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Abstract

Journal editors are the main gatekeepers in scientific publishing. Yet there is

a concern that they may receive preferential treatment when submitting

manuscripts to their own journals. The prevalence of such self-publishing is

not known, nor the consequences for reliability and trustworthiness of publi-

shed research. This study aimed to systematically review the literature on

the prevalence of editors publishing in their own journals and to conduct a

normative ethical analysis of this practice. A systematic review was per-

formed using the following databases: Medline, PsycInfo, Scopus and Web

of Science. Articles that provided primary data about editors publishing in

own journals were included. We identified 15 studies meeting inclusion

criteria. There was large variability of self-publishing across fields, journals

and editors, ranging from those who never published in their own journal to

those publishing extensively in their own journal. Many studies suffered

from serious methodological limitations. Nevertheless, our results show that

there are settings where levels of self-publication are very high. We recom-

mend that editors-in-chief and associate editors who have considerable

power in journals refrain from publishing research articles in their own

journals. Journals should have clear processes in place about the treatment

of articles submitted by editorial board members.

Keywords: authorship, bias, conflict of interest, editors, editorial boards,

publication ethics

INTRODUCTION

Publication in scientific journals is a primary mode of research com-

munication as well as a currency of merit for individual scientists.

Therefore, mechanisms to determine what gets published have a

major impact on the quality and trustworthiness of the scientific lit-

erature as a whole and on individual scientists’ careers.

Editors of scientific journals are the main gatekeepers in sci-

entific publishing. Typically, a decision to accept a research article

for publication is preceded by peer review, which is intended to

ensure that work of low quality is less likely to be published

(although the efficacy of peer review for this purpose has been

debated (e.g., Smith, 2006). However, conflicts of interest may chal-

lenge the impartiality of editorial handling (Radun, 2021). Since most

editors are active researchers, they not only evaluate others’ aca-

demic work, but produce their own (Bedeian et al., 2009; Pardeck &

Meinert, 1999; Zdeněk & Lososova, 2018). One potential conflict of

interest arises when an author of a research article at the same time
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is an editor of the journal. Such a conflict of interest may exist even

if the manuscript is handled by another editor of the journal.

Some journals publish original work contributed by their own

editors, while others do not (Graf et al., 2007). Some journals and

publishers even encourage their editors to publish in their own

journal(s) (e.g., Frontiers, 2021). There have been remarkable exam-

ples of editors with a massive output of research papers in their

own journals. In an extreme case from theoretical physics, an editor

is claimed to have published nearly 60 papers in his own journal

during 1 year (Schiermeier, 2008). In a paper by Hamilton

et al. (2020), 322 journal editors in ecology, economics, medicine,

physics and psychology were asked about their views on publishing

in their own journal. A majority (79%) responded that they found it

acceptable under certain conditions (such as independent editing

and reviewing) while a minority stated that this would not be

acceptable for any editor (13%) or for the lead editor (8%).

Risk of bias, favouritism and conflicts of interest are central

themes brought up by critics regarding editors publishing in their

own journals (Bošnjak et al., 2011). Favourable treatment may

include different facets such as selection of reviewers known to be

friendly, a higher likelihood of acceptance, and faster handling. For

instance, Scanff et al. (2021) reported that in a set of journals

(n = 98) with a high proportion of papers from particularly prolific

authors, ‘the most prolific author was part of the editorial board in

60 cases (61%), among whom 25 (26% of the 98) were editors-in-

chief’, and that papers by these authors were more likely to be

accepted for publication within 3 weeks of their submission. Very

short lag times between submission and publication were observed

for some papers authored by journal editors, calling into question

whether these papers were peer reviewed in any meaningful sense.

Publication by editors in their own journals nevertheless

finds its defenders, in several guidelines and journals and in

science-related social media (see discussion below). In order to

judge the potential severity of problems relating to editors pub-

lishing in their own journals, knowledge about the prevalence of

this practice is essential.

This study aimed firstly to investigate the prevalence of edi-

tors publishing in their own journals by means of a systematic

review, and secondly to discuss normative issues relating to edi-

tors publishing in their own journals.

In what follows, we first describe the empirical methods used

and the results from the literature survey of empirical studies

about editors publishing in their own journals. Then we present

recommendations of some well-established guidelines on the

matter and summarize arguments identified in the literature and

in social media. Thereafter, we provide our own analysis of argu-

ments in favour of and against editors publishing in their own

journals, as well as regarding what restrictions and regulations

that need to be in place for such practice to be defensible.

METHODS

A systematic search of the peer-reviewed literature was per-

formed on 30 December 2020. The following databases were

used: Medline, PsycInfo, Scopus and Web of Science. Articles

that provided primary data about editors publishing in their own

journal were included. The search was performed jointly by one

researcher (IR) and an information specialist at the Helsinki Uni-

versity Library (for the full search strategy, see Data S1). Dupli-

cates were removed by two methods: automatic removal of

duplicates in EndNote and manual removal. Both methods pro-

duced an almost identical result. Two researchers (IR and JR)

independently screened titles and abstracts, resulting in 44 rele-

vant articles. After full text screening, the final sample included

15 articles (for the Prisma flow chart, see Data S2). The same two

researchers then independently read the selected articles, dis-

cussed each study, and extracted information on (a) sampling

frame: journals, editors, years and types of publication; and

(b) main findings—and agreed upon the final extracted data.

Methodological limitations and considerations were noted in a

separate column. None of the 15 papers has been retracted

according to the publishers’ websites (24 October 2021). The full

list of search results is available on https://osf.io/dtcsp/.

In the normative part of this study, we have included argu-

mentation also from the excluded 29 articles which were never-

theless read in full. However, this extraction was not done in a

systematic manner. In addition to this material, argumentation

found in social media discussing these practices was also

included, originating with a discussion on Researchgate in June

2020 (www.researchgate.net/post/Editor_in_Chief_publishes_10_

papers_per_year_in_own_journal). These sources have not been

searched systematically.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION OF SYSTEMATIC
REVIEW

Out of the 15 studies that were retained (see Table 1), 10 were

focused in scope on a particular scientific field or subfield

Key points

• There is concern that scientific journal editors submitting

papers to their own journals may receive preferential

treatment.

• Our systematic review shows that the prevalence of edi-

tors publishing in their own journals varies greatly between

journals.

• Our results do not show that biased review practices benefit-

ting editors publishing in their own journal are widespread.

• Journal guidelines should include clear information about

the handling procedure for submissions authored by editors.

• Overall, it is preferable that at least editors-in-chief strive

to avoid publishing research papers in their own journals.

2 G. Helgesson et al.
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(e.g., finance, public administration, surgery, urology), while 5 were

focused in scope on a particular country or set of countries.

The prevalence of self-publishing by editors was highly vari-

able between the included studies, ranging from zero to publish-

ing extensively in their own journal, with some editors publishing

only in journals where they are editors (Table 1). Various metrics

are reported such as the number and proportion of articles in a

journal authored by editors; the number and proportion of edi-

tors’ publications in own journal; the number and proportion of

editors that publish in their own journal; the proportion of editors

publishing only in their own journal; the likelihood of editors pub-

lishing in their own journal versus comparable journals in

the field.

For example, in some journals, half of the articles have been

contributed by their own editors (Rösing et al., 2014). The pro-

portion of editors that publish only in their own journal has been

as high as 86% within a journal (Zdenek, Zdeněk, 2018). How-

ever, there was large variability in employed methods and rigour,

limiting interpretations and precluding a quantitative summary,

for example, by meta-analysis.

Methodological considerations

First, not all studies carefully considered when editors took on

their role as editors. If we are to learn from studies whether edi-

tors receive preferable treatment in their own journals, then it is

crucial to know exactly when they took on that role. In this

respect, Mani et al. (2013) is a unique study as it compares the

proportion of publications in own journals between pre-editorial

and editorial periods.

Another methodological issue relates to the type of publica-

tions included in analyses. In some studies (e.g., Goudra

et al., 2018; Hardin et al., Hardin III et al., 2008) all types of arti-

cles were included, also editorials. However, it blurs the picture if

editorials are counted the same as original papers and systematic

reviews in the analysis. Editorials are expected to be written by

editors, unless editorials are commissioned. If these article cate-

gories are not disaggregated, then no clear conclusions can be

drawn regarding whether or not editors are favoured when it

comes to having substantial research articles accepted.

A final methodological issue is that in many studies all editors

were grouped together without acknowledging differences in

power between editors in chief, associate editors and editorial

board members. Differences in editorial roles might be relevant if

we consider favouritism as one of the main arguments against

self-publishing.

Interpretation and recommendations for future
studies

The papers we have reviewed reveal a complex set of motiva-

tions for editors to publish in their own journals. Not only can

editors potentially benefit from using their position to gain publi-

cations as a currency of merit; also journals can benefit from

well-known scientists in editorial roles submitting important workT
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to increase the journal’s visibility, quality, and citation rates

(Dose & Huber, 2009; Goudra et al., 2018). Thus, there may exist

an interplay between editors and journals in the prestige econ-

omy of science, where reputation and influence can be

exchanged for mutual benefit (Kwiek, 2021).

Our systematic literature review shows that knowledge

about the publication practices of journal editors is still limited.

The material identified in the survey is quite meagre, and the

methods used have considerable limitations. More needs to be

learnt about editors’ practices of publishing in their own journals.

Given the importance of the issue of editors publishing in own

journals and the fact that nine of the identified 15 articles have

been published after 2017, it can be expected that more studies

will follow. Considering the methodological limitations we have

identified, we propose several issues to be considered in future

research on this topic.

• When editors took the role. This is perhaps the most important

variable to consider. It is common that before becoming an

editor, researchers publish in that specific journal. Therefore,

not taking this into account will inevitably lead to partly or

completely wrong conclusions. If possible, future studies

should compare pre, during, and post period (for still active

researchers), but remember to control for seniority (e.g., the

increase in overall number of publications).

• Distinction between editorials and research papers. Editors are

encouraged, often required, to write editorials, which are typi-

cally not peer-reviewed, and therefore represent a privilege or

duty that the role brings rather than an indicator of preferen-

tial treatment.

• Distinction between editors in chief, associate editors and edito-

rial board members. The level of power varies between these

groups of editors; for example, editorial board members often

serve primarily as peer-reviewers and are not involved in edi-

torial processes. Therefore, these groups should be considered

separately.

• Aggregated versus in-depth analysis. Our analysis did not show

evidence for widespread self-publishing overall; however, it

also showed that some journals and editors do engage in

extensive self-publishing. Therefore, aggregated analysis might

fail to identify possibly questionable practices.

NORMATIVE ANALYSIS

Ethical guidelines on editors publishing in their
own journals

Guidelines on publishing by editors in their own journals have

been issued by several professional bodies: the Council of Sci-

ence Editors, the International Committee of Medical Journal Edi-

tors (ICMJE), the Committee on Publication Ethics (COPE) and

the World Association of Medical Editors (WAME).

The Council of Science Editors (CSE) writes in their White

paper on publication ethics (CSE, n.d.):

Also, editors should submit their own manuscripts to the

journal only if full masking of the process can be ensured

(e.g., anonymity of the peer reviewers and lack of access

to records of their own manuscript). Journals should have

a procedure in place to guide the handling of submissions

by editors, associate editors, editorial board members and

colleagues/students of any of these to allow for peer

review and decision making that avoids any conflict of

interest. Editorials and/or opinion pieces are an exception

to this rule.

Two messages are implicit in this brief statement: first, that CSE

does not categorically advise against editors publishing in their

own journals and, second, that CSE recommends that they should

only do so if listed requirements of an unbiased evaluation proce-

dure can be fulfilled. However, notably there is no comment to

the effect that the readership should be made aware of these

requirements on the evaluation procedure.

The International Committee of Medical Journal Editors

(ICMJE,2021) write in their Recommendations for the conduct,

reporting, editing and publication of scholarly work in medical journals:

Editors who make final decisions about manuscripts should

recuse themselves from editorial decisions if they have

relationships or activities that pose potential conflicts

related to articles under consideration. […] Journals should

take extra precautions and have a stated policy for evalua-

tion of manuscripts submitted by individuals involved in

editorial decisions.

This is consistent with the CSE position but less far-reaching.

Additionally, the Recommendations refer to the COPE, which

explicitly considers whether editors should publish in their own

journal in A short guide to ethical editing for new editors:

While you should not be denied the ability to publish in

your own journal, you must take extra precautions not to

exploit your position or to create an impression of impro-

priety. Your journal must have a procedure for handling

submissions from editors or members of the editorial

board that will ensure that the peer review is handled

independently of the author/editor. We also recommend

that you describe the process in a commentary or similar

note once the paper is published.

Thus, the message here is: you can publish in your own journal,

but only with caution and with a transparent procedure with

safeguards against preferential treatment. COPE further

addresses the topic in their Best practice guideline for journal edi-

tors (COPE, n.d.), in a response to a question:

The issue here basically revolves around whether it is

acceptable for editors to publish their own work in their
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journals; if it is, then the review process must be made as

transparent and rigorous as possible.

COPE adds that it would be suitable for the journal to add a short

statement in connection with the publication about the review

process. It is clear that there are occasions when COPE finds it

acceptable for editors to publish in their own journals, namely

‘where the choice of journals is limited’. It remains unclear if this

is understood to be the only permissible exception, and how lim-

ited the choice of journals has to be for submission by editors to

their own journal to be permissible. In the absence of detailed

clarification, it nevertheless seems clear that COPE expresses the

view that editors’ sending manuscripts to their own journal

should be the exception.

The World Association of Medical Editors (WAME, n.d.)

states, in their 2009 document Conflict of interest in peer-reviewed

medical journals:

When editors submit their own work to their journal, a

colleague in the editorial office should manage the manu-

script and the editor/author should recuse himself or her-

self from discussion and decisions about it.

Hence, on WAME’s view, a procedure when editors publish in

their own journal involves a strict hands-off approach from the

submitting editor. Like the CSE, WAME is silent about the need

to transparently communicate this special handling of manu-

scripts submitted by editors.

In summary, the attitude manifested in these leading publica-

tion ethics guidelines is that editors may publish in their own

journal, but there must be a procedure in place to ensure that

they are not given undue advantages in the review process. In

addition, it may be preferable that they do not submit articles to

their own journal when there are adequate alternatives.

Arguments from the literature

In what follows, we present the arguments we have found in the

relatively limited literature on the ethics of editors publishing in

their own journals, starting with criticism, followed by defence of

the practice and specification of conditions that need to be ful-

filled to make such practice defensible.

Arguments against editors publishing in their own
journals

One argument against editors publishing in their own journals con-

cerns undue influence over the evaluation of submitted manu-

scripts: the editor’s manuscript may be more likely to be published,

even if it has quality issues. As phrased by Richard Smith, former

editor of The BMJ: ‘The argument against is that they [editors] will

have undue influence over the process and possibly be able to get

inferior work published’ (Smith, 2002). Rosenblum et al. (2020)

takes the reasoning further by arguing that ‘knowingly […]

bypassing the peer-review process to self-publish constitutes edito-

rial misconduct’. Even if editors do not pressure journal colleagues

to accept their work, nor decide about their own manuscript,

favouritism may still lead to easier acceptance of submitted papers

(Luty et al., 2009). In addition, reviewers may contribute to this

favouritism in the sense that they may be less inclined to criticize

and value the manuscript on its merits alone if review is not blinded

(Sen-Crowe et al., 2020). The mere possibility that editors submit-

ting manuscripts to their own journal receive a more favourable

treatment than other researchers may be harmful to the perception

of both journal and editor (Walters, 2015).

Arguments in favour of editors publishing in their
own journals

Some of the arguments in defence of editors publishing in their own

journal are general and apply equally to all kinds of journals, while

some arguments are more specific and apply to more specialized

journals or small research fields only. General arguments defending a

practice where editors publish in their own journals claim that:

• It would be unfair to editors not to have the opportunity to

publish in their journal (Hamilton, Hamilton et al., 2020;

Smith, 2002).

• It would risk deterring potential editors if they would not be

able to publish in the journal for which they became editors,

which threatens to lead to less competent persons taking on

the job (Hamilton et al., 2020; Rosenblum et al., 2020).

• Such restrictions would also have negative, and unfair, effects on

collaborators of researching editors, since their options are also

affected for their joint papers (Hamilton et al., 2020; Hoey, 1999).

Some arguments particularly concern specialized journals or

small research fields, such as:

• It would be bad for the readers and the field if they missed

specialized content suitable mainly for a specialized journal, if

editors in the field were not allowed to publish in their journal

(Rosenblum et al., 2020). It has been suggested that some

original research may be of main interest to the reader of that

specific journal—arguably one should try to publish where the

material is most relevant (Hoey, 1999; Smith, 2002; Youk &

Park, 2019; Zdeněk & Lososova, 2018).

• It would be bad for the journal to miss the opportunity to pub-

lish editors who research and who may very well have been

selected as editors for their skill in the field, and whose paper

is very much suited for the readership (Hamilton et al., 2020;

Smith, 2002).

• It would be particularly unfair to editors if they are not able to

publish in what might be the best journal, or one of the most

relevant ones, in their special are of competence (Smith, 2002).

Walters (2015), points to a conflict between a desire to pub-

lish in the ‘right’ journal, but at the same time avoiding a conflict

of interest:
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It seems reasonable to assume that authors will send their

papers to the journals that best match their interests,

which are presumably the same journals for which they

are most likely to serve as board members. At the same

time, board members may avoid sending manuscripts to

their own journals in order to avoid any real or perceived

conflict of interest.

Proposed conditions and restrictions regarding
editors publishing in their own journal

Several voices friendly to the idea that editors publish in their

own journal nevertheless express that this practice requires pre-

cautions to deal with the problems critics tend to point at.

Editors can legitimately publish a peer-reviewed article in

the journal they edit as long as the manuscript undergoes

peer review that is as thorough as all other manuscripts,

and the member of the editorial board overseeing the peer

review does his or her best to ensure that any bias in the

assessment of the manuscript is minimized (Young, 2009).

One proposed precaution, also found in the guidelines discussed

above, is that editors submitting manuscripts to their own journal

should be excluded from all aspects of the review process, in order

to guarantee an unbiased evaluation. Several authors have argued

that this needs to be ensured by an established mechanism when-

ever relevant (Graf et al., 2007; Hoey, 1999; Mani et al., 2013).

It has also been suggested, also in line with the guidelines

discussed above, that when such publications occur, there should

be a statement in the journal explaining the editorial process

(Graf et al., 2007). This would include, for example, the name of

the associate editor acting as the handling editor even if names

of handling editors are not typically mentioned along published

articles. Here is an example of such a statement:

Both authors serve as editorial assistant and editor, respec-

tively, of Cognitive Development. Neither author was involved

in the editorial process for the manuscript and appropriate

steps were taken to ensure that both authors were blind to

the review process (Caporaso & Marcovitch, 2021).

Some authors have noted that measures to ensure unbiased

editorial handling and review also in the case of editors publishing

in their own journal ‘cannot absolutely prevent all editorial favor-

itism’, but they are still meaningful since clear communication to

the scientific community of a stable procedure for handling this

type of situations ‘might help to maintain and improve journal

reputation’ (Mani et al., 2013).

Arguments advanced in social media

Arguments we have identified in social media both criticize and

support that editors publish in their own journals. In brief,

counterarguments include that the evaluation of the papers can

be questioned, and that such situations should be avoided, espe-

cially when favouritism might tip the balance. It has also been

pointed out that the practice of editors publishing in their own

journal might reflect negatively both on themselves and on their

journals. Publishing in one’s own journal might suggest that one

does not dare to face open competition; for the journal, its stan-

dards might be questioned by inviting doubt of due procedure

when they accept papers from their own editors.

Those defending editors publishing in their own journals

stress that bias in editorial handling ought not to be questioned

for high-quality papers, especially for editors with a strong publi-

cation track record. Others say it is generally acceptable, on the

condition that the journal’s review process maintains its integrity.

Some suggest special procedures to guarantee this, like a panel of

reviewers to make what is otherwise typical editorial decisions.

Another kind of defence for editors publishing in their own jour-

nal is that sometimes there are no equally good journal alterna-

tives, either because of the unique fit between the kind of paper

and the focus of the journal or because the intended readers

strongly focus on the concerned journal.

In all, these arguments largely reflect arguments found in the

scholarly literature, although they also include many personal

experiences and calling out ‘bad’ practices of particular journals

and editors.

Analysis and discussion of arguments

Scientific journals are generally assumed to verify and improve

the quality of submitted manuscripts through editorial and peer

review, but there is a risk that work by the journal’s own editor

would be favouritized and that editorial and peer review would

be less stringent, in a manner not transparent to readers. Prefer-

ential treatment could also include, for example, faster handling

of the submission. It is worth stressing that the risks identified

are probably much higher in relation to editors-in-chief compared

to editorial assistants and members of the editorial board.

Since the weightiest arguments against letting editors publish

in their own journals are that there is a risk that they will be

treated favourably, or will be suspected to be treated favourably,

it is relevant to consider mechanisms that could mitigate these

risks:

• Transparency in the review process allows readers to inspect

and appraise the process. Thus, interested readers would be

able to form their own opinion about the stringency of review.

• A predetermined procedure for editors’ own submissions

should be available in the journal’s information to readers and

potential authors, and should be applied to each such case.

• Editors submitting to their own journals should be entirely

excluded from any formal influence over the decision-making

regarding their own papers.

• The interaction in relation to the paper should also be such

that it minimizes informal influence on the handling of the

paper.
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• Editors and reviewers with a perceived conflict of interest

should be left out of the process of evaluation. An editor with-

out such conflict of interest (if such exist) should initiate the

protocol.

• To guarantee as far as possible that the assessment of the

paper is not influenced by knowledge of who is assessed, eval-

uation and acceptance/rejection decisions would need to be

made by persons who do not know the identities of the

authors of the paper, that is, peer reviewers and remaining

journal editors alike. This is feasible in relation to peer review,

unless the research field is too small to realistically keep the

authors secret, and unless the journal’s peer review practice is

such that hidden identities would deviate from standard pro-

cedure and therefore potentially signal what is at stake. Ano-

nymity at an editorial board level may be difficult to achieve if

decisions remain in the editorial group normally handling man-

uscript decisions, not least unless there are other procedural

reasons for stepping away from the decision regarding a par-

ticular manuscript with reference to conflicts of interest.

A radically different approach to the one pointed out above,

concerning editors-in-chief, would be to let the editor assume full

responsibility and publish the paper without review. This makes it

very clear who is responsible for the content and the decision to

publish. On the other hand, the lack of peer review may be per-

ceived as a failure of canonization into the scientific literature. In

addition, this is not an acceptable solution for those thinking that

the main disadvantage of editors publishing in their own journal

is that some may increase their publication merits by making use

of a lower entry bar than the rest. The introduction of such a sys-

tem might indeed have unintended consequences if it would turn

out to be ‘gamed’ by people volunteering as editors for the privi-

lege to publish articles freely, without checks or balances

(as pointed out by one of our reviewers).

None of these solutions provides a fully feasible and effec-

tive strategy for mitigation against favouritism. Since downsides

remain, we recommend that editors-in-chief and perhaps associ-

ate editors do not publish original scientific work in their own

journal, while this need not be applied to editorial board members

who do not make editorial decisions. The cost of not permitting

editors-in-chief and associate editors to publish research articles

in their own journals will be minimal for the editors themselves

and for the research field when other adequate journals are avail-

able. In cases where a journal is uniquely attractive for certain

kind of research content or with reference to a certain commu-

nity of readers, the decision is somewhat more delicate. How-

ever, with modern technical tools to search for papers using

titles, key words, etc., it can be argued that the need to place a

paper in a specific journal to have it found by those interested

has never been less. Regardless, the benefit-to-cost ratio of a

submission ban may be different for associate editors compared

with editors in chief, where the former sacrifice as much but gain

less in form of prestige. This is even more true for editorial board

members.

CONCLUDING REMARKS

According to our findings, the prevalence of editors publishing in

their own journals varies greatly between journals. However,

except for some clear cases, it is difficult to conclude that com-

promised peer review for the benefit of editors publishing in their

own journal is widespread and therefore would represent a seri-

ous threat to the perceived quality of the scholarly literature.

Nevertheless, risks of bias, or perceived bias, in appraisal of

submitted manuscripts should and can be reduced by strict edito-

rial procedures for papers submitted by editors. Since risks of

favourable treatment cannot be eliminated entirely, the cost of

maintaining a practice where editors are allowed to publish in

their own journal, in terms of reliability and trust, will have to be

weighed against the loss of not permitting this. For exceptions, a

strong argument is needed relating to the specific case or circum-

stances. For the sake of transparency, it is important that the

journal’s guidelines include clear information about the procedure

planned for submissions authored by editors. In conclusion, given

the evidence of previous misuse, and suspicion thereof, we rec-

ommend that at least editors-in-chief avoid publishing research

papers in their own journals.
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