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“Science is self-correcting” 

 

But is today’s self-correction optimal? 
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Conflicts of interest block correction 

Authors 

Journals 

Institutions 

"It is difficult to get a man to understand something, when 

his salary depends upon his not understanding it!"  

- Upton Sinclair 



Internet 

Bypass conflicts of interest 

Researcher to researcher - no intermediaries 



PubPeer 

Founders in 2012: Brandon Stell, George Smith, 

Richard Smith. Now nonprofit foundation. 



Immediate, centralised, available worldwide, 
permanent 



Future research builds on past 

research 

Unreliable research: 

wastes researchers’ time (and damages their careers) 

wastes taxpayers’ money (NIH budget $30bn/yr) 

wastes private investments 

leads to unethical clinical trials 



Public policy also based on research 

Environmental policy 

agriculture 

pollution 

climate change 

genetically-modified organisms 

Other evidence-based policy 

economic 

social 

education 



Medical guidelines 

Wakefield 

falsified vaccination-autism claims 

measles epidemics 

Poldermans 

unreliable evidence for peri-operative beta-blockers 

Europe-wide guidelines 

many exposed to increased mortality risk 



Sharing information is important 

Saves careers 

Saves taxpayers’ money 

Saves lives 

 

PubPeer priority is to alert readers and users of articles  

Time-critical mission 

(Incompatibility with most integrity procedures) 



PubPeer allows full anonymity 



 
Full anonymity strongly 
encouraged commenting 
 
Over 70,000 user comments... 
 
...about papers in 2200 journals 
 
Registered and unregistered 
comments are of equivalent 
quality 

 
 
 
 



User-controlled anonymity 

https://www.torproject.org/ 

 

Protects against: 

● Court case 

● Site hack 

● Screw-up 

https://www.torproject.org/
https://www.torproject.org/


1. Comments based on PUBLICLY VERIFIABLE 

information 

2. Unregistered comments moderated (not scientific review) 

3. Facilities for reporting abuse 

4. Permanent right of reply (author alerts) 

5. Show original data (full access coming!) 

6. Community surveillance 

7. Remember: publication was authors’ choice 

 

Layered safeguards 



 

Examples of issues highlighted anonymously on PubPeer 



Top UK universities 



> 20M$ in grants 



Top US university 





PubPeer - present and future 

● Potentially critical information about articles in ALL fields 

○ Possibility of carefully considered expert opinion 

○ Readers must evaluate comments for themselves 

○ Highly specific comments 

○ Browser plugins (next slide) 

● Community evaluation, for researchers by researchers 

○ Content-focused (and soon data-focused) 

○ Independent of journal, metrics or reputation 

○ Preprint-friendly 

○ Encourage best practice 

 

 



Browser Add-ons 
 
 
 

Put comments directly on 
journals 
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Continuing the discussion: 

● “Meet the experts”, today at 12:45 in room 1A-44 

 

Further reading - PubPeer blog posts: 

● A crisis of trust (conflicts of interest in publishing) 

● Vigilant scientists (anonymity) 

● Nature editors - all hat and no cattle (correction and 

replication) 

 

Thank you 



Undeclared gel splicing 

Often innocent, but impossible for reader to know (false-colour image) 





Where to stop? 


