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How does journal publication really work? 

PUBLISH OR PERISH or 
 The Seven Sins of an Author from an Editor’s Viewpoint 

by 

Emilio Perucca* 

C. Mondino National Neurological Institute and University of Pavia 

  

*Modified and updated from a presentation originally developed by Robert 

S. Fisher, Department of  Neurology, Stanford University, Stanford, CA 

  

1. The peer review process 

2. Common reasons for fatal outcome of 

submitted manuscripts (or publications) 

3. The business of publishing 

Outline 

Tobin MJ. Rigor of peer review and the standing of a journal. Am J Respir 

Crit Care Med. 2002;166:1013-4.  

1665  

The Philosophical Transactions of the Royal Society 

The first editor, Henry Oldenberg, wrote that  

 

a paper needs careful examination "before we give  

a public testimony of it to ye world, as is desired of 

us"  

ORIGINS  OF  PEER-REVIEW 

When Isaac Newton submitted to this journal,  

he received peer-reviews that: 

 

"had sacrificed my peace [of mind], a matter  

of real substance"  Sir Isaac Newton 

THE REVIEW PROCESS 

1.  Paper arrives at the journal 

2.  Opportunity for editor rejection or acceptance 

3.  Recruitment of 1-8 (usually 2-3) reviewers 

4.  Editor reconciles reviews, if possible 

5.  Editor gets more reviews, or makes decision 

6.  Revision of manuscript 

7.  Evaluation of revised manuscript 

8.  Final decision on publication. 

THE REVIEW PROCESS 

 Recommendation 

 - Accept without revision 

 - Accept after minor revision 

 - Revise and reconsider 

 - Reject 

 Priority (Top 10%, 10-30%, etc.) 

 Length, Tables, Figures, References, Format 

 Confidential comments to editor 

 Comments for authors 

 

 

Rothwell PM, Martyn CN. Reproducibility of peer review in clinical 

neuroscience: is agreement between reviewers any greater than would be 

expected by chance alone? Brain 2000; 123:1964–9. 

“Agreement between the reviewers as to whether 

manuscripts should be accepted, revised or rejected 

was not significantly greater than that expected by 

chance [  = 0.08, 95% confidence interval (CI) –0.04 

to –0.20] for 179 consecutive papers submitted to 

Journal A, and was poor (  = 0.28, 0.12 to 0.40) for 

116 papers submitted to Journal B. “ 

AGREEMENT (or not) AMONG REVIEWERS 
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Baxt WG, Waeckerle JF, Berlin JA, et al. Who reviews the reviewers? Feasibility of using a fictitious 

manuscript to evaluate peer reviewer performance. Ann Emerg Med. 1998;32:310-317.  

 Annals of Emergency Medicine  

 Circulated a fake study to 185 reviewers 

 Claimed iv propranolol helped migraines 

 Intentional errors 

 - No definition of migraine 

 - No inclusion / exclusion criteria 

 - Randomization method not really random 

 - New, unvalidated pain scale used for outcome 

 - No data on safety or adverse effects 

 - p-value was impossible - really negative outcome 

 - Latest reference was 9 years earlier 

 - Table 1 and 2 were duplicates 

 

DO REVIEWERS CATCH ERRORS ? 

Baxt WG, Waeckerle JF, Berlin JA, et al. Who reviews the reviewers? Feasibility of using a fictitious 

manuscript to evaluate peer reviewer performance. Ann Emerg Med. 1998;32:310-317.  

DO  REVIEWERS  CATCH  ERRORS ? 
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HOW  GOOD  IS  THE  REVIEW  PROCESS ? 

 Only valid if reviewers are knowledgeable and careful 

 Unanimity is not required 

 Catches some, but clearly not all, serious errors 

 Need oversight by Editor-in-Chief 

 

HOW OFTEN DO EDITORS ALIGN WITH THE 

REVEWERS’ RECOMMENDATIONS? 

Agreement between reviewer recommendation and editorial decision 

                                                                                                                PLoS One 2011, vol 6, e22745  

J Gen Int  Med  

Any Reviewer Recommendation 

SURVIVING THE REVIEWERS DOES NOT GUARANTEE 

SURVIVAL IN THE CURRENT SCIENTIFIC WORLD 

 

 1.  Is there a clear hypothesis or at least focus of  

      inquiry? 

 2.  Is the question important? 

 3.  Is the subject of interest to the readership? 

 4.  Are findings well-set in context of existing  

      literature? 

WHAT CONSTITUTES A USEFUL REVIEW ? 

1 of  2 
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WHAT CONSTITUTES A USEFUL REVIEW ? 

2  of  2 

5.  Are methods (design, statistics, inference)  
     sound? 

6.  Are the figures high-quality? 

7.  Is length suitable for the message? 

  
8.  Is the writing up to standard and in journal  
     format? 

Olson CM, Rennie D, Cook D, Dickersin K, Flanagin A, Hogan J, Zhu Q, 

Reiling J, Pace B.  Publication bias in editorial decision making. JAMA 

2002;287:2825-2828  

DO  JOURNALS  PUBLISH  NEGATIVE  RESULTS ? 

Authors submit positive results more often 

Once submitted, negative results get published 

However, methodology must be good 

 

Manuscripts to JAMA 

 Positive results:  20.4% published 

 Negative results: 15.0% published 

 (p = n.s.) 

1.  Failure to state a clear hypothesis 

2. Excessive ambition and writing for self 

3. Invoking the LPU (least publishable unit) 

4.  Ignoring principles of good trial design 

5.  Lack of focus in addressing reviewers comments 

6. Bad writing 

7. Scientific misconduct 

 

The Seven Deadly Sins of Authors 1.  Failure to state a clear hypothesis 

We have examined 23 children with seizures after 

MMR vaccinations.  Seizures occurred within two 

weeks of the vaccinations in 18 of the children . . .  

 

..or  “We are the first to describe . . . “ 

2. Excessive ambition & writing for self (sin of sloth)  

In this study, we evaluate the effect of 

antiepileptic drug therapy on the quality of life 

for people with epilepsy.  The study population 

consists of 100 consecutive patients in our clinic 

started on an antiepileptic medication. 

3.  Invoking the LPU (least publishable unit) 

Zoxx [fake name] is a new drug with promise for 

the treatment of epilepsy.  Herein, you will find 

attached two articles detailing findings in a pilot 

series of 9 patients.  The first summarizes the 

efficacy of Zoxx, and the second reports our 

experience with the side effect of Zoxx in our pilot 

trial. 

(modified example) 
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1.  Rarely worth publishing 

2.  Very low citation rates 

3.  Possible exceptions 

     a.  Unique finding 

      b.  Broad interest to readers 

      c.  Difficult-to-obtain data: tough to get a series 

      d. Clear cause - effect relationship 

                   The Case Report 

 (the most common version of the LPU) 

The association between non-epileptic seizures 

(NES) and vocalizations was examined.  A total of  

30 seizures were examined in 7 patients.  

Vocalizations occurred in 45% of the epileptic 

and 58% of the non-epileptic seizures (p=.20, ns). 

4.  Ignoring principles of good trial design 

a. Sample-size, power calculation ? 

b. How was each group defined and entry validated? 

c. What statistical test used and why? 

d. Retrospective or prospective? 

e. Repeated-measure statistics not used. 

5. Lack of Focus in Addressing Reviewers’ Comments 6. Bad writing 

Seizures which result from a myriad variety of 

underlying factors that complicate management 

must be viewed in the context of the complete 

picture of the patient’s health and quality of life. 

   Many forms: 

 1.  Fabricating data 

           2.  Cheating with data 

           3.  Cheating with citation / interpretation  

 4.  Cheating with authorship 

           5.  Ghost writing 

 6.  Duplicate publication 

 7.  Failing to properly disclose conflict of interest 

 8.  Plagiarism, including self-plagiarism 

  
Links, QJM. 2003; 96:243-4. Benson, Ann  R Coll Surg Eng 2016; 98:1-5  

7.  Scientific Misconduct Definitions of Various Forms of Scientific Misconduct  

Benson, Ann  R Coll Surg Eng 2016; 98:1-5 
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Fabricating data 

 

• The worst of all sins, on a pair with cheating with data 

• Almost 2% of authors admit to having            

fabricated, falsified or modified data at least once  

• Many more likely to have done so 

• Being increasingly scrutinized, detected and leading to 

serious consequences 

  

Benson, Ann  R Coll Surg Eng 2016; 98:1-5 

The Dong Pyou Han’s Story 

 
• Dr. Han, from Iowa State University, reported in 2012 a 

simple technique to create antibodies to combat HIV 

• As excitement erupted, he began spiking the results in order 

to appease his mentor and maintain interest in the project 

• Led to millions of wasted research funds, and sent hundreds 

of researchers into years of misdirected studies 

• Sentenced in 2015 to 4.5 years in prison, and to repay $ 7.2 

million of NIH funds  

 

• As a sin, can be as serious as fabricating data 

• Probably common, but difficult to identify 

• Usually done by presenting data selectively –        

(sin of omission) – or  by using statistics 

improperly to support biased conclusions 

• Failing to publish can also be a sin 

• Can lead to devastating damage (e.g., Dr 

Wakefield’s case)  

Cheating with data 

Cheating with Data   

Misreporting of Industry Sponsored Trials  

Cheating with Data 

Misreporting of Industry Sponsored Trials  
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Fixing the Problem of Data Cheating  

The Restore Initiative 

Cheating with authorship: Who should be an author? 

  
1. Those who did significant experimental work 

2. Those who contributed importantly to writing 

3. Those who provided major critical intellectual input 

4. Those who ensured funding and run the lab 

5. No co-authorship (but acknowledgment only,  if 

appropriate) for 

a. Clinicians caring for the patients 

b. Clinical consultants (e.g., radiologists, in a non-imaging paper) 

c. Statisticians (unless major contribution involved) 

d. Your good friends 

e. Those that you expect will reciprocate fake authorship 

Cheating with authorship: fake authors 

.. a company called Wanfang Huizhi would sell the title of   first-coauthor of  a 

publication already accepted by a medium-low quality journal for 90,000 yuan 

($14,800). Adding two names – co-first author and co-corresponding author  –  

would run $ 36,000, with a deposit due upon acceptance and the rest on 

publication… 

  

Hematologica 2010: 95:1-2 

Cheating with authorship: ghost writing 
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Plagiarism Plagiarism 

  1. Not limited to copying the work of others 

2. Includes self-plagiarism, duplicate publication, 

redundant publication, and salami publishing 

3.  An increasingly practiced (and detected) misconduct 

4. Rated as a serious sin  - can lead to severe punishment 

5. All serious journals run detecting software, e.g. 

iThenticate, eTBLAST, Turnitin, Copyscape and Viper 

 

 

Some Consequences of Scientific Misconduct 

 

 1.   Civil and legal liability 

 2.  Loss of employment 

           3.   Loss of future  grants (e.g, NIH) 

 4.  Forbidden to be an advisor to public  

      and private institutions 

 5.  Research supervision required 

 6.  Certification of research required 

 7.  Journal retraction required 

HOW  TO  AVOID  PUBLICATION  FRAUD 

  

1. Be honest! 

2. Make sure that you have access to the data 

3. Attribute sources 

4.  Put quotes in quotations 

5. Do not extensively paraphrase 

6. Avoid auto-plagiarism 

7.  Permission for graphs, pictures, tables 

 - First author 

 - Publisher 

8. Carefully consider co-authorship and do not 
accept ghost writing 

THE  BUSINESS  OF  PUBLISHING 

  

PUBLISHING - BUSINESS  MODELS 

Reader/provider pays through subscription 

Author pays to publish and owns copyright 

Government pays 

Universities pay 

Sponsoring societies pay through dues 
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The Monetary Value of Scientific  Publishing  

(2012 data) 

https://svpow.com/2012/01/13/the-obscene-profits-of-commercial-scholarly-publishers/ 

866 m 

2 bn 

  Elsevier               Springer             Wiley     

36%: 0.5 
253 m 

34%: 
42%: 

$ billions revenue ($) 

profits (% of revenue) 

Bero LA, Galbraith A, Rennie D. The publication of sponsored symposiums in 

medical journals. N Engl J Med 1992; 327:1135–40.[  

“Forty-two percent of  symposia proceedings analyzed (262 of 

625) had a single pharmaceutical company as the sponsor. 

These symposiums were more likely than those with other 

sponsors to have misleading titles (P less than 0.001) and to use 

brand names (P less than 0.001), and less likely to be peer-

reviewed in the same manner as other articles in the parent 

journal (P less than 0.001). Of the 161 symposiums that focused 

on a single drug, 51 percent concerned unapproved therapies. 

PUBLICATION  BIAS  FROM  FUNDING 

Journal that holds record for retracted papers also has a problem with editorial board 

members  -  By Hinnerk Feldwisch-Drentrup    May. 18, 2017 , 2:45 PM 

Almost every scientific journal has to 

retract a paper once in a while. But 

at Tumor Biology, when it rains, it 

pours. Last month, its former 

publisher, Springer, announced that 

the journal was retracting 107 

papers all at once, after finding that 

the peer-review process had been 

compromised. 

ScienceInsider has discovered that the journal’s editorial board, as published online, 

contains the names of several scientists who say they have no relationship 

whatsoever with the journal—including German Nobel laureate Harald zur Hausen.  

http://www.sciencemag.org/news/2017/05/journal-holds-record-retracted-papers-also-has-problem-editorial-board-members 

Retractions can spell death for an author  – Do they also 

affect the Journal? 

JOURNAL  IMPACT  FACTOR 

Career Value for Scientists, Monetary Value for Publishers 

   Institute for Scientific Information (ISI) 

 Located in Philadelphia 

 Also publishes Current Contents 

# of citations past two years to articles in the journal 

divided by 

# of citable articles published by that journal 

(excludes letters) 

 

JOURNAL  IMPACT  FACTOR:  PROBLEMS 

  
 Citations may be to correct errors 

 Review or methods articles are most cited 

 The most cited article is to protein methods 

 Two years may not be the best time-frame  

 Self-citations account for over 25% 

 No study links citation number to importance 

http://qjmed.oupjournals.org/cgi/ijlink?linkType=ABST&journalCode=nejm&resid=327/16/1135
http://www.sciencemag.org/author/hinnerk-feldwisch-drentrup-0
http://www.sciencemag.org/author/hinnerk-feldwisch-drentrup-0
http://www.sciencemag.org/author/hinnerk-feldwisch-drentrup-0
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s13277-017-5487-6
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s13277-017-5487-6
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s13277-017-5487-6
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FACTORS ASSOCIATED WITH HIGH CITATIONS 

  
 Multi-authorship 

 Inclusion of eminent co-author(s) 

 Long paper, and long list of references  

 Readability and informative qualities of abstract 

 Presence of a colon in the title 

 Length of the title (variables across fields) 

Van Wesel, Sci Eng Ethics 2016; 22:199–225 

STANDING ON THE SHOULDERS OF GIANTS 

  

http://keg.cs.tsinghua.edu.cn/jietang/publications/JCDL12-Yan-et-al-To-Better-Stand-on-the-
Shoulder-of-Giants.pdf 

  
1.  Have something new and important to say 

2.  Say it well 

3.  Be your own critical reviewer in the paper 

4. Bend over backwards to be honest and give credit 

5. Your publication will last forever: be proud of it 

6.  Persevere, don’t be easily discouraged 

CONCLUSIONS 

http://keg.cs.tsinghua.edu.cn/jietang/publications/JCDL12-Yan-et-al-To-Better-Stand-on-the-Shoulder-of-Giants.pdf
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