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Paul the Postdoc
by Rafael Florés

EMBO editorial policy

Turning Transparent
The European Molecular Biology Organisa-
tion Journal (EMBO J.) has begun the year 
ambitiously. As of January 2009, normal-
ly private correspondence for manuscripts 
submitted to the journal, including referees’ 
comments and editorial decisions, will be-
come openly accessible over the internet. 

Pernille Rørth, executive editor of 
EMBO J., feels there is a real need for great-
er transparency, “The editorial process of-
ten appears to be a black box. When things 
work well, referee-author-editor interac-
tions can be very constructive. But they can 
also be endlessly frustrating.” All too often 
authors wonder if they are being treated 
fairly, “One may ask: is the editorial proc-
ess at a journal efficient and reasonable? 
Are referees rightfully critical or too picky 
and demanding? Do editors make reasoned 
decisions and minimise unnecessary back-
and-forth cycles?”

The new initiative, the ‘Transparent 
Editorial Process’, seeks to address these 
doubts. Currently, standard publication pro-
cedures for accepted articles allow readers 
to see just the final product of the review-
ing process – only corresponding authors, 
referees and editors are privy to underlying 
exchanges of critiques, questions, calls for 
revision, authors’ responses and subsequent 
editorial decisions. 

However, now, upon publication of a 
paper in EMBO J., there will be an “addi-
tional supplementary editorial process file 
linked to it on the web”, containing all dates 
relevant to the processing of the article and 

all the pertinent communications between 
the corresponding author and the editori-
al office, including the referees’ comments 
and the decision letter. 

Authors still have the option not to par-
ticipate. And referees’ confidential com-
ments to the editor will remain confiden-
tial “to avoid compromising anonymity”. 

Rørth hopes the process files will show 
why referees found accepted articles to 
be interesting and important, what initial 
shortcomings were (if any) and to what ex-
tent this was resolved in revision. 

But to facilitate transparency, referees 
are also being asked to explain more clearly 
what revisions they require, making it eas-
ier for authors and editors to understand 
how to proceed, “Often without the need 
for further consultation”.

“We are fortunate to have some excel-
lent and thoughtful referees evaluating sub-

mitted papers for the journal. It seems rea-
sonable for their work and insights to be 
made more visible, including their expla-
nation of why they think a piece of work is 
significant.”

Furthermore, knowledge that their 
communications will become public “May 
cause some referees and authors to hesi-
tate before writing. We hope that ill-consid-
ered or dismissive comments will be omit-
ted and thoughtful, reasoned arguments 
will be enhanced. Referees may think twice 
about whether the requests they make are 
indeed important.”

Access to these editorial process files 
will be “Very educational for younger scien-
tists who are learning how to publish their 
findings and how to deal with critique.”

However, this background information 
will only be available for manuscripts that 
are finally accepted for publication. What 
happens to all the other articles? To have a 
full picture of the editorial process, Rørth 
says that authors and readers may want 
to know what happens to rejected manu-
scripts. Article processing statistics will now 
be available online, providing details of the 
average time for each step, the percentage 
of articles rejected, who makes the deci-
sions, etc. The stats for 2007 are already 
available showing that of 3,185 manuscripts 
submitted, only 10% were accepted. Manu-
scripts were rejected at several steps: 74% 
weren’t even sent out for a review being 
promptly returned (within 4 days!) by the 
executive editor (16%) and the editorial 
team (58%). Of those that actually made 
it to the reviewing process, 61% were re-
jected. But, manuscripts sent back for 
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   HRRM,...O.K!...ENOUGH!
 I THINK, IF WE WANT TO BE-
  COME GREAT SCIENTISTS,
 YOU SHOULD BETTER QUIT
READING CRAZY CARTOONS... 
AND I SHOULD BETTER STOP
     THESE SILLY JOKES.


