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What I’m going to talk about

● How the pandemic has changed the workings of a 

journal and a preprint server

● Journals and preprints and what each is for

● How we can balance speed with quality 



First, a few thoughts on how 

we got to where we are with 

academic publishing. 



In an ideal world, research dissemination looks like this

Do some 
research

Prepare it 
for public 
sharing

Share it 
with the 

world

Read / 
use other 
people's 

work

Discuss 
ideas



How it worked for 150 years 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Faraday
_Michael_Christmas_lecture.jpg



But now, research dissemination looks like this:

Do some 
research Write a 

description

Submit to a 
journal

Do more work 
as requested

Resubmit

Publication
Be judged by 
publications

Get grants

Promotion

Read / 
use other 
people's 

work

Discuss 
ideas

Rejection: try 
elsewhere



Problems: Do some 
research

Write a 
description

Submit to a 
journal

Do more work 
as requested

Resubmit

Publication
Be judged by 
publications

Get funding

Success

Read / 
use other 
people's 

work

Discuss 
ideas

Rejection: try 
elsewhere

Problem 1:
Publication venue 

as a quality 

measure. 

Perverse 

incentives.

Problem 2:
Because of 

problem 1: repeat 

cycles at other 

journals, delaying 

publication 

Problem 3:
Expensive and / 

or difficult to 

access all 

published work 

Bias by Nick Youngson CC BY-SA 3.0 Alpha Stock Images

Problem 4:
All of these lead to 

a bias to 

publishing positive 

results, and the 

system is SLOW

http://www.nyphotographic.com/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/
http://alphastockimages.com/


Solutions ? Do some 
research

Write a 
description

Submit to a 
journal

Do more work 
as requested

Resubmit

Publication
Be judged by 
publications

Get funding

Success

Read / 
use other 
people's 

work

Discuss 
ideas

Rejection: try 
elsewhere

Bias by Nick Youngson CC BY-SA 3.0 Alpha Stock Images

Preprint

http://www.nyphotographic.com/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/
http://alphastockimages.com/


Setting up medRxiv



● Speed up science: faster dissemination within the research community

● Allow pre-publication peer review and feedback, 

making ‘better’ articles

● Give authors precedence 

● Freely available (but not always fully ‘open’) 

● Surface data that may not survive 

peer review

● Risk of surfacing incorrect information,

conclusions or assumptions that could 

be harmful to the health of individuals or

whole populations

The case for preprints

http://asapbio.org/



medRχiv: a server for health science preprints

● Conceptually and technologically similar to 

bioRxiv

● Not-for-profit

● A service not a product

● Publisher-neutral

● Operated by CSH Laboratory

● Managed in partnership with BMJ and Yale 

University 

● Launched Q2 2019

● Now supported by CZI



medRχiv submission requirements
1. Original research article 2. Standards and norms 

● Original clinical/health research, 

including clinical trials, observational or 

qualitative research, quality 

improvement and implementation, policy 

studies, and medical education

● Systematic reviews and meta-analyses

● Methodological research

● Clinical study Protocols  

● Not commentaries, editorials, opinion 

pieces, essays, letters to editors, 

narrative reviews, case reports

● Follow ICMJE guidance 

● Funding and competing 

interests statements

● Statement of IRB / ethics 

committee oversight

● Study registration when 

applicable (e.g. 

ClinicalTrials.gov; PROSPERO) 

● Data availability statement 

● EQUATOR Network reporting 

guidelines checklists



medRχiv: risk mitigation

Is it nonsense?

Is it non-science?

Is it a paper?

Is it research?

Is it plagiarized?

Is it a health threat?

Is there a benefit to sharing 

now vs. after peer review?



Caution: Preprints are preliminary reports of work 
that have not been peer-reviewed. They should not 

be relied on to guide clinical practice or health-
related behaviors and should not be reported in 

news media as established information.

We also urge journalists and other 
individuals who report on medical research 
to the general public to consider this when 
discussing work that appears on medRxiv 

and emphasize it has yet to be evaluated by 
the medical community and the information 

presented may be erroneous.

This article is a preprint and has not been peer-
reviewed [what does this mean?]. It reports new 

medical research that has yet to be evaluated 
and so should not be used to guide clinical 

practice.



What effect has the 
pandemic had?  

Thoughts from 
medRχiv and The BMJ





Monthly posted:

Daily submitted: -> Jan Feb Mar Apr May Jun Jul Aug

9 20 45 92 77 59 57 52

> 32,000 
total 
posted

> 7,500 
revised 
after 
posting 

< 20% 
rejected



Full text XML





Widespread recognition of the value of preprints...



... but also worries about their misuse





The BMJ: print magazine, online journal
• News

• Features

• Investigations

• Education

• Campaigns

• Opinions

• Guidelines

• Commentary

• Analysis

• And Open Access Research 

Articles supported by article-

processing charges 



BMJ journals portfolio 





All information 

is freely 

available



Publishing work that has previously been a preprint



What are preprints and 
journals for? 



Biⓐnca Kramer
@MsPhelps

Preprints provide registration, 

archiving, and some awareness

Journals also provide 

registration, archiving, and 

awareness, but a key function is 

certification of validity. 



Clinical research has additional imperatives

Do some 
research

Prepare 
it for 
public 

sharing

Share it 
with the 

world

Read / 
use 

other 
people's 

work

Discuss 
ideas

Change 
clinical 
practice



Helen MacDonald 
and Reed 
Siemieniuk, 

on behalf of 
colleagues at the 
BMJ and the non-
profit MAGIC 
research and 
innovation 
program



Rapid Recommendations and Living Systematic Reviews: 

journals provide context and add meaning  



Covid: the first preprinted epidemic. Will it help? 

Liam Brierley. The role of 

research preprints in the 

academic response to the 

COVID-19 epidemic. Authorea. 

March 25, 2020.

DOI: 

10.22541/au.158516578.89167

184

https://www.authorea.com/users/305982/articles/436710-the-role-of-research-preprints-in-the-academic-response-to-the-covid-19-epidemic


Some issues are currently not helped by preprints

Paul Glasziou, Sharon Sanders, Tammy Hoffmann,

BMJ 2020;369:m1847 doi: 10.1136/bmj.m1847

Avoidable waste in the production and reporting of research evidence 

Chalmers and Glasziou. The Lancet 2009, Volume 374, 86-89

https://www.bmj.com/content/369/bmj.m1847


“Peer-reviewed articles had, 

on average, higher quality 

of reporting than preprints, 

although the difference was 

small, with absolute 

differences of 5.0% ... There 

were larger differences 

favoring peer-reviewed 

articles in subjective ratings 

of how clearly titles and 

abstracts presented the 

main findings and how easy 

it was to locate relevant 

reporting information.”



https://retractionwatch.

com/retracted-

coronavirus-covid-19-

papers/



Web: bmj.com

Email: tbloom@bmj.com

Twitter: @TheoBloom

Thank you!

https://www.ibiology.org/biomedical-workforce/preprints/


