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Robert J Moots MD PhD, 
Professor of Rheumatology
University of Liverpool, Editor in 
Chief, Rheumatology

I trained in Medicine at St Mary’s 
Hospital London (Imperial 
College), then after some junior 
hospital jobs in London moved 
to the Institute of Molecular 
Medicine at Oxford University to 

undertake an immunology PhD.  Following that, I became 
Lecturer in Rheumatology at the University of Birmingham 
and thereafter a Research Fellow at Harvard Medical School, 
USA.  I returned to the UK to take up an academic post in 
rheumatology at the University of Liverpool, and in 2002 
was made full Professor of Rheumatology (the youngest 
person to be full professor and head of department in 
Rheumatology in the UK).  

What are your main achievements as researcher and author? 
Over the years, my research focus has changed from 
being a T Cell immunologist working on MHC/Peptide 
interactions to, on returning to the UK, identifying a new 
interest in innate immunity with a special focus on the role 
of neutrophils in rheumatic disease.  It has been particularly 
satisfying to branch out into another form of research and 
I am delighted that this has proven so fruitful.  However, 
the real credit for this lies with my Liverpool colleague, 
Professor Steven Edwards, a world authority in neutrophils 
who sold me the importance of studying them in rheumatic 
diseases with him.  I am also involved in a broad spectrum 
of work focusing on inflammatory rheumatic diseases from 
bench to bedside including clinical trials and a drug discovery 
programme. I have published more than 100 papers.

When did you decide to be an editor?
I never expected to become editor of a journal.  I applied for 
the post of Editor of Rheumatology because I was invited to 
do so and assumed that there probably weren’t any other 
applications.  I was rather shocked to hear, when appointed 
to the post, that there was an extremely strong field and I 
was fortunate to secure this position – but what it really 
involved I had little idea at the time!

Do your editorial responsibilities affect your work as a clinician 
and educator?
I believe that the journal enhances my ability to work as a 
clinician, perform research and educate others.  One of the 
reasons for this is that I now see a whole spectrum of cutting-
edge research, which places me in an ideal position to know 
far more about what is going on around the world than I had 
previously understood.  On the other hand, the journal is 
constantly at the back of my mind in all my normal work, not 
least because I am constantly on the look out for potential 
topics for reviews, editorials and other such things.

What is the main function of a scholarly journal? 
There are many different potential roles for journals, 
ranging from education to communicating pioneering 
research. There is a big misunderstanding over the quality 
of journals that, in a blinkered way, often focus on impact 
factor. Main functions of a scholarly journal should be to 
inform, educate, stimulate debate and be interesting. 

I believe that Rheumatology is relevant to all people 
involved in rheumatic diseases, including students. In 
Liverpool, we train students to learn from appropriate 
sources, including journals. A journal publishing cutting-
edge research together with state-of-the-art reviews, like 
Rheumatology, is of major relevance to medical students.

What is most challenging in the digital era of journal editing?
Online publication has improved journal accessibility and 
communication with readers. A lot of things have changed to 
accommodate this, including the business model for journals. 
We try to ensure that Rheumatology is at the forefront of new 
technology and have introduced podcasts - published both 
on the journal website and iTunes. The newer generation of 
researchers and clinicians will have been brought up with 
digital technology in the way that the older generation have 
not. Even at the simple level of having a Facebook presence, 
Twitter feeds and podcasts, we need to make sure that we can 
service the demands of this generation in the way that the 
paper journals did for their constituents in the past.

What do you find to be the benefits of membership of EASE 
and similar organisations?
The worst thing in publishing is to work in isolation.  The 
ability to interact with others in similar positions is crucial 
for publishing, just as it is in all other forms of life.  Bodies 
such as EASE and COPE provide important fora to raise and 
share problems and help ensure that there is a structured 
and supportive way to take things forward.  

What are your plans for improving your journal?
Rheumatology is fortunate in having an extremely well 
committed and engaged international editorial board. Our 
associate editors are key leaders in rheumatology. Our editors 
meet regularly and, together, help drive forward the journal on 
different fronts, including increasing circulation and reaching 
out to the global scientific and rheumatologic communities.

Your advice to young Editors?
Young Editors, like me (!) should continue to strive to do 
the best for their journal.  It is important to appreciate that 
you are not working in isolation: sharing with other editors 
can be very helpful - seek advice, suggestions and help 
where required.  Similarly, it is important to ensure the core 
community that your journal serves supports your journal.  
Having a vision for development is crucial – but not to the 
exclusion of listening to sensible advice.  There is a great 
future for medical and scientific publishing and this future 
lies in your hands!
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Peer-reviewing of open data
While peer review is a mainstay of 
the publication process, does it have a 
role in assessing the quality, relevance 
and significance of data, independent 
of any publication? Researchers at 
the Royal Netherlands Academy of 
Arts and Sciences investigated this 
approach by asking users of its open 
data repository to review the data 
sets they downloaded. The findings, 
presented at the 7th International 
Digital Curation Conference (www.
dcc.ac.uk/events/idcc11) held in 
Bristol, UK in December 2011, 
showed that data users could provide 
positive but critical feedback that 
could enable ‘tagging’ of data sets in 
areas such as relevance, quality, and 
intent to publish based on the data.

Books for students: print versus 
digital
Two recent reports on students’ 
information sources had somewhat 
different findings. The Pearson 
Foundation, a not-for-profit 
organisation, surveyed students in 
the US, and found that about 60% 
preferred digital books over print. 
However, a survey in the UK by book 
research company BML Bowker, 
found that about 60% used print 
books, with very few relying on 
ebooks. So it will be interesting to 
see the results of the Global eBook 
Monitor study, an international 
study being undertaken by BML 
Bowker, Pearson, and several other 
organisations.

ALPSP awards and conference
The Association of Learned and 
Professional Society Publishers 
(ALPSP; www.alpsp.org) is seeking 
nominations for its 2012 Awards for 

publishing innovation and best new 
journal. The publishing innovation 
award aims to recognise novel 
approaches to publishing that are 
sustainable and beneficial, while 
the new journal award honours 
achievements in launching, marketing 
and commercial viability as well as 
editorial strategy. The closing date 
for applications is 30 May 2012 and 
the winners will be announced at 
the ALPSP International Conference 
(www.alpspconference.org) in 
September.

FRPAA, RWA & Elsevier
The Federal Research Public Access 
Act (FRPAA) is currently making 
progress through the US legislature. 
It will require US federal agencies 
with a budget of over $100 million 
to make government-funded 
research available for free online 
access, no later than six months 
after publication in a peer-reviewed 
journal. Public access and library 
groups have welcomed the bill but 
many publishers are concerned by 
the timescales. Debate about the 
FRPAA has been in the shadow of a 
furore surrounding another act, the 
Research Works Act, which aimed to 
stop the spread of mandates and was 
supported by the large publishers. 
Elsevier came under attack from 
many in the research community 
for its support of the act, as well as 
its pricing policies, and there were 
concerted campaigns directed against 
the company (eg thecostofknowledge.
com). Elsevier eventually withdrew 
its support for the RWA and the act 
was withdrawn soon after.

New ways to publish
Peer Evaluation (www.peerevaluation.
org) is a new, independent 
‘community interest’ service that 
“empowers you to manage and 
track the peer review, dissemination 
and reuse of your scholarly 
communications”. The site uses 
a range of social media tools, 
indexing systems, web technologies 
and widgets to enable researchers 
to bypass or enhance traditional 

publishing channels for peer review 
and dissemination. Uploaded files 
(published or unpublished) are 
embedded with a ‘Peerev’ widget that 
prompts and permits readers to offer 
formal or informal peer review, then 
indexed and disseminated and all 
feedback is aggregated and measured 
using the ‘Total Impact’ (total-impact.
org) system.

Another service offering peer 
review, curation and sharing is 
Figshare (figshare.com), supported 
by Digital Science, a sister company 
of Nature Publishing Group. Figshare 
enables researchers to “...publish 
all of their research outputs to the 
web in seconds in an easily citable, 
sharable and discoverable manner.” 
It addresses the need for attribution 
and citation of figures, data, tables, 
videos and any other file formats that 
can be published.

F1000, the post-publication peer 
review organisation, will start its 
own publication venture during 
2012. Called F1000 Research 
(f1000research.com), it offers 
immediate, open-access publication 
of a range of file types, and will 
“address the major issues afflicting 
scientific publishing today: timely 
dissemination of research, peer 
review, and sharing of data”.

The future of publishing (again)
Every issue of News Notes seems 
to include an item about the future 
of publishing, sometimes doom 
and gloom, other times blossoming 
with optimism. On 29 Feb 2012, 
a group from Oxford University 
brought together representatives 
from publishing companies and 
advocates of open science to 
discuss “The Scientific Evolution: 
Open Science and the Future of 
Publishing.” The meeting covered 
journal subscriptions, publishing 
costs, clarity, and peer review. 
You can watch a video of the 
session on the organisers’ website 
(evolutionofscience.org), and there’s 
a useful report of the meeting on 
F1000research.com (2 March 2012).

Over the Atlantic, a similar 


