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Traditional publication (months-years)



Preprint sharing (hours-days)



Benefits of preprints

• Pre-publication feedback/discussion

• Visibility, especially for early-career scientists

• Immediate availability to grant/hiring committees

• Rapid transmission of results



bioRxiv and medRxiv launched

2013 2019

Community resources operated by CSHL, Yale and BMJ 



bioRxiv/medRxiv Progress

• >200,000 papers

• ~4,000 submissions/month

• ~8,000,000 views/month

• >70% of papers subsequently published in 
journals

• Integration with >300 journals



Proliferation of servers 



The pandemic
• ~25,000 COVID papers

• Epidemiology/pathology

• Clinical Trials

• Variants

• Vaccines

• Virology/cell biology



The pandemic

“I welcome the huge increase in the use of preprints by 
researchers to rapidly share emerging evidence from the 
many studies on COVID-19"

Dr Soumya Swaminathan, Chief Scientist WHO

“We have this new phenomenon...a preprint server…you 
have to pay attention…it gives you good information 
quickly"

Dr Anthony Fauci, Chief Medical Advisor to the President

“Where there is a significant public health benefit to preprints 
being shared widely and rapidly, [these] must be published”

https://wellcome.ac.uk/news/wellcome-updates-open-access-policy-align-coalition-s

https://wellcome.org/news/wellcome-updates-open-access-policy-align-coalition-s


Responsible stewardship



Author declarations

• Competing interests

• Patient/participant consent

• Plagiarism

• Clinical trial registration

• IRB/ethics committee approval



Preprint screening



Screening criteria

• Is it nonsense?

• Is it non-science?

• Is it a paper?

• Is it research?

• Is it plagiarized? 

• Is it dangerous?



Responsible stewardship: “do no harm”

• Vaccine safety 

• Infectious disease transmission

• Drug regimens

• Toxicity/carcinogenicity

• GOF/DURC/PPP

Sever et al. (2021) https://blogs.bmj.com/bmj/2021/04/27/pandemic-preprints-a-duty-of-responsible-stewardship/

https://blogs.bmj.com/bmj/2021/04/27/pandemic-preprints-a-duty-of-responsible-stewardship/


Withdrawals/Takedowns

Withdrawals

• Author request

• Ethical breach

• Fraud

Takedowns

• Copyright infringement

• Risk to individual 

• Biosecurity

“bioRxiv reserves the right to identify and remove any articles that contain plagiarized 
material or describe experimental work that is not performed in accordance with the 
relevant ethical standards for research using animals or human subjects”



Perils of preprints?

• Dangers addressed by screening

• Errors addressed post-hoc by commenting/withdrawal

• But everything can get published somewhere…



Unvetted outlets



Questionable effectiveness of journals at a systemic level

• Hydroxychloroquine

• COVID from 5G

• COVID from comets

• DURC?



Recommendations

• Educate researchers

• Develop guidelines/global moratoria

• Perform grant oversight

• Encourage institutional oversight

• Endorse responsible outlets for dissemination 
(preprint servers and journals)
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