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Growth in papers 
indexed by WoS and 

Scopus

The Growth in Publishing



• Circumvents gatekeepers 
and combats epistemic 
inertia

• Tackles positive result bias 
and file drawer problem

• Reflects broader global 
research investment

The Growth in Publishing – welcome if . . . 



• Editors resigning

• Reviewers overworked

• Paper mills, fraud, 
retractions, multi-million 
dollar losses and 
‘sunsetting’ of Hindawi 
brand

The Growth in Publishing – but causes strain 



used to mean

• A physical object 
with limited space

• a handful of journals
• long delays
• free for authors
• do it and thrive

→ good science got 
rejected?
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now it also means

• limitless named 
electronic repositories

• thousands of journals
• short delays
• authors pay
• don’t do it and die

→ bad science  
accepted?
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The strain on 
scientific 
publishing



Disproportionate growth in articles → “strain”

Annual articles (Web of Science*Scopus)

2016: ~ 1.9 million
2022: ~ 2.8 million

2016



Five publishers:

• MDPI (27%)
• Elsevier (16%)
• Frontiers (10%)
• Springer (10%)
• Wiley (7%)

Disproportionate growth in articles → “strain”



New!!!
“Mega journals”

• MDPI
• Frontiers

Growth in journal size



Strain: what’s going on?

Trends
• Two strategies: 

• Growth in articles overall
• Growth in articles per journal

Threats
• “publish or perish” 
• Information overload…



Three players:

MDPI
Frontiers
Hindawi

Not so special issues…
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Submit → Accept
including revisions…

Turnaround Times 



Submit → Accept
including revisions…

Is it really possible 
to review, revise 
and re-review so 
fast?

Turnaround Times 



Submit → Accept
including revisions…

Is it really possible 
to review so fast? 

And so 
consistently?

Turnaround Times 



Turnaround Times in Special Issues

Special 
issue 
articles 
published 
faster

Normal issue    Special issue



Special issues: what’s going on?

Trends
• “Special” issues are a fantastic engine for growth

Why?
• Guest editors + reviewer networks → scalable

Threats
• Can one do quality peer review so fast?



Many caveats…

• No universal 
definition

• Reject + resubmit 
= …?

Rejection rates: rarely public



Trends best 
explained by 
publisher

Rejection rates



Rejection rates

MDPI trends

Recently reversed?



Special issues,
special treatment

Rejection rates and Special Issues

↑ Special issues = ↓ Rejection rates



Rejection rates: what’s going on?

Trends
• Not transparent

Threats
• Publisher dictate scope



Inflation:



Inflation: Impact Factor

also housing… food… life…



Impact Factor (IF)

• Total citations (2 years)

Inflation: Impact Factor

N citations



Impact factor

• Increased 
universally

Impact inflation



Impact factor

• Increased 
universally

• Refs per doc 
part of it…

• COVID (not whole story)

Impact inflation



Impact inflation



Goodhart’s law

When a measure becomes a target, it ceases to 
be a good measure…

Impact inflation



Impact Factor (IF)

• Total citations (2 years)

Impact inflation

N citations



Impact Factor (IF)

• Total citations (2 years)

Scimago Journal Rank (SJR)

• Network approach
• Self-cites not rewarded

Impact inflation

N citations



Impact Factor (IF)

• N citations

Scimago Journal Rank (SJR)

• Network… self-cites…

Impact inflation

𝑰𝑭

𝑺𝑱𝑹
 

↓

“Impact Inflation”
Goodhart’s law



Impact inflation

• MDPI
• Hindawi

but not Frontiers…

Impact inflation



Self-cite rate

• MDPI

Self-citations: MDPI

MDPI

Elsevier

Springer

Wiley

Taylor

Frontiers

Hindawi

BMC

PLOS

Nature



What’s going on?

Trends
• Everyone’s IF is going up
• One group (MDPI) self-cites a lot

Why?
• Lots of citations from a small pool of journals

Threats
• Quality signals distorted, threat to naïve scientists



What is going on?



What is going on: admittedly… one group stands out

1st: MDPI               264k           88%    37          40%             5.4           1080%          +14pp                   -33



What’s going on?

Why?
• MDPI, and others, are (were) successful
• Authors must publish or perish
• Funders (incl. Universities) drive this pressure
• Business model: rent space in reputable journals

Threats
• Waste of time and money
• Quality signals distorted



Conclusion: Respond to strain

Exponential growth is unsustainable
Goodhart’s law is in action
Open Access not the problem per se
Transparency of key metrics poor
Predatory presses? Or, after Braudel, a system that 
feeds predators

Funders, universities, have biggest role to regulate 
the system (Wellcome, 2020)



End
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