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Genomics circa 1985

• 6 months to generate 

the data

• A train journey to the 

database
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eLife’s first 

product 

release

“Not only are we failing to 

provide the right 

incentives, we are actually 

providing perverse 

incentives.”



The origins of eLife



Publish great research

Run by scientists

Innovate and experiment
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Publishing

Technology
Research 

culture

Our work is divided into 3 

complementary areas, supported by the 

necessary financial and operational 
infrastructure



Publishing



Editorial process

Full 
submission

Peer review

Decision 
after peer 

review

Revision 
assessed by 

BRE

Consultation amongst reviewers

Single set of instructions

Limit rounds of revision

Assign to Reviewing Editor

Randy Schekman

Founding Editor-in-Chief





eLife by numbers

• 700-800 submissions per month

• 120 publications per month

• 60 Senior Editors

• 450 Reviewing Editors

Michael Eisen

Editor in Chief

Anna Akhmanova

Deputy Editor

Eve Marder

Deputy Editor

Detlef Weigel

Deputy Editor





Trialling a different approach to 

peer review

A proposal for the future of scientific publishing, PLOS Biology, 2019
Erin O’Shea, Bodo Stern



Motivations for the trial

• Remove the gatekeeping 

function of peer review

• Reduce wasted effort in 

resubmission and re-review

• Encourage evaluation of the 

article based on its merits 

(rather than the journal)
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Key findings

• The appetite for 

experimentation

• Editors were more selective 

at the initial decision

• Unclear how to summarise 

the results of peer review 

(positive or more critical)
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• Summarise 

reasons for 

publication

• Preprint review

https://elifesciences.org/inside-

elife/e9091cea/peer-review-

new-initiatives-to-enhance-the-

value-of-elife-s-process
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Next steps

https://elifesciences.org/inside-elife/e9091cea/peer-review-new-initiatives-to-enhance-the-value-of-elife-s-process


Data from: Sever et al, 2019, bioRxiv: the preprint server for biology

https://doi.org/10.1101/833400

Preprints

https://doi.org/10.1101/833400


Preprint review

Post 
preprint

Submit to 
eLife

Peer review

Publication 
in eLife

Bypass initial decision

Peer reviews posted on preprint

Subject to usual standards



Publish

Peer review

Curate



https://profiles.nlm.nih.gov/ps/access/MVBBWN.pdf





Funders and 

institutions are 

running channels 

on F1000 

infrastructure



Technology



https://crln.acrl.org/index.php/crln

ews/article/view/17246/18986

“Everything we have gained by 

opening content and data will be 

under threat if we allow the 

enclosure of scholarly 

infrastructures.”

https://cameronneylon.net/blog/principles-

for-open-scholarly-infrastructures/







www.libero.pub







https://elifesci.org/reprodoc

https://elifesci.org/reprodoc




eLife Innovation 

Sprint 2019



https://escholarship.org/uc/item/1gj9w82r

The digital medium could lead to a 

very different ecosystem



Research Culture
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impact 
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Time to get an 

ORCID

• ORCIDs are unique 

IDs for authors 

• ORCID profiles are 

updated automatically 

• Publishers like eLife 

deposit ORCIDs along 

with article metadata



• San Francisco Declaration on 

Research Assessment

• Recommendations for publishers, 

funders, institutions and 

researchers

• 14,000 individuals and 1300 

organizations have signed the 

declaration

• Gathering examples of good 

practice



“The Department of Psychology puts a high 

value on transparent and replicable research 

and supports these goals through open 

data, open materials, and preregistration. 

Because of this, applicants are asked to 

describe in their application in which ways 

they have already achieved these goals and 

how they plan to do so in the future.”

Thanks to Corina Logan

Cambridge University, UK





“If you want to fix 
something you are first 
obliged to 
understand… the 
whole system.”

Lewis Thomas



Researcher with an 

established reputation

Researcher (eg ECR) 

without reputation

Funding, jobs, 

promotion, colleagues

Succeed Struggle



Researcher with an 

established reputation

Researcher (eg ECR) 

without reputation

Funding, jobs, 

promotion, colleagues

Succeed Struggle

A pattern in systems 

analysis known as 

“success to the 

successful”



Researcher with an 

established reputation

Researcher (eg ECR) 

without reputation

Funding, jobs, 

promotion, colleagues

Panels, committees, ed

boards
Succeed Struggle

A pattern in systems 

analysis known as 

“success to the 

successful”



Researcher with an 

established reputation

Researcher (eg ECR) 

without reputation

Funding, jobs, 

promotion, colleagues

High-prestige journals

Panels, committees, ed

boards
Succeed Struggle

Succeed in 

publishing
Intense pressure, but harder 

to publish

A pattern in systems 

analysis known as 

“success to the 

successful”



Researcher with an 

established reputation

Researcher (eg ECR) 

without reputation

Funding, jobs, 

promotion, colleagues

High-prestige journals

Panels, committees, ed

boards
Succeed Struggle

No time, use prestige 

journals as proxy

Succeed in 

publishing
Intense pressure, but harder 

to publish

A pattern in systems 

analysis known as 

“success to the 

successful”



Researcher with an 

established reputation

Researcher (eg ECR) 

without reputation

Funding, jobs, 

promotion, colleagues

High-prestige journals

Panels, committees, ed

boards
Succeed Struggle

Succeed in 

publishing
Intense pressure, but harder 

to publish

Publishers

Successful

business

Promote brand, 

JIF

No time, use prestige 

journals as proxy

A pattern in systems 

analysis known as 

“success to the 

successful”



Researcher with an 

established reputation

Researcher (eg ECR) 

without reputation

Funding, jobs, 

promotion, colleagues

High-prestige journals

Panels, committees, ed

boards
Succeed Struggle

Succeed in 

publishing
Intense pressure, but harder 

to publish

Publishers

Promote brand, 

JIF

No time, use prestige 

journals as proxy

Successful

business

A pattern in systems 

analysis known as 

“success to the 

successful”



Early-Career 

Researchers:

Governance

● The early-career advisory 

group appointed to provide 

input on policy and practice at 

eLife 

● Prachee Avasthi appointed to 

eLife Board of Directors in 

2018

Early-Career Advisory Group

Prachee Avasthi, Univ Kansas 

Medical Center
eLife Board of Directors



● Early-career reviewer pool –

recommendations from editors

● Expanding the pool in specific 

areas

● Increasing ECR 

representation in the Board of 

Reviewing Editors

Early-Career 

Researchers:

Editorial Role



● Publishing content about ECR 

issues (Scientist and Parent)

● Regular interviews with early-

career researchers

● Ambassador programme

● #ECRwednesday webinars

Early-Career 

Researchers:

Other initiatives



Publish or 

perish



Share and 

shine



In summary…

• Understand the research enterprise as a system

• Reform of incentives is essential

• Expect more experimentation and change

• Increase early-career representation

• Actions

– Get an ORCID

– Explore and experiment with open practices: 

preprints, data, protocols

– Advocate for change
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Thank you

Mark Patterson

m.patterson@elifesciences.org


