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Academic publishing is under increasing scrutiny for its role in reproducing gender
inequality among academics (Lundine et al., 2019) and other inequalities related to
such differences as authors’ ethnicity and geographic context (Collyer, 2018). Not
only are scholarly publications a critical success factor at various stages of the academic
career (Winslow & Davis, 2016), but they also constitute the very corpus of our knowl-
edge, which may therefore directly suffer from given biases. This reality imposes a
responsibility on the institutions and individuals involved in producing and selecting aca-
demic publications to reflect on their part in perpetuating or countering existing inequal-
ities. Beyond public academic discussions (e.g., #CommunicationSoWhite), such
introspection within the field of communication research has been realized through inves-
tigations into the differential representations of genders (e.g., Trepte & Loths, 2020) and
geographic contexts (e.g., Demeter, 2019) in scholarly publications. The need for such
investigations has further gained urgency through the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic
since disasters generally tend to increase existing cleavages (Bolin & Kurtz, 2018;
Ward & Shively, 2017). Institutions and individuals have indeed reacted to the situation
by producing rich evidence, from individual first-hand accounts of scholars’ personal
experiences, shared through social media or elaborated into auto-ethnographic studies,
to analyses of massive data that was publicly available.
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This editorial is our contribution to further stimulate and nourish the reflection on
diversity and inclusivity in general and on differential effects of COVID-19 in particular
within the field of mobile communication studies: which changes in the productivity of
authors and reviewers can we observe so far? How has this productivity evolved regard-
ing scholars’ gender since the pandemic’s outbreak? How do different scholars seem to
cope with the different working conditions? We turned these questions towards our own
limited archive, in part to have them out to the public as another piece of evidence for the
broader community. Our more immediate goal was to make these insights transparent to
the authors and reviewers who generated the underlying data through their contributions
to the journal. Ultimately, our question is also how the people involved in this journal can
improve the scholarly community’s equality and resilience against inequalities high-
lighted and reinforced by COVID-19 and how the editors can lend continued support
to these efforts.

Gendered effects of the COVID-19 pandemic on scholarly
productivity

Why would we expect the health crisis to affect scholars differently based on their
gender? What are the developments and mechanisms that justify such expectations,
beyond the above-mentioned general tendency that the less privileged are more vulner-
able to disaster? The primary rationale is that the COVID-19 pandemic has vastly
increased the care work demanded at home and that this care work is still primarily
done by women. The first premise builds partly on the large number of people who
have fallen sick from COVID-19 over the last years and needed help—but most import-
antly on the broad fallout of institutional structures that are expected to provide care. This
involves nurseries, pre-schools, schools, and other care facilities and activities for
younger people, and facilities and services dedicated to older adults and people of all
ages in need of care or company. The second premise is that the lion’s share of this add-
itional care work has fallen on the shoulders of women. With few exceptions, women are
traditionally expected to carry a larger share of the domestic work (Hoschild & Machung,
1989), such as tending the household and caring for children and other dependent rela-
tives (e.g., elderly parents) (Jacobson et al., 2017). Recent data from the United
Nations (UN) show that women invest about three times the amount of time that men
spend on unpaid domestic and care work (UN Women & UN Department of Social
and Economic Affairs [DESA], 2019). The general outcome that can be derived from
these two premises also seems to emerge from recent data published by the UN: while
37% of women in 22 countries in Asia, the Pacific, Europe, and Central Asia reported
that due to COVID-19 they spent more time on cooking and serving meals, this was
true for only 16% of men (UN Women, 2020).

Whether and how these dynamics play out in the domain of scientific publishing has
been the subject of many studies over the last two years. In their overall volume, these
publications echo the rush with which biologists and epidemiologists pushed their find-
ings on the virus itself to the public, which some have characterized as a “paper-demic”
on its own (Dinis-Oliveira, 2020, 174). But specific patterns appear to emerge from the
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various methodological approaches and corpora. While these patterns are still subject to
change by the new evidence, which is added through fresh studies daily, we provisionally
identify some critical insights in attendance of systematic reviews.

Bibliometric analyses across a wide range of academic fields brought the following
observations:

1. Female authorship in preprints, working papers, and discussion papers has dropped
significantly starting in March 2020 (e.g., Amano-Patiño et al., 2020; Muric et al., 2021).

2. This drop was more pronounced for the role of the first author. This has been inter-
preted as a sign that seniority moderates the effect of the lockdown on the publications of
male and female authors, first authors generally being in a more junior position (Vincent-
Lamarre et al., 2020).

3. The effects seem particularly strong for publications from science, technology,
engineering, and mathematics (STEM) as well as medicine. They are stronger for
research directly related to COVID-19, which was in our timeframe necessarily ad-hoc
research. However, they persist when controlling the general overrepresentation of
male scholars in these domains and can also be observed in specific fields within the
social sciences, such as economics and finance (Amano-Patiño et al., 2020; Kruger
et al., 2020). Yet there are some smaller-scale ad-hoc investigations by journal editors
or leaders of scientific associations into the papers submitted to specific journals which
have shown no gender-related changes during the pandemic (Biondi et al., 2021;
Dolan & Lawless, 2020; Forti et al., 2021; Fox & Meyer, 2021)—or a limited and con-
ditioned change that only applied to single authorship (Dolan & Lawless, 2020).

Survey data suggest that a drop in publication output can be explained by a decline in
hours dedicated to work among female scholars, scholars caring for young children, and
scholars in early to mid-career positions, all of which tend to correlate (Deryugina et al.,
2021; Krukowski et al., 2021). The auto-ethnographic studies richly illustrate the tensions
behind these correlations but also highlight other dynamics at play, such as short-term
compensation tactics: privileging immediate publication obligations or opportunities
over other, often longer-term engagements (conceptualizing research, reviewing), and
shifting work to time slots traditionally reserved for caretaking and personal wellbeing,
such as the weekend (Plotnikoff et al., 2020).

The case of Mobile Media & Communication

Our analysis builds on a total of 1,135 original article submissions which Mobile Media
& Communication has received from its founding in 2012 until September 30, 2021. It
thus covers periods from before and during the pandemic. We extracted information
on submission time and date, processing time, and submitters from Mobile Media &
Communication’s editing system for all these articles. A total of 2,536 authors had sub-
mitted the 1,135 original submissions. Unfortunately, there is no information on authors’
gender registered in the editing system—a desideratum to which we will return later.
While machine learning-based tools for the generic determination of gender on the
basis of first names exist and have shown a satisfactory level of reliability for massive
data sets (Sebo, 2021), we have opted to research and code scholars’ gender individually
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by student assistants to optimize the reliability in our limited sample. These searches drew
on publicly available data (such as pictures or short bios) that could be found on scholars’
institutional profiles and other websites (e.g., Forti et al., 2021)1.

To check for gendered influences of the pandemic on the number of manuscripts sub-
mitted as well as the success of these manuscripts, we first analyzed our data based on all
individual authors’ gender. Second, we also categorized all original submissions into
three categories: female-led teams (including female single authors and all-female
teams), male-led teams (including male single authors and all-male teams), and
“cannot be determined” whenever our student assistants had not been able to deduce
authors’ gender based on their extensive web search.

In addition to this information on (original) submissions, we also pulled data on all
review invitations we had sent out since the founding of our journal in 2012 until
September 30, 2021, from the editing system. These have totaled to 3,032 review invita-
tions we have sent out. For all review invitations, we noted whether they had been
accepted or not and how long it had taken the reviewer to complete the review. Again,
the system does not register reviewers’ gender, so the two student assistants also manu-
ally coded reviewers’ gender based on an extensive web search. To account for the pan-
demic having started to impact most academics’ lives in March 2020 due to the start of
shelter-in-place orders across many countries (Beerling, 2021; Biondi et al., 2021; Fox
and Meyer, 2021), in the following, we will not analyze calendar years, but rather
years will always start in March and end in February.

Considering first the evolution of submissions by different authorship categories over
time, we do see a bit of fluctuation during the first years. Still, since 2016 the ratio of
male-led and female-led author teams had been rather stable at around 50% each (see
Figure 1). However, there was a slight increase in male-led authorship teams in the
second pandemic year (2021). This pattern shows similarly when considering the
gender of all authors of all submissions over time (see Figure 2).

Given the small scope of this increase, it is hard to tell whether this is the start of a
trend—also given that we effectively have coded only seven months for this second pan-
demic year. It will be up to continued monitoring to see whether this trend will solidify.
This goes along with the fear, expressed by many, that gendered effects of the pandemic
on scholarly activity will only manifest in publication output in the long run as it might
mainly have been fieldwork and data-gathering that had been affected, only manifesting
in a decrease in publications one, two, or three years later (see Plotnikoff et al., 2020).

In the next step, we checked the success of original submissions over time (see Figures 3
and 4), again split by authorship categories and all individual authors’ gender. The years
depicted here refer to the year of submission of the original manuscript. Across all three
categories of success (acceptance, rejection, and desk rejection, i.e., reject—inappropriate),
we see quite some fluctuation concerning the shares of different authorship categories and
of all individual authors’ gender. However, a clear trend distinguishing the pandemic years
2020 and 2021 is not visible. There is a slight increase in the share of male-led teams among
accepted papers in 2020 compared to 2019 that might hint at a gendered effect of the pan-
demic—but again, we will need to continue to monitor whether this trend will solidify.
Another tendency worth noting beyond the impact of the pandemic is the increasing
number of male-led teams among accepted papers ever since 2018.2
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Figure 2. Percentage of authorship categories of original submissions over time

Figure 1. Percentage of authors’ gender of original submissions over time
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Figure 3. Success of original submissions by individual authors’ gender over time

Figure 4. Success of original submissions by authorship category over time
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Finally, we considered whether female lead-authors compensated for the time strains
experienced during the pandemic by shifting work on publications to the weekend and
thus submitting on the weekend (see Figure 5). Over time, there are again some fluctua-
tions regarding the share of papers submitted on the weekend—both for male- and
female-led teams. However, there is no meaningful difference and no visible increase
in weekend submissions in the pandemic years 2020 and 2021 beyond the fluctuations
we experienced in the previous years.

Regarding reviewers (see Table 1), the share of male and female reviewers
among invited and acting reviewers (i.e., those who had accepted our invitation to
review) fluctuated around 50% for several years. This hasn’t changed for the
pandemic years 2020 and 2021. Hence, we cannot find any patterns of female
reviewers rejecting our review invitations more often during this time, for example,
to prioritize their own publishing work as suggested by Plotnikoff et al. (2020).
Concerning the turn-around time for reviews, we see three and four weeks as the
average reviewing time since the launch of mobile media & communication. This
has not changed in 2020 and 2021; there was even a bit of a decrease compared to
2019.

Comparing male and female reviewers, again since the very beginnings of
Mobile Media & Communication, we see that male reviewers for most years tend
to hand in their reviews a tiny bit quicker than their female counterparts. However,
this slight difference has also not changed for the pandemic years 2020 and 2021,
again providing us with no hints for a gendered impact of the pandemic on reviewing
times.

Figure 5. Amount of weekday and weekend submissions by authorship category over time
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Conclusion and call to action

After this deep look into our records, we find ourselves in the same position as other
editors who have done this exercise before. To quote from Dolan and Lawless’ (2020)
editorial for the American Journal of Political Science: “It wouldn’t be surprising if
the gender gap in manuscript submissions grew during this time. The data reveal that
it hasn’t.” So, considering our data on gender and reviewing and submission practices,
we see ‘Business as usual’ forMobile Media & Communication during the past two pan-
demic years, 2020 and 2021. But, how to interpret these findings, and which conclusions
and recommendations to draw?

First of all, we need to acknowledge that we are only analyzing the case of one
specific journal, Mobile Media & Communication. Given this focus on only one
journal, submission numbers per year are too small to identify particular patterns in sub-
missions, such as the rise or decline in female single-author submissions. Second, this
journal was founded only 10 years ago; hence, our study period reflects a phase of
constant growth for the journal, including the considerable push through its first Social
Sciences Citation Index (SSCI) ranking in 2017. This growth is embedded in the
broader establishment of the entire field of mobile communication studies. These dynam-
ics might mask other trends in submissions or reviewing practices. Third, we do not have
any concrete expectations for the delay of the effect on publication outcomes. Several
authors (e.g., Biondi et al., 2021; Fox & Meyer, 2021; Plotnikoff et al., 2020) argue
that we will only see effects in accepted and published articles within years after the
start of the pandemic.

So, what can we learn so far? First and foremost, we, both in the sense of editors of
Mobile Media & Communication but also the scholarly community at large, need to
continue and get better at monitoring and mitigating inequalities in academic publish-
ing following Fox and Meyer’s (2021, p. 9) recommendation: “It is thus critical that
academic institutions and scholarly societies develop the infrastructure—both proce-
dures and policies—for addressing the various inequalities that have been and will con-
tinue to be created by this pandemic.” As a tiny first step, we at Mobile Media &
Communication will revise the personal information authors and reviewers need to
provide, beginning with their gender identification3. This will help us in continuously
monitoring potential inequalities. Lastly, we ask all other editors in the broader field of
media and communication to look into their submission data. We need more empirical
evidence across various journals to better assess the impact of COVID-19 on publish-
ing and reviewing across the broader field. Such evidence will also permit us to insti-
tutionalize monitoring and enable mitigation of the multiple inequalities in academic
publishing.
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Notes

1. We acknowledge that this process of coding gender in a binary way based on pronouns and pic-
tures (if no pronouns were available) is reductionist and non-inclusive. We will do better in the
future, based on authors’ and reviewers’ self-assessment of gender beyond the binary female/
male distinction.

2. Please note that the shares of accepted papers in 2021 are not yet meaningful, as only three
papers originally submitted in 2021 had been accepted by September 30th, 2021.

3. This self-assessment of gender identification will of course be more inclusive and hence go
beyond the binary categories of male and female to which we had to restrict this first analysis.
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