Association between institutional affiliations of academic editors and author contributorship in medical journals
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ABSTRACT
Most of the literature on conflict of interest (COI) has not focused on the role of academic editors and their possible COIs. This study aims to assess whether the academic editor affiliation, a potential COI, is associated with the probability for the academic institution the editor is affiliated with of being top contributor of academic journals in the biomedical field. We conducted a cross-sectional analysis extracting data from the 2019 Clarivate InCites Journal Citation Reports for journals in the “Medicine, General & Internal” category and from each journal website. Sharing the same affiliation of any of the editorial board members was associated with a 6.7 and 5.6 greater likelihood of being top 5 and top 10 contributors, respectively. When considering the editor in chief affiliation solely, association was even stronger. Shared institutional affiliations between editors and authors should be clearly stated as part of an open and transparent peer-review process. 





Introduction
[bookmark: _Hlk76989279]Most recent discussion on conflict of interest (COI) in academic publishing focuses on the role of authors’ and peer reviewers’ interests in research integrity (1-3), as well as on the flows of the peer-review process (3-5), while there has been less focus on journal editors’ COIs (1, 2, 6, 7). Academic editors often hold senior faculty positions at universities, which might be considered a COI if this leads to a more favourable processing of articles submitted by institutional colleagues. This may occur throughout the entire editorial process, from soliciting articles and editorials from colleagues, to greater likelihood of sending material out to peer review, more accurate selection of reviewers, and more favourable final decisions about whether to publish. However, recent evidence found out that only 12% of the journals reported individual editor potential COIs (2). The current study aims to assess whether the academic editor affiliation, a potential COI, is associated with the probability for the academic institution the editor is affiliated with of being top contributor of academic journals in the biomedical field.

Methods 
We conducted a cross-sectional analysis extracting publicly available data from the 2019 Clarivate InCites Journal Citation Reports (JCR) for journals in the “Medicine, General & Internal” category and from each journal website. The analysis was based on publicly available, aggregated data. No ethics committee approval was necessary. Journals were excluded from the analysis if: i) the journal did not have an assigned JCR impact factor, ii) the journal editorial board comprised more than twenty editors (considering editors in chief and associate editors only), and iii) the journal website did not include information on the editorial board.

Academic editor affiliation
The main variable of interest was the academic editor affiliation. In most cases, being an academic editor for a journal is only a part-time job and most editors also have academic affiliations. Based on the information provided on journal websites we constructed the following variables of interest: i) whether the editor in chief shares the same academic affiliation of any of the institutions which are top contributors for the specific journal, ii) whether any member of the editorial board shares the same academic affiliation of any of the institutions which are top contributors for the specific journal.

Outcome
For each journal, JCR publishes information on the top 50 journal contributor institutions considering the previous three years stratified by country/region and organization. Data is generated considering all listed authors’ affiliations in an article. Using this information, we constructed the following study outcomes:  i) being top 5 academic contributor for the peer-review journal of interest (yes/no), ii) being top 10 academic contributor for the peer-review journal of interest (yes/no), and iii) ranking position as top 50 academic contributor for the peer-review journal of interest.

Other study variables
[bookmark: _Hlk77942129]Other study variables included: journal JCR impact factor, journal open-access only (yes/no), editorial board size, quartile in the JCR category, journal nationality, and university ranking (extracted from the 2019-20 World University Ranking https://cwur.org/2019-20.php).

Statistical analysis

[bookmark: _Hlk76130957][bookmark: _Hlk77945823]A mixed-effect logistic regression model was used to assess whether the editorial board member affiliation is associated with the likelihood for the university the editor is associated with of being top 5 or top 10 academic contributor for a specific journal. Mixed-effect linear regression was used to assess the association between sharing same affiliation as any member of the editorial board and ranking position as top 50 contributors within the journal for the university the editor is associated with. To account for possible differences within each academic journal this variable was included in the model as random intercept. Publishing patterns might depend on academic journal characteristics as well as academic excellence of the institutions considered to be top contributors. Therefore, to reduce risk of biased estimates, analyses were adjusted for the above-mentioned variables. Analyses were also stratified by JCR impact factor quartiles within the specific JCR category. Considering that final decision for article acceptance is often made by the editors in chief, their affiliation might have a greater impact on the process output. Therefore, we conducted a sensitivity analysis only considering as main variable of interest whether the editor in chief had the same affiliation of each of the top academic contributors for each journal. Due to sample size constraint, this latter analysis was not conducted stratifying by JCR impact factor quartiles.


Results
We included 114 journals in our analysis because they met the inclusion criteria; 49% were open-access only journals, mean impact factor was 2.2 (±2.4) and mean editorial board size was 7 (±3.6), 42% of the journals were European and 30% American. Data on the 2,707 universities that published among the top 50 contributors in the included journals were analysed. Among them, 8.5% were ranked as top 300 universities. Sharing same affiliation of any of the editorial board members was associated with a 6.7 and 5.6 greater likelihood of being top 5 and top 10 contributors, respectively (OR 6.65, 95%CI 5.07-8.73; OR 5.59, 95%CI 4.34-7.22). Similarly, for those universities sharing same affiliation as any of the editorial board members the position as top contributor was on average 12.1 places higher (coeff. 12.08, 95%CI 10.35-13.8). The likelihood of being top 5 and top 10 contributor progressively increased when stratifying analyses according to JRC impact factor quartiles (Exhibit 1, 2). When considering the editor in chief affiliation solely, association was even stronger (top 5 journal contributor: OR 21.62, 95%CI 12.95-36.09; top 10 journal contributor: OR 25.26, 95%CI 12.89-49.51; ranking as top 50 journal contributor: coeff. 18.83, 95%CI 15.55-22.12).

Discussion

We found that academic editors sharing same institutional affiliation with authors was strongly associated with the likelihood that the institution the editor was affiliated being a top contributor for academic medical journals, also in comparison with similarly ranked institutions. As recommended by the International Committee of Medical Journal Editors,(8) editors should not have a COI that could lead to bias or the appearance of bias in decision making. Shared institutional affiliations between editors and authors should be clearly stated as part of an open and transparent peer-review process. 
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EXHIBIT 1 (table)
Association between academic affiliation of any of the editorial board members and likelihood for the university the editor is associated with of being top contributor for an academic journal in the JCR “Medicine, General & Internal” category.
Source: Authors’ analysis of data from the 2019 Clarivate InCites Journal Citation Reports (JCR) for journals in the “Medicine, General & Internal” category and from each journal website.
Notes. Mixed-effect logistic regression model was used to assess whether the editorial board member affiliation is associated with the likelihood for the university the editor is affiliated with of being top 5 or top 10 academic contributors for a specific journal. Mixed-effect linear regression was used to assess the association between sharing same affiliation as any member of the editorial board and ranking position as top 50 contributors within the journal for the university the editor is affiliated with. Models were adjusted for JCR impact factor, open-access policy (fully open access yes/no), editorial board size, journal nationality and university ranking. Academic journal was included in the model as random intercept. Analyses were stratified by JCR impact factor quartiles and presented as odds ratios (OR) or regression coefficients and 95% confidence intervals (CI), as appropriate.



EXHIBIT 2 (figure)  
Predicted probability for a university of being top contributor for an academic journal in the JCR “Medicine, General & Internal” category if sharing shame affiliation with academic editors of the same journal by the journal impact factor.
Source: Authors’ analysis of data from the 2019 Clarivate InCites Journal Citation Reports (JCR) for journals in the “Medicine, General & Internal” category and from each journal website.
Notes IF= impact factor; JCR=journal citation report. 
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Exhibit 1. Association between academic affiliation of any of the editorial board members and likelihood for the university the editor is associated with of being top contributor for an academic journal in the JCR “Medicine, General & Internal” category.

	
	Universities
N (TOT)
	OR (95%CI)

	Top 5 journal contributors 
	359 (2,707)
	6.65 (5.07-8.73)

	1st quartile
	89 (698)
	2.72 (1.56-4.74)

	2nd quartile
	104 (793)
	4.78 (2.84-8.06)

	3rd quartile
	127 (1,113)
	16.94 (9.11-31.49)

	4th quartile
	121 (1,137)
	15.21 (8.24-28.09)

	Top 10 journal contributors 
	671 (2,707)
	5.59 (4.34-7.22)

	1st quartile
	167 (698)
	3.49 (2.20-5.53)

	2nd quartile
	185 (793)
	4.82 (3.03-7.68)

	3rd quartile
	252 (1,113)
	12.54 (6.60-23.84)

	4th quartile 
	237 (1,137)
	7.62 (4.17-13.94)

	
	
	Coeff. (95%CI)

	Ranking as top 50 journal contributors
	
	12.08 (10.35-13.81)

	1st quartile
	
	8.50 (5.42-11.59

	2nd quartile
	
	11.30 (8.18-14.43)

	3rd quartile
	
	15.99 (12.07-19.90)

	4th quartile
	
	15.53 (11.50-19.56)



Source: Authors’ analysis of data from the 2019 Clarivate InCites Journal Citation Reports (JCR) for journals in the “Medicine, General & Internal” category and from each journal website.
Notes. Mixed-effect logistic regression model was used to assess whether the editorial board member affiliation is associated with the likelihood for the university the editor is affiliated with of being top 5 or top 10 academic contributors for a specific journal. Mixed-effect linear regression was used to assess the association between sharing same affiliation as any member of the editorial board and ranking position as top 50 contributors within the journal for the university the editor is affiliated with. Models were adjusted for JCR impact factor, open-access policy (fully open access yes/no), editorial board size, journal nationality and university ranking. Academic journal was included in the model as random intercept. Analyses were stratified by JCR impact factor quartiles and presented as odds ratios (OR) or regression coefficients and 95% confidence intervals (CI), as appropriate
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