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Published papers: exponential growth 

Annual articles
(Web of Science*Scopus)

2013: ~ 1.7 million
2016: ~ 1.9 million
2022: ~ 2.8 million
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This is (also) good news

- More scientists around

- More funds for research

- Open Access: more accessible results

- Web tools: faster dissemination of ideas

- Lower file drawer effects

- More replications, robustness, meta-analyses...



...but growth causes strain

More & more papers 
per scientist

- publish or perish
- rewievers overworked
- editors resigning
- paper mills
- mass retractions
- increasing cost
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Is the current publishing system providing them?



Are currently publishing practices sustainable? 



Four quantitative indicators

- Number of papers and size of journals

- Number and role of special issues

- Turnaround times

- Impact factor inflation
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- readers pay
- sell each paper multiple times
- high editorial autonomy
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Two main business models

Subscription
“polish your gems”

- many small journals
- $ through subscription
- readers pay
- sell each paper multiple times
- high editorial autonomy
- “artisanal” + common tools

For-profit OA
“get authors on board”

- few mega journals
- $ through publication
- authors pay
- sell each paper once
- low editorial autonomy
- “industrial” efficiency
 



Number of papers: more, faster



Bigger and bigger (OA) journals



Growth through special issues



(not so) special issues



Turnaround times (submit → accept)



Turnaround times homogeneity
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Goodhart’s Law

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



Impact factor inflation: indicator 

# citations (N years)
# papers

- universally increased
- more citations
- self-citations
- citation rings
- …

Scimago Journal Rank

- stable
- network approach
- self-citations not rewarded
- weighted sums



Impact factor inflation: indicator 
IF

SJR



So,
are currently publishing practices sustainable? 



- Growth means change & confusion
- Semantic confusion

- what is a publication? 

- what is a special issue? 

- what does Impact Factor measure?

- Instability of quality signals
- A rent-extraction system, with huge cost
- Some groups & practices cause more strain

A strained system that feeds predators



- Funders are the key player, as they
- impose quantitative criteria → publish or perish

- finance the system → with increasing cost

- steer collective action → change the rules of the game
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- Funders are the key player, as they
- impose quantitative criteria → publish or perish

- finance the system → with increasing cost

- steer collective action → change the rules of the game

- Potentially beneficial changes
- impose more transparency to publishers

- move towards qualitative assessment

- beware of the perverse incentives of new policies

What can be done?



Want to know more? the strain preprint:

Hanson, Gomez Barreiro, Crosetto & Brockington, 2023



Thanks!
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