
I am a research group leader at a 

university in Shenzhen, China. I last 

saw my group members in January, 

when we took off for 2 weeks of 

vacation for the Chinese New Year. 

We planned to return to the uni-

versity in early February. However, 

the unexpected spread of the new 

coronavirus disrupted our lives and 

work arrangements. Our university 

and lab are closed, and we have no 

idea when they will reopen. 

During the holiday, I went to 

my hometown—a city roughly 

600 kilometers from Wuhan, where 

the virus first emerged. As more 

and more cities were blocked to 

travel I flew to my current home in 

Hong Kong, a short commute from 

the campus in Shenzhen. The Hong 

Kong authorities then issued quar-

antine orders to all people entering the city from mainland 

China, making it impossible for me to travel to Shenzhen. 

My students and postdocs have faced similar problems, 

with some of them unable to leave their hometowns. Others 

are in Shenzhen, but they are not allowed to enter our lab.

The outbreak has led us to reassess what we can reason-

ably accomplish. I’d already planned to spend time this 

year editing two books. Now, I have time to write my own 

chapters and track the progress of other contributors. Be-

fore COVID-19 disrupted our lives, my students and post-

docs were busy with lab work. With their activities now 

restricted to home, I’ve asked them to organize their ex-

perimental data, read some literature in depth, and write 

a review article that we’re collaboratively piecing together 

through video calls, messages, and emails. We’ve also been 

working to submit research manuscripts.

We can make good use of the time. But the decision let-

ter I received on 18 March was a reminder of what we can’t 

do—and the consequences for our progress as research-

ers. Some of the comments on our manuscript, which we 

submitted in early February, are 

reasonable and can help us im-

prove it. However, several ask us to 

add more data that are not impor-

tant for the main conclusion. I feel 

the work is publishable without 

the additional experiments.

I can ask the editor for an 

extension. But I’m also left won-

dering something: As labs shut 

down in many countries for an 

indefinite period of time, should 

editors be more accommodating 

when authors can’t access their 

lab space? The first author of our 

manuscript is a postdoc who would 

benefit from the publication of his 

work. Is it fair to ask him to wait 

for months to resubmit and risk 

the chance that he’ll be scooped by 

other researchers?

I also see the other side of the coin. I serve as an associ-

ate editor for several scientific journals, and I’ve received 

more requests for deadline extensions recently. I have also 

been considering how to balance the reviewer comments 

with the difficulties authors face during the pandemic. For 

each manuscript I’m shepherding through the peer-review 

process, I find myself asking a few questions: Are addi-

tional experiments truly necessary? Can I ask reviewers to 

reconsider their requests for more data if the authors have 

already presented a compelling body of work? 

I don’t have all of the answers. But I think these are impor-

tant questions for the scientific community to grapple with 

during the weeks and months to come. As we deal with mas-

sive disruptions to daily life because of a pandemic, should 

we rethink our standard peer-review procedures? Can we 

accept that not every additional experiment is needed for a 

manuscript to be publishable? j

Ye Zhou is a professor at Shenzhen University in China. Do you have 

a career story to share? Send it to SciCareerEditor@aaas.org.

“Should we rethink our standard 
peer-review procedures?”

Making allowances for COVID-19

O
n 18 March, I woke up and checked my email. A decision letter from a journal editor caught 

my eye. “We are not able at this stage to accept your manuscript for publication. I invite you 

to address the reviewer comments and make the necessary changes and improvements in a 

major revision of your manuscript,” it read. All three reviewers requested additional experi-

ments, and the editor gave us 3 weeks to submit a revised manuscript. Under normal circum-

stances, such a decision would be disappointing but the experiments doable. Not in these days 

of COVID-19—and certainly not by the deadline we had been given. 
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