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That’s a provocative demand.
Smith: I’ve been studying the peer review process for a long 

time. Peer review wasn’t even studied until about 20 years ago. 
Nobody did any kind of analysis of peer review, nobody collected 
data. It just kind of went on, because it’s at the heart of science, 
determining what should be published, where it should be pub-
lished and who should get research funding. 

This process is absolutely fundamental to science. 
Smith: It has never been examined. Which itself is 

a striking observation because scientists are expect-
ed to question everything, to turn things over and to 
somehow be fundamentally radical. However, the na-
ture of this group of people is actually very conserva-
tive. I mostly meet clinical scientists and within clini-
cal medicine we’ve had this whole movement of evi-
dence-based medicine. People are now much more 
cautious about saying, “we ought not to use this drug or this op-
eration unless there’s some kind of evidence to back it up”. But 
when it comes to journals, the same people are saying: we ought 
to have double blind reviewing, or to have two peer reviewers. 
They make strong statements about things to be done without 
any knowledge of the evidence at all. 

Perhaps people think that open access and getting rid of peer re-
view go together? 

Smith: They don’t need to. It’s extremely difficult to get into 
PloS Biology or PloS Medicine. We have rejection rates of 90 to 95 
percent documenting a rigorous peer review process. Open ac-
cess doesn’t get rid of peer review.

Then people began to examine the peer review process. Indeed, 
we’re about to have the sixth congress on peer review next year in 
Canada.

Smith: At a joint meeting of UNECSO and the American Asso-
ciation for the Advancement of Scienec (AAAS) five or six years 
ago, there were some 30 editors. I was probably the only editor 

from a biomedical journal. I talked about all of this and people 
just looked blank. These people have been completely unaware 
of the studies that have been done on peer review. When you go 
to the congresses on peer review you see lots and lots of evidence 
about its downsides: it’s slow, it’s expensive, it’s prone to bias, it’s 
a lottery, it’s easily abused, it doesn’t pick up errors or fraud and 
you see very little evidence of the upside. 

Drummond Rennie, deputy editor from JAMA, 
said that if peer review was a drug it would nev-
er ever get on the market because we don’t have ev-
idence of efficacy and we have lots of evidence of 
risks and dangers. And yet people continue to cling 
to it.

How do scientists respond to the results of research 
on peer review?

Smith: They respond in different ways. One an-
swer is that somehow the studies that have been done are too 
crude to pick up the benefit. I think a lot of people believe that 
because they themselves are so deeply rooted in the peer review 
system.

A second answer is: Let’s try and find a way of improving peer 
review. Actually we tried double blind reviews but that didn’t re-
ally produce any benefit. We tried opening it up, in the sense of 
letting authors know the names of the reviewers but the results 
of that have never been published. We also tried training the re-
viewers but none of these things made much difference.

So peer review is a black box?
Smith: Well, you put in a study or a grant application at one 

end and, after a mysterious process, a more or less sensible an-
swer comes out at the other end. We need to transform it into an 
open scientific discourse. This happened originally. In the 16th or 
17th century you didn’t publish much in journals. You presented 
your studies to a group of people and there would be a discussion 
about the evidence. In some way that continues to happen at big 
congresses. Potentially it could also happen on the Web.

One fine day in the lab... 
by Leonid Schneider

  I’m sorry, but with 
   this DNA damage
  you might just as
     well commit
        apoptosis
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“Peer review is 
slow, it’s expen-
sive, it’s prone to 
bias, it’s a lottery, 
it’s easily abused, 
it doesn’t pick up 
errors or fraud.”
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