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About me… 
• Prior to working as an editor, I studied the visual 

system using fMRI in London, Canada.  
• In 2009, I moved to London, UK, and found work 

as an editor at BioMed Central with a focus on 
clinical journals.  

• In late 2013, I moved to PLOS ONE 
 
 

 
 

Face Inversion Reduces the Persistence 
of Global Form and Its Neural Correlates 
Lars Strother, Pavagada S. Mathuranath, 
Adrian Aldcroft, Cheryl Lavell, Melvyn A. 
Goodale, Tutis Vilis. PLOS ONE, 2011. 



Peer Review at PLOS ONE  
• My talk is roughly divided into the past, present, 

and future of peer review at PLOS ONE:  
– Context: History of PLOS and the rise of PLOS ONE 
– The role of the staff editor 
– The role of the Academic Editor and reviewers 
– Discussion: Provide some idea of the future of peer 

review at PLOS ONE 
 



Context: History of PLOS 

2000: Open letter from founders Harold 
Varmus, Patrick Brown, and Michael Eisen 
urging publishers to make research articles 
openly available 



History of PLOS 
• There was strong support for the movement 

(nearly 34,000 scientists from 180 nations signed 
the letter) 

• Despite the strong support, the publishing 
landscape remained largely unchanged 

• In order to effect change, PLOS became a 
publisher 



PLOS Definition of Open Access Publishing 

Making scientific articles immediately and freely 
available to anyone, anywhere for them to 
download, print, distribute, read, and reuse without 
charge or other restrictions, as long as the author is 
properly attributed. 
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OA is much more than “no subscription” 

https://www.plos.org/open-access/howopenisit/ 



PLOS Biology 
October, 2003 
 
 

PLOS Medicine 
October, 2004 
 

PLOS Community Journals 
June-September, 2005 October, 2007 

The PLOS journals 



Then came the earthquake… 
 



December, 2006 

The world’s first multidisciplinary Open Access journal 



The world’s first multidisciplinary Open Access 
journal, PLOS ONE accepts scientifically rigorous 
research, regardless of novelty. PLOS ONE’s broad 
scope provides a platform to publish primary research, 
including interdisciplinary and replication studies as 
well as negative results. The journal’s publication 
criteria are based on high ethical standards and the 
rigor of the methodology and conclusions reported 
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Publications by PLOS ONE since launch 
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June, 2014 



The clones… 



 
Provides a venue for: 
– Negative results 
– Unfashionable results 
– Reproduction studies 

 
Levels the playing field: 
– Peer review is less likely to fall victim to the bias associated 

with ‘tiered’ journals 
– Smaller fields are given the same visibility as large ones 
– “The journal’s publication criteria are based on high ethical 

standards and the rigor of the methodology and conclusions 
reported” 
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PLOS ONE 





The importance of negative results 



Changing the scientific landscape 
• PLOS is unlike other publishers 

– Not for profit with a mission to make science more 
open 

• All sound science is worth publishing—not just 
the work that will grab the headlines 



Discussion: What might be the 
advantages and challenges for the PLOS 

ONE model of peer review? 



How peer review works at PLOS ONE 
The role of the staff editor 



1. Study presents primary research that contributes 
knowledge to the field 

2. Results have not been published elsewhere 
3. Experiments are performed to a high technical standard 

and described in sufficient detail 
4. Conclusions are supported by the data 
5. Article is intelligibly written in standard English 
6. Meets all applicable standards of research and 

publication ethics  
7. Adheres to reporting guidelines and meets data 

availability requirements 

PLOS ONE Publication Criteria 
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Staff editors/Academic Editors and 
reviewers 



The role of the staff editor 
• Ensure the manuscript is in scope for the journal 

– Primary research that contributes knowledge to the 
field 

– If we are unsure, we can consult other staff editors or a 
member of our editorial board 

• Screen for potential publication ethics issues  
– We are a member of COPE 

• Ensure the study meets the highest ethical 
standards 

 
 
 

 
 

 



The importance of ethics: Animals 
Animal and field studies: 

• PLOS ONE upholds the highest international standards 

• IACUC approval required for all vertebrate animal studies, 
including collection of tissues and cells 

• Assess use of humane endpoints for survival experiments 

• Ensure appropriate methods of anesthesia and 
euthanasia 

• For field studies, we require all the necessary permissions 
and permits 



The importance of ethics: Humans 
Human studies: 

• Uphold the highest international standards 

• IRB approval required for all studies involving human 
subjects and/or information, including collection of tissues 
and cells 

• Ensure participants provide informed consent 

• Protection of participant privacy and vulnerable groups 

• We reserve the right to reject any study which does not 
adhere to the highest ethical standards 

 

 

 



Case study: Organ transplantation research in 
China 



The issue 
• China has one of the largest organ 

transplantation programs in the world 
• Organs are often harvested for commercial use 
• Until 2013, it was legal to harvest the organs of 

executed prisoners (if they provide consent) 
• Consent from prisoners on death row is dubious 

and there is a lot of evidence of unethical practice 
• Though technically illegal now, many believe it is 

still taking place 
 
 



Case study 



Human Research Advisory Group (HRAG)  
• Our human research advisory group is a 

collective of nine academics we consult on ethical 
issues in human research 

• The focus is less on individual cases and more on 
developing broad guidelines 

• We tried to find people who would cover areas we 
thought important (e.g., research in China, the 
collection of personal data) 

• Communicate via an online forum 
 
 



Case study 
• Please provide the following information regarding donors for transplantation 

cases analyzed in your study: 
 

– Please provide information as to the source(s) of the transplanted tissue/organs used in 
the study; include the institution name and a non-identifying description of the donor(s). 

– Please state in your ethics statement whether the study involved the use of donated 
tissue/organs from any vulnerable populations or any individuals who might have been 
subject to coercion. Examples of such vulnerable populations include prisoners, subjects 
with reduced mental capacity due to illness or age, and children. If yes, describe the 
population and justify the decision to use tissue/organ donations from this group. If no, 
please state "None of the transplant donors were from a vulnerable population or were 
subject to coercion". 

– Provide details as to the cause(s) of death for tissue/organ donor(s). 
–  Describe the informed consent procedure used for tissue/organ donors. If a vulnerable 

population was used, clearly describe what measures were taken in the informed 
consent procedure to assure protection of the vulnerable group and avoid coercion. 

– Please provide a blank example of the form used to obtain consent from donors, and an 
English translation if the original is in a different language.  

 



How peer review works at PLOS ONE 
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Staff editors/Academic Editors and 
reviewers 



From our Academic Editor Handbook 

Academic Editors 



From our AE handbook 

Overview 



How we use post-publication peer review 





The importance of comments  
• Can act as a form of post-publication peer review 
• Opens up discussions of key points about an 

article 
• Can fill in gaps or expose errors in the peer 

review process 
• Around 10% of articles have comments  

 
 

 
 
 

Martin Fenner and Jennifer Lin. "Novel Research Impact Indicators." Liber 
Quarterly 22 (2014). 



Other forms of post-publication review 



Discussion 2: What is the aim of peer review: 
Assessment vs. Improvement 

 



Assessment vs Improvement 
• Traditionally the role of peer review was 

assessment (with the focus on the reader, giving 
more exposure to the journal, etc.) 

• We are shifting more to a focus on peer review as 
a constructive discussion to help authors improve 
their work (i.e., a combination of peer review and 
peer revision).   

• Science is becoming more collaborative 



The future of peer review at PLOS ONE 
• Goal of making the peer review process more 

open and transparent 
– Studies suggest peer review is more constructive when 

reviewers are required to sign a review (Walsh et al., 
2000) 

• Encourage collaboration and crowd sourcing 
• PLOS wants to shift its message from Open 

Access to Open Science 
 



Thank you 
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