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Postdocs’ #1 concern about preprints: I’m going 
to get scooped

asapbio.org/preprint-
info/preprint-faq

Paul Ginsparg, founder of 
arXiv on scooping:

“It can’t happen, since arXiv
postings are accepted as 
date-stamped priority 
claims.”

ie: preprints are public but not obviously well-respected

39 responses (EMBO Postdoc Fellows meeting, 2016)
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Ironically, biologists share early

Thursby, Haeussler, Thursby, Jiang: http://advances.sciencemag.org/content/4/5/eaar2133.full
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http://advances.sciencemag.org/content/4/5/eaar2133.full


But much of this sharing is informal

Neylon, Pattinson, Bilder, Lin: https://f1000research.com/articles/6-608/v1
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https://f1000research.com/articles/6-608/v1


Making preprints “count”

 Funders asapbio.org/funder-policies

 Jobs

 Subsequent journal publication

 Are appropriately cited

What does “appropriately” mean?
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asapbio.org/funder-policies
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One argument: preprints should not be cited

Responses to these arguments by Tennant: http://fossilsandshit.com/should-we-cite-preprints/

But –

• Citations mean different things
• Policies that disallow citations 

invite plagiarism 
• Underlying assumption: 

peer reviewed = true

http://fossilsandshit.com/should-we-cite-preprints/


Second class citation

“We do not allow formal citation of preprints in the reference list, but 
they can be cited in the main text, for example: (BioRxiv: 
https://doi.org/10.1101/xxxxxx).”
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https://academic.oup.com/nar/pages/Ms_Prep_Submission

https://academic.oup.com/nar/pages/Ms_Prep_Submission


Another argument: preprints must be labeled

NIH-recommended citation format:

• Example: Bar DZ, Atkatsh K, Tavarez U, Erdos MR, Gruenbaum Y, 
Collins FS. Biotinylation by antibody recognition- A novel method for 
proximity labeling. BioRxiv 069187 [Preprint]. August 11, 2016 [cited 
2017 Jan 12]. Available from: https://doi.org/10.1101/069187.

https://grants.nih.gov/grants/guide/notice-files/NOT-OD-17-050.html

Let’s make peer review visible as well
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https://doi.org/10.1101/069187
https://grants.nih.gov/grants/guide/notice-files/NOT-OD-17-050.html


(Anonymous) peer review is worth publishing

• Encourage reviewers to be civil & constructive

• Expose “predatory” journals
• Support/select journals based on how constructive or 

rigorous the peer review is

• Help readers understand…
• Debates in the field

• How much (and what parts of) the paper has been 
scrutinized

• What good (and bad) peer review looks like

• Enable the systematic study of peer review
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Concerns

• Weaponization – discredit science

• Amplify bias

• Deter reviewers

• Change reviewer quality
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Effect on peer review of telling 
reviewers that their signed reviews 
might be posted on the web: 
randomised controlled trial

BMJ 2010; 341 doi: 
https://doi.org/10.1136/bmj.c5729 (Published 16 
November 2010)  

Conclusion Telling peer reviewers that their 
signed reviews might be available in the 
public domain on the BMJ’s website had no 
important effect on review quality. …high 
refusal rate among potential peer reviewers 
and an increase in the amount of time 
taken to write a review

471 papers

Intervention
Time in minutes (SD)

182 (135.2)

Control
Time in minutes (SD)

157 (101.9)

Does it work?
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https://doi.org/10.1136/bmj.c5729


#bioPeerReview – HHMI/Wellcome/ASAPbio

http://asapbio.org/peer-review/summary

Feb 7-9, 2018
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http://asapbio.org/peer-review/summary


Another benefit of open peer review reports?

Normalizing public, constructive scientific dialog
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~10% of bioRxiv papers have comments

asapbio.org/biorxiv
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https://www.facebook.com/groups/853552931365745/permalink/1349684805085886/

https://osf.io/sgpe9/

Preprint feedback benefits authors
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https://www.facebook.com/groups/853552931365745/permalink/1349684805085886/
https://osf.io/sgpe9/
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Preprint feedback benefits readers

Link to paper @ASAPbio_ | #ASAPbio 17

https://www.biorxiv.org/content/early/2018/02/11/263392#disqus_thread


Preprint feedback benefits students

• Meaningful exercise: send feedback to 
authors to improve their paper

• Teach students how to write a review
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asapbio.org/10-ways

Prachee Avasthi at the University of Kansas Medical 
Center draws material for her “Analysis of Scientific 
Papers” course exclusively from preprint servers. 
She’s generously shared 
her syllabus and introductory slide deck, and 
the students’ reviews can be found on the 
Winnower.

Prereview.org

See more examples: http://asapbio.org/preprint-journal-clubs

http://asapbio.org/10-ways
http://www.avasthilab.org/
http://asapbio.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/11/Syllabus_ANAT900-1page.pdf
http://asapbio.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/11/ASP_presentation-1.pdf
https://thewinnower.com/keywords/asp2016fall
prereview.org
http://asapbio.org/preprint-journal-clubs


Preprint feedback can inform journal 
decisions

“In addition, the journal reserves the right--but is not obligated--to 
consider the comments made to manuscripts posted to preprint 
servers and factor these comments into final decisions at any stage of 
the peer review process.”

http://www.fasebj.org/site/misc/edpolicies.xhtml#Preprint_Submissions
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http://www.fasebj.org/site/misc/edpolicies.xhtml#Preprint_Submissions


The dark side of comments
“Internet comment sections are in decline 

everywhere you look. They are mocked, 

ridiculed, despised. Many websites have closed 

them already; others have seen their comments 

become a racist, sexist bog of eternal stench

from which any reasonable person is best 

advised to stay away.” 

“Women, in particular, get far too many 

comments questioning our competence[…] 

We’re also subject to gendered standards of 

“professionalism” that do not allow us to 

respond in kind and give as good as we get. But if 

you tell me that men, too, can get inane, 

confused, or malicious comments–why, yes, I 

agree. More reason to refrain from making the 

arXiv more like YouTube.”

https://ilaba.wordpress.com/2016/04/10/arxiv-comments-and-quality-control/@ASAPbio_ | #ASAPbio 20

https://ilaba.wordpress.com/2016/04/10/arxiv-comments-and-quality-control/


Approaches to increasing quality

• Banning anonymous commentary

• Moderation
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Preprint commenting venues
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Getting the best of both worlds

Email
Traditional 

closed peer review

Social media, 
many preprint comments

Preprint review & 
published peer review

Informal,
Ephemeral,
Unmoderated

Private

Public

Formal,
Permanent,
Moderated
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Thank you!

• ASAPbio board
• Ron Vale (Founder/President)
• Cynthia Wolberger
• Jaime Fraser
• Prachee Avasthi
• Heather Joseph
• Harold Varmus
• Daniel Colon-Ramos
• Tony Hyman
• Harlan Krumholz
• Dick Wilder (non-voting)

• Funding
• Alfred P. Sloan Foundation

• Simons Foundation

• Laura and John Arnold 
Foundation

• Gordon and Betty Moore 
Foundation

• Leona M. and Harry B. 
Helmsley Charitable Trust
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