
EDITORIAL

Reviews we trust
At Communications Earth & Environment, we are immensely grateful for the time and effort our reviewers

invest into improving submitted papers. We will henceforth celebrate some of our outstanding

reviewers on our homepage.

P
eer review is one of the pillars of
scientific publishing. Scrutiny of
draft papers by fellow experts in
the field often significantly
improves manuscripts. Review-

ers, for example, point to (and often help
fill) gaps in the argument that need to be
closed before publication, suggest ways of
shoring up the findings, or ask for impor-
tant clarification of the presentation. As a
result, many manuscripts become more
comprehensive, comprehensible, and
reproducible—and thereby impactful.

Writing a good peer review report for a
piece of research is neither effortless nor
easy. We are impressed with the quality of
the 713 review reports that we have
received in 2020, and we would like to
thank all our reviewers for their input. As
one way of extending our thanks, all
reviewers can download a certificate of
their reviewing activity on Nature Portfolio
journals, simply by linking their accounts
on our system (see Supplementary infor-
mation for a How-to Guide). We will
annually list all our reviewers, as a way of
acknowledging their efforts.

Going forward, at Communications
Earth & Environment we will additionally
dedicate a space (https://www.nature.com/
commsenv/referees/outstanding-referees)
to highlight some of our excellent review-
ers on a regular basis.

We would here like to share a few tips
on writing a report, and outline what we
value most in the reports we receive.

1. Start with a brief summary: An outline
of the gist of a paper you are reviewing can
be very helpful with clarifying in your own
mind the authors’ line of argument. Your
summary also gives authors a different
perspective on their own work, which can
help define their focus, as well as a chance
to discover, and then counter, any mis-
understandings that may have occurred.

2. Back up your assessments: Where you
think the presented work is not novel, it
helps editors and authors if you provide
references where similar findings have been

reported previously. If you have technical
concerns, spell out where exactly you think
the flaws lie, and what you think has been
missed. The authors may be able to address
these concerns—but only if they
understand them.

3. Keep the tone scholarly, encouraging,
and positive: Peer review is first and fore-
most intended to help improve the scien-
tific literature. That is best done by keeping
your comments dispassionate1. Con-
frontation, emotive language, or sarcasm
are unhelpful; instead, choose a tone you
would use with a friend (whether or not
you know the authors).

4. Consider and comment on each claim:
Most papers present more than one con-
clusion. If parts of the paper don’t hold up,
perhaps others do? As editors, we have the
task to balance our editorial requirements
for novelty and importance of a piece of
work with the comments from a panel of
reviewers with different perspectives. With
your advice on which claims by the authors
are compelling, we can decide whether
these claims advance science sufficiently to
fit the journal’s aims.

5. Be generous with ideas for improve-
ment—but do not insist: No paper is per-
fect, and there is always more that could be
done. So if you have suggestions for how
the authors could improve their paper, do
share them—but do not expect or demand
that every idea will be implemented. It is
the authors’ paper after all.

6. Note where you cannot follow: Most
likely, as a reviewer you know more about
the subject area than many other readers.
So, if you don’t understand, others will run
into the same difficulty. Outline what you
find confusing. Ask the authors to explain
what they mean where the writing is
unclear, in particular, where it’s central to
the conclusions.

7. Be open about the limits of your
expertise: If only part of the manuscript falls
within your specialty, let the authors and
editors know. It is not always obvious to
editors what exactly a prospective reviewer
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has direct knowledge of, but where we know,
we will weight comments accordingly.

8. Do not request citations to your own
group’s papers, unless essential: Because
you will be most familiar with your own
work, it is easy to rely on it in your review
beyond its fair share of the literature. Try
to counterbalance that tendency by
carefully considering what else has been
published. Only ask for your own articles
to be cited if they are obviously key to the
story. In those cases, ideally explain in the
notes to the editors why you think this is
the case.

9. Judge the science, not the scientist: We
strongly recommend that you disregard
what you know about the authors. Where
they chose double-blind peer review, we
suggest that you do not dwell on guessing
their identities, and certainly that you do
not hold that against the authors. What
matters should be the quality of the
research, and not who wrote it or which
research institution it came from.

The large majority of our reviewers
already send review reports in line with
these suggestions, and thereby helps us
enormously to make fair and rigorous
decisions on the manuscripts submitted
to Communications Earth & Environ-
ment. On our page for outstanding
reviewers, we will showcase some of the
most insightful and helpful reviewers—
of course without revealing which
manuscript they reviewed for us—on a
continuous basis. We want to give
excellence in peer review not just one
face, but many.
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