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Contrived publications and COVID-19 communication noise
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Dear Editor,

At present, effective antivirals against the coron-
avirus infection disease 2019 (COVID-19) do not
seem to be available, and hence medical practitioners
and governments are vying for any useful information
on the treatment and management of this outbreak.
Research journals have played their part by promoting
COVID-19 research to ensure that the stakeholders
have immediate access to adequate information. Some
journals have fast-tracked the COVID-19 papers, and
a few other journals have waived the publication fee
to encourage sharing of experience from the develop-
ing countries.! Special issues have been another option
for some journals. These affirmative actions have
helped in sharing vital information on the treatment
and management of this pandemic.

However, reviewers are under tremendous pres-
sure as the number of manuscripts increases on the one
hand, and the turnaround time is decreasing, on the
other hand.! Next, there is an attempt to link every re-
search to COVID-19 to fast track the publication and
get the work published by class-leading journals.
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Some journals have expanded their scope to include
COVID-19 to gain traction even though their essential
nature is different. In addition, some journals seem to
prioritize COVID-19 papers, and they sideline other
papers.? Besides, it is possible that erroneous research
is published in the din.? This could have severe impli-
cations for human lives as retractions by prestigious
medical journals are already happening.

While this situation raises some difficult questions
on the publication front, it has also increased the noise
level, thereby rendering it difficult for the medical re-
searchers to filter out irrelevant research papers.* The
problem lies in the sheer volume of papers that is evi-
dent from different databases. Though many search en-
gines employ advanced search algorithms, it poses a
unique challenge to the medical researchers and practi-
tioners who seek current information on this pandemic.*
It becomes a challenge for the frontline stakeholders to
segregate research that is actually related to COVID-19
treatment and management from the contrived research.
This trend also may raise a question on the quality as
many researchers were working from home.

This is the beginning of a potential problem in the
realm of research related to COVID-19, as many more
papers would be submitted soon. Journals could inter-
vene to reduce the noise created by contrived research
by following protocols. The manuscripts should be
subject to a thorough review process to ensure a qual-
ity review and reduce the pressure on editors and re-
viewers. The scope of the journals must be tightly
defined to avoid unnecessary publications with the
COVID-19 tag. It is time to kill the overdrive and ac-
tive promotion of COVID-19 research by journals that
could be stopped with immediate effect. These steps
would reduce the inorganic growth in COVID-19 re-
search and ensure that relevant and recent research on
the virus is available to the field researchers.
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