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REVIEW ARTICLE

Peer review is an important way of  self-control in 
the global academic system, the “gold standard” of  
academic communication, and has a profound impact 
on the global academic community. Peer review usually 
refers to the evaluation by professionals (peers) of  the 
quality, originality, theoretical and empirical reliability, 
and potential impact of  a paper, conference, or 
manuscript. Traditional peer review, mostly in the form 
of  blind reviews, has been used as a review process to 
assist in the allocation of  limited resources. With the 
rapid development of  the Internet and technology, the 
traditional peer review model has been questioned in 
academic publishing circles.[1–17] Traditional peer review 
cannot meet the needs of  efficient communication and 
quality assurance. Besides lack of  fairness, objectivity, 
transparency, and ethics,[1–6] a hidden review process 
often hinders or delays the dissemination of  innovative 

ideas and concepts.[3,7,11] To solve the disadvantages of  
traditional peer review, open peer review (OPR) has 
emerged as a new form.

At present, there is no unified concept of  OPR. 
McCormack[4] views OPR as a process that does not 
disguise the identity of  author and reviewer. Ware[5] 
suggests OPR may mean that, as opposed to double-
blind reviews, reviewers and authors know each other’s 
identities and are open to the public. In practice, 
however, the definition of  OPR becomes complicated 
because it can refer to openness at various stages 
of  the review process. For example, some journal 
review experts are anonymous, but the review opinion 
is public. To illustrate the complexity of  the OPR 
concept, OpenAIRE conducted a survey and identified 
122 different definitions of  OPR.[6] This study argues 
that OPR is a term proposed in the spirit of  scientific 
openness compared with the traditional closed peer 
review, including the disclosure of  the identity of  the 
author and reviewer, the review opinion, the author’s 
original manuscript and final revised manuscript, the 
review process, the disclosure of  the interaction, the 
publishing platform, and so on. The signed review, 
disclosed review, editor-mediated review, transparent 
review, and public review in OPR reflect certain 
openness characteristics.

Some studies argue that OPR can make reviewers and 
authors more responsible for their own behaviors in 
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ABSTRACT

This paper provides reference for the implementation of open peer review (OPR) in Chinese scientific journals, so as to promote 
the openness of Chinese scientific journals in peer review and further conform to the spirit of scientific openness. The OPR 
process of PLoS One, Atmospheric Chemistry and Physics, F1000Research, the Semantic Web Journal, and Acta Psychologica 
Sinica was investigated. The five journals show many of the same OPR characteristics, but none of them implement OPR in 
the same way, which reflects the diversity of OPR practice process. Based on the actual situation, Chinese scientific journals 
should combine the advantages of open access and OPR with the advantages of traditional peer review flexibly and effectively, 
and optimize the implementation process of OPR.
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the process of  academic communication.[7–9] It is easier 
to identify academic misconduct[10] and the quality of  
submissions improves over time[11,12] and helps win 
academic credibility and respect for reviewers.[8,10,12–14] 
Furthermore, academic exchanges and dialogues can be 
enriched,[8,15–18] and new discoveries can be published 
and disseminated more quickly.[3,7,11]

In recent years, domestic scholars have also begun to 
study OPR. Zhang et al.[2] investigated the essence and 
review model of  OPR. Wang[18] explored the feasibility 
of  OPR.  Zhang et al.[19] classified the OPR model as 
completely, limited, and partially open. Liu et al.[20] 
proposed four OPR modes. Liu[21] et al. analyzed the 
advantages and disadvantages of  OPR. However, few 
domestic researchers have studied and introduced 
OPR cases. The current study examines the website 
of  PLoS One, Atmospheric Chemistry and Physics (ACP), 
F1000Research, the Semantic Web Journal (SWJ), and 
Acta Psychologica Sinica in China,[22–26] combines related 
materials,[14,27–31] and compares the OPR process of  
these journals, providing reference for the practice, 
innovation, and reform of  peer review of  domestic 
science and technology (hereinafter referred to as sci-
tech ) journals.

OPEN PEER REVIEW CASE OF SCI-
TECH JOURNAL

PLoS One
Published by the Public Library of  Science, PLoS One 
is the world’s first multidisciplinary open access (OA) 
journal. PLoS One articles are reviewed using a rigorous 
combination of  pre- and post-publication public review. 
Every paper submitted to PLoS One must go through 
a rigorous quality control and peer review process.[22,27]

PLoS One currently uses an online peer review system 
provided by eJournal Press, to which all author 
submissions are submitted for initial quality checks 
to ensure that they meet the requirements specified 
in PLoS One. Initial internal quality control checks 
address issues such as competitive interests, study 
participants, or ethical requirements for animal research. 
The editorial board or peer reviewed experts will 
not be able to see a submitted paper until it passes a 
quality control check. Once a paper passes such check, 
it is assigned to an academic editor, who invites peer 
reviewers to review the paper. The review opinions of  
the experts are detailed and comprehensive, providing 
constructive suggestions for the improvement of  the 
academic quality of  the paper. The academic editor 
will decide whether to accept or reject the manuscript 
according to the review opinions of  the reviewers, or 
propose suggestions for modification. The author will 
modify the manuscript according to the requirements 

to ensure it meets the publication requirements of  
PLoS One. If  necessary, the academic editor will also 
re-evaluate the revised manuscript. As a result, PLoS 
One’s pre-publication peer review process is much the 
same as that of  other journals.

The most prominent feature of  PLoS One is the ability 
to provide post-publication reviews and article level 
indicators. PLoS One allows users to comment on each 
article without being anonymous, reviews must comply 
with the norms of  scientific discourse, and any conflicts 
of  interest must be declared. Article level indicators 
help to understand the impact of  a study before actual 
academic citation. All the Public Library of  Science 
(PLoS) journal articles present the PLoS article rating 
indicator, a quantifiable measure that includes both 
academic and social indicators that document how 
scientists and the public participate in the review of  
published articles in a variety of  ways. The indicator is 
displayed on the rating label of  each published article. 
In addition, the top right sign provides key metrics for 
citations, views, shares, and bookmarks.[28] As a result, 
PLoS One is not just a platform for digital papers, but 
also a potential place for discussion based on the topic 
context of  the relevant papers. One of  the benefits of  
PLoS One’s process of  documenting public discussion 
is that linking the comments section of  the article to 
the media and recording full media coverage of  the 
published article helps increase the journal’s impact 
beyond the PLoS One platform and the academic 
community.[27]

The Semantic Web Journal
Published by IOS Press and Aka-Verlag, SWJ is a 
new professional journal dedicated to semantic Web 
research. SWJ combines prepress OA with an open 
and transparent review process. All submissions are 
published online and readers do not need to register to 
access them. In addition to being reviewed by experts 
invited by the SWJ Editorial Board, comments from 
researchers and the public can be uploaded to the 
journal website. The standard workflow for reviews is 
as follows:[23]

(1)  Authors use the journal web site to submit papers. 
After preliminary screening, papers that clearly 
do not meet the journal’s quality standards will be 
rejected.

(2)  Publish the article on the journal website. The 
paper is published on the journal’s blog and then 
assigned to the editor in the editorial department.

(3)  The responsible editor invites three experts 
to review the paper, and the review is usually 
completed within six weeks. In addition, the 
responsible editor invites other researchers in the 
field for open comment.
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(4)  The comments of  invited reviewers are usually 
published on the journal website together with 
their names and affiliated institutions (especially 
when there are large differences of  opinions, the 
responsible editor will arrange a reviewer to write a 
short comment). Invited reviewers can also choose 
to publish their comments anonymously. Any other 
researcher may post non-anonymous reviews on 
the journal’s website, along with comments from 
invited review experts and the public.

(5)  The responsible editor shall discuss with other 
editors in the editorial department to decide 
whether to accept the paper.

(6)  If  the article is accepted, the identity of  all 
reviewers and editors involved will be disclosed 
in the final printed version and shown in the title 
of  the article.

(7)  Authors are strongly encouraged to upload the 
final draft of  their accepted paper on their local 
website and the printed version will be published 
through IOS Press.

Submissions that are not accepted may only exist 
for a limited time on their website, along with their 
comments. Although SWJ can provide preprint 
copies of  manuscripts online, it is not the same as a 
traditional OA journal. The final printed edition can 
only be subscribed as a journal or PDF file through 
IOS Press.[29]

Atmospheric Chemistry and Physics
ACP, one of  the top international journals, founded 
based on the concept of  OPR and Public Peer Review 
& Interactive Public Discussion, is an OA journal 
dedicated to publishing and publicly discussing the 
investigation of  the Earth’s atmosphere and its 
potential chemical and physical processes. The ACP has 
achieved great success in the use of  OPR and is rated 
by Thomson Reuters as the top journal in the field of  
Meteorology & Atmospheric Sciences.[30] A total of  11 
journals under European Geosciences Union (EGU) 
Publishing Group, including ACP, adopt the publishing 
mode of  open forum peer review and the two-stage 
peer review of  the paper publication. ACP adopts the 
parallel system of  OPR and traditional peer review, 
and its specific process is divided into two stages.[14,24]

(1)  The journal editor reviews the paper quickly 
and briefly before publishing it in the journal’s 
Atmospheric Chemistry and Physics Discussions 
(ACPD) forums for peer review and interactive 
public discussion, with interested members of  the 
scientific community participating in interactive 
discussions and authors responding to comments. 
Comments from invited reviewers and a large 
number of  public reviews are published. Invited 
reviewers can choose to sign or remain anonymous. 

Comments from other scientists (registered 
readers) are automatically signed. At the end of  the 
8-week discussion period, the review function of  
the paper is closed, and the journal editors make 
the final decision of  acceptance or rejection based 
on the comments of  the reviewers and the public 
comments.

(2)  After the peer review process is completed, the 
final revised paper will be published on the ACP 
if  it meets publication requirements. Both ACPD 
and ACP are registered on International Standard 
Serial Number (ISSN). To ensure priority of  
publication for authors and to provide a lasting 
record of  scientific discussions, each discussion 
document and interactive commentary will be 
permanently archived and individually referenced.

F1000Research
F1000Research is an OA journal founded by F1000 (Faculty 
of  1000), which is an open research and publishing 
platform based on life science and medicine. Its publishing 
scope includes life science and medical case reports, 
reviews, letters, system evaluation, thought experiment 
and network tools, dissertations on clinical practice, 
data, research, and methods, and research plan.[25] For 
published articles, the journal uses a Creative Commons 
Attribution License, which anyone can download and 
use freely.

Peer reviewed articles are indexed in PubMed, Scopus, 
and other databases. During the review process, some 
articles may receive a unanimous negative review, 
in which case the article remains “published” and is 
only removed from the default search site. The icon 
notes on the site interface clearly indicate the status 
of  pre-approved, approved, or unapproved review. 
F1000Research does not consider unapproved articles 
as accepted revisions, and the rejected status is visible 
in the review process.

Acta Psychologica Sinica
Sponsored by the Chinese Psychological Society and 
the Institute of  Psychology of  Chinese Academy of  
Sciences and published by Science Press, Acta Psychologica 
Sinica mainly publishes the latest and highest level 
of  psychological scientific papers in China.[26] Acta 
Psychologica Sinica is a typical representative of  the 
exploration and practice of  OPR in Chinese sci-tech 
journals, but the process is very tortuous.

In the face of  the heated discussion about OPR in 
the scientific publishing circle, Acta Psychologica Sinica 
also considered trying OPR on a voluntary basis of  
the author, and planned to set up an open comment 
column. When the plan of  open review was submitted 
to the editorial board for discussion, it was opposed 
by most of  the editorial board, and finally it had to 
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adopt the flexible way of  open review. Since 2014, Acta 
Psychologica Sinica has adopted the anonymous public 
review method. All previous review opinions and the 
author responses are organized into a separate PDF 
document, and there is a “review” link behind the online 
early edition of  the journal article. The “review opinions 
and the author response” can easily be viewed by 
clicking on the links. Acta Psychologica Sinica takes the step 
of  publicizing the review after traditional peer review, 
which is not strictly OPR. Objectively, this is a middle 
ground between traditional peer review and OPR, but 
Acta Psychologica Sinica has taken a step toward OPR.[31]

DISCUSSION

A comparison of  OPR characteristics of  five journals 
and the relative openness of  OPR process is presented 
in Table 1. It can be seen that these five journals show 
many of  the same OPR characteristics, but they do 
not implement OPR in the same way, which reflects 
the diversity of  OPR practice process. PLoS One uses 
a combination of  rigorous pre-publication peer review 
and post-publication public review. SWJ combines 
prepress OA with an open and transparent review 
process. ACP adopts the parallel system of  OPR and 
traditional peer review. F1000Research adopts peer 
reviewed after publication. In Acta Psychologica Sinica, 
the review method is anonymous and public. The OPR 
of  the five journals has the following characteristics:

(1)  All the five journals show the characteristics of  
preliminary review and mediation. Before the article 
is reviewed, the editor carries out a preliminary 
check on the quality, scope, and compliance with 
the requirements of  the journal. In the process of  
article review, the editor’s adjustment promotes the 
smooth progress of  OPR.

(2)  The five journals all show certain openness in 
signed review, disclosed review and transparent 
review. F1000Research performs best in this step. 
The identities of  authors and reviewers are all open, 
which is a real open review. The Acta Psychologica 
Sinica publishes the opinions, but the reviewers 
are anonymous. PLoS One, ACP, and SWJ strongly 
encourage the reviewers to sign, but signatures are 
optional. Is it the OPR when experts can choose 
whether to disclose the identity of  the review? How 
to define OPR? There is no consensus. According 
to the definition given by Ware,[5] a review without 
disclosing the identity of  the reviewer is not a real 
OPR, but the peer review of  these journals also 
contains certain characteristics of  openness. For 
example, the review experts of  Acta Psychologica 
Sinica are anonymous, but the review opinions 
are open. The implementation process of  OPR 
is complicated. The author believes that OPR is 
a concept proposed based on the openness of  
science. As long as it has an open spirit and includes 
an open evaluation process, it can be considered 
as OPR.
The anonymity of  reviewers makes it easier for 
them to raise critical opinions and questions, 
and they may be reluctant to risk involvement in 
disputes while volunteering to serve the academic 
community.[1] It may also be that publishers have 
noticed that the acceptance of  OPR publishing 
practices varies from discipline to discipline, so 
signatures are optional.

(3)  Apart from Acta Psychologica Sinica in China, PLoS One, 
ACP, F1000Research, and SWJ in foreign countries 
all have different forms of  public comment, but 
the time of  public comment is different. Public 
comment in ACP and SWJ take place in the 
discussion stage before publication, while public 

Table 1: Comparison of open peer review characteristics of five journals

Characteristics PLoS One SWJ ACP F1000Research Acta Psychologica Sinica
Signed review Optional, but positive 

encouragement
Optional, but positive 
encouragement

Optional, but positive 
encouragement

Yes No, anonymous comments

Disclosed review Only if  reviews are 
signed

Only if  reviews are 
signed

Only if  reviews are 
signed

Yes No, only comments will be pub-
lished

Editor-mediated review Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes

Transparent review No, proponents’ 
comments and authors’ 
responses are not pub-
lished undefined

Only if  reviews are 
signed

Only if  reviews are 
signed

Yes No

Public review Yes, but after publication Yes Yes Yes No

Pre-publication review Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes

Post-publication review Yes No No Yes No

Synchronous review No The article is published 
once it is posted on the 
website

No No No

Whether OA Yes Not typical OA, only 
published before OA

Yes Yes No

SWJ: the Semantic Web Journal; ACP: Atmospheric Chemistry and Physics; OA: open access. 
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comment in PLoS One and F1000Research occur 
after publication, but with slight differences. Public 
review for PLoS One takes place after peer review, 
while that for F1000Research occur simultaneously 
with public review. Although public review is a 
feature of  OPR, it may be carried out differently 
in peer review processes in different journals.[27]

Does the public comment take place before or after 
publication? The author thinks it is better to review 
before publication. This is because, if  the article 
has been accepted for publication, the public may 
not be motivated to comment. Some constructive 
comments put forward before publication 
are beneficial to the further modification and 
perfection of  the article.

(4)  F1000Research will put the article in the published 
state within one week after receiving the manuscript. 
If  a unanimous negative opinion is obtained, 
the published article will be deleted from its 
default search, and the “unapproved” status 
will be displayed in the review procedure. Do 
“unapproved” articles in F1000Research count as 
published? How to define the published status? 
Periodical circles should give a clear definition. The 
author does not consider “unapproved” articles as 
published articles because they have not been peer 
reviewed.

(5)  PLoS One, ACP, and F1000Research are all OA 
journals, while SWJ has the characteristics of  
OA only in the review stage of  preprint. The 
OA publishing model itself  contains the spirit of  
scientific openness, so it is easier to implement 
OPR in OA journals than in non-OA journals, 
and authors and reviewers of  the latter may have 
certain resistance to OPR.

(6)  In the process of  OPR implementation, there 
is still a certain gap in the openness of  Acta 
Psychologica Sinica compared with the four foreign 
journals, which to some extent reflects that there 
is still a certain gap in the openness of  Chinese 
journals compared with foreign journals in the 
process of  article publishing. In particular, 
further efforts are needed in the public comment 
section of  the article. Foreign journals combine 
public review with designated expert review to 
carry out interactive discussion among authors, 
review experts, the public, and editors, which 
attracts more reviews, improves efficiency and 
transparency, and effectively solves the problem 
between rapid scientific communication and total 
quality assurance.

SUMMARY

As a new form of  peer review, OPR is still immature, 
and even the definition and mode of  OPR have not 
been unified in academic circles. However, its free, 

open, transparent, interactive, efficient, and sharing 
characteristics promote its rapid development in foreign 
countries, and it has been implemented in journals of  
many disciplines. Although OPR started late in China, 
the research on OPR is increasing day by day. Through 
the study of  the OPR process in the PLoS One, ACP, 
F1000Research, SWJ, and Acta Psychologica Sinica in China, 
the author found that these five journals show many 
similar OPR characteristics, but do not implement 
OPR in the same way, which reflects the diversity of  
OPR practice process and inspires us to flexibly and 
effectively combine the advantages of  OA and OPR 
with that of  traditional peer review, and implement 
OPR flexibly according to the actual situation of  each 
journal. The anonymous public evaluation method of  
Acta Psychologica Sinica is carefully chosen according 
to the actual situation. It is an important topic to 
further explore a more effective and local way of  OPR, 
combining China’s national conditions and social and 
cultural atmosphere.
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