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Scientific publishing hasalanguage problem

M Check for updates

Scienceisinternational, but
scientific publishing is dominated
by English-language publications.
This disproportionately benefits
native or fluent English speakers.
We want to take steps to address
theimbalance this creates, and new
technology may help.

overnments worldwide are put-

ting increasing resources into

science, and the number of

researchers is growing world-

wide. This diversity of thought
brings tremendous benefits. However, the
currency of scienceis publicationinacademic
journals. Scientific publishing is also grow-
ing, butitis notalevel playingfield. The land-
scape of scientific publishingis dominated by
researchers in a small number of countries’,
and by publications in English”

This has serious implications for the qual-
ity andinfluence of international science. For
example, inIntergovernmental Science-Policy
Platform on Biodiversity and Ecosystem Ser-
vices (IPBES) international biodiversity assess-
ments, 96.6% of citations are in English’. Yet
national assessments rely on non-English sci-
entific papers®*. Owing to the dominance of
English-language publishing, international
decision-makers may be ignoring some of the
mostimportant scientific work.

This issue of Nature Human Behaviour fea-
tures contributions from eleven scholars dis-
cussing the future of academic publishing,
several of whom raise the issue of language
barriers. Yap Boum Il discusses how these can
reinforce colonial power relations and calls on
theindustry todecolonize, starting with multi-
lingual publishing. This would promote not only
diversity of thought, but also greater equity.

English-language dominancein publishing
reinforces barriers for scholars whose first
languageis not English®. These barriersimpact
peer review: authors whose primary language
is not English experience worse review out-
comes®. This is probably due to reviewer and
editor bias: authors whose first language
is English are more likely to be favourably
reviewed and invited for resubmission, but
this difference disappears when author iden-
tity is blinded to reviewers’. These empirical

data shed an uncomfortable light on the
academic publishing industry. We strive for
greater diversity, equity andinclusion (https://
www.nature.com/collections/daficfhiff), yet
we continue to cause minoritized scholars to
experience injustice.

One solution to this is for the publishing
industry to offer publication and editing in
multiple languages. This is advocated by Yap
Boum I, whose contribution is accompanied
by a French translation. We previously pub-
lished non-English-language summaries of
a Comment on overcoming language barri-
ers in science’ to increase its accessibility to
awideraudience, including those who do not
speak English as their first language. We also
welcome the inclusion of material in other
languages — including the full version of a
manuscript — as supplementary information.

However, these examples are the exception
rather than the rule, and piecemeal efforts
are unlikely to solve systemic problems. For
one thing, publishing a translation currently
requires additional resources and editorial
oversight, whichmeansextralabourand costs.
Asinothersteps takento fosterinclusion®, the
costsareborne by members of the population
they seek toinclude.

Al language tools, however, are becoming
increasingly sophisticated. We are optimistic
that Al-powered translation has the potential
to create more equitable access to science’,
and we're excited to explore how we mightbe
able to use this technology at Nature Human
Behaviour.

We understand some aspects of what it
means to be a scientist whose first language
is not English. We are a team of eight, five
of whom do not speak English as their first
language. In our everyday editorial decision
making, we take steps to minimize the disad-
vantages faced by authors who do not speak
English as their first language.

When we make initial decisions on whether
ornottosend research out for peer review, we
do not take language quality into account. As
longassubmissionsareaccurateandreadable,
we consider them on the basis of their scien-
tific merit, and no paperis ever be rejected for
poor language. Sometimes our reviewers raise
concerns aboutthe quality of Englishlanguage
usedinresearchmanuscripts. Insuch cases, as
long as there is no barrier to understanding,
weexplainto authors (and reviewers) that we
do not take language issues into considera-
tionwhenmaking decisions. We do not expect
authorstowritein perfect English, nor review-
erstocorrectlinguisticerrors —thatisthe job
of our copyeditors.

We are following discussions around the
use of generative Al for overcominglinguistic
disparities faced by scientists’ and the pos-
sible unintended consequences of removing
language barriers entirely'®. The authors of
thelatter piece used ChatGPT for English edit-
ing, illustrating the use of Al in overcoming
language barriers. However, we recognize that
these are early days, and we do not yet know
theimpact that Allanguage tools willhave on
our community.
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Editorial

Scientific publishing is dominated by
English. As a traditionally English-only jour-
nal, we are part of the problem. But linguistic
diversity brings incredible value to the scien-
tificendeavour, and we want to help to foster
more diverse and inclusive science. We will
publish non-English translations and summa-
rieswhereresources allow, and we will look to
newideas and technologies that foster amore

linguistically diverse science without costs to
innovation.
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