitative indicators of the scientific relevance
of a publication (although not all citations may be posi-
tive).*

In conclusion, while the scientific communities
have all the tools to confirm or reject the findings pub-
lished in open access preprints, the same does not hold
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for average non-specialized readers that sometimes take
advantage of partial or limited results to discredit the
conclusions of serious studies.

And in our democracies the recent events have
proved that these differences between scientists and self-
proclaimed “experts” do matter.
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