
After All, That Is “Science” — the Fifth International Congress

on Peer Review and Biomedical Publication, Chicago 2005

Following the success of the previous four

congresses on Peer Review and Biomedical Publi-

cation organized by the Journal of the American

Medical Association (JAMA) and the British Medi-

cal Journal (BMJ) Publishing Group, the Fifth con-

gress held in Chicago, Illinois, September 16-18,

2005, accomplished its purpose.

Two outstanding talks were given by Eu-

gene Garfield, the creator of the “impact factor,” on

the history and meaning of the journal impact fac-

tor, and Richard Smith, the former Editor of BMJ, on

the influence of journals on the society. Over three

days, many talks were given. Several of them per-

plexed me, indeed. I learned that we, and even the

authors themselves, have serious discrepancies in

establishing authorship (1); that journal instructions

for authors provide unhelpful or even contradictory

information on methodological and statistical issues

(2); that author-suggested reviewers tend to make

more favorable recommendation for publication

(3,4); that assessment of abstracts submitted to sci-

entific meetings is biased in favor of prestigious in-

stitutions within the US (5); that there is a risk that

the approval of research grants depends on the re-

viewer rather than the merit of the project (6); that

meta-analyses with financial ties to pharmaceutical

industry have a higher proportion of findings in fa-

vor of the study drug than those without financial

ties (7); that systematic reviews sponsored by indus-

try should not be trusted (8); that there is a publica-

tion bias in high-impact journals (9), especially in

publication of controlled clinical trials (10); that cit-

ing the works of reviewers who will probably assess

the manuscript increases the likelihood of their rec-

ommendation for publication (11); that results pre-

sented in abstracts are often misleading (12); that al-

most half of all randomized controlled trials initially

presented at scientific meetings were not published

in full (10); that reports of crossover trials frequently

omit important methodological issues in design,

analysis, and presentation (13); and that studies

with acronyms in the title have twice the citation

rate of the similar studies without the acronym (14).

In other words, there were two major

take-home messages for me. One was that the re-

sults of systematic reviews issuing from meta-anal-

yses (the top of the hierarchy of evidence), even

those published in high-impact journals, are not

reliable. The other message was that the peer-re-

view process, which is meant to assist editors in

making decision on what to publish, is “expen-

sive, slow, subjective, and biased; open to abuse;

patchy at detecting important methodological de-

fects; and almost useless at detecting fraud or mis-

conduct.” (15).

I did not hear any presentation relevant

to small medical journals except the talk given by

Dr Sahu of India, who showed that open access is

a good way for small medical journals to increase

their visibility and impact factor (16), which was

in accord with previous reports (17,18).

As an editor from a developing country,

I could see clearly that the problems of high-im-

pact journals are quite different from those of

small medical journals. While the mainstream

journals primarily have problems with authorship

vs contributorship, conflict of interests, ethical is-

sues in conducting research and publication, and

redundant publications, small medical journals

deal with more fundamental problems, including

lack of journal infrastructure, insufficient funding,

lack of expertise in desktop publishing, little

knowledge of editors about editing, difficulties

with dissemination of publications, low visibility,

and few high-quality research articles (17,19).

Given that more than 90% of the financial burden

of health care is due to problems in developing

countries, and taking into account that one of our

objectives as editors and researchers is to promote

the health standards throughout the globe, I be-

lieve we should see to the problems of small med-

ical journals. The board of WAME agreed to run a

web-based questionnaire survey to assess the

needs of small medical journals and then possibly

propose to the Congress organizers to devote a
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section of forthcoming meetings to the problems

of small medical journals.

Since this Congress was also a scientific

meeting – the talks presented were peer reviewed

and research was published in the book of ab-

stracts of the Congress proceedings – this report

might also suffer from the same biases mentioned

above. But, after all, that is all “science.”
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