
WORLD VIEW Disinformation 
changes minds. A free society 
demands a solution p.449

SECRETS OF THE MAYA Far-flung 
migration helped to fuel 
population boom p.451

MOON MISSION India confirms 
its status as a lunar 

power p.452

Rare opportunity
The International Seabed Authority must 
ensure that mining is done sustainably.

Last week, the scaly-foot snail (Chrysomallon squamiferum) 
became the first species to be officially classified as ‘endangered’ 
by the threat of deep-sea mining (see page 455). The creature 

occupies three known locations, all in the western Indian Ocean, 
including candidate sites for mining. 

The potential to mint money from mining the ocean floor has long 
existed. Now, thanks to tech industries’ growing need for rare metals, 
the practice is expected to take off within a decade.

The International Seabed Authority — the body that oversees deep-
sea mining in international waters — expects to finalize its mining 
code by 2020, allowing companies to move to the next step, which is 
commercial extraction.

This week, 28 marine scientists from around the world are calling 
on the organization to turn to independent scientists when evaluating 
requests from companies and governments for deep-sea-mineral explo-
ration. This is a sensible recommendation, and should be supported.

The deep ocean is so poorly sampled that researchers don’t even 
know how much might be lost. A decade will pass quickly. The time 
must be used wisely to ensure a better understanding of what could be 
destroyed in the blinkered pursuit of ocean riches. ■ SEE NEWS FEATURE P.465

Four years ago, the world of psychological research was rocked 
when an attempt to replicate 100 studies resulted in successful 
replications for just over one-third of them.

Such a discovery is not unique to psychology. Failure to replicate 
influential results has also been documented in preclinical cancer 
research, behavioural social science and experimental economics, 
among other fields. 

One reason for this is publication bias: journal editors, reviewers and 
authors can favour positive, sometimes eye-catching results over nega-
tive findings. But negative results waste research funds and researchers’ 
time if they do not reach the research community through publica-
tion, and, in the case of clinical studies, can lead to fruitless patient 
involvement. According to one estimate, as much as 85% of research 
investment in the biomedical sciences is wasted because some studies 
are never published, are unnecessary or are poorly designed. 

Researchers and funders in affected fields have been taking steps to 
address the problem, and one solution to emerge is a publication format 
called Registered Reports that some journals have eagerly adopted. 
Among them is Nature Human Behaviour, part of the Nature Research 
family of journals, which this week has published its first two articles 
in this format. 

What is innovative about Registered Reports is that peer review 
and the decision to publish precede data collection and analysis. A 
researcher will submit what is essentially a detailed plan — a protocol — 
for a research project for publication in a journal. This will include the 
research question to be asked, along with a description of the study 
design and methodology, and a detailed analysis plan. 

The journal’s editors will then decide whether the proposal merits 
peer review, based on the importance of the research question — not 
the potential novelty of the results. If reviewers are satisfied that the 
study is methodologically robust, the journal commits to publishing 
the work when it is complete, regardless of the final outcome.

Such a commitment to publish before results are known reduces the 
potential for publication bias. And the quality of a study is improved 
when researchers receive constructive peer-review comments before 
data-gathering begins. Crucially, potential problems in study design 
can also be identified and addressed before it’s too late to make changes. 

One of the Registered Reports in Nature Human Behaviour addresses 
the long-standing question of whether people who have an accurate 
judgement of their own abilities have greater life, career and relation-
ship satisfaction (J. C. He and S. Côté Nature Hum. Behav. https://doi.
org/c8pr; 2019). The authors now conclude with some confidence 
that none of the five hypotheses previously floated in the literature is 
supported. Although this is a null result, it is a positive move forward 
for the field.

Around 200 journals across different fields now accept Registered 
Reports. The format, however, is less suited to research in which there 
is no clearly defined hypothesis or analysis plan, and it is rarely a good 
fit for exploratory science. That said, support from more journals in the 

life and social sciences — fields that need emphasis on study design — 
could accelerate take-up. 

Registered Reports can also benefit funders, who want the research 
they fund to be well designed and robust, and to tackle important, 
unsolved problems. The Children’s Tumor Foundation, Cancer Research 

UK and Pfizer have, on occasion, partnered 
with journals on Registered Reports. The 
Templeton World Charity Foundation 
also requires the submission of outputs 
as Registered Reports for at least one of its 
funding initiatives. But, at the same time, it is 
imperative that, in such arrangements, jour-
nal editors and publishers retain the ability 
to make decisions independently of funders. 

In research, process matters as much as the final result. That is why 
more journals should consider Registered Reports, and more funders 
should alert their grantees to a format that is helping to uphold the 
integrity of scholarship across disciplines. ■

In praise of process
The research community must reward study design and methodology as much as the final results. 
A publishing format called Registered Reports offers a means of addressing this challenge.

“A commitment 
to publish before 
results are 
known reduces 
the potential for 
publication bias.”
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