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Introduction
The urgency of the COVID-19 pandemic that began in March 2020 required the rapid sharing of
the latest research and data on this topic.* The traditional publishing and peer-review system would
not allow researchers to share their findings quickly enough to meet the needs of fellow scientists
and medical professionals;? the typical “paywall” model of article access could also leave valuable
information inaccessible to researchers. The scientific community encouraged researchers to
share on pre-print servers their research and data,® while academic publishers made their COVID-
19 publications openly accessible.* This resulted in an “unprecedented number of preprints and
journal article submissions” to pre-print servers and academic journals. To accommodate the
quantity of output, academic publishers established rapid or fast-track peer-review services,> and
pre-prints received a “significant amount of attention from scientists, news organizations, the
public, and policy-making bodies”.

Some members of the scientific community argued that scientific communication requires

a balance between “speed and uncertainty”, and the measures taken to rapidly share a large
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quantity of information came at the cost of quality assurance.” Peer-review was “upended in order
to increase the speed of innovation”,® while the open, public sharing of research at all stages
served to magnify issues with quality control. The media at times reported on erroneous
information which was then amplified by the public through social media.
Theoretical framework
In DeBruin’s “circles of influence” model, “knowledge creation” starts in a lab with a team of
researchers who communicate their discoveries to other experts in the topic. Journalists then
communicate these discoveries to the broader public. Each layer of this circle represents a stage
of knowledge sharing that involves verification and review. During the COVID-19 crisis, information
flew rapidly through these circles as public health bodies, journalists, and the public turned their
attention to rapidly-reviewed journal articles and pre-prints.?
Research questions
Did rapid peer-review and open access (OA) / pre-print sharing of COVID-19 research actually
“accelerate the speed of science” as some have claimed? Is this publishing model appropriate
for future crises?
Methodology & Research Results
A literature review of the qualitative studies on material shared and published during the first
months of the COVID-19 pandemic suggests that scientists’ research needs were not being met,
and that irrelevant materials made up the majority of COVID-19 pre-prints and papers.'
Discussion & Conclusion
While it is demonstrable that pre-print sharing, rapid review, and OA publishing increased the
quantity and speed of COVID-19-related communication, it is not demonstrable that these
innovations served the needs of researchers and the public good.2

In future, researchers and academic publishers can take lessons from the COVID-19 crisis

that prioritize accuracy while innovating means of rapid sharing. The public understanding of
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science should also be strengthened so that the media and public are “immunized” against

misinformation.:3
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