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My collaborators (and friends) 

Bad practices in open peer review

Guillaume Cabanac Cyril Labbé
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Peer review process 

Bad practices in open peer review

Key process in scientific publication
Mostly unopened
Confidence in peer reviewers and editors
…
But faillible
Bad practices in scientific papers (fake papers, 
fraudulent papers, retracted papers…)
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Paper Mills do exist! What about Review Mills?

Bad practices in open peer review
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Review Mill at MDPI, by María de los Ángeles OVIEDO-GARCÍA, January 12, 2024

[…] a set of 85 very similar review reports in 23 journals published by MDPI [...] a standard text was copied and 
pasted to every manuscript regardless its content, following two patterns (type A and type B).

MDPI open reports

https://predatoryjournals.org/news/f/review-mill-at-mdpi
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Is it possible to automatically detect bad practices?

Chosen approach

Focus on Round 1 reports in plain text (i.e., excluding those uploaded as attached files) 
à 320,380 reports (/ 353,131)
Statistics on report length
« Strong » inter-textual similarity between reports
Common word sequences (10+)
Identified references (DOIs) suggested by reviewers with regular expressions

Analysed dataset
MDPI Open Peer Review Corpus 2 - Version 2.0 
Scraped by Miłkowski et al. (2023, https://doi.org/10.18150/shkp7b)
170 GB
135,437 articles and their associated reports (between 2011 and 2022)

MDPI Open Peer Review Corpus
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Result 1: Report length

Quite a lot of short reports
223 ‘nano’ reports consistuted of 1 word only (‘accept’,‘none’,‘Nil’ or ‘N.A.’)
‘Micro’ reports of less than 20 words account for 2.7% of the dataset.

Some very very long reports
For example, Report 3 for paper pr10051002 is the same text pasted 50 times.

MDPI Open Peer Review Corpus – Report length
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‘Nano’ reports

MDPI Open Peer Review Corpus – Report length

Paper agriculture12020303Paper su14095543

Paper life12101650
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Technical issues: bogus scraping and editorial management

MDPI Open Peer Review Corpus – Report length

Paper aerospace9100612
In the dataset
Reviewer 1:
Summary:

On the website

Paper agriculture11080744
In the dataset
Reviewer 2:
none

On the website
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‘Micro’ reports

Paper admsci12030097

MDPI Open Peer Review Corpus – Report length

Paper aerospace8070179

Paper adolescents1010001
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Result 2: Inter-textual similarities between reports

Regarding Report-report similarities

48,626 pairs of reports with inter-textual 
similarity >= 90%
0.8 % of reports (2493 reports)

74,170 pairs of reports with inter-textual 
similarity >= 75%
1.6 % of reports (5191 reports)

MDPI Open Peer Review Corpus – Inter-textual similarity
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Very short reports

*Only first 300 nodes are displayed
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Result 2: Inter-textual similarities between reports

Regarding report-report similarities

reports with more than 3000 characters 
and inter-textual similarity >= 75% with 
at least one other report

MDPI Open Peer Review Corpus – Inter-textual similarity
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Report–report similarities show identical reports for the same paper

MDPI Open Peer Review Corpus – Inter-textual similarity

ijms232112760

…=
?
?
?
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Report–report similarities show groups of reports almost identical

MDPI Open Peer Review Corpus – Inter-textual similarity

ma13235361 ma13245739 ma13163503
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Report–report similarities show groups of reports almost identical

MDPI Open Peer Review Corpus – Inter-textual similarity

ijms23010134 biomedicines10020456 ijerph182111274
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Result 2: Inter-textual similarities between reports

Regarding report-report similarities

paper having 100% of reports similar to 
(> 90%) another report

MDPI Open Peer Review Corpus – Inter-textual similarity
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Result 3: Reports sharing long sequence of words (10+)

MDPI Open Peer Review Corpus – Common word sequences

*Only first 300 nodes are displayed
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Regarding report sharing chunks of text

36,476 reports sharing at least one 
sequence of words (10+) with 
another report

11.4 % of reports
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Result 3: Reports sharing long sequence of words (10+)

MDPI Open Peer Review Corpus – Common word sequences

s20174734

Reviewer 1
This work is very interesting and presents a good scientific quality and 
could be relevant. It is well presented from the point of view of the 
Methodology and Results. Its publication is recommended. Just some 
aspects of improvement that the authors could consider: The abstract 
must be rewritten […] more clearly. It is recommended […] more clearly 
represented in figure 6 Bibliography is scarce and should be reviewed and 
updated to improve the quality and interest of readers and researchers
Once these considerations have been made as a recommendation,
the work could be published with the approval of the editors.

app12136469

Reviewer 2
This paper starts by presenting state-of-the-art techniques 
[…] by short-term photoplethysmography (PPG).This work 
is interesting and presents good scientific quality and could
be relevant. It is well presented from point of view of the 
Materials and Method. Its publication is recommended. 
Just some […] the results that were briefly described in 
Section 3 "Results". The bibliography is scarce and should
be reviewed and updated to improve the quality and 
interest of readers and researchers Once these
considerations have been made as a recommendation, the 
work could be published with the approval of the editors.1 
) There are many abbreviations and several markers, for 
this reason, I suggest to the authors report a short table 
with a short description of each parameter.2) In section 1 
(Introduction) the authors should extend the description of 
HRV and PRV. I think that is necessary for this paper that
the authors quote the prior works. Moreover, in row 35 the 
authors write "SDNN, pNN50" without specifying what 
means. 3) Which type of PPG sampling device has been 
used? Add details. Which kind of pipeline has been used
to stabilize/filter the raw PPG signals with respect to 
artefacts (body movements, etc..) or electronic noise? Add
more details about the above questions if the authors
consider it would be useful. 4) The figures must be […]

s20174734

Reviewer 2
Summary: The authors proposed […] to detect the photoplethysmographic 
signals (PPG). The idea is […] the authors should extend the description 
of mOEPS sensor. The reader does not […] your case is a self-citation 
but personally I think that is necessary for this paper that the authors
quote the prior works. Moreover, in row 54 the authors write "mOEPS" 
without specifying whats mean. In row 59 the authors write "previous 
published work" it is necessary the reference. Some abbreviations are 
also missing. Furthermore there are many abbreviations, for this reason, I 
suggest to the authors to report a short table with a short description of 
each term (mOEPS, PCB, PD, VDD, MCU, LPF...) The following 
typographical error was detected in line […] like the previous paragraph 
(The same things for line 203 and 204). Moreover about this section, 
Which type of PPG sampling device has been used? Add details. Which
kind of pipeline has been used to stabilize/filter the raw PPG signals with
respect to artefacts (body movements, etc..) or electronic noise? Add
more details about the above questions if the authors consider it would be
useful. Furthermore, in line 208 […]
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Conclusions & Future work

Questionable practices exist in MDPI open 
reports… Even few compared to the 
processed volume…

Study limitations mainly due to a not so clean 
and very incomplete dataset

More research is needed to improve 
malpractice detection and assess its 
prevalence in (open) peer review reports

Encourages open access to peer review 
reports and raises questions about all the 
review processes not made public

MDPI Open Peer Review Corpus: lessons learned

https://www.mdpi.com/about/announcements/1405
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