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E D I T O R I A L

You are one of only a handful of experts who can really judge your 
latest fi ndings. You know the experimental limitations of your 
model system best — not to mention the political realities (be it 
competition, overdue PhDs or grant deadlines). Why submit to the 
agonies of peer review to publish in a scientifi c journal? Why not 
just upload the data to a preprint server as physicists have done for 
years? Surely your data should speak for itself and powerful search 
engines will make it available to those who look for it. Well yes, 
but it’s a jungle out there: biology is growing — 90% of biologists 
who ever lived are extant and the number of papers double every 
decade. Research funding is booming, but not keeping up with the 
growth in researchers and research — indeed, the spending shortfall 
has become acute in the US, resulting in unprecedented grant-
rejection rates. Cell biology data are reproduced relatively easily and 
consequently the fi eld is highly competitive. Competition energizes 
research, but in excess it can stifl e cooperation and progress. Th e 
increasingly frenzied and secretive research landscape presents 
a slippery slope that in rare cases leads to plagiarism and data 
manipulation. A paper validated by peer review therefore serves as 
an important document of research achievement.

Although the archival role of science journals can be provided by 
databases, it is a second function that has made it ever more important 
to publish in prestigious journals: the fi ltering of information. 
Experimental (data quality, scope and ethics) and editorial (conceptual 
advance and general interest) fi ltering criteria defi ne the quality 
of a journal. Th ousands of papers are published even on relatively 
specialized topics and judging academic merit is all but trivial. An 
important corollary of fi ltering is the establishment of a journal based 
value system. In many fi elds there is a fairly well accepted hierarchy 
of journals — publication in a certain journal bestows a certain 
level of academic credit. We have previously discussed that an over-
formalization of this assessment system by employers and grant 
agencies is convenient but hardly fair. Editors select the best and most 
appropriate papers for their journal, but they are not the sole arbiter of 
academic achievement.

Yet it is utopian to expect the academic credit system to be 
dissociated from journal publishing anytime soon. Given this, we have 
to ensure that the selection process is as good and as fair as possible. 
Confi dential peer review is employed almost universally to provide 
an informed decision making process. Peers are essential to provide 
authoritative specialist expertise and confi dentiality has been assumed 
to be necessary to ensure the views of the referees are incisive, as 
potential recriminations and behind the scenes manoeuvring can 
be circumvented. Although peer review is universal, journals have 
developed diff erent versions of the process — with more or less 

prominent roles of academic or professional editors and editorial 
boards. We have commented previously on attempts to break the 
mould, which have as yet not demonstrably improved the system 
(Nature Cell Biology, editorial Nov 2005). Obviously, confi dential peer 
review has to be undertaken carefully, as an anonymous referee can 
all too easily dominate a decision. Th e Nature journals have several 
safeguards against this: fi rst, all journals employ professional editors 
with academic credentials, who are independent, yet suffi  ciently 
expert to adjudicate between author and referee. Second, referees 
receive feedback with the comments of the other referees — this cross-
refereeing has helped balance the decision making process. Th ird, the 
process is kept as transparent as possible and authors may appeal. It is 
essentially impossible to anonymize manuscripts to referees and is not 
meaningful to publish referee comments unless they are rewritten as a 
‘news and views’. But are there other ways to improve the system?

Nature recently completed a four-month trial of a voluntary open 
peer review system: the authors of manuscripts selected for formal 
review were invited to allow posting of their manuscript on a preprint 
site. Anyone willing to sign their comments could post a review or 
comment during the conventional peer-review process. Substantive 
comments were made public and used alongside the referee reports to 
inform the editorial decision. Five percent of authors across all fi elds 
(71) took up the invitation to expose their manuscripts to community 
wide review, although many were concerned about the prepublication 
release of competitive information. Ninety-two comments were posted 
on 54% of the posted manuscripts (half of the comments centred on 
only eight manuscripts). Th e six cell/molecular biology manuscripts 
posted received 2.8 comments on average. Generally, the comments 
did not present information over and above the referee reports, and 
no decision was altered on account of the comments. Indeed, both 
biology and physics editors found the comments of limited help, 
although the majority of authors who received comments found them 
useful. Th e low comment rate seems not to refl ect a lack of interest as 
there was high web traffi  c to both the manuscript preprint site and 
the associated invited commentaries on peer review. Clearly there is 
signifi cant interest in alternative systems, but community peer review 
is not suffi  ciently informative at this time. It would be interesting to see 
if confi dential comments would increase the rate and thoroughness of 
the responses and curated comments alongside published work could 
be a valuable addition.

We will keep an open mind about revisiting this hybrid peer 
review system in the future. However, the trial has shown that, for 
now, this process would be of limited use in improving the decision 
making process. Confi dential peer review is a bit like democracy: the 
limitations are clear, but it seems to be the best we’ve got.

Opening up peer review
In a recent trial Nature explored ways to improve the peer review system.

Editorial Jan.indd   1Editorial Jan.indd   1 13/12/06   10:15:1213/12/06   10:15:12



<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /None
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile ()
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Error
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.3
  /CompressObjects /Off
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJDFFile false
  /CreateJobTicket true
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends false
  /DetectCurves 0.0000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams true
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Remove
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile (None)
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages true
  /ColorImageMinResolution 150
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /Warning
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages true
  /GrayImageMinResolution 150
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /Warning
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages true
  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 2400
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /PDFX1a:2001
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck true
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly true
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    35.29100
    35.29100
    36.28300
    36.28300
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox false
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    8.50000
    8.50000
    8.50000
    8.50000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile (Europe ISO Coated FOGRA27)
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier (FOGRA27)
  /PDFXOutputCondition (OFCOM_PO_P1_F60)
  /PDFXRegistryName (http://www.color.org)
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /SyntheticBoldness 1.000000
  /Description <<
    /JPN <FEFF3053306e8a2d5b9a306f300130d330b830cd30b9658766f8306e8868793a304a3088307353705237306b90693057305f00200050004400460020658766f830924f5c62103059308b3068304d306b4f7f75283057307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a30674f5c62103057305f00200050004400460020658766f8306f0020004100630072006f0062006100740020304a30883073002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee5964d30678868793a3067304d307e30593002>
    /DEU <>
    /FRA <>
    /PTB <>
    /DAN <>
    /NLD <>
    /ESP <>
    /SUO <>
    /ITA <>
    /NOR <>
    /SVE <>
    /ENU (NPG PRINT PDF Job Options. PDF 1.3 Compatibility.)
  >>
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [666.000 855.000]
>> setpagedevice


