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Publication During the COVID-19 Pandemic

The appearance of a new disease, such 
as the COVID-19 pandemic, brings 
with it a rapid increase in the volume of 
information and research available, and 
the evolution of policies and practices. 
While information learned and tools 
developed can be shared informally 
among peers, the wider dissemination of 
information requires publication. In order 
to facilitate this process, the Wellcome 
Trust issued a statement in January 
2020, which has since been signed 
by numerous international journals, 
publishers, professional organizations 
and societies, funding organizations, 
academic institutions, corporations and 
government agencies [1]. They called 
upon “researchers, journals and funders 
to ensure that research findings and 
data relevant to this outbreak are shared 
rapidly and openly to inform the public 
health response and help save lives”. 
This would be accomplished by making 
peer-reviewed research publications 
freely available for the duration of the 
pandemic at a minimum, and potentially 
longer. Interim research findings would 
also be made available before journal 
publication. Many journals have created 
COVID-19 resource centres or content 
archives where publications related to 
the pandemic can be accessed and the 
World Health Organization has created a 
global research database that is updated 
daily with currently international and 
multilingual scientific literature [2]. The 
COVID-19 Open Research Database 
(CORD-19), a free resource created 
by the Semantic Scholar team at the 
Allen Institute for AI, includes more than 
100,000 articles about COVID-19 [3].

Although increased and fast-paced 
access to research findings has myriad 
benefits for the scientific community, 
there are some disadvantages. As the 
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number of submissions increases and 
the time from receipt to final publication 
is shortened, the formal process of peer 
review may suffer. Peer-review involves 
having experts in the field evaluate a 
publication and serves two purposes. 
One, it ensures that published research is 
of a high quality by reviewing its validity, 
significance and originality. Two, it 
improves the quality of the manuscript by 
providing suggestions to the authors and 
identifying any errors [4]. Generally, this 
process from submission to publication 
takes months, but has been shortened 
to days and weeks for online publication 
of COVID-19-related articles. One study 
comparing the length of the publication 
process for 14 different journals during 
and prior to the COVID-19 pandemic 
found an average decrease in the 
turnaround time of 49% for COVID-19-
related manuscripts, but no change for 
articles not related to COVID-19 [5].

Many authors have also taken to 
publishing studies online prior to peer 
review, preprint publication, which raises 
the concern that findings are made 
available to the public prior to review 
and verification [6,7]. For example, in 
March 2020, an article on the use of 
hydroxychloroquine in COVID-19 patients 
was published online and subsequently 
the International Society of Antimicrobial 
Chemotherapy, the journal’s sponsoring 
organization, released a statement 
agreeing with the concerns raised about 
the article’s findings [8,9]. Similarly, 
the Lancet and New England Journal of 
Medicine retracted articles as data could 
not be verified [10,11]. 

The large number of submissions and 
fast turnaround time also has human 
resource implications. Editors, editorial 
board members and reviewers are also 
researchers, clinicians, and frontline 

healthcare workers who have seen their 
workloads and commitments increase 
such that they are not available to 
commit to the time required to assist in 
the peer review and publication process 
[6]. The pace at which editorial board 
members need to provide reviews is 
likely unsustainable in the long term. 
As a result, the future of scientific 
publication may be permanently 
changed. The benefits of open and fast 
publications have been recognized 
as critically important for efficient 
communication and knowledge sharing 
in the face of a new infectious disease. 
Pre-prints, and all of the potential risks 
of no prior peer review that comes with 
them, do improve coordination and 
timely dissemination of research, and 
may continue to play a role beyond this 
pandemic [12]. The peer-review process 
itself might change to accommodate the 
necessary and expected fast turnaround 
time. Journals may incorporate new 
strategies, such as opting to review 
methodology prior to submission of a full 
manuscript to ensure the methodology 
is valid early on, or reviewers could share 
their feedback with authors in real time 
allowing corrections to be made before 
all of the reviews have been completed 
[6]. Regardless of how the process of 
scientific publications evolves, the need 
for validated research and thorough peer 
review by qualified reviewers  
won’t change. 

It is also worth noting that the 
pandemic has had a disproportionate 
effect on the authorship of women 
compared to their male counterparts. 
In reviewing COVID-19-related studies 
published in March and April, one study 
identified a 19% reduction in articles 
with a woman first author compared to 
papers published in 2019 in the same 
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journals [13]. Others have reported 
similar findings [14]. One can only hope 
that as the pandemic evolves, work-
life balances can be restored and this 
disparity can be resolved.

There is also a risk that COVID-19-
related research will overshadow other 
important research in the frenzy to 
produce and publish relevant and timely 
work to aid in the pandemic response. 
When time permits, it is important to 
revisit the work that was submitted as 
abstracts to cancelled conferences, such 
as IPAC Canada and APIC and consider 
publication. The issues, research 
and interventions that inspired these 
submissions remain vital to IPAC practice 
and need to be shared with our peers. 

We would like to express our 
appreciation to the members of the 
editorial board who, despite increased 
workloads and demands on their time, 
have honoured their commitment 
to CJIC. Thank you to the external 
reviewers who graciously volunteered 
their time and skills in peer review. 
And finally, thank you to the authors 
for your ongoing submissions and for 
allowing us to disseminate your work 
to the infection prevention and control 
community, whether related to COVID-
19 or otherwise.
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