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Any summary of 2020 will necessarily focus on the dev-

astating effects of the coronavirus pandemic and the

effects of lockdowns worldwide. The pandemic and the

response have created a whole host of challenges,

which have affected the research landscape in a myriad

of ways – researchers have found themselves unable to

enter their laboratories, preventing them from complet-

ing critical experiments. Students have found their

graduation plans postponed, careers have been put on

hold, and many people have had to juggle work com-

mitments and childcare as schools and nurseries closed.

More widely, healthcare workers and health services

have been put under enormous strain, and the effects

of lockdowns on industry, the economy, and physical

and mental health are likely to be considerable.

As an online-only journal, FEBS Open Bio has been

able to continue operations, but has still experienced

substantial challenges. Our Editorial Office in Cam-

bridge was closed, and our staff have had to adapt to

working from home. Many members of our Editorial

Board had to transition to online teaching at short

notice, which took up all available time. The clinicians

on the board had to focus on treating patients, making

them unavailable to handle manuscripts. Likewise, it

became increasingly difficult to find willing reviewers for

our submissions as researchers had to prioritise their

own work. The 45th FEBS Congress, to be held in

Ljubljana, was postponed to 2021, delaying plans for

cross-promotion between FEBS Open Bio and the Con-

gress. Furthermore, the journal’s first ever Editorial

Board meeting had to become an online-only event.

The challenges above were complicated further by

the phenomenal growth the journal experienced in

2020 – by the end of November, our submissions had

increased by an amazing 72% as compared to the

same period in 2019. In addition, our accepted manu-

scripts increased by 60% in the same period. In the

face of such a large increase in submissions and accep-

tances, our Editorial Office staff and Editorial Board

worked tirelessly to ensure that we continued to pro-

cess manuscripts and address author queries in a

timely manner. I discuss the measures taken to facili-

tate the discovery of willing reviewers and reduce the

time taken to decision below. While the increase in

submissions may partially be driven by laboratory clo-

sures leaving researchers little to do but write up com-

pleted work, submissions to FEBS Open Bio had

already been increasing year on year long before the

pandemic began and may be a result of increased

awareness of the journal, our prestigious Editorial

Board and our reputation for publishing sound science

across biochemistry and the molecular life sciences.

Welcome to the new members of the
Editorial and Editorial Advisory Board

In October 2020, we welcomed Vessela N. Kristensen

as the 39th member of our Editorial Board.

Vessela Kristensen

The scientific career of

Vessela N. Kristensen

started in the field of

toxicology. Her PhD

thesis encompassed the

functional characterisa-

tion of polymorphic

CYP at the Karolinska

Institutet to elucidate

the effect of genetic

polymorphisms and

their relevance to environmentally induced cancers.

During her postdoctoral work, Kristensen studied aro-

matase (CYP19) in the laboratory of Dr. Nobuhiro

Harada in Japan. Later technology allowed her to

expand her studies of how genetic variation affects the

occurrence of somatic alterations, gene expression pat-

terns and genome-wide copy number alterations in

human breast at a whole-genome scale. As a professor

at the Faculty of Medicine, her projects have become

translational in nature. Kristensen has been guest pro-

fessor at the NCI, NIH in 2003 and Princeton Univer-

sity in 2012. As Director of Research at the Department

of Medical Genetics at Oslo University Hospital, Kris-

tensen’s research interests have expanded to the genetic

basis of other diseases and have turned to the functional
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effects of disease-causing mutations. Vessela Kristensen

leads large international networks in the framework of

EU ERA CoSysMedicine and Horizon 2020. For this

overall contribution to cancer research, she has received

the Mørk legat prize in 2012 and the King Olav’s award

for cancer research in 2018. In 2020, she became a mem-

ber of the Norwegian Academy of Science.

Vessela Kristensen joins Cornelia de Moor, Irene

D�ıaz-Moreno, Mar�ıa Fabiana Drincovich, Alexander

Gabibov, Sergio Grinstein, Gabor Juhasz, Alicia

Kowaltowski, In Hye Lee, Marcelo L�opez-Lastra, Ivana

Novak, Rafael Radi, Josep Rizo, Lena Ruiz-Azuara

and Guangbiao Zhou as the 15th member of the Edito-

rial Board appointed in 2020. Biosketches of all of them

were published in a couple of former editorials in 2020.

Moreover, Be�ata G. V�ertessy, who has served on the

Board since 2013, has been promoted to Senior Editor. I

would like to offer a warm welcome to Vessela and con-

gratulate Be�ata on her promotion. I am especially

thankful to all our formerly appointed senior and asso-

ciate editors, many of whom have served on the board

since the journal launched in 2011.

In addition, 2020 saw the introduction of our Edito-

rial Advisory Board, which at present has 27 members.

The Editorial Advisory Board are committed to provid-

ing peer review for manuscripts in their field of exper-

tise, thereby ensuring that the journal is well-positioned

to review submissions in a thorough and timely manner.

The 12 inaugural members were swiftly joined by Janesh

Kumar [National Centre for Cell Science (NCCS),

Pune, India] and Chongde Sun [School of Agriculture

and Biotechnology, Zhejiang University, China] in

April, and since then, we have appointed another 13

members. I am pleased to announce the appointment of

the following members of our Editorial Advisory Board

and welcome them to the journal:

� Alexandre E. Benedetto
Division of Biomedical and Life Sciences, Lan-

caster University Faculty of Health and Medicine,

United Kingdom

� Usa Boonyuen
Faculty of Tropical Medicine, Mahidol University,

Thailand

� Vicki Clifton
Mater Research Institute, The University of

Queensland, Brisbane, Australia

� Fabiana Geraci
Department of Biological, Chemical and Pharma-

ceutical Sciences and Technologies (STEBICEF),

University of Palermo, Palermo, Italy

� Ramon Grima
University of Edinburgh, UK

� Bernadett Kalmar
University College London (UCL), Queen Square

Institute of Neurology, London, UK

� G.W. Gant Luxton
University of California-Davis, USA

� Jonathan Martinez-Fabregas
Cell Signalling and Immunology, School of Life

Sciences, University of Dundee, Dundee, UK

� Heinz Peter Nasheuer
School of Natural Sciences Centre for Chromo-

some Biology, NUI Galway, Galway, Ireland

� Sandra Romero-C�ordoba
National Institute of Medical Science and Nutri-

tion SZ (INCMNSZ), Mexico City, Mexico

� Constantine A. Simintiras
Interdisciplinary Reproduction and Health Group,

University of Missouri, Columbia, USA

� Suman Thakur
Centre for Cellular and Molecular Biology, Hyder-

abad, India

� Yueh-Hsun Kevin Yang
The City University of New York - The City Col-

lege, USA

The journal continues to grow

As noted in the Introduction, submissions and accep-

tances increased dramatically in 2020 as compared to

2019. This is fantastic news, and I am pleased that so

many authors are considering our journal for the pub-

lication of their work. We have published several

excellent papers this year, including a characterisation

of a novel cold-adapted transglutaminase from Atlan-

tic cod, which may have implications for food process-

ing [1]. This article was the subject of our first

commentary article [2], and we hope to commission

commentaries to accompany other papers of especial

significance in the future. Other exciting work across

the molecular and cellular life sciences published in

FEBS Open Bio this year includes a report of alter-

ations in neuronal development in a mouse model of

Timothy syndrome [3], the crystal structure of botuli-

num neurotoxin subtype A3 cell-binding domain in

complex with the ganglioside GD1a [4], engineered

variants of tobacco etch virus protease with enhanced
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enzymatic activity [5], the discovery that autologous

apoptotic neutrophils inhibit inflammatory secretion

by dendritic cells [6] and the use of fluorescence micro-

scopy to reveal cooperative binding of cardiac tro-

ponin and tropomyosin to filamentous actin [7]. These

are but a few of the fascinating studies published this

year in the journal.

The research topic of single greatest interest this

year is without question the SARS-CoV-2 pandemic.

It is therefore perhaps unsurprising that our most

downloaded and most cited article published in 2020

reports on a structure-based virtual screen that identi-

fied 28 bioactive compounds that may have potential

for the development into anti-SARS-CoV-2 targets [8].

A second study, published later in the year, reported

that the expression of five genes known to encode

coronavirus receptors is differentially expressed

between cancer and control tissues and is associated

with COVID-19 comorbidities [9]. These two in silico

studies demonstrate the value of large datasets for

rapid identification of potential drugs and gene targets

for disease treatment.

The journal’s Education section, introduced in 2017

under the helm of Angel Herr�aez and Luciane V.

Mello, also continues to go from strength to strength.

In 2020, we published five Education articles, on sub-

jects as diverse as how to provide good written feed-

back to students [10], a study of how teaching

laboratory peer groups affect student attainment [11]

and recommendations for teaching biologically inspired

design [12]. In addition, a total of 10 Education articles

were submitted to the journal, our most in a single year

to date. Many of our education articles are well-down-

loaded, indicative of their interest to educators. Like all

of our articles, the papers in the Education section are

free to read. Moreover, our Education articles are pub-

lished at no cost to the authors, with FEBS supporting

the costs as part of our commitment to supporting bio-

chemistry education.

FEBS Open Bio is a signatory of the San Francisco

Declaration on Research Assessment (DORA) and

uses a range of metrics to evaluate both its own per-

formance and the individual impact of the articles it

publishes. Journal performance improved in 2020

based on several metrics. Our median times to first

and final decision have decreased in 2020 as compared

to 2019 (as discussed further below), in line with our

commitment to providing rapid and thorough peer

review. Furthermore, downloads of our articles con-

tinue to rise dramatically: in addition to the articles

mentioned above, other well-downloaded articles this

year include a report that the histone demethylase

KDM3B protects against ferroptosis via SLC7A11 [13]

and a study of the role of HSF1 in the mitochondrial

unfolded protein response [14]. The authors are free to

post the final version of record of their article in any

repository they like, thereby helping to boost the visi-

bility of articles published in FEBS Open Bio. This is

an important benefit of the open-access publishing

model for authors. Several of our articles received con-

siderable attention online, which is quantified as an

Altmetric Attention Score. Unsurprisingly, our two

articles on SARS-CoV-2 saw the most engagement

online [8,9]. Our Education articles also received high

online attention scores [10–12], as did studies on the

effect of endurance exercise duration on muscle hyper-

trophy [15] and potential sources of interference with

the detection of alpha-synuclein seeds by the qRT-

QuIC technique [16]. Several journal-level bibliometrics

for 2019 increased from 2018, including the two- and

five-year impact factor (both 2.231 for 2019) and

CiteScore (3.000 for 2019). Our highest cited article

from the last two years reports on the use of the MinI-

ONTM nanopore sequencer to identify bacteria based

on 16S rRNA genes [17].

The journal’s first Editorial Board
meeting (was held online)

To mark the beginning of my tenure as Editor-in-

Chief, it was agreed in 2019 that we would host the

first Editorial Board meeting for FEBS Open Bio in

Seville in late 2020. Preparations began in early 2020

as we explored possible venues and consulted with our

editors to determine the optimal date. As the coron-

avirus spread and travel restrictions began, it became

apparent that we needed a backup plan in the unlikely

(as it seemed at that time) case it would be impossible

to hold a physical meeting in the autumn. As the

months passed, it became increasingly clear that 2020

was not going to be a year for travel, and the decision

was made to make the meeting a virtual event.

This may have been a blessing in disguise, however,

because many editors who were unable to attend the

physical meeting were able to log on to the virtual

event, making for a very fruitful and active discussion.

The meeting covered a range of topics and featured

talks by the Chair of the FEBS Publications Commit-

tee L�aszl�o F�es€us, the Image Integrity Analyst Jana

Christopher, the journal’s Editorial Manager Duncan

Wright and me. The meeting was also attended by

Mary Purton, the FEBS Press Publisher, and Jackie

Jones, publisher at Wiley, our publishing partner.

Jackie Jones answered our editors’ questions on devel-

opments in open access and the implications for

authors in low-income countries. The journal’s history
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and recent performance were described by Duncan

Wright and me, and an overview of FEBS and its pub-

lishing history was presented by L�aszl�o F�es€us.

Jana Christopher introduced the members of our Edi-

torial Board to her important role as Image Integrity

Analyst during the meeting. FEBS Open Bio and the

other three FEBS Press journals take image integrity

and the issue of paper mills very seriously (as discussed

in recent articles by Jana Christopher [18,19]), and screen

all accepted manuscripts for potential figure issues. This

service, which is performed at no extra cost to the

authors, helps identify both genuine mistakes (such as

the accidental duplication of a panel) and anomalies

with potentially more sinister origins. Such detection can

save the author (and the journal) an embarrassing corri-

gendum in the event of a mistake, as well as helping

ensure that manuscripts with fraudulent data are not

published, preventing them from contributing to the

reproducibility crisis. The time, work and expertise

required means that few other journals routinely perform

figure checking, and I consider this service helps distin-

guish FEBS Open Bio above its competitors.

Several key conclusions were reached during the

meeting. We have decided that, henceforth, the authors

will be required to recommend at least three and up to

five reviewers at the time of submission. Formerly, this

was optional, but in the face of increasing difficulties in

finding reviewers, we have decided to make it compul-

sory. There was spirited discussion on the journal’s

minimum standards for peer review; while we will

remain true to FEBS Open Bio’s core mission of consid-

ering sound science, we now expect that all submissions

will represent a minimum contribution to the relevant

field, so as to filter out offerings from paper mills

(which take advantage of mega journals by preparing

(potentially fraudulent) manuscripts based on minor

derivations of published work) and cases of extreme

‘salami slicing’, where the work is very simple/prelimi-

nary. We hope that this decision will allow us to con-

tinue to serve the community by providing a home for

sound science while protecting the reputation of the

journal and the integrity of the scientific record [19].

Several editors voiced the hope that we could hold

annual online Editorial Board meetings, such was the

appreciation of the merits of the format. I consider the

meeting a great success, and now that we are used to

the technology, anticipate that we will be able to hold

even smoother and more interactive meetings online in

future. I am grateful to our presenters, our Editorial

Board and Mary Purton for hosting the meeting, Dun-

can Wright for arranging it and preparing the minutes,

and Jacob Weller for excellent technical support and

for monitoring the chat.

Reducing the time to decision

With the increase in global research output, many

journals are experiencing increasing difficulties in find-

ing willing reviewers. For a growing mega journal like

FEBS Open Bio, which considers diverse submissions

across the molecular and cellular life sciences, this

problem is particularly acute. Moreover, the pressures

on researchers caused by the coronavirus pandemic

have exacerbated this problem even further.

To ensure that we can better fulfil our goal of facili-

tating rapid peer review of submissions, we have intro-

duced a number of new initiatives. The journal has a

large pool of volunteer reviewers, which we have sought

to strengthen and consolidate by contacting all reviewers

to ensure they remain active and committed to reviewing

manuscripts for the journal, and by ensuring that all

volunteers have up-to-date research keywords in our

peer-review system. Moreover, 2020 saw the introduc-

tion of the journal’s Editorial Advisory Board, which

has 27 members on hand to assist editors with reviewing

manuscripts where needed. Finally, to reduce the burden

on overwhelmed editors and also reduce the time to

decision for authors, we are now swift to reassign manu-

scripts if editors are unable to act within 10 days.

These initiatives appear to be paying dividends, with

median time to first decision dropping from 37 days in

2019 to 33 days in 2020, median time to final decision

from 69 to 63 days and median time to acceptance

from 98 to 94 days. While reducing time to decision is

important in an age of rapid research advances, it

remains a secondary to thorough peer review – ulti-

mately, we work hard to ensure that authors receive

careful, comprehensive and constructive comments

with which to improve their work for publication.

Quality will not be sacrificed for speed.

Future developments

Last year saw a number of new developments for the

journal, but we still have several new plans in the pipe-

line. I am pleased to announce the creation of a new sec-

tion for FEBS Open Bio called ‘In the Limelight’. This

section will feature a small number of review articles on

an exciting research area. In 2021, we will publish two

such sections, one on bioplastics with Guest Editor Raf-

faele Porta. This section will accompany the ‘Plastics:

revolution, pollution and substitution’ special section to

be held at the 2021 FEBS Congress (Ljubljana, Slove-

nia). The second ‘In the Limelight’ section will focus on

membrane-less organelles with Guest Editor Irene D�ıaz-

Moreno, to accompany the International Symposium on

Membrane-Less Organelles in Cell Life and Disease
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(Seville, Spain), which has been rescheduled to this year.

Look out for these sections in an upcoming issue.

We intend to promote the journal and its prestigious

Editorial Board through a series of interview articles

with our editors. This series is being managed by our

new Senior Editor Be�ata G. V�ertessy with support

from Editorial Manager Duncan Wright. Be�ata will be

the subject of the first article, which will be published

in a future issue. In addition, we hope to promote arti-

cles of especial interest through one of two new article

types: commentaries, to be commissioned for articles

that demonstrate a significant advance in the field, and

lay summaries for articles with implications for the

general public; these latter articles will be written by

postdoctoral researchers under the supervision of our

Editor Cornelia de Moor.

As a not-for-profit journal owned by the charity

FEBS, FEBS Open Bio plays an important role in giving

back to the scientific community. As part of this mission,

I consider that the journal should support the annual

FEBS Congress. The abstracts book has been published

as a supplement in FEBS Open Bio for the last two con-

gresses, and we look forward to continuing to serve the

Congress in this capacity. In addition, we will present

two different awards at the next Congress, to be held

this year in Ljubljana. First, the FEBS Open Bio Article

Prize will be awarded to an early-career researcher (ei-

ther a PhD student or a postdoctoral researcher within

5 years of receiving their PhD) who is the first author of

a paper of especial interest and importance published in

the journal in the preceding year, as decided by the Edi-

torial Board. The prize consists of a bursary for registra-

tion, travel and accommodation to allow the winner to

attend the FEBS Congress. Second, we will present

prizes to the presenters of two outstanding speed talks at

the FEBS Congress. A panel of jurors from the journal’s

Editorial Board will attend each shortlisted speed talk

and judge it based on the interest and novelty of the

work and the quality of the presentation. Each winner

will receive €200, to be presented at the Congress Clos-

ing Ceremony.

Finally, we hope to mark the 10th anniversary of

FEBS Open Bio in style with a special issue towards the

end of the year. This issue will focus on the history and

future direction of the journal and will feature articles

from editors and authors of highly cited articles pub-

lished in FEBS Open Bio over the last ten years.

In closing

This has truly been an eventful year for FEBS Open

Bio, with many successes and challenges. We have

accomplished a lot this year, and I hope we can build

on this success in 2021. None of this would be possible

without the hard work of everyone on the journal. I

extend my gratitude to our Editorial Board, all of

whom have generously provided their time and exper-

tise to handle so many submissions. I appreciate this

was no small task for our editors, all of whom will

have had many other urgent matters to attend to at

this chaotic time. I would also like to thank our Edito-

rial Manager Duncan Wright and Editorial Assistant

Jacob Weller for their hard work and dedication to

keeping the journal running smoothly at this tumul-

tuous time of growth and disruption. I am indebted to

Mary Purton, FEBS Press Publisher and formerly Exec-

utive Editor of FEBS Open Bio, who has continued to

provide expert advice and guidance. I am also thankful

for the great efforts of the nascent Editorial Advisory

Board and all of our volunteer reviewers, whose hard

work has enabled us to review so many submissions in

2020. I am very grateful to our Image Integrity Analyst

Jana Christopher, whose immense powers of perception

were really put to the test in this busy year. I extend

my gratitude to Jackie Jones and all of our contacts at

Wiley, who have provided excellent and considerate

support all year. I would also like to offer my special

thanks to Felix Wieland, the Managing Editor of FEBS

Letters and Senior Editor of FEBS Open Bio since its

launch. Felix will step down as Managing Editor this

year, and I would like to congratulate him on his long-

standing and excellent service. I am also very grateful

for the support and guidance of L�aszl�o F�es€us, who fin-

ished his nine-year term as Chair of the Publications

Committee at the end of 2020. L�aszl�o has worked tire-

lessly for FEBS Press, demonstrating strong commit-

ment and leadership in the face of many challenges to

the industry. I would like to warmly welcome Johannes

Buchner as the incoming Chair of the Publication Com-

mittee, and I look forward to working with him to fur-

ther improve the journal.

Last but certainly not least, I would like to thank all

of our authors, reviewers and readers, without whom

none of this would have been possible. I hope that FEBS

Open Bio will continue to be among your journals of

choice for publication and that we can work together as

a community to ensure that sound science gets reviewed,

published and promoted. I wish all of you and your

friends, families and colleagues the very best for 2021

and would like to encourage you to submit your latest

work to FEBS Open Bio in our 11th year of publication.
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