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SCIENTIFIC PUBLISHING

How and why eLife selects 
papers for peer review
When deciding which submissions should be peer reviewed, eLife editors 
consider whether they will be able to find high-quality reviewers, and 
whether the reviews will be valuable to the scientific community.

ELIFE EDITORIAL LEADERSHIP*, ELIFE SENIOR EDITORS AND ELIFE EARLY CAREER 
ADVISORY GROUP

eLife is working to promote a culture in 
which the actual content of a paper is more 
important than the name of the journal in 

which it is published. A culture in which scientific 
research is first disseminated as a preprint and 
then assessed and evaluated in depth by experts. 
This is why papers published in eLife include the 
preprint itself, an eLife assessment and Public 
Reviews written by the editor and reviewers, and 
a response from the authors (if available).

By making the views of expert editors and 
reviewers an integral part of the published 
paper, we hope to improve the way that scien-
tific research is assessed and evaluated. Where 
readers are experts, they can assess the work for 
themselves. If not, they can rely on our Public 
Reviews, which go into the strengths and weak-
nesses of the paper in detail. And if they require 
a concise critique, they can read the eLife assess-
ment, which summarises the significance of the 
findings reported in the paper (on a scale ranging 
from useful to landmark) and the strength of the 
evidence (inadequate to exceptional).

This approach of moving beyond binary 
accept/reject decisions and more fully conveying 
the views of expert reviewers has many advan-
tages. It helps those who have to evaluate 
researchers and their work to make better-
informed decisions about funding, hiring and 
promotion. It means that reviewers cannot 
prevent the publication of a paper that has been 
selected for peer review, which allows authors 
to engage more freely with reviewers during the 
revision process, without worrying about having 

to start over at a new journal. It also ensures that 
comments from the reviewers are valued as an 
integral part of the scientific literature. Overall, 
this approach enables the rapid and scholarly 
dissemination of new scientific knowledge in a 
way that permits the views and constructive criti-
cisms of expert reviewers to be openly considered 
by both authors and readers. More information is 
available on the eLife website: elifesciences.org/​
about/peer-review.

If this is what we want, why do we only review 
some papers and not others? Achieving our goals 
requires us to make tough choices about which 
submissions to prioritise for in-depth review. Our 
mission will succeed only if we ensure that our 
unique offering – Public Reviews plus an eLife 
assessment – remains high quality, and that our 
reviews are read and have influence.

Finding the right reviewers
Recruiting good reviewers is difficult, and it is 
getting more difficult as the volume of published 
work increases year-on-year. Importantly, it is 
easier to find reviewers, particularly those with 
the deep expertise we need, for work that is 
interesting and rigorous. People simply prefer to 
review work that is of interest to them, and the 
same is true when it comes to finding editors to 
oversee the review process.

So there is a clear tension: we would like 
the outputs of the eLife peer-review process to 
be of the highest quality, but preparing such 
assessments is easier for work that editors and 
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reviewers are willing to engage with. Therefore, 
one clear reason for why we only peer review 
some submissions is to ensure the quality and 
rigour of what we produce.

Focusing our efforts
We must continue to focus our efforts on those 
papers where the outputs of the eLife peer-
review process are most valuable. This is not the 
same as deciding which papers are “the best”. 
For example, there might be value in reviewing 
work that is controversial in a particular field of 
research. However, it does mean concentrating 
on papers where we believe the scientific content 
will be most inspiring to eLife readers.

Just as editors and reviewers prefer to review 
work that is of interest to them, as readers we 
scientists pay more attention to reviews of work 
that has the potential to change the way we think 
about a question. Therefore, if we are going to 
change scientific publishing for the better, we 
will do so faster by focusing our efforts on such 
papers.

How it works
The peer-review process at eLife is overseen by 
a team of over 70 Senior Editors and more than 
700 Reviewing Editors. Every paper submitted 
to the journal is assigned to a Senior Editor, 
who generally asks a small number of Reviewing 
Editors about the submission. The Reviewing 
Editors offer their scientific views on the paper, 
and there is an open discussion about whether 
to review the paper, using the reasoning laid out 
above. Editors are considering whether the work 
is of substantial interest, whether they will be 
able to find high-quality reviewers, and whether 
the reviews will be valuable to the scientific 
community.

If they decide to proceed, and if one of the 
Reviewing Editors agrees to handle the submis-
sion, they initiate the labour of love that is peer 
review. Once the reviews have been received, the 
Reviewing Editor and the reviewers craft the eLife 
assessment, which is vetted by the Senior Editor 
before publication. This assessment, together 
with the Public Reviews, helps readers to better 

understand the new findings, their validity, and 
their relevance to the broader scientific commu-
nity. If this approach were adopted more widely, 
it would mean that a reader could judge the work 
in a given paper on its own merits, irrespective of 
where it was published.
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