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It is this last theme that is most relevant to the eLife Sciences initiative, which Randy addressed in an 
uncompromising article that he wrote for The Guardian newspaper in the UK. Randy critiqued the role that overly 
selective journals play in the assessment of academic reward and career advancement, and highlighted the 
negative impact resulting from the intense competition for the limited space in these journals.

I am pleased to report that during the early part of 2014, the eLife Sciences team has laid out an exciting vision 
for the future of research communication that will guide our work going forward. eLife plans to go beyond the 
publication of static research articles and aims to become a dynamic platform to allow scientists to build their 
research stories online, to promote reproducibility in science, and to recognise the kinds of behaviours that will 
accelerate scientific discovery.

What gives us the greatest sense of optimism about the prospect 
for achieving this transformation is the intense appetite for 
change from early-career researchers. These scientists represent 
the future and we are focused on serving them well with this 
new platform. We are establishing closer ties with early-career 
researchers and will have much more to say on this in the coming 
months and years.

During 2013, the journal has published outstanding science, and 
has consolidated an editorial process that is more efficient and 
user-friendly than the competition – and that is being considered 
for adoption in other journals as well. We have built an extremely 
solid foundation for the next steps in the eLife initiative.

In closing, and on behalf of the eLife Sciences Board of Directors, 
I would like to congratulate the staff, editors, and the countless 
members of the research community who have contributed to 
a very strong first full year of publishing for eLife – and most 
of all to Randy for his award, and for his very strong and public 
leadership.

Letter from the Chairman
The first full year of publishing at eLife has been successful and eventful, with a tremendous global 
accolade for Randy Schekman, eLife’s Editor-in-chief, in the form of a Nobel Prize. Randy took that 
opportunity not only to look back over several decades and celebrate the important work that he 
and his colleagues have contributed to scientific advancement, but also to highlight critical and 
current issues affecting science – notably, the importance of basic research and public education, 
and the reform of the existing system of incentives.

Toby Coppel, Partner, 
Mosaic Ventures Chair, eLife Science 
Board of Directors

Given this context, the challenge and opportunity for 
eLife is nothing short of transforming the way scientists 
communicate their research. “
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Promising advances
The initial mandate from the funders of eLife Sciences – the Howard Hughes Medical Institute, the 
Max Planck Society, and the Wellcome Trust – was to launch a new open-access journal for the 
most promising advances in the life sciences. The journal should set a new standard in biomedical 
publishing, beginning with a focus on reform of peer review and improved presentation of new 
research findings.

eLife’s editorial process has without doubt become one of the major factors in attracting new authors 
to the journal. The key innovations are the discussion that takes place between the editors and 
reviewers before authors receive their decision letter, coupled with the work that the editor does to 
consolidate the comments of all reviewers into a single set of instructions for revision. As submissions 
have been rising during 2013, the scientific editors of eLife have continued to ensure that peer 
review remains efficient and rigorous. A key measure of the success of this process is the time from 
submission to acceptance, the median for which was 90 days in 2013.

eLife aims to eliminate the pain and delay that authors often 
associate with publication, getting important findings out faster.
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The reviewer consultation process where the reviewers, the 
reviewing editor and the senior editor all work together is 
fantastic. What a unique and positive experience. eLife is 
a truly transformative journal”

Bassem Hassan, KU Leuven

“
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From the hundreds of submissions that eLife has 
received in its first full year of publishing, the 
scientists who run the journal have selected and 
edited a broad range of important research articles 
that hold the most promise to accelerate discovery 
in their fields. From bugs to humans, and from 
elegant methodology to fascinating insight, eLife 
celebrates the full breadth of research in the life 
sciences and biomedicine.

In 2013, eLife has published research 
that has…

…advanced science at the atomic scale, 
by using new methods to study the 
structure of biomolecules
Bai et al. demonstrate the potential of direct-
electron detectors in cryo-electron microscopy (EM) 
by determining the structures of two ribosomes. 
Novel techniques described in this paper make 
it possible to determine the structures of the 
ribosomes with near-atomic precision. In this work, 
small details inside the ribosome are resolved with 
cryo-EM for the very first time.

…unmasked the biological villains behind 
a key moment in our history…
Phytophthora infestans, the fungus-like organism 
that was responsible for the potato blight that 
plagued Ireland starting in the 1840s, is a pathogen 
divided up into several different strains – many 
of which cause the potato blight disease. By 
sequencing the genomes of preserved samples of 
100 year-old infected plants, Yoshida et al. have 
discovered the strain that triggered the Great 
Famine and have named it HERB-1.

eLife - the scienceViewed through a 
new lens
In 2013 eLife introduced a new, simple, and flexible 
approach to reading and navigating a scientific 
article: eLife Lens. This innovative article viewer 
was built in collaboration with external developers, 
and was conceived by Ivan Grubisic, a graduate 
student at the time. eLife Lens is undergoing further 
development and, as an open-source resource, is 
already being deployed by other publishers and 
platforms.

Reforming the 
incentive systems
Another important activity in 2013 was eLife’s 
work on research assessment reform. From eLife’s 
involvement as an architect of the Declaration on 
Research Assessment (DORA) to Randy Schekman’s 
robust critique of “luxury journals” at the end of 
the year, eLife has demonstrated its commitment 
to major changes in the academic reward system. 
Time and again researchers – particularly those at 
an early stage in their career – are heard expressing 
their concern that the current focus on judging 
science and scientists by journal brand and/or 
impact factor is damaging science. For eLife to be 
a force for positive change, we have to eschew 
any use of the impact factor in the assessment of 
research.

The eLife Lens article display
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…modelled improvements in 
personalized medicine for cancer 
sufferers…
Bozic et al. developed a mathematical 
model designed to predict the effects of 
combined targeted therapies on tumours, 
based on the data obtained from 20 skin 
cancer patients. By emphasising the need to 
develop drugs that target distinct pathways 
and to administer them in combination, this 
research offers valuable guidance for drug 
development and the design of clinical trials, 
as well as for clinical practice. Carl Zimmer 
discussed the implications of these findings 
in the New York Times.

…pioneered methods for the 
editing of the human genome…
The ability to make specific changes to DNA 
– such as changing, inserting or deleting 
sequences that encode proteins – promises 
to allow researchers to engineer cells, tissues 
and organisms for therapeutic and practical 
applications. Jinek et al. reported a landmark 
discovery by demonstrating that nucleases 
guided by the bacterial protein Cas9 can 
enable a much simpler approach to genome 
engineering than is currently possible.

…found a link between the 
microbes in the gut and the risk of 
developing arthritis… 
In their work, Scher et al. have found that 
a bacterial species called Prevotella copri 
is more abundant in patients suffering 
from untreated rheumatoid arthritis than in 
healthy individuals. When they went on to 
study a mouse model of gut inflammation 
they found that animals colonized with P. 
copri had more severe arthritis than those 
without. Current treatments for rheumatoid 
arthritis tend to target symptoms; however, 
this research suggests that treatment 
focused on reducing P. copri in the gut could 
delay or prevent the onset of this disease.

…and have even shown that plants 
can ‘do maths’.
Plants store starch for consumption during 
dark hours, but they need to metabolise 
that starch at just the right rate, so that it 
doesn’t run out before dawn. Plants are able 
to track the time to dawn using their internal 
circadian clock. And with this research, 
Scialdone et al. raise the possibility that 
plants can also divide the amount of starch 
that they have available by the amount of 
time left until dawn, so that the starch runs 
out just as the sun comes up. This work 
grabbed the attention of media across the 
world.

eLife also publishes feature articles that give 
an opportunity for scientists to share their 
views on matters of relevance to the lives 
and careers of the scientific community and 
beyond. In 2013, these widely read articles 
have covered academic career structures, the 
role of luck in science, and science in policy-
making.

Original images were sourced from Flickr. See 
2013.elifesciences.org for attributions.
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eLife – the scientists
From the editors who design and run the peer review process, and the referees who provide and discuss 
their assessment of new submissions, to the principal investigators and early-career scientists behind every 
exciting study, working scientists help to shape the eLife initiative. Here are a few of the individuals behind 
the scenes.

Janet Rossant
One of eLife’s Senior editors, Janet 
Rossant is also Chief of Research at the 
Hospital for Sick Children in Toronto, 
Canada, where her lab works to uncover 
how cells that are genetically identical 
adopt different characteristics during 
embryo development. This question is very 

important in the quest to understand the many diseases 
caused by abnormal developmental processes. Her work 
has applications in studies of birth defects and of genetic 
predisposition to diseases including cancer.

Janet is also an active member of the international 
developmental biology community and chaired the 
working group of the Canadian Institutes of Health 
Research (CIHR) on Stem Cell Research, which drafted the 
guidelines for CIHR-funded research in this area.

Joaquin Espinosa
Joaquin Espinosa is an Associate Professor of Molecular, 
Cellular and Developmental Biology at the University 
of Colorado at Boulder and sits on the eLife Board of 
reviewing editors. In 2009 he was appointed an Early 
Career Scientist of the Howard Hughes Medical Institute.

Joaquin’s research team is working to understand how 
gene networks control cell behaviour and how cancer is 
caused when these networks go awry. His research team 
believes that the type of basic research that they undertake 
will help to improve the development of effective cancer 
therapeutics. Joaquin teaches cancer biology at both 
graduate and undergraduate levels and is also involved in 
a number outreach projects, including blogging about his 
research interests for the Huffington Post.

Wenhui Li
Wenhui joined the National Institute of Biological Sciences 
(NIBS), Beijing, China as an assistant investigator in 
late 2007. His research interest has been the molecular 
mechanisms of viral infection. In the paper “Sodium 
taurocholate cotransporting polypeptide is a functional 
receptor for human hepatitis B and D virus”, which was 
published in eLife, Wenhui along with his colleagues 
at NIBS identified the target for an important human 
virus. These findings have been well received by other 
researchers, both in academia and industry where the 
receptor is now being used in drug screenings.

Rosie Alegado
Rosie Alegado is an Assistant Professor 
in the Department of Oceanography 
and the Sea Grant College Program at 
the University of Hawai’i, Mānoa. The 
long-term goals of her research are to 
understand how bacteria have influenced 
the evolution of animals. Her eLife 

paper “A bacterial sulfonolipid triggers multicellular 
development in the closest living relatives of animals” 
explores how the morphology of Salpingoeca rosetta, an 
aquatic, colony-forming choanoflagellate (a close living 
relative of animals), is influenced by its interactions with 
various species of bacteria.

Wenhui and Rosie have both been recognized as part of 
the eLife-sponsored presentation series, one of several 
efforts to raise the profile of early-career researchers who 
publish their work in eLife.

The inaugural eLife editors’ 
General Assembly, November 2013
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Financial summary
The founders – the Howard Hughes Medical Institute, the Max Planck Society, and the Wellcome Trust 
– continue their generous support of eLife as an initiative to lead change in the way scientific results are 
selected, presented, and shared. The 2013 releases of the Declaration on Research Assessment (DORA), 
which eLife helped to initiate, and of eLife Lens are just two indications of how eLife is using this investment 
not just to launch a journal, but to inspire broader change in policy, innovation, and other areas.

Statement of activities

Table 1 summarises overall income and expenditure. 
During 2013 eLife reduced the grants claimed from 
the funders so as to reduce the cash float held. As a 
result the Statement of activities shows a reduction 
in net assets in the year. The specific contributions 
from the founders were: HHMI £0.43m, Max Planck 
Society £1.15m and Wellcome Trust £0.44m.
Analysis of expenditure

Chart 1 displays eLife expenditures. Administration 
and payments to editors accounted for just over 
half of the costs. The other main elements were 
operating our editorial and publishing systems, 
development of those systems, and marketing. 

The full audited accounts for eLife Sciences 
Publications Limited for 2013 are available. As a U.S.-
registered tax-exempt organisation, we also publish 
detailed financial information in our Form 990.

TABLE 1

REVENUE 2013

EXPENSES 2013

2013

Statement of activities, years ended December 31st 2013
and December 31st 2012
(in £ thousands)

Grants
Other income
Total

2,024
1

2,025

Journal expenses
Management & general
Total

2,294
350

2,644

Change in net assets
Net assets beginning of year
Net assets end of year

(619)
982
363

2012

2012

2012

3,231
1

3,232

1,721
529

2,250

982
nil

982

CHART 1
Analysis of expenditure, year ended December 31, 2013
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Looking ahead
eLife has established a very sound 
foundation in 2013, from which 
important developments are already 
taking shape in 2014. Coupled with 
the deep unrest in science that the 
Editor-in-chief helped to expose, 
eLife is exploring a new vision for 
research communication that attempts 
to address these concerns. Such a 
vision will support reproducibility in 
science, and will provide scientists with 
richer and more flexible opportunities 
to share their ideas and findings. 
Improved mechanisms for the 
recognition of scientific contributions 
will be central to these developments 
as will be a focus on early-career 
researchers, who are the future of 
scientific discovery.

Follow the development of the eLife 
Sciences initiative at 
eLifesciences.org.

The impact we 
cherish is discovery 
in science.”

Randy Schekman, 

eLife Editor-in-chief, jointly 

awarded the 2013 Nobel Prize 

in Physiology or Medicine

“
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