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Dear Editor,
As asserted by W.J. Humphreys more than a century ago, 
“to discover is the scientist’s reward, to publish is his 
duty” [1]. Publications are indeed contributions to world 
knowledge, but also the cornerstone of evidence-based 
medicine. Over the past decades, publishing has reached 
other dimensions, including a necessity and a pressure to 
publish (“publish or perish”) for the sake of personal and/
or institutional visibility and scientific reputation. Aca-
demics often have to fulfill some publication criteria, and 
their research output is primarily judged on the number 
and the quality of their publications [2, 3].

Publication productivity may considerably differ 
depending on the medical specialty and/or the top-
ics considered. However, characteristics and metrics of 
highly prolific authors have not been reported yet. We 
have therefore performed a study to identify highly pro-
lific authors in critical care during the past 5 years, and 
analyze their characteristics and bibliometric data.

We analyzed publications in journals with a 
2017-impact factor (IF) above five in the Web of Science 
category CRITICAL CARE MEDICINE between the 
1st June 2013 and the 31st May 2018. Eight journals ful-
filled the IF criteria: Lancet Respiratory Medicine, Ameri-
can Journal of Respiratory and Critical Care Medicine 
(AJRCCM), Intensive Care Medicine, Chest, Critical Care 
Medicine, Critical Care, Resuscitation, and Journal of 
Neurotrauma. We searched PubMed for original articles, 
conference papers, reviews, editorials, opinion articles, 
and letters, and excluded articles in languages other than 
English.

References were analyzed with VOSviewer 1.6.9. The 
most frequent topics were identified through keywords, 
and their relatedness was determined based on the num-
ber of documents in which they occurred together. Using 
the association strength method for normalizing the 
strength of the links between items and for each of them, 
the total strength of the co-occurrence links with other 
keywords was calculated. VOS viewer was used for visu-
alizing bibliometric networks.

Clarivate Analytics Web of Science [v5.30] database 
was searched for the metrics of the most prolific authors: 
total number of citations, total H-index, type of articles, 
percentage of publications in the top 1%, number of pub-
lications in each of the eight selected journals in the last 
5 years, and number of publications in four major non-
specific journals in the last 5  years (New England Jour-
nal of Medicine (NEJM), Lancet, Journal of the American 
Medical Association (JAMA), British Medical Journal 
(BMJ)).

19,305 articles published by 51,891 authors were identi-
fied in Pubmed between 2013 and 2018, considering the 
eight critical care medicine journals with a 2017-impact 
factor above five (ESM Fig. 1). Among these, 83 authors 
were identified as having published more than 40 pub-
lications in the last 5  years. Forty of them (51%) were 
European, 35 (45%) American and 3 (4%) Australian. Sev-
enty-one authors (91%) were male.

Five names were excluded, because we were unable 
to distinguish between several homonyms. Overall, 78 
authors were included and their 4510 publications (4095 
publications in the eight critical care medicine journals 
and 415 publications in the four major non-critical care 
journals) analyzed (ESM Fig. 1).

Considering the 78 authors, the median total number 
of publications was of 248 (IQR 173-350) and 123 (IQR 
87-157) over the last 5  years (ESM Fig.  2). The median 
number of total citations in the Web of Science was 6880 
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(IQR 4073-11,045) and median H-index 41 (IQR 32-51) 
(Fig. 1a, b).

The large majority of the publications were origi-
nal articles (ESM Fig. 3a). Among the eight critical care 
medicine journals, the articles were mostly published 
in Intensive Care Medicine, followed by Critical Care 
Medicine, Critical Care, Resuscitation and AJRCCM, 
and in the JAMA followed by NEJM for the four major 
non-critical care journals (ESM Fig. 3b). The number of 
publications was strongly correlated to the number of 
publications in the top 1% (Pearson correlation = 0.62), 
therefore the higher was the number of articles published 
by an author, the higher was the chance to have publi-
cations among the top 1% (ESM Fig.  4). Similarly, the 
higher the number of publications an author had among 
the four big journals, the higher was the chance to have 
publications among the top 1% (very strong correlation of 
0.92) (ESM Fig. 4).

Six clusters of main topics were identified according 
to the publication keywords, with first cardiac arrest, 
followed by traumatology, respiratory diseases, sepsis 
and acute respiratory distress syndrome (ESM Fig.  5). 
Six original articles and one conference abstract from 5 
of the 78 hyperprolific authors were retracted, including 
two (1 original article, 1 abstract) within the last 5 years. 
Journal, dates and reasons for retractions are provided in 
ESM Table 1. The article concerned by the study-period 
was retracted because of concerns/issues with data or 
results, errors in data or results, lack of approval from 
authors, and replaced by a new manuscript.

We have tried to assess whether critical care world is 
affected by the current scientific plague of publication 
addiction and authorship hijacking, through the analysis 
of bibliometric data of the most prolific authors in critical 
care over the past 5 years.

Scientific productivity is partly reflected by the number 
of articles published [2]. In that respect, productivity of 

the most prolific critical care authors may be considered 
as high, with two articles per month—most of them being 
original ones—all the more that most of the authors com-
bined research and clinical activity. Using this simple 
numerical comparator (number of publications over a 
time-period) to characterize an author productivity has, 
however, quickly made us face our limitations. Compar-
ing the productivity of critical care authors reported here 
(median of 123 articles per top author over a 5-year time-
period) with other specialties is difficult, as it spreads out 
from nine articles per top author over 5 years in nuclear 
medicine for an older time-period (2009–2013) [4], to as 
high as one paper every 5 days for scientists—including 
authors in medical and life sciences—more recently [5]. 
It was, however, quite consistent with the median of 93 
articles per top author over 5 years in other specific med-
ical topics like epilepsy, rheumatoid arthritis, renal trans-
plantation and liver transplantation [3].

Publication productivity is thus highly variable depend-
ing on the medical specialty considered, and in this study, 
we present the main characteristics of highly prolific 
authors and their publications.
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Fig. 1  Main characteristics of highly prolific authors in critical care. a Number of citations, b H-index of the highly prolific authors
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