
At Nature Chemical Biology, we are dedicated to publishing the most 
exciting and highest-impact research within the field of chemical 

biology as well as providing our potential authors with a fair and timely 
assessment of their manuscripts. Peer review is integral to this process 
of scientific evaluation, and the current method of peer review is deeply 
rooted in the scientific culture. As online resources and capabilities 
grow, however, scientists are prompted to consider changes to the 
peer review process to promote transparency and free interchange of 
ideas. Nature has recently initiated a web debate on the features of 
peer review and alternatives to the current system as well as an online 
trial to explore one new approach to this process (http://www.nature.
com/nature/peerreview/index.html). Peer review must continue as a 
respected tradition; discussion involving all members of the community 
will clarify how this respect is earned.

The major concept being tested in the Nature peer review trial is 
that of open review, in which the referees reveal their identities. In the 
online trial, referees identify themselves to the community by posting 
their comments on selected manuscripts to the web site. During a three-
month window, authors who want to participate in the trial allow their 
submitted papers to be posted to the Internet, and any interested party 
can comment on the scientific merit or impact of the manuscript. 
Editors simultaneously conduct a standard ‘closed’ peer review; upon 
completion of the confidential review, the online comments are added to 
the complete file and may or may not contribute to the editor’s decision. 
At the end of the trial, Nature will examine all input to determine the 
value of this complementary system.

An exciting potential benefit of open review is the possibility of 
direct communication between authors and referees. This interaction 
could, in theory, be equivalent to the discussions authors have with 
their departmental colleagues or fellow conference attendees prior 
to manuscript submission that undoubtedly improve the quality of 
the final manuscript. In the current mode, ‘conversation’ between the 
authors and referees is limited; as a consequence, a misunderstanding 
about a particular result due to unclear wording or specialist vocabulary 
may require several revisions to come to a conclusion. By contrast, as 
noted in a publication on Biology Direct, which identifies the referees 
of the paper to the authors, the availability of a referee’s name meant 
that an author could call him directly and discuss a confusing point, 
resulting in greater clarity for both (http://www.biology-direct.com/
content/1/1/2). However, how to capture these off-line comments for 
inclusion in editorial decisions remains an unresolved issue.

Another driving force for consideration of this amendment to the 
current system is the concern that referees, who know the author’s 
identity, may display bias against the author or a controversial set of 
data, unfairly preventing or delaying publication. Adopting an open 
review process would remove this potential bias by promoting trans-
parency, both of ideas and of the sources of those ideas. A contrasting 
concern is that authors might hold grudges against referees, with the 
downstream implication that papers, grant applications or perhaps 
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even tenure could be revengefully denied to a scientist who harshly 
evaluated a peer’s work. Conversely, referees, who may be afraid of dam-
aging their own careers, may be unwilling to provide a negative report 
on a substandard manuscript, and science itself would suffer. Although 
these worries are often mentioned in discussions of open peer review, 
the idea that scientists are afraid to voice their opinion runs counter to 
observed behavior at lectures and conferences, in which research (good 
or bad) often sparks lively debates. A better quantification of individual 
mindsets would clarify whether these perceived aspects of interpersonal 
interactions are truly a barrier to adoption of an open system.

An additional advantage of open review is that the referees could 
receive acknowledgment for the extensive effort required to provide 
thoughtful comments on fellow scientists’ manuscripts. Interestingly, 
one author participating in the Nature trial reported that community 
members contacted him directly rather than post their comments to 
the online site, suggesting that, for some, this recognition may not be a 
significant factor in their choice to participate in voluntary peer review. 
The primary disadvantage of acknowledgment harkens back to the fear 
some reviewers may have in taking ownership of significant criticism.

The embodiment of open peer review being explored in the Nature 
online trial has particular relevance for Nature Chemical Biology and 
related journals that are directed to a wide audience, as the potential 
exposure of each manuscript to an unlimited number of scientists 
means that editors could get feedback from scientists in each disci-
pline relevant to the work. In practice, however, it will be difficult for 
potential referees to know when their expertise is needed. A success-
ful application of this open, voluntary system will require measures 
to promote awareness of relevant journals and inform scientists with 
the appropriate expertise about pending papers. This potential barrier 
raises further questions concerning the implementation of this type of 
system. For example, what if no comments are provided by an expert 
familiar with an important topic or technique addressed in the paper? 
What if the only correspondence is provided by enthusiastic friends 
of the primary author? What should the journal’s decision be if no 
response is generated at all? We must be careful that movement toward 
an open system does not generate unnecessary layers of complexity or 
additional work for all involved.

Science continually provides new breakthroughs which must be 
carefully evaluated and, in some cases, embraced: advances in technol-
ogy offer an opportunity to introduce necessary features into the peer 
review system. Though the essential elements of the process, such as 
an evaluation of technical quality, must be retained to keep scientific 
integrity intact, what the ideal mechanism for changing the system 
may be is currently an open question. We turn to you for insights 
into the best ways to maintain a rigorous peer review system that will 
communicate the highest-quality research, yet adopt technological 
enhancements to improve the process. We look forward to continuing 
this discussion through your correspondence and participation in the 
Nature debate and trial. �

NATURE CHEMICAL BIOLOGY   VOLUME 2   NUMBER 8   AUGUST 2006 391

E D I TO R I A L
©

 2
00

6 
N

at
ur

e 
P

ub
lis

hi
ng

 G
ro

up
  h

tt
p

:/
/w

w
w

.n
at

ur
e.

co
m

/n
at

ur
ec

he
m

ic
al

b
io

lo
g

y



<<
  /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 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Off
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJDFFile false
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts false
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams true
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage false
  /PreserveEPSInfo 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
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 150
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.00000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.40
    /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
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 150
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.00000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.40
    /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
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.00000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly true
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox false
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.30000
    0.30000
    0.30000
    0.30000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile (OFCOM_PO_P1_F60)
  /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 <FEFF004e00500047002000570045004200200050004400460020004a006f00620020004f007000740069006f006e0073002e0020003100350030006400700069002e002000320032006e0064002000530065007000740065006d00620065007200200032003000300034002e002000500044004600200031002e003400200043006f006d007000610074006900620069006c006900740079002e>
  >>
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [595.276 782.362]
>> setpagedevice


