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Abstract

Int roduct ion: Many authors believe that  there are biases in scient ifi c publicat ions. 
Editorial biases include publicat ion bias; which refers to those situat ions where the 
results infl uence the editor’s decision, and editorial bias refers to those situat ions where 
factors related with authors or their environment  infl uence the decision.
Development : This paper includes an analysis of the situat ion of editorial biases. One 
bias is where mainly art icles with posit ive results are accepted, as opposed to those with 
negat ive results. Another is latent  bias, where posit ive results are published before those 
with negat ive results. In order to examine editorial bias, this paper analyses the infl uence 
of where the art icle originated; the count ry or cont inent , academic cent re of origin, 
belonging to cooperat ive groups, and the maternal language of the authors. The art icle 
analyses biases in the editorial process in the publicat ion of funded clinical t rials.
Conclusions: Editorial biases exist .  Authors, when submit t ing their manuscript , should 
analyse dif ferent  j ournals and decide where their art icle will receive adequate 
t reatment .
© 2010 Sociedad Española de Neurología. Published by Elsevier España, S.L. All rights 
reserved.
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Sesgos en la edición de las publicaciones científi cas

Resumen

Int roducción: La existencia de sesgos en la edición cient ífi ca está en la literatura y es una 
percepción de muchos autores. Se ent iende por sesgos de edición, el sesgo de publica-
ción, que se refi ere a aquellas situaciones en las que los resultados infl uyen en la decisión 
de la aceptación, y el sesgo editorial,  que se refi ere a aquellas situaciones que infl uyen 
en la decisión de la aceptación de un manuscrito y que están relacionadas con los auto-
res, bien por su origen bien por sus característ icas o por su entorno.
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Many authors hold a convict ion regarding the acceptabilit y 
of their art icles by indexed j ournals as being based on 
parameters that  have nothing to do with quality or 
innovat ion. The potent ial existence of bias in scient ifi c 
publishing is present  in the literature, 1,2 despite the fact  
that  this would appear not  to be the case in some art icles in 
maj or, highly relevant  j ournals.3,4 However, the idea that  a 
j ournal should carry out  a self-analysis to see whether they 
are biased in their decisions to accept  a work is a biased 
analysis from the outset , especially if  we bear in mind the 
posit ion of the editors, who are very concerned with issues 
regarding editorial independence5 or inappropriate 
behaviour by authors6,7 and not  so worried about  a crit ical 
evaluat ion of the decisions they make.8 Although on many 
occasions the decision not  to accept  a work is at t ributed to 
the consequences of the external review, 9 there are 
undoubtedly other factors related with publishing itself  and 
which we will discuss in this art icle from the posit ion of the 
current  management  team of Neurología but  independent ly 
of the j ournal’s editorial policy, which, although condit ioning 
acceptabilit y, cannot  be considered to be a bias as 
such.10-12

Types of bias in scientifi c publishing

Although there is no clear defi nit ion of publishing bias in the 
literature, several types can be ident ifi ed and mult iple 
terms can be found for them. Publicat ion bias refers to 
those situat ions in which the results have a bearing on the 
decision as to whether or not  to accept  a work.13,14 Accept ing 
more art icles with posit ive results in comparison with those 
with negat ive results15-17 on the sole basis of being either 
posit ive or negat ive, or the degree of stat ist ical signifi cance 
of the works,18 represents an anomaly in the decision. 
Within this bias there is the so-called latency bias of 
publicat ion, whereby art icles with posit ive results are 
published before the ones yielding negat ive results. There 
is no doubt  that  the speed with which something is published 
affects not  only citat ion but  disseminat ion itself . 19 In 

connect ion with publicat ion bias, some authors have 
reported disseminat ion bias, which means that  the impact  
of a given result  confers greater knowledge and disseminat ion 
of the research.20 Although it  is not  a publicat ion bias in the 
st rictest  sense, it  obviously has aspects in common, because 
posit ive results are bet ter disseminated than negat ive 
ones.21

Editorial bias refers to those situat ions impact ing the 
decision to accept  a manuscript  and having to do with the 
authors, either due to their origin or characterist ics, or due 
to their set t ing. The count ry or cont inent 22 the art icle comes 
from,23-29 the academic inst itut ion producing it , 30 a prior 
history of work published in the j ournal, part icipat ion in 
large corporate groups31 or the authors’  mother tongue 
infl uences the issue of acceptance.32 The use of open 
evaluat ion models fosters these types of bias, part icularly 
as regards the place of origin and belonging to prest igious 
academic inst itut ions.33 There is ample literature revealing 
how corporate authors have an easier t ime publishing their 
art icles than isolated authors. Studies sponsored by 
commercial enterprises appear to have a higher rate of 
publicat ion34,35 in comparison with non-sponsored ones.36,37 
Several reasons have accounted for editorial bias, such as 
corporat ism of certain groups or count ries, the language or 
make-up of the editorial boards, as they encourage bias, 38-41 
since most  of them belong to very few count ries.

Although no one doubts that  these two types of bias pose 
an important  scient ifi c problem,42,43 in that  they entail a 
fl awed analysis of the literature and, consequent ly, a fl awed 
analysis of the evidence,44,45 it  is not  an easy issue to address 
and has undeniable consequences on an important  part  of 
the pathology, given that  less is published about  il lnesses 
affect ing third world count ries.46

Language and publication bias

Language plays a rest rict ive role in scient ifi c product ion, 
insofar as product ion itself  is concerned, as well as in the 
areas of publicat ion and disseminat ion. Journals not  

Desarrol lo: Se realiza un análisis de la situación de los sesgos editoriales, como los que 
se desprenden de aceptar en mayor grado art ículos con resultados posit ivos frente a los 
negat ivos por el hecho de serlo, o el grado de signifi cación estadíst ica de los mismos,así 
como el denominado sesgo de la latencia de la publicación, cuando los art ículos con re-
sultados posit ivos se publican antes que aquellos con resultados negat ivos. Dent ro del 
sesgo editorial,  se analiza la infl uencia del país o el cont inente de donde procede el ar-
t ículo, el cent ro académico de procedencia, haber publicado previamente en la revista, 
la pertenencia a grandes grupos cooperat ivos o el idioma materno de los autores, y su 
infl uencia en la aceptación. Se analiza específi camente los sesgos producidos en la t ra-
yectoria editorial en la publicación de ensayos clínicos fi nanciados.
Conclusiones: La existencia de sesgos en la edición es innegable, tanto de la publicación 
como editoriales, y desde un punto de vista ideológico sería preferible que no exist ieran. 
El autor, cuando remite su manuscrito, debe analizar si el mismo va a tener un t rato de 
equidad o no, y actuar en consecuencia
© 2010 Sociedad Española de Neurología. Publicado por Elsevier España, S.L. Todos los 
derechos reservados.
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published in English tend to have a lower impact  factor, due 
to the fact  that  they are valued less, even in those count ries 
where the language is spoken, in it self  a cont radict ion. 
Research coming out  of count ries that  do not  have English 
as their mother tongue has less impact .47-51 However, it  is 
not  merely a mat ter of the visibilit y of the language, 
because, although it  is certainly not  easy for j ournals not  
published in English to capture citat ions in Anglo-Saxon 
publicat ions,52 it  is also diffi cult  to gain access to these 
citat ions when adopt ing the English language for a Spanish53-55 
or Lat in American56 j ournal, for instance, since Anglo-Saxon 
authors and readers do not  read them and, hence, do not  
cite them either. Thus, the reason why j ournals in Spanish 
are less able to achieve a high impact  is probably not  due to 
the language per se,  but  to the fact  that  they are not  
included in authorship networks.

Because authors’  mother tongue is a form of editorial 
bias, it  is harder for art icles in their own language to be 
included in citat ion networks. This bias is complemented by 
other diffi cult ies. Thus, databases favour publicat ions in 
English,57 not  only because of their high number, but  also 
due to the ease with which they can be accessed. There are 
examples of Anglo-Saxon publicat ions having been indexed 
prior to the fi rst  issue even coming off  the press; this is 
unthinkable for a j ournal published in another language. 
But  a very important  aspect  is the non-inclusion of art icles 
not  published in English in systemat ic reviews, despite being 
indexed. Language is a bias in many meta-analyses. 58-61.  A 
recent  art icle appearing in the Cochrane Dat abase of  

Syst emat ic Reviews has shown that  only 52% of the meta-
analyses published in the literature include indexed art icles 
not  published in English. Although this art icle points out  
that  the weight  of such art icles is scant  in terms of the 
ent ire meta-analysis, it  is st riking that  their inclusion or 
exclusion has a bearing on the degree of benefi t  obtained 
and, hence, it  points out  that  this may be a reason for the 
result .  In light  of this, it  would appear recommendable for 
art icles in the relevant  languages to be included in the 
meta-analyses; at  any rate, their exclusion is an editorial 
bias, since it  is not  such a small number, given that  it  
accounts for 22.2% in the fi eld of Neurology but  35% in 
Psychiat ry.62-64

Publishing bias and clinical trials

Although publishing bias affects all fi elds of science, the 
greatest  debate has taken place regarding clinical t rials, 65 
especially those with indust ry support  or potent ial 
repercussions on the pharmaceut ical market .66 This debate 
undoubtedly has certain ideological rest raints, more than 
purely editorial ones, but  it  would appear that  t rials 
sponsored by the pharmaceut ical indust ry are published 
more easily or with a shorter latency period than other 
research. Without  a doubt , the publicat ion of these t rials 
takes on certain special characterist ics.67 First  of all,  there 
is a greater likelihood of “ ghost  writ ing” , a term describing 
professionals who have been involved in developing the 
manuscript , but  who do not  sign it .68-76 Although it  has been 
deemed to be an authorship anomaly, it  is also t rue that , 
using the st rict  authorship criteria set  forth by the Vancouver 

Group, these authors should not  be included in the 
signatories, given that  they do not  part icipate in the ent ire 
process of draft ing the art icle,77,78 with the result  that  this 
crit icism is not  quite so t rue. The second crit icism refers to 
the fact  that , in this type of t rial,  the publishers accept  
sequels or part ial art icles, in what  has come to be known as 
salami publicat ion,79 i.e. art icles with a common 
methodology that  leads to further publicat ions or even 
redundant  art icles, without  suffi cient  dif ferences to j ust ify 
this.80-83 Secondly, clinical t rials generally have a visible 
review process, since, even in blinded studies, experts have 
prior knowledge about  the existence of the study and its 
lead invest igators.84 Unblinded external review has specifi c 
connotat ions that  dist inguish it  from blinded review.85,86 
Because of this, there is great  compet it ion among j ournals 
to publish these t rials, which undoubtedly favours the 
bias.

The quest ion, however, is whether, thanks to publishing 
bias, relat ively irrelevant  favourable results appear in the 
literature as being more t ranscendental than they t ruly 
are87-90 or whether the impact  of adverse events is reduced91 
thanks to editorial bias. This discussion is more academic 
than real, because it  presupposes that  readers and 
researchers are incapable of discriminat ing data from 
publicat ions and that , even when presented with a greater 
volume of informat ion, they do not  give the data fair 
considerat ion. The volume of correspondence that  follows 
publicat ion of a clinical t rial probably refutes this posit ion. 
Hence, it  is a mat ter of debate in which the editorial lobbies 
lose sight  of the fact  that  the readers of a medical 
publicat ion have enough crit ical elements to be able to put  
the results in their proper place and that  the scient ifi c 
debate goes beyond the publicat ions themselves. Co-
operat ive, indust ry-sponsored clinical t rials are not  
comparable to other studies as a result  of their complexity 
and, therefore, there are both posit ive and negat ive 
connotat ions, and comparison is simply not  possible.

Conclusions

The existence of bias in publishing, both publicat ion and 
editorial bias, is undeniable and from an ideological 
standpoint , it  would be desirable for it  not  to exist ,  but  the 
issues revolve around whether or not  bias is relevant , 
whether it  is avoidable, and whether it  const rains changes 
in scient ifi c opinion. The management  team of Neurología 
advocates in favour of fairness and must  therefore seek to 
decrease bias as far as possible. Editorial bias, such as bias 
with respect  to the mother tongue or count ry of origin of 
the manuscript  must  be avoided, but  the publicat ions that  
talk the most  about  editorial bias are those in which least  is 
done to avoid it .  Authors, when submit t ing manuscripts, 
must  analyze whether or not  it  will receive fair t reatment  
and act  in consequence.
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