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Karen’s response to Anna’s question about what journal 
editors should do in response to the article was “make your 
policies transparent to readers and authors. For non-peer-
reviewed content, provide information about the author’s 
affiliation and relationship with the journal, and contact 
details.”

Eric Lichtouse reported that there had been a 
considerable reaction to the article in France. He wondered 
if scientists really understand what ‘Open Access’ is.  It 
seemed to him that most like OA because they think it 
artificially increases their citations. Many scientists from 
poor countries asked when submitting to his journal if they 
would have to pay, and he wondered whether open access 
is fair to authors or if it made only ‘rich’ science accessible 
to the world. He also queried whether open access selected 
articles based on ‘science quality and money’ rather than 
on ‘science quality’ alone, as the ‘reader pays’ model does. 
Ultimately, like Karen, he saw the effect of the article that all 
of society is now interested in editors as positive.

Anna felt that Eric had expressed some misconceptions 
about OA. She agreed with him that many scientists do not 
understand OA but did not know what he had meant by 
them thinking their citations were ‘artificially’ increase by 
it. She referred to an overview of studies on this topic in 
which Alma Swan had found 27 studies that supported the 
hypothesis that OA articles gain more citations against 4 
studies that did not (http://eprints.soton.ac.uk/268516/).  
Eric had questioned whether cases of higher citations 
could be explained by the fact that OA articles are mainly 
published by rich nations, which have better research 
means. Anna asked if there was any evidence that open 
access articles are mainly published by rich nations. She 
suspected, given the waivers, that this was not the case.

Anna said Eric’s statement that OA only makes rich 
science accessible to the world was also a misconception 
because all the big open access publishers give waivers or 
discounts on the article publishing charge if the authors 
cannot pay, and they waive the fee for authors from a list 
of low income countries. As examples, she gave PLOS 
(http://www.plos.org/publish/pricing-policy/publication-
fees/), BioMed Central (http://www.biomedcentral.com/
about/apcfaq) and Frontiers (http://www.frontiersin.org/
about/PublishingFees), concluding that scientists with little 
funding have many possibilities for publishing their work 
without payment.  

With regard to Eric’s comment as to whether in open 
access open access articles were selected based both on 
‘science quality and money’, Anna pointed out that all the 
reputably open access publishers, e.g. PLOS, have processes 
to prevent one’s ability to pay from influencing the decision 
on whether to publish. 

Anna thought the most useful outcome of Bohannon’s 
article was that the reputable open access journals rejected 
the fake paper and PLOS One had noted its ethical problems. 
It was no surprise that journals which were already known 
to be unreputable had behaved badly. The large publishers 
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Science’s article on lack of scrutiny at open access 
journals
John Bohannon’s article “Whose afraid of peer review?” 
published in Science caused quite a stir. Karen Shashok 
posted the URL on the EASE forum (http://www.
sciencemag.org/site/special/scicomm/index.xhtml) 
together with a list of sites where reactions to the article 
had been posted (see below). She said the article had been 
praised and criticized for focusing more on open access 
(OA) than on the quality of peer review. Anna Sharman 
elaborated saying that Bohannon had been criticized for 
testing a non-representative sample of OA journals without 
a subscription journal control group and extrapolating his 
conclusion to all OA journals. According to the Retraction 
Watch report (http://retractionwatch.wordpress.
com/2013/10/03/science-reporter-spoofs-hundreds-of-
journals-with-a-fake-paper/), he did not have a control 
group because peer review would have been too slow in 
subscription journals—something which she thought said 
something about the relative speeds of peer review between 
the two journal types. Her feelings were that Bohannon and 
Science had been unethical in publishing the article without 
having it peer reviewed. Even though the article was 
published as an opinion piece, she felt that concerns about 
the lack of a control group and peer review were justified. 
She also pointed to the comment (number 64157) on the 
Retraction Watch site that Bohannon had acted unethically 
in using a false identity, lying to many journals, failing to 
declare his clear conflict of interest as being paid by Science 
and that he had wasted a lot of people’s time. 

Karen felt that despite the problems with the article the 
wave of reactions, effectively constituting post-publication 
peer review, were an excellent thing. As to whether Science 
was right to publish the article as a journalistic piece, given 
the tendency of most people to assume that anything 
in a peer-reviewed journal has been peer reviewed, she 
considered most readers could distinguish which papers in 
the journal were peer reviewed. The article had a ‘special 
section’ heading and unlike a research article no affiliation 
or contact details were given for the author whose name 
appeared at the end rather than at the beginning where 
it is in research articles. Nevertheless, in view of the 
journal’s prestige and for readers less familiar with these 
differentiating details, Science could have made it clearer 
that the article was an opinion piece. Karen had been 
unable to find any editorial policies for non-peer-reviewed 
sections on the Science website. Readers were likely 
therefore to believe that the general information about 
‘high standards of peer review and editorial quality’ stated 
on the site applied to all the articles it published.
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representing about 80 percent of OA journals by volume 
of publication all rejected the fake paper (http://chronicle.
com/blogs/percolator/critics-say-sting-on-open-access-
journals-misses-larger-point/33559).

Pippa Smart believed both Eric and Anna had made some 
good points; however, as OA is a ‘business model’, authors 
could not be expected to understand it. Furthermore, the 
Science ‘scam’ did not prove that OA publishers were any 
worse than regular ones. She gave two possible models for 
a journal in the business of providing a service for which 
someone will pay: 

1. subscription journals—information provided for 
sale (‘pay us and get information’)

2. OA journals—publication provided for sale (‘pay us 
and get published’)

With the first, researchers looking to read something 
that has been quality-assured, and with the second, authors 
looking to publish face discrimination.  Accordingly, neither 
system is entirely ‘Open Access’. Even the journals listed in 
the Directory of Open Access Journals that do not charge 
authors do cost money to run. Somebody, somewhere has 
to pay, which might mean that only ‘rich’ institutions in 
the future will have journals or only ‘rich’ countries where 
authors, institutions or funders can pay. 

Sylwia Ufnalska added a third model used in Poland: 
subscription OA journals where readers pay for printed 
copies but a digital version is available free of charge on-line. 
She noted that scientific journals do not usually make a 
profit in Poland and are subsidized by universities, learned 
societies or by grants from the state or other organizations.

Mercè Piqueras added a fourth model used by the official 
journal of the Spanish Society for Microbiology: a printed 
version to subscribers and also to the SEM members, and 
page charges (albeit low ones) to authors which are waived 
if authors cannot afford to pay them. 

A side issue to the discussion was HPS Kalra’s complaint 
that Karen had written ‘science communication’ in the 
subject line of her original post, whereas Science’s special 
issue was on ‘communication in science’. He thought this 
was misleading. Elisabeth Heseltine wondered if the use 
of ‘science communication’ for ‘communication in science’ 
might be an example of ‘noun stacking’, which can result 
in phrases that are difficult for non-native English speakers 
to understand. She explained this with another example,  
‘research result dissemination improvement methodology’, 
which has to be read backwards with the addition of two 
small prepositions as ‘methods for improving dissemination 
of research results’  to be understood.

For more discussion on Bohannon’s article see: 
ht tp : / / s chol ar ly k itchen . sspnet .org/2013/10/04/
open-access-sting-reveals-deception-missed-opportunities/ 
http://www.michaeleisen.org/blog/?p=1439
http://svpow.com/2013/10/03/john-bohannons-peer-
review-sting-against-science/ (The links listed under the 
heading ‘Rolling updates’ provide more perspectives.) 
http://oaspa.org/response-to-the-recent-article-in-science/ 
http://www.doaj.org/doaj?func=news&nId=315&uiLanguag
e=en

http://neurodojo.blogspot.co.uk/2013/10/open-access-or-
vanity-press-science.html

Later Karen Shashok posted “Mind the gap: 2013 Wiley 
survey reveals generational differences in authors’ open access 
views and experience”
ht t p : / / e x c h a n g e s . w i l e y. c o m / b l o g / 2 0 1 3 / 1 0 / 0 8 /
mind-the-gap-2013-wiley-open-access-survey/

To be or not to be in the reference list or the term for 
a data storage device
Aleksandra Golebiowska wanted to know the term used in 
references to describe proceedings stored on what in Poland 
is called a ‘pendrive’. No term is listed by the National Library 
of Medicine’s Citing Medicine (http://www.nlm.nih.gov/
pubs/formats/recommendedformats.html). The problem 
became evident in the subsequent discussion in which a 
number of terms were used for such devices: memory stick, 
USB stick/flash drive, thumb drive, data stick, key drive.

Angela Turner and David FitzSimons pointed out that to 
be cited in a reference list the material had to be accessible 
to the reader, otherwise it should be referred to in the 
text as a ‘personal communication’. Angela thought the 
proceedings would have at least to be available on a website 
for inclusion in the reference list. Karen Shashok and Mary 
Ellen Kerans considered availability on the net should not 
be a criterion for availability, with Karen noting that authors 
implicitly commit to providing a copy of anything they cite 
to any reader who requests a copy. Whether something 
appeared as a personal communication or in the reference 
list depended, in Mary Ellen Keran’s view, on the existence 
of ‘front matter’, ie information corresponding to that found 
in a book (city, date, editors, etc.). If such ‘front matter’ were 
not provided, she thought there would not be ‘publication’ 
but just an exchange of typescripts among participants at 
a conference, which would be a personal communication.

Aleksandra explained that CDs and pendrives can often 
be purchased from publishers and were therefore available 
and that the Citing Medicine, American Psychological 
Association (APA) and others allow CDs to be included in 
the reference list. She reiterated that her problem was that 
she did not know the generally accepted term for a pendrive. 
She subsequently contacted the Editorial Supervisor of 
APA Journals who informed her that it is not necessary to 
provide a format description for every reference (http://
blog.apastyle.org/apastyle/2010/02/the-generic-reference-
using-brackets.html) and the storage container is usually 
irrelevant (eg, online documents are stored on a hard drive; 
books may be either hardback or paperback)—and as the 
final answer to Aleksandra’s question—he considered the 
appropriate generic term for a pendrive publishing format 
would be ‘USB flash drive’. 
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