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Abstract

The COVID-19 pandemic has vast global consequences. Yet, effective mitigation strategies
and economic and medical outfall differ extensively across the globe. It is currently unclear
how well researchers from all continents are represented in the unsolicited and solicited
publications. A literature review was performed in SCOPUS on COVID-19 oriented pub-
lications in the four most impactful medical journals. These included the British Medical
Journal, Journal of the American Medical Association, the New England Journal of Medi-
cine and The Lancet. We identified 809 eligible publications out of identified 924 records.
The vast majority of publications on COVID-19, in the four can be considered European
(47.7%) or North-American (37.3%) research. Chinese reports were relatively common
(8.8%); however, reports from other Asian countries (3.2%) were minimal. Research from
the African (1.0%) and South-American continents (0.6%) was rarely published in these
journals. These observations are not surprising, as they reflect global academic publish-
ing. However, involving all continents into COVID-19 research is important as COVID-19
management strategies and societal and economic consequences differ extensively across
the globe. We see an important role for medical journals in encouraging global voices
through solicited articles, to ensure a weighted research and humanitarian response.

Keywords Global health - COVID-19 - Literature review

Introduction

The global fight against the current COVID-19 pandemic warrants fast and reliable distri-
bution of new insights into the direct and indirect health consequences. The prompt need of
robust and reliable scientific data resulted in an overwhelming number of scientific publi-
cations. Though, a measured and comprehensive global response requires a balanced distri-
bution of publications.
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Methods

The Scopus database was systematically searched for COVID-19 oriented publications
published from December 31, 2019, to July 27, 2020, following the Preferred Reporting
Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-analysis (PRISMA) statements checklist and flow-
chart (Supplement). The query included “COVID-19” (all text) and was limited the four
most impactful medical journals: The New England Journal of Medicine; The Lancet; the
Journal of the American Medical Association; and the British Medical Journal. All arti-
cles authored by a member of the editorial board or by the journal’s writing team were
excluded. Publications were stratified into two groups, being unsolicited publications and
solicited publications, based on information provided in the Author Guidelines of the spe-
cific journal. The country and continent of origin was based on the corresponding authors’
affiliation. To compose Fig. 1, weighted-lines (based on the total number of publications
per continent) were drawn between the continents and journals.

Results

A total of 809 COVID-19 oriented publications were identified: 125 in the New England
Journal of Medicine; 203 in The Lancet; 166 in the Journal of the American Medical Asso-
ciation; and 315 in the British Medical Journal. The vast majority of publications can be
considered European (47.7%) or North-American (37.3%) research (Fig. 1). Especially
researchers from the United States of America and the United Kingdom are well repre-
sented, covering 35.6% and 35.0% of publications respectively. Chinese reports were rela-
tively common (8.8%); however, reports from other Asian countries (3.2%) were minimal.
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Fig.1 World map of COVID-19 oriented publications. Publication output per for the four most impact-
ful medical journals. Line weight calculated on number of publications (Supplementary Material). Abbre-
viations: The New England Journal of Medicine, NEJM; the Journal of the American Medical Association,
JAMA; the British Medical Journal, The BMJ
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Research from the African (1.0%) and South-American continents (0.6%) was rarely pub-
lished in these journals. A similar distribution was found among solicited articles, with
a clear European (36.6%) and North-American (51.7%) predominance of likely solicited
publications.

Discussion

The current observations are not surprising, as they reflect global academic publishing
(Conte et al. 2017). This analysis does not regard subject matter, and research on con-
sequences of COVID-19 in for example Africa and South-America may be initiated by
authors from Europe and North-America. However, involving all continents into COVID-
19 research is extremely important. For instance the African continent and small island
nations are at increased risk due to a high HIV/AIDS and diabetes mellitus prevalence
(Clark et al. 2020). And the number of new cases and fatalities is on the rise in South-
America (World Health Organization 2020). Both continents, mostly comprising low-
and middle-income countries, face a higher impact of indirect consequences compared
to Europe and North-America. Estimations are that up to one-million child deaths and up
to fifty-thousand additional maternal deaths could result from a lack of essential health
coverage (Roberton et al. 2020). The differences in demographics, social contact patterns,
health care availability and quality, and comorbidity distribution, result in alternating mor-
tality differences between age groups and lower effectiveness of mitigation strategies (Hop-
man et al. 2020; Walker et al. 2020). The importance of these region specific strategies is
affirmed by research on the effect of population heterogeneity on herd immunity, which can
possibly already be achieved with a population-wide infection rate of ~ 40% because of
age associated contact patterns (Britton et al. 2020).

Although performance of research may be skewed due to the global distribution of
research facilities, reflecting upon these findings asks for global representation since it con-
cerns a global problem. The international response to the current pandemic as well as to
the potential second wave should be a joint effort, and hearing voices from continents fac-
ing unprecedented consequences, such as Africa and South-America, should guide further
actions. We see an important role for medical journals in encouraging global voices, to
ensure a weighted research and humanitarian response.
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