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Abstract

Traditionally, editorial boards are built by a journal’s leadership, which reaches
out to its network of colleagues and identifies individuals to nominate. However,
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this can result in a number of biases, from regionalism to difficulty in fostering
scientific diversity. In contrast, an Open Board means that any and all qualified
applicants can apply to join. Whether or not the applicant knows someone on
theleadership team has no bearing in the selection process; selection truly comes
down to the applicant’s merits. An Open Board is welcoming and promotes
diversity and inclusion. It also encourages applications from individuals who
are genuinely interested in contributing to the journal and its mission. In this
case study, we discuss how the Open Board approach was used at the American
Society for Microbiology to build a large and diverse board for our newest
journal, Microbiology Spectrum. As a result of our open call, we built a large,
multi-national board comprising over 300 microbiologists. In addition to
geographic diversity, this approach has allowed us to factor in topical expertise,
gender balance, and racial inclusivity when building an editorial board. Herein,
we report both the benefits and challenges of building an editorial board using
this approach.

Introduction

The foundation of any journal is its editorial leadership. Editors are the
guardians of the journal’s content and its editorial and peer review processes.
They have the technical expertise and the experience to decide whether or not
papers are sent out for peer review and, ultimately, which papers are accepted
and published. Many organizations acknowledge that the diversity of editorial
boards (scientific, geographic, and demographic) can create a more inclusive
and equitable environment for peer review (Goyanes and Demeter 2020), but
building diversity into editorial boards remains a challenge. Women continue
to be underrepresented on editorial boards (Liu et al. 2023), and representation
in other areas, such as geographic, racial, and ethnic diversity, can be further
improved (Yip and Rashid 2021; Liu, Rahwan, and AlShebli 2023).
Expertise across the breadth of the journal’s scope is just as important as
diversity, and balancing these needs requires considerable thought and planning,
Traditionally, a journals leadership team (editor-in-chief, advisory board,
etc.) builds its editorial board by reaching out to their network of colleagues
to see who may be interested in joining the board. While this can effectively
identify qualified and trustworthy candidates, the process is inherently
exclusionary and elitist. Potential candidates need to be within the networks
of the leadership team, which is limiting considering that many biomedical
science journals and editors-in-chief are based in North America, Europe, and
Australia (Smith et al. 2023), while scientists from Asia, Africa, and South
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America are underrepresented on editorial boards (Liu, Rahwan, and AlShebli
2023). Biases here can range from regionalism (US-based editors nominating
other US-based editors) to difficulty in fostering scientific diversity (i.e., a lack
of expertise in certain areas on the board and an overabundance in others).

In contrast, an Open Board means that any applicant can apply to join
through a self-nomination process. From there, the application is reviewed
by a set of judges (staff and/or volunteer journal leadership) against standard
criteria so that applicants are evaluated using the same metrics. This approach
removes the value of whether an applicant knows someone on the leadership
team; selection truly comes down to the applicant’s merits. In contrast to the
traditional process, an Open Board is more welcoming and promotes diversity,
equity, and inclusivity (DEI). It also encourages individuals who are genuinely
interested in contributing their time and expertise to the journal’s mission.
Open Board calls can be for a limited period (i.e., to fill a specific position on
the board), or, in the case of large, broad-scope journals like PLOS One and
Frontiers, they can be ongoing.

This case study describes the results of the Open Board call for the journal
Microbiology Spectrum from April 2021 through November 2022. While
it is not the first attempt at an Open Board for the American Society for
Microbiology (ASM), it is the largest in terms of scale and effort.

Methods

Journal Relaunch

The American Society for Microbiology (ASM) is a member-driven
organization with over 28,500 members worldwide. ASM has fifteen journals
that collectively publish around 6,000 articles per year. These titles span the
breadth of microbiology, from basic and clinical to applied, industrial, and
environmental. In addition to primary research titles, ASM also has review-,
data-, and education-centric journals. According to the 2022 Journal Citation
Reports (Clarivate 2023), ASM journals account for 23% of all microbiology
citations in the field and over 15% of all published articles in the microbiology
category of the Journal Citation Index.

In April 2021, Microbiology Spectrum, a journal that historically published
a small number of reviews and monographs, was relaunched as ASM'’s
newest broad-scope open-access journal (Cuomo 2021). Unlike other open-
access titles in the ASM portfolio, Spectrum was launched as a sound-science
journal, which means that submissions would be evaluated based on scientific
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rigor rather than perceived impact or novelty. While direct submissions were
expected, a primary reason for launching the journal was to provide a transfer
option for authors of rejected articles from ten of ASM’s primary research titles
(commonly known as a cascade journal model). For these reasons, the journal
was predicted to grow quickly, and it was expected that ASM would need to
recruit around 400 editors across the spectrum of the microbial sciences to
handle a large volume of submissions.

In January 2021, Dr. Christina Cuomo was chosen to serve as the editor-in-
chief of the journal. Prior to the relaunch in April 2021, Dr. Cuomo and ASM
stafl began recruiting members for Spectrum’s editorial board. Because of the
anticipated submission volume, the editor role at Spectrum requires individuals
who can independently handle manuscripts throughout the entire peer review
process. This ensures a timely experience for authors and minimizes the need for
staff intervention. Once an editor takes on an assignment, their responsibility
is to perform an initial evaluation of the article for scope and adherence to
journal policies. For papers not editorially rejected, the editor must also invite
reviewers, read the reviewers' comments, and render appropriate decisions.
In addition to editors, the board would also have a leadership team of senior
editors to assist with assigning manuscripts and act as a first point of contact
for editor questions regarding editorial processes and decisions.

Dr. Cuomo and ASM staff performed the initial recruitment via personal
outreach. At launch, the board consisted of five senior editors and twenty
editors. All these individuals came from within ASM’s community or Dr.
Cuomo’s network. Assembling this small team was crucial to launching the
journal, as it led us to appreciate two challenges. First, growing the board to
400 or so editors in this fashion was simply not feasible, as several individuals
declined invitations to join—and it didn't help that the world was still in the
midst of the COVID-19 pandemic in early 2021. Second, we began to see
that the board was unlikely to become international or develop the kind of
diversity we aspired to build if we continued with this approach. Of the five
senior editors, only two were based outside of the United States, and finding
and recruiting them took quite a bit of effort. Furthermore, all the editors at
launch were based in the United States. Even at this early stage, it became clear
to staff members and to Dr. Cuomo that Spectrum’s success would depend on
finding a scalable method for recruiting a diverse group of microbiologists from
across the globe to join us in building and running the journal.

As we brainstormed approaches to help us build a large board, we observed
a few journals experimenting with the idea of inviting individuals to apply to
join their boards. These boards didn't profess to be ‘open,” but they were willing
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to review applications and appoint editors based on the journal’s needs. We
wondered if we could use a similar approach to build a 400-strong board that
draws on the expertise of microbiologists working on a range of topics from
across the globe.

Application Process

InApril2021, the same month as the relaunch, journal staff posted an application
form on the journal’s homepage. The form included questions about personal/
demographic information and scientific expertise. For demographic questions
on gender, applicants were given the option to self-describe or respond “prefer
not to disclose.” For race and ethnicity, applicants were allowed to make more
than one selection, self-describe, or respond “prefer not to disclose.”

The form inquired about the following information to gauge the applicant’s
relevant scientific and peer review expertise:

+ scientific expertise within the microbial sciences

+ publication record (with a focus on first and corresponding
author papers)

+  prior experience as a reviewer or editor

+ commitment to the journal’s mission of open access, open data,
and sound science

A copy of the current survey can be found at https://journals.asm.org/

journal/spectrum/open-board.

ASM had not done rolling open calls for editors at this scale before,
so this was new for staff, the editor-in-chief, and our volunteer leadership.
Spectrum’s staff members had to craft an entirely new approach for the creation
and management of the open call. Staff needed to make a variety of decisions,
including where the call would be placed on the journal website, how to collect
applicant information, and how to evaluate applicants.

We decided to place a link to the call on our Board of Editors page so any
microbiologist looking at the journal's board could easily find the form. We built
the form using Microsoft Forms so we could see the applicant data in real time.
Opver time, the questions have changed slightly; however, the basic information
we collect focuses on assessing whether an applicant has reasonable research
experience to independently handle the peer review of manuscripts. Once the
call was posted, it was promoted on multiple social media platforms, from X
(formerly Twitter) to LinkedIn, and through other conventional marketing
campaigns directed at ASM members and authors.
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Selection Process

We reviewed and shortlisted applications every month. The main criteria for

consideration were as follows:

+ Does the applicant have appropriate scientific experience in
the microbial sciences (i.e., are they above the postdoctoral or
trainee level )?

+  Does the applicant have enough experience with the peer review
process to act independently as an editor with little intervention
from staff (i.e,, could they search for/invite appropriate reviewers
and make editorial decisions based on their comments)?

+ Does the applicant understand the mission/purpose of the
journal (i.e., would they be able/willing to make decisions based

on scientific rigor alone)?

Demographic information, such as gender identity, geographic location,
race, and ethnicity, was taken into consideration during the selection process;
however, demographic information was and is still not used as a determining
factor.

Presently, one staff member with scientific expertise commits time to
reviewing at least 100 or so qualified applicants and providing a rationale
for shortlisting candidates; this occurs on a monthly basis. Ideally, this task
is performed by more than one person to improve workload efficiency and
prevent unconscious bias. However, at the time of the launch, there was only
one dedicated editorial staff member for the journal who had both the time and
scientific expertise to judge these candidates. The number of dedicated staff
has grown to four since then, but both capacity and scientific expertise are still
a challenge.

As a first pass, the staff member reviewed the applicants’ publication
records and interest in editorial work. Regarding the publication record,
applicants needed to have published three to four corresponding author
papers from their own laboratory. Interest in editorial work was gauged both
quantitatively and qualitatively. The former was a simple question asking how
many hours the applicant could commit to editorial work. Regarding the latter,
the applicant was asked to express why they wished to serve as an editor—
which we recognized may be a potential obstacle for applicants whose primary
language was not English. As the process evolved, all applicants with reasonable
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publication records and willingness to commit time and effort to learning the
editorial process were shortlisted.

As a second pass, the staff member further narrowed down the list based
on the applicants’areas of focus within microbial sciences and how this matched
with submissions coming to the journal. The most important determinant for
selection remains the applicants’ primary areas of scientific expertise. When
shortlisting applicants, the staff member focused on scientific areas where the
journal needed additional editors due to submission volume. For example, when
the journal was launched in mid-2021, we were overwhelmed by the number
of COVID-related submissions. Applicants with expertise on a wide range of
topics, from COVID serology to coronavirus biology, were quickly on-boarded
as editors. More recently, there has been a greater emphasis on recruiting
microbiologists working in clinical diagnostics and environmental sciences.

Finally, the staff member sent the list to the editor-in-chief to review and
make a final decision. Besides additional staff effort, applicant selection is
considerable additional work for the editor-in-chief, who has to review close to
fifty to sixty shortlisted applicants each month. Once again, this is a task that
would ideally be divided among more than one judge. At the time of the launch,
this was not possible due to the small size of the editorial leadership team. As
the board has grown since then, having additional senior editors act as judges
is something that we are considering for the future.

Onboarding

The editor-in-chief sent invitations to all the chosen applicants to join the board.
From there, journal staft contacted the new editors to start the onboarding
process. First, journal staff asked the editors to fill out a short form to provide
information to help with adding the editors to the submission system and
the journal website. Next, journal staff invited editors to attend an hour-long
onboarding call to go over the journal scope, the editor role and responsibilities,
and how to handle different types of article submissions (i.e., direct submissions
versus transfers). Staft always recorded the meetings so that editors located
in different time zones could view the information asynchronously. Journal
staff also created a web resource for editors that includes detailed procedural
information. For ongoing support, editors were encouraged to reach out to
both staff and senior editors with questions either via email, the submission
system, or the journal Slack channel. An important thing to note is that several
of these tasks rely on the support of various internal support teams, not just the
journal (Spectrum) staff and the editor-in-chief.
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Results

Between April 1, 2021, and November 30, 2022, Spectrum received 1,994
applications to the Open Board. The main demographic highlights regarding

geographic location, gender identity, race, and ethnicity are as follows:

+  More applicants identified as men than as women (73.6% versus
25.6%, respectively) (Figure 1).

+ Applicants were from 89 distinct countries. Of these, 51% were
from either the United States or China (Figure 2).

+  48.1% identified as Asian (including East, South, and Southeast
Asian), and 29.5% identified as White (Figure 3).

+  Ofthe applicants from the United States, fewer than half (41%)
identified as White. The largest number of candidates that
identified as Hispanic or Latino/a were also from the United
States (Figure 3).

Of these candidates, as of November 30, 2022, 316 were selected to serve
as editors (15.8%). Some key demographic highlights include the following:

+ Theboardisnear gender parity, with 52.2% of editors identifying
as men and 45.3% of applicants identifying as women (Figure 1).

+ Editors were from 40 distinct countries. Of these, fewer than
half were from the United States (41.5%), and the second largest
represented country was China (13.6%) (Figure 4).

+ Fewer than half of the editors (43.4%) identified as White, and
32.6% identified as Asian (including East, South, and Southeast
Asian) (Figure 3).

+ Of our US-based editors, slightly fewer than half (48.9%)
identified as White. The majority of editors who identified as
Hispanic or Latino/a or Black were from the United States
(Figure 3).



12 | George Washington Journal of Ethics in Publishing

Discussion
Benefits of the Open Board Call

Opverall, the use of the Open Board call was successful in that it provided the
journal with many viable and diverse candidates. By being deliberate in our
evaluation process, we have built a board that is close to gender parity, has a
majority of non-White editors, and has over 50% of editors who are based
outside the United States. This latter point is important, as ASM is a US-
based organization. Historically, most editors on ASM'’s boards have been from
the United States, so having this level of country representation on a board is
a significant achievement for our organization. While it is a broad indicator of
racial and ethnic diversity, it is also notable that fewer than 50% of our US-
based editors identify as White. This level of demographic and geographic
diversity would have been difficult to achieve via a traditional nomination

process.

[1t] has been useful to be on the

editor-side of the publication

process and to handle a wide
variety of papers and work through
both how reviewers critique different
papers and how a wide group of authors
respond [when revising their papers|.”

The Open Board has also provided a pathway of advancement to the
senior editor role for high-performing editors. Currently, we have eight senior
editors who initially joined us as editors (one of whom is our first senior editor
from China). Also, while we do not have an exact number, we believe that
we also have considerable representation from untenured researchers at the
assistant professor level (at least one-quarter) who are early in their careers.
These individuals would not have been identified via a traditional nomination
process. Being on the editorial board is helpful for them to advance their own

careers and gain more visibility in their field of study. In a recent editor survey,
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many of our early career editors expressed that their experience at the journal

has helped them gain a better understanding of the peer review process:

[I’'ve gained] a better

understanding of what the peer

review process actually entails.
It’s definitely improved how I interact
with journals as an author and
reviewer.”

Furthermore, our eatly career editors also expressed that the editor role
has made them feel more included in the scientific process as a whole:

The aspect of my editorial work at

Spectrum that has been the most

rewarding is the scientific rigor
of the studies that are published and
the support received when I raise any
concerns or questions. I truly feel that
I am contributing to disseminating
high-quality science.”

I enjoy seeing the science that is

being produced and feeling like

I am assisting in the process of
publication.”

Because of the success of the Open Board approach at Spectrum, other
journals within the ASM Journals program have started their own open calls
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for available editor positions. These open calls are at a smaller scale and for more
specific editorial roles (i.e., editors for specific subject areas or journal sections),
but the hope is that opening the process and making it more transparent will

help us to gain more diverse candidates as a program.

Challenges

Gender Balance

Despite the success of the open call in creating greater diversity and inclusion
within the board, there were limitations in terms of creating equity. The
most visible disparity was in the gender balance of applicants, as only 25% of
applicants identified as women (Figure 1). One primary reason for this is due
to the regional variation in candidates who identified as women, particularly
among the countries with the highest applicants. Only 15% of Chinese
applicants identified as women, compared with 32% of applicants in the United
States. In China, while women constitute almost half of the workforce in
science and technology roles, they are still underrepresented in leadership and
senior roles in the sciences. According to the Chinese Ministry of Science and
Technology, women account for only 6% of the Chinese Academy of Sciences’
members (Ministry of Science and Technology of the People’s Republic of
China 2021).

The representation of women in science, however, is a global issue. There
have been multiple studies indicating that women are underrepresented as
authors (Bendels et al. 2018) and that they are less likely to be corresponding
authors on papers either due to bias in peer review or because they are more
likely to defer corresponding authorship to a coauthor compared with male
colleagues (Fox and Pain 2019). Unfortunately, this trend has also been
noted in a recent analysis of authorship in ASM journals (Hagan et al. 2020),
which found that women who were senior authors were underrepresented
in submissions compared to global and societal estimates of microbiology
researchers. Furthermore, manuscripts with corresponding authors who were
women received more negative outcomes compared to those with men who were
corresponding authors. In marketing the open call to past ASM authors, this
may have been a contributing factor in the gender disparity of our applicants
(i.e., more men than women).

Another potential factor is that women are less likely to self-nominate
compared to men (Bosquet et al. 2019). One reason for this may be that women
are more likely to have other professional or family obligations, so they may not
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have the time or capacity to take on additional responsibilities (Guarino and

Borden 2017; Roper 2019).

Geographic Reach

While we attracted candidates from eighty-nine countries, over half of the
applicants were from only two countries: the United States and China. This is
not surprising, given the strength of microbiology research programs in both
of these countries. The research output from China in the past five years has
grown dramatically, and this is also reflected in ASM’s authorship base and
our reach. According to the 2019/2020 ASM Annual Journals report (internal
data), over half of our corresponding authors were from either North America
or Asia (33% and 40%, respectively), with very small percentages from South
America and Africa (3% and 2%, respectively). Marketing the open call to
past ASM authors likely contributed to the geographic representation of our
applicants. Furthermore, a recent analysis of over 300,000 biological science
manuscripts by Smith et al. (2023) has shown that authors in African, Asian,
and Latin American countries are more likely to have had their articles rejected
compared to authors from North America, Europe, or Oceania (i‘e., countries
with a greater number of native English speakers). Because one of the key
criteria that we look for in applicants is their publication record, this may have
also impacted our selection process.

Another factor to consider is internet access, as applicants must have
an internet connection to both apply to and participate on the board. If a
researcher does not have affordable or reliable internet access, this could make
it more challenging for them to apply to the board and to participate in the
peer review process, which is mostly digital. For example, many universities in
Africa do not have access to high-speed broadband, and the price of internet in
West African countries is among the highest in the world (Bashir 2020).

Race and Ethnicity

Opverall, applicants from the United States and China have influenced the racial
and ethnic composition of our applicant pool, as the majority identified as either
Asian or White. Asian applicants were mainly from China and the United
States and White applicants were mainly from the United States. While fewer
than half of our US-based editors identify as White, only 20% of our editors
are classified as “underrepresented minorities” within the biomedical sciences
by the National Science Foundation (i.e., defined as “Hispanics or Latinos,
Blacks or African Americans, and American Indians or Alaska Natives,” and
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“Native Hawaiians, and other Pacific Islanders”) (National Center for Science
and Engineering Statistics 2023, 3, 11).

Recent studies have found disturbing evidence that non-White scientists
face significant disparities compared with their White colleagues. Not only
are they underrepresented on editorial boards, but they also experience longer
waiting times during peer review as well as lower citations for published articles
(Liu, Rahwan, and AlShebli 2023). These inequalities can adversely affect the
progress of their academic careers. Because one of the key criteria that we look
for in applicants is their publication record, this may have also impacted our

selection process.

Preferred Pronouns

We also learned that DEI-related questions aren't universally interpreted or
understood. For example, in an earlier iteration of the application form, we
asked candidates to state their preferred pronouns within a free text field (he/
him, she/her, they/them, etc.). This question seemed to be well understood by
over 70% of candidates in the United States, Canada, the United Kingdom,
Germany, Israel, and Australia. However, candidates from other countries did
not always seem to understand what was being asked. For example, rather
than provide a list of pronouns, they would provide their title (Dr., Prof., Mr.,
Mrs., etc.), their name, or their position (scientist, virologist, etc.). This was
prevalent in some Asian countries (e.g.,, China and India), South America, and
some European countries (e.g,France and Denmark). (See Supplementary
Table 1 for more details.) It's possible that this was due to a language barrier or
that these countries have a different cultural understanding of pronouns and
gender identity.

Proposed Solutions

Despite these challenges, we were able to ensure a reasonable gender and
geographic balance among the board members. However, as highlighted
above, it is important to recognize that simply opening the board does not in
itself create equity. While the call is open to all scientists with microbiology
expertise, this does not automatically result in scientists from across the globe
submitting applications to our board. Besides professional commitments, there
may be social and institutional factors that prevent them from participating.
We are acutely aware of this, and as we continue to grow this board, we

plan to partner with regional organizations and educational institutions to
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encourage applicants from Africa, Latin America, parts of Europe, and Asia
to apply to join us. We are also partnering with the newly formed Inclusive
Diversity with Equity, Access, and Accountability (IDEAA) staff team and
(sub)committees within ASM to discuss how we can better encourage and
support women and those from historically excluded groups. Finally, within the
editorial board, we formed a DEI working group to create an ongoing dialogue
among our editors about how we can continue to identify areas where better
outreach and representation is needed within both Spectrum’s community and
microbiology as a whole.

Alongside these plans, we have launched a mentoring program for early
career microbiologists from across the globe to participate in Microbiology
Spectrum via a new role: the reviewing editor. The reviewing editor role is
distinct from the editor role; while editors choose peer reviewers and make
decisions on papers, the reviewing editors serve as reviewers for one to two
papers per month (a maximum of twenty-four per year). The candidates are
chosen from the existing Open Board applicant pool; we select individuals
who have some experience in peer review (e.g., first-author papers, reviewing
experience at other journals) but did not meet the full criteria that is sought in
an editor who can act independently.

The reviewing editor program is a nascent program that started in April
2022, but a few key highlights from the first year are below:

+ 'The reviewing editors are from twenty-eight distinct countries.
Of these, 65% are based outside of the United States and include
researchers from countries that are not currently represented on
the board in Central/South America, Africa, Northern Europe,
and Southeast Asia (Figure 5).

+ The number of women exceeds the number of men (54% versus
45%, respectively).

+  35% identify as White, and 33% identify as Asian (Figure 5).

Reviewing editors will advance to the editor role based on their performance
and subject area expertise, and this organically creates a pipeline for greater
diversity. We recently promoted our first groups of reviewing editors in July
2023 and again in January 2024, and we hope to continue the promotions on
a biannual basis.
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Conclusion

+ The use of the open board call was successful in that it provided
the journal with many viable and diverse candidates.

+ Itisimportant to recognize that simply opening the board does
not in itself create equity.

+ Targeted efforts are required to ensure the equitable recruitment
of women and researchers in historically underrepresented
geographic areas.
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Figure Legends

Figure 1. The self-reported gender identity of applicants and selected
Editors. Despite a disparity in women versus men applying to the board,
Spectrum has been able to achieve a near-equal gender balance.

Figure 2. Geographic location of applicants to the Open Board. The
color level of the country indicates the number of applicants, and the top
three countries are highlighted. Applicants were from eighty-nine countries;
however, just over half were from the United States and China.

Figure 3. Self-reported racial and ethnic identities of applicants and
selected editors globally and in the United States. Overall, most applicants
identified as Asian (including East, South, and Southeast Asian), and fewer
than half identified as White.

Figure 4. Geographic location of selected editors. The country’s color level
indicates the number of editors from that country. The top three countries,
the United States, China, and France, are highlighted. A total of forty distinct
countries are represented.

Figure 5. Geographic location and racial and ethnic identity of reviewing
editors. Countries named here are countries not currently represented on the
board. Overall, this group is more diverse than the editors. Eighty-six countries
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are represented, and most reviewing editors are from outside the United States.
Fewer than half of them identify as White, and slightly over half identify as

women (not shown here).



