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CONTEXT

Convergent analyses in different disciplines support
the use of the Percentage of Papers by the Most
Prolific author (PPMP) as a red flag to identify
journals that can be suspected of questionable

editorial practices. We examined whether this index,
complemented by the Gini index, could be useful for
identifying cases of potential editorial bias, using a
large sample of biomedical journals.

METHODS

We extracted metadata for all biomedical journals
referenced in the United States National Library of
Medicine, with any attributed Broad Subject Terms,
and at least 50 authored (i.e. by at least one author)
articles between 2015 and 2019, identifying the most
prolific author (i.e. the person who signed the most
papers in each particular journal). We calculated
the PPMP and the 2015-2019 Gini index for the
distribution of articles across authors. When the
relevant information was reported, we also computed

the median publication lag (time between submission
and acceptance) for articles authored by any of
the most prolific authors and that for articles not
authored by prolific authors. For outlier journals,
defined as a PPMP or Gini index above the 95th
percentile of their respective distributions, a random
sample of 100 journals was selected and described in
relation to status on the editorial board for the most
prolific author.

RESULTS

5 468 journals that published 4 986 335 papers be-
tween 2015 and 2019 were analysed. The PPMP 95th
percentile was 10.6% (median 2.9%). The Gini index
95th percentile was .36 (median .18). Correlation
between the two indices was 0.35 (95CI 0.33 to 0.37).
Information on publication lag was available for 2
743 journals. We found that 277 journals (10.2%) had
a median time lag to publication for articles by the

most prolific author(s) that was shorter than 3 weeks,
versus 51 (1.9%) journals with articles not authored
by prolific author(s). Among the random sample of
outlier journals, 98 provided information about the
composition of their editorial board. Among these
98, the most prolific author was part of the editorial
board in 60 cases (61%), among whom 25 (26% of
the 98) were editors-in-chief.
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DISCUSSION

In most journals, publications are distributed across
a large number of authors. Our results reveal
a subset of journals where a few authors, often
members of the editorial board, were responsible for a
disproportionate number of publications. The papers
by these authors were more likely to be accepted
for publication within 3 weeks of their submission.
To enhance trust in their practices, journals need

to be transparent about their editorial and peer
review practices. We hope that further research will
help to establish these indexes as an additional
resource for publishers, authors, and indeed scientific
committees involved in promotion and tenure, to
screen for potentially biased journals needing further
investigation considering integrity and quality of
review.


