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Introduction

Scientific progress relies on the rapid commu-
nication of trustworthy results within the scien-
tific community. However, the current system
for communicating new scientific results is slow,
inefficient, and biased (Smith, 2006; Bjérk and
Solomon, 2013; Helmer et al., 2017; Murray
et al., 2019). One consequence of this slowness
and inefficiency is that large sums of taxpayer
money are wasted through inflated journal
subscription costs and article processing charges
(Garcia et al., 2019).

Another problem is that many in the scientific
community implicitly assume a strong correlation
between the quality of a scientific article and the
journal in which it was published. As a result,
early-career researchers are encouraged to chase
publications in certain journals (usually journals
with high impact factors) in order to be competi-
tive when it comes to securing fellowships, grants
and jobs (Berenbaum, 2019). This view remains
widespread despite efforts by many organiza-
tions to counter it — such as the San Francisco
Declaration on Research Assessment (DORA,
which stresses “the need to assess research on its

own merits rather than on the basis of the journal
in which the research is published”) and Plan S
(which calls on funders to “value the intrinsic
merit of the work and not consider the publica-
tion channel, its impact factor (or other journal
metrics), or the publisher”). Individual funders
- such as the European Molecular Biology Orga-
nization (EMBO), the Howard Hughes Medical
Institute, the Max Planck Society and the Well-
come Trust — also support more sophisticated
approaches to the assessment of science and
individual scientists (Nicholas et al., 2018). We
urge more organizations to do the same.

In recent years preprint servers such as
bioRxiv and medRxiv have had a major impact
on publishing in the life sciences and medicine
because they allow scientists to publish their
work when they feel it is ready, rather than having
to wait for it to go through peer review and be
published in a journal; indeed, it is now common
for scientists to post a manuscript as a preprint
at the same time as they submit it to a journal
(Berg et al., 2016; Tennant, 2018; Puebla et al.,
2021).
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Journal titles and impact factors
should never be used as proxies
for research quality when making
decisions about fellowships, grants

and jobs.

More recently various organizations have been
leading efforts to promote the peer review of
preprints. For example, OpenReview and PREre-
view are platforms that enable any scientist to
review preprints, while Review Commons is an initia-
tive led by EMBO that combines the public peer
review of preprints with submission to a number of
associated journals. In 2020, eLife announced that
it would only review articles that were available as
preprints (Eisen et al., 2020), and it created a plat-
form called Sciety to aggregate public reviews of
preprints from various sources.

All scientists are under pressure to publish,
but early-career researchers face additional
pressures when it comes to publishing. In partic-
ular, they are mostly on fixed-term contracts, so
they are often preparing for their next career
step, which requires them to rapidly demon-
strate their productivity in their present position,
most importantly through their publishing track
record. However, it can take many months — or
even years — for an article to be published under
the current system, which seriously disadvan-
tages early-career researchers (Sarabipour et al.,
2019). While the advent of preprints means
that it is now possible to demonstrate scientific
productivity much sooner, the pressure of early-
career researchers to publish in a small number of
highly selective journals remains.

We — as members of the elife Early-Career
Advisory Group - are strongly opposed to any
form of research assessment that focuses on
where a manuscript was published rather than
on the merits of the research itself. We there-
fore believe that journal titles and impact factors
should never be used as proxies for research
quality when making decisions about fellowships,
grants and jobs. We also deplore the emphasis
on publishing in journals with high impact factors
for two major reasons: first, journal impact factors
only meaningfully evaluate journals, not indi-
vidual manuscripts (Pendlebury, 2009); second,

one's chances of publishing in a high-impact-
factor journal are strongly influenced by factors
such as the host research group or institute and
their available funding (Brown, 2007).

In this article, we discuss how the new elife
peer review and publishing model can affect the
challenges that the current publishing system
imposes on the scientific community in general,
and on early-career researchers in particular.
We also share our vision for the future of peer
review and publishing in order to further increase
efficiency, inclusion and equity, and to promote
responsible behaviours in science.

Advantages of the new elLife
model

eLife recently announced that, from early 2023
onward, it would eliminate accept/reject deci-
sions after peer review. Under this new model
every manuscript that is sent for peer review
will be published as a ‘reviewed preprint’ on the
elLife website: this will include the preprint, public
reviews by the elife reviewers, and an elife
assessment written by the editor and reviewers
(Eisen et al.,, 2022). This assessment will be
based on a common vocabulary to provide a
succinct, balanced assessment of the significance
of the findings and the strength of the evidence
reported in the manuscript. These elife assess-
ments can be used by readers to quickly contex-
tualise manuscripts, and by authors to share
rapidly in applications for fellowships, grants and
jobs — thus avoiding many of the delays associ-
ated with traditional publishing (especially the
time- and resource-intensive practice of requiring
several rounds of revision and resubmission).

As scientific manuscripts are rarely universally
perfect or universally flawed, the elife assess-
ments and public reviews will better reflect the
details and nuance of the peer review process
- both of which are lost when the peer review
process is reduced to a binary accept/reject
decision. While the new elife model is there-
fore more transparent to readers, it also benefits
authors who are incentivised to further improve
their work while maintaining control over their
own research program. The model therefore
represents an important step towards giving all
stakeholders an equal voice in the peer review
and publishing process, and provides an oppor-
tunity to make the dialogue between authors,
editors, and reviewers more fair and inclusive.

The new model will also allow negative results
to be published, which will increase transparency in
research and help protect early-career researchers
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to make scientific publishing truly just, equitable
and inclusive, it will be necessary for the popula-
tion of scientists who perform gatekeeping roles
for journals as editors and reviewers to be repre-
sentative of the global population of scientists —
and a lot of work is needed to achieve this goal.

As scientific manuscripts are rarely
universally perfect or universally
flawed, the elLife assessments and
public reviews will better reflect
the details and nuance of the peer
review process.

Overcoming persistent drawbacks
While we strongly support the new eLife model,
we feel it retains some features of the current

and their mental health from the unpredictable
nature of research as they seek to build a career
(Mehta, 2019). The eLife assessment for a negative
result might, for example, make clear that a manu-
script scores highly on ‘strength of evidence’ even
though the ‘significance of findings’ is limited, thus
commending the authors for scientific rigor.

The new model marks a shift away from elLife
as a journal publisher to elife as an organization
that peer-reviews preprints. In this model the
author - rather than the editor and reviewers —
decides when (if at all) to publish their reviewed
preprint as a final Version of Record (in addi-
tion to deciding when to first publish the work
as a preprint). Importantly, just as many funders
have embraced preprints as evidence of scien-
tific productivity, some are now also starting
to embrace reviewed preprints. For example,
EMBO now considers a first-author reviewed
preprint as equivalent to a publication, which is
one of the eligibility criteria for their postdoctoral
fellowships (EMBO, 2022).

We believe that the new eLife model has the
potential to make the scientific publishing system
more just, equitable and inclusive. At present
peer review by journals often disadvantages
scientists, especially early-career researchers,
from developing countries and other marginal-
ised backgrounds (Desai, 2005; Murray et al.,
2019). For instance, bias in peer review means
that manuscripts from minority and women scien-
tists are published less often in journals with high
impact factors (Davies et al., 2021), and are also
cited less often by other articles (Chatterjee and
Werner, 2021). By making the assessment and
evaluation of research more about the scientific
content of an article, rather than the journal in
which it is published, the new eLife model has the
potential to give many more researchers access
to fair, high-quality peer review. However, in order

publishing system that remain problematic. First,
the new model continues to rely on editorial
triage, with a relatively small number of editors
deciding which preprints are peer-reviewed and
subsequently published as reviewed preprints by
elife. We therefore believe that elife needs to
establish mechanisms that will actively prevent
any bias and inequity during this selection
process. Decisions must be made in a way that
is transparent and based on a clear set of rules in
order to ensure that early-career researchers and
minority scientists are not disadvantaged due to
a lack of social networks or reputation.

In this context, elife needs to increase its
efforts to diversify its board of Senior and
Reviewing Editors, and to make greater use of
early-career researchers as both reviewers and
editors (Mehta et al., 2020; elLife, 2020; eLife,
2021). We therefore encourage elife to continue
to expand its Early-Career Reviewer Pool (eLife,
2022a), and to run more open calls for Reviewing
Editors, such as the recent call for Reviewing
Editors from Latin America and the Caribbean
(eLife, 2022b).

We are aware that many scientists, espe-
cially early-career researchers, are concerned
that publicly receiving negative reviews and
assessments for their preprints will somehow
follow them through their careers and/or tarnish
their reputation. However, the common vocab-
ulary used in elife assessments is intended to
encourage editors and reviewers to provide
constructive feedback. Thus, while committing
to the new approach might seem risky, we are
optimistic that the benefits far outweigh the risks.
Moreover, elife already has measures in place to
mitigate these risks — such as consultative peer
review, which results in more constructive feed-
back to authors.

We accept that high-quality peer review and
the publication of reviewed preprints at elife
come at a cost (currently set at $2000), and we call
on elife to be as transparent as possible about
the costs involved (subject to any legal restrictions
on making such costs public), and to pledge that
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The new elLife model has the
potential to make peer review
and the publication process faster,
fairer, and more inclusive, rigorous
and transparent.

the cost charged will reflect the actual incurred
cost. Waivers must also be available for those
who cannot afford to pay, and clearly defined
eligibility requirements for waivers should be
made public. In order to further increase equity,
we believe that - in the long term - the costs of
peer review and publishing should be covered
directly by funding agencies. We also feel that
the scientific community as a whole further needs
to rethink how reviewers can be adequately cred-
ited and compensated in the future. We strongly
believe that working towards a more equitable
and efficient peer review system should not be
a solitary mission by elife, but an effort by the
entire scientific community including other jour-
nals and organizations.

It will also be important to build support for
reviewed preprints in the scientific commu-
nity, especially among funding agencies. While
several funding agencies such as the Howard
Hughes Medical Institute (HHMI, 2022a; HHMI,
2022b), the Wellcome Trust (Wellcome Trust,
2021) and EMBO (EMBO, 2022) already value
reviewed preprints as evidence of scientific
output, many others have not yet committed
to do so. We therefore believe it important to
create a bottom-up scientific movement that
supports the new elife approach to peer review
and publishing. This movement should include
funders, universities and research institutes from
around the world, especially from systemati-
cally disadvantaged geographic locations such
as in the Global South, and other organizations
that have already altered the peer review and
publishing system, such as Review Commons,
DORA and ASAPbio. We also call on established
scientists, including eLife editors, to demonstrate
leadership by embracing the new approach for
their own manuscripts and to lead the way from a
position of privilege.

The new eLife model has the potential to make
peer review and the publication process faster, fairer,

and more inclusive, rigorous and transparent, and
we as the elife Early-Career Advisory Group whole-
heartedly support it. We have identified several chal-
lenges and risks associated with the implementation
of the new model, and we will therefore continue to
make recommendations for future improvements to
the editorial leadership of eLife. We strongly believe
that such bold steps are needed to revolutionise
research communication in order to ultimately build
a more effective and inclusive research culture.
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