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What is a Preprint?
A preprint is a version of a scholarly document that
authors post on an open platform, such as a preprint
server, an open-access researcher profile at their institution, or another freely accessible platform. Preprint
posting typically occurs before submission or peer review for publication in a scholarly journal. Despite the
implications of the term, preprints are not necessarily
destined for publication; some may never be published
in traditional journals and will exist on preprint servers
indefinitely. If the manuscript is published, however,
the term “preprint” refers to the version of the work
that authors may share on platforms independent of
the journal in which the manuscript was published according to policies of the journal in question. The posting of preprints is a continually growing trend dominated by just a few servers (Figures 1 and 2), but there
is neither an understood preprint etiquette followed by
authors, nor a universal preprint policy practiced by
medical journals.

What is a preprint server?
A preprint server is a centralized online resource,
network archive, or repository containing works or
data associated with various scholarly papers that are
not yet peer-reviewed or accepted by traditional academic journals. Such servers are predominantly free;
64 percent are owned by non-profit organizations.[1]
Community-owned or scholar-led initiatives are the
dominant model.
There are more than 60 preprint servers online.[2] A
2020 study identified 44 preprint servers with biomedical or medical scope.[1] Of these servers, 55 percent were multidisciplinary, while 45 percent accepted
manuscripts in a single discipline only. Certain platforms also had restrictions concerning funding source,
geographic region, and relevance to affiliated journals.
The ASAPbio directory lists 55 preprint servers releULJRI | https://ir.library.louisville.edu/jri/vol5/iss1/12

vant to the life sciences, biomedical, and clinical research, indexed on 16 external sites.[3]

Why did preprints start in the first place?
Traditionally, several copies of a manuscript were snailmailed to a journal. The journal would send these
copies to reviewers, who would then mail them back to
the journal. The journal would, in turn, eventually get
the reviewer’s comments back to the author. Typically,
changes would have to be made and another version
mailed back to the journal, who would consider it for
publication. E-mail improved the speed of this process
substantially—almost too well. It is not uncommon to
be invited several times per day to review an article for
publication. The proliferation of for-profit, online journals populating the market has only exacerbated the
problem.
Two main factors prompted authors to preprint their
manuscripts; both concern inordinate wait-times for
publication, which for some journals can stretch from
weeks to months or even years. First, authors were losing notoriety time for their work. Second, they were
losing credit for a discovery or invention because the
achievement was attributed, not to the person who did
it first, but to the person but who published it first.
Publishers have attempted to address these problems
by advertising the submission-to-publication times of
their journals. The designation “Epub ahead of print”
was also created to allow authors’ work to be disseminated prior to its official release date. But these efforts
came too late to the negotiating table; the popularity
of preprints and the number of preprint servers have
already multiplied exponentially over recent years.
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Figure 1. ASAPbio. Biology preprints over time. Available at: https://asapbio.org/preprint-info/biology-preprints-over-time. Accessed 5 April
2021.[4]
© 2021 ASAPbio. This work by ASAPbio is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License.

Figure 2. COVID-19 preprints per week (2021) compared to peer-reviewed articles on PubMed (in red).[5]
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Is submitting a preprint to a journal for
publication an ethical publishing practice?

What are the negative aspects of a preprint
for an author?

The short answer is: it depends. There are no
universal publication ethics, guidelines, licensing, or
standard policies prohibiting authors from posting to
preprint servers or servers from providing platforms
for preprints. Thus, individual journals have their own
policies regarding preprints. Most journals allow them,
and some even screen preprint servers, looking for
manuscripts to invite submission. Other journals prohibit the submission of any manuscript that has been
posted on a preprint server. Journals that allow the
submission of an article that has appeared as a preprint
typically also require disclosure of the authors’ preprint
upon submission; not doing so constitutes a breach in
the transparency that should exist between authors and
journals. Authors and editors must be aware of the licensing implications of these practices, which vary by
preprint platform.[6]

There are no industry-wide standards for the screening of preprints. The peer-review process of traditional academic publishing provides quality control
and data validation for any published material. Given
the lack of consistency across more than 20 categories of
screening processes, informal feedback to authors is not
an adequate substitute for traditional peer review.[3]
Research shared online without undergoing rigorous
quality control poses the risk of misinformation, misrepresentation, and misuse of data. Media reporting of
low-quality research may ultimately be detrimental to
patient care, public health, and the author’s academic
reputation.

What are the benefits of a preprint for an
author?
Early release facilitates early visibility, faster dissemination of an author’s work, and due credit for a discovery or invention. Additionally, access to literature is more equitable, as most preprint servers do
not have a fee structure; broader access in turn often leads to more citations. Since June 2020, PubMed
Central has been piloting the indexing of preprints
funded by NIH grants, a program explicitly intended
to bring greater exposure to preprint manuscripts.[7]
Some servers also enable feedback—conceptualized as
‘crowdsourced’ review [8] or ‘informal peer review’
[9]—and informal commenting on manuscripts; by incorporating this feedback, authors can submit a revised
and improved version of their manuscript to a traditional journal with a better chance of acceptance for
publication. A preprint effectively serves the same purpose as a poster placed at a national meeting, inviting
early feedback on unpublished material.
A preprint is a complete manuscript, and though not
peer-reviewed, it can be assigned a digital object identifier (DOI). Unlike URLs, which can be created at will
by a private individual, DOIs must be registered with
a DOI Registration Agency.[10] Consequently, the presence of a DOI can lend an article an appearance of legitimacy as a publication. DOIs also significantly increase
the ease of citation; certain citation managers enable the
user to automatically import every piece of information
needed to cite a manuscript using only the DOI as input.

Due to the ease of dissemination via preprint, authors
may be tempted to rush into posting low-quality research on topical subjects, such as COVID- 19. Additionally, any public comments made on a preprint may
bias evaluations eventually performed by formal peerreviewers. Some preprint servers do not allow commenting or provide limited functionality in commenting and feedback features, meaning that corresponding
authors must rely on individuals contacting them personally by e-mail.
Authors should review their preferred journal’s explicit
or implicit policy of preprint acceptance before submission so that they do not invalidate their article’s candidacy for publication. Many funders and universities also have policies that forbid the consideration of
preprints in their assessment processes.

What are the implications for journals publishing preprinted manuscripts?
Journals ultimately want credit for publishing a
manuscript, as citations of papers positively influence
the journal’s Impact Factor, an indicator of the average number of citations received per published article,
which has historically been used to quantify the journal’s prestige.[11, 12] Once a preprint is published in a
journal, preprint servers should link the preprint DOI
to the published journal citation and new DOI, but this
does not always happen. It is the authors’ responsibility to update servers with the publication status of
their manuscripts. Unfortunately, there are not currently clear and enforceable ethical and retraction policies in place. Preprint servers have different policies
for preservations and permanency once a document
is posted; guidelines for removing a preprint from a
server range from permitting an author to do so at will
to restricting such removal to the server under extraneous circumstances.
Furthermore, since a manuscript may have the most
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significant impact when it is first exposed to the media,
a preprint submitted to a traditional journal for potential publication may already have been downloaded,
discussed on multiple news outlets, and tweeted thousands of times. Since none of these communications
would be associated with the journal potentially publishing the manuscript, they could be seen as lost opportunities for journal publicity, although some recent
studies indicate that preprints may in fact expand a
journal’s reach.[13–15]

What is the bottom line?
The purpose of writing and publishing manuscripts
is to distribute academic and scientific research, communicate the research effectively, and advance science
and medicine. Manuscripts in the life sciences are intended to disseminate new knowledge to health care
providers to facilitate improved clinical care and treatment. Preprinting non-peer-reviewed information runs
the risk of favoring authors over patient safety. Prematurely released information may achieve positive outcomes in some cases, but it may also include potentially harmful misinformation that would have been
corrected in the process of peer review. As Teixeira
da Salva argues, “Preprints must always be understood as an incomplete work in progress.”[16] Understanding that authors do not exist to serve publishers, authors may not feel obligated to share recognition with whatever journal eventually publishes their
manuscript. Publishers do exist to serve authors, but
preprints make this service complicated and difficult.
Both authors and publishers should ultimately work to
improve the health of society by disseminating accurate
and relevant peer-reviewed information.

To Preprint or Not to Preprint

What is the policy of ULJRI regarding
preprints?
We currently have a policy in place regarding duplicate submissions, which is similar to that of most other
journals; it does not allow the submission of an article
already under consideration at another journal. However, this policy does not cover the issue of preprints.
As practice, expectations, and best practice guidelines
evolve, we will continue to follow the ethical publishing practice of the Committee on Publication Ethics
(COPE). We allow the submission of preprints, but
we discourage authors from posting their articles as
preprints, especially since we have no fees for authors
or readers, and our turn-around from reviewers is relatively fast. For our COVID-19 special issue, we decreased the review period to just five days. We have
expanded our policy regarding preprints to instruct authors to disclose that their submission was preprinted
and provide the DOI and URL of all preprint versions.
If we accept their manuscript for publication, we require that they notify all preprint servers carrying their
article to update the citation. We also discourage the
use of preprints as references because they have not
been peer-reviewed. Any preprint cited must be labeled as such in the main text of the article and in the
References section—guidance for referencing preprints
is available on our Guidelines for Authors page. The
full submission policy can also be viewed on our website.
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