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UNDERSTANDING
THE PRESTIGE AND
IMPACT OF THE
PROCEEDINGS OF
THE NATIONAL
ACADEMY OF
SCIENCES

In  the  vast  and  often
complex ecosystem of
academic  publishing,
few journals  carry  the
weight and recognition
of the Proceedings of
t h e  N a t i o n a l
A c a d e m y  o f
Sciences,  commonly
abbreviated  as  PNAS.
F o r  r e s e a r c h e r s ,

a c a d e m i c s ,  a n d
science  enthusiasts
alike, PNAS represents
a  gold  standard  of
s c h o l a r l y
communication. It  is a
v e n u e  w h e r e
g r o u n d b r e a k i n g
d i s c o v e r i e s  a r e
announced,  where
rigorous  scientific
debate  unfolds,  and
where  the  frontiers  of
human knowledge are
pushed  forward.  This
article delves deep into
the  significance  of  the
Proceedings  of  the
National Academy of
Sciences, exploring its
history,  its  editorial
standards,  its  role  in
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the  scientific
community,  and  what
it takes to be published
within  its  prestigious
pages.
To understand PNAS is
t o  u n d e r s t a n d  a
cornerstone of modern
scientific  discourse.
Since its inception, the
journal  has  served  as
the  official  publication
o f  t h e  N a t i o n a l
Academy  of  Sciences
(NAS), one of the most
esteemed  scientific
honorific  societies  in
the United States. The
journal’s  mission  is  a
simple  yet  profound
one: to publish cutting-
edge  research  from
a c r o s s  t h e  f u l l
s p e c t r u m  o f  t h e
biological,  physical,
and  social  sciences.
When you see a paper
in the Proceedings of
t h e  N a t i o n a l
A c a d e m y  o f
Sciences,  you can be
confident  that  it  has

undergone  a  rigorous
and  selective  peer-
r e v i e w  p r o c e s s ,
designed  to  ensure
that  only  the  most
significant  and  robust
research sees the light
of day.

A Brief
History of
a
Scientific
Institutio
n
The  Proceedings  of
t h e  N a t i o n a l
Academy of Sciences
was first  established in
1915.  From  its  very
first  issue,  the  journal
w a s  i n t e n d e d  t o
provide  a  rapid  and
efficient  means  for
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m e m b e r s  o f  t h e
National  Academy  of
S c i e n c e s  t o
communicate  their
m o s t  i m p o r t a n t
findings.  The  founding
editors  envisioned  a
publication  that  would
not  only  report  on
significant  discoveries
but  a lso  faci l i tate
communication  among
scientists  working  in
diverse  fields.  This
interdisciplinary  focus
h a s  r e m a i n e d  a
defining  characteristic
of PNAS throughout its
history.
Over the decades, the
journal  has  evolved
dramatically.  What
began  as  a  relatively
slim volume of reports
h a s  g r o w n  i n t o  a
m a s s i v e ,  w e e k l y
p u b l i c a t i o n  t h a t
d i s s e m i n a t e s
thousands  of  research
articles each year. The
journal  has  also  been
at the forefront of the

transition from print to
digital  publishing,
ensu r i ng  tha t  i t s
content is accessible to
a global audience. The
h i s t o r y  o f  t h e
Proceedings  of  the
National Academy of
Sciences  is,  in  many
ways,  a  mirror  of  the
history  of  modern
s c i e n c e  i t s e l f ,
reflecting the explosive
growth  of  knowledge
and  the  increasing
special ization  and
interconnectedness  of
research  fields.

The
Unique
Editorial
Model:
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Academy
Members
and
External

Editors
O n e  o f  t h e  m o s t
distinctive  features  of
the  Proceedings  of
t h e  N a t i o n a l
Academy of Sciences
is  its  unique  editorial
model.  The  journal
ope ra tes  under  a
" m e m b e r - e d i t e d "
s y s t e m ,  w h i c h  i s
different  from  the
traditional  editor-in-
chief  managed  model
of  most  scientific
journals.  The  NAS  is
divided  into  various
scientific  sections  and
classes,  and members
of the Academy play a
central  ro le  in  the

editorial  process.
There are two primary
routes for submitting a
manuscript to PNAS:

Direct
Submission:
The most
common route,
where any
author can
submit their
manuscript
directly to the
journal. The
paper is then
assigned to an
NAS member
who acts as an
editor,
overseeing the
peer-review
process. The
editor selects
reviewers,
evaluates their
comments, and
makes a final
decision on the
manuscript.
Contributed
Submission:
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This route is
reserved for NAS
members or for
papers
introduced by an
NAS member. In
this track, the
member acts as
a sponsor for the
paper, but the
manuscript still
undergoes
rigorous peer
review under the
oversight of
another editorial
board member.

This model is designed
t o  l e v e r a g e  t h e
e x p e r t i s e  o f  t h e
n a t i o n ’ s  m o s t
a c c o m p l i s h e d
scientists  to  ensure
t h a t  t h e  p a p e r s
publ ished  in  PNAS
meet  the  h ighes t
standards  of  quality,
significance,  and  rigor.
It  is a system of peer
review by peers, where
the  gatekeepers  are
themselves  leading

figures  in  their
respective  disciplines.

The
Rigors of
the Peer
Review
Process
Pub l i sh ing  i n  the
Proceedings  of  the
National Academy of
Sciences  is  not  an
easy feat. The journal's
rejection  rate  is  high,
often  hovering  around
50% or more for direct
submissions. The peer-
rev iew  process  i s
d e s i g n e d  t o  b e
thorough,  fair,  and
constructive.  When  a
paper is submitted, the
editorial  office  first
assesses its scope and
sui tabi l i ty  for  the
journal. If it passes this



6

6 Proceedings National Academy Of
Sciences

2024-02-25

initial  screening,  it  is
sent to an editor, who
decides  whether  to
send it out for external
review.
The  review  process
typically  involves  two
to three experts in the
field.  These  reviewers
are asked to  evaluate
the  manuscr ipt  on
several key criteria:

Scientific1.
Significance:
Does the work
address an
important
question or
problem? Does it
advance the field
in a meaningful
way?
Technical2.
Rigor: Are the
methods sound?
Are the data
robust and well-
analyzed? Are
the conclusions
supported by the
evidence?

Novelty: Is the3.
research
original? Does it
contribute new
insights or data
that have not
been previously
reported?
Clarity of4.
Presentation: Is
the paper well-
written, logically
organized, and
accessible to a
broad scientific
audience?

B a s e d  o n  t h e
reviewers'  comments
and recommendations,
the  editor  makes  a
decision.  The  options
include  acceptance,
minor  revision,  major
revision, or rejection. A
key  part  of  PNAS's
r e p u t a t i o n  i s  i t s
commitment  to  a  fair
but  demanding review
process.  The  editors
and reviewers are not
s imply  looking  for
"good"  science;  they
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a r e  l o o k i n g  f o r
" i m p o r t a n t "
science—work that will
have a tangible impact
on  its  field  and
potentially  beyond.

Multidisci
plinary
Reach: A
Journal
for All
Sciences
O n e  o f  t h e  g r e a t
s t r e n g t h s  o f  t h e
Proceedings  of  the
National Academy of
Sciences  is its broad,
multidisciplinary scope.
Unlike  many  top-tier
journals that specialize
in  a  single  discipline
(e.g., a journal for cell
biology or a journal for

particle physics), PNAS
publishes  research
across  the  en t i re
spectrum of science.
T h e  j o u r n a l  i s
organized  into  three
main  classes:

Physical
Sciences:
including
physics,
chemistry, earth
sciences, and
mathematics.
Biological
Sciences:
including
biochemistry,
genetics, cell
biology, ecology,
and
neuroscience.
Social and
Political
Sciences:
including
anthropology,
economics,
psychology, and
political science.

This  multidisciplinary



8

8 Proceedings National Academy Of
Sciences

2024-02-25

focus is deliberate. The
founders  o f  PNAS
recognized  that  the
m o s t  p r o f o u n d
scientific
breakthroughs  often
o c c u r  a t  t h e
i n t e r s e c t i o n s  o f
traditional  disciplines.
By  publishing  papers
from diverse fields in a
single  journal,  PNAS
f o s t e r s  c r o s s -
pollination of ideas and
allows  researchers  to
stay  informed  about
developments  in  fields
adjacent to their  own.
For a biologist, reading
about a new statistical
method  in  a  PNAS
p a p e r  f r o m  t h e
phys ica l  sc iences
might  spark  a  novel
approach to their  own
r e s e a r c h .  T h i s
i n t e r d i s c i p l i n a r y
character is a hallmark
of  the  journal  and  a
key  reason  for  i t s
widespread readership.

Impact
Factor
and
Citation
Statistics
I n  t h e  w o r l d  o f
academic  publishing,
the impact factor  is  a
widely used (and often
criticized)  metric  for
measuring  a  journal's
influence.  The  impact
f a c t o r  o f  t h e
Proceedings  of  the
National Academy of
S c i e n c e s  h a s
consistent ly  been
among the highest for
m u l t i d i s c i p l i n a r y
journals.  Typically
ranking among the top
10 most-cited scientific
journals  in  the  world,
PNAS  ar t i c les  a re
highly  influential.  High
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citation counts indicate
that  PNAS  papers  are
f r e q u e n t l y  r e a d ,
referenced,  and  built
u p o n  b y  o t h e r
r e s e a r c h e r s ,
contributing  to  the
advancement  of  their
respective fields.
However,  the journal’s
importance  extends
beyond mere numbers.
Publishing  a  paper  in
PNAS  is  a  significant
career  milestone  for
many researchers. It is
a mark of prestige that
can  influence  hiring,
tenure,  and  funding
decisions. The journal's
readership is vast and
inc ludes  not  on ly
academics  but  also
science  writers,  policy
makers,  and scientists
i n  i n d u s t r y  a n d
government. For early-
career  researchers,
having  a  first-author
p a p e r  i n  t h e
Proceedings  of  the
National Academy of

Sciences  can  be  a
powerful  indicator  of
their potential and the
quality of their work.

Open
Access
and the
Future of
Scientific
Publishin
g
The  Proceedings  of
t h e  N a t i o n a l
Academy of Sciences
h a s  a l s o  b e e n  a
significant player in the
ongoing  transit ion
toward  Open  Access
( O A )  p u b l i s h i n g .
R e c o g n i z i n g  t h e
importance  of  making
scientific  research
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freely  available  to  all,
PNAS  offers  several
open  access  options.
Authors can choose to
p a y  a n  a r t i c l e
processing  charge
(APC)  to  make  their
paper  immediately
open  access  upon
p u b l i c a t i o n .
Alternat ively,  the
journal  operates  a
delayed  open  access
m o d e l ,  w h e r e  a l l
papers become free to
read after a six-month
embargo  period.  For
researchers  in  many
low-income  countries,
P N A S  p r o v i d e s
immediate free access.
T h e  j o u r n a l ' s
commitment  to  open
access  reflects  a
b r o a d e r  t r e n d  i n
scientific  publishing.
The idea  that  publicly
funded research should
be  publicly  accessible
is  gaining  widespread
acceptance.  Funding
a g e n c i e s  a n d

universities around the
world  are  increasingly
m a n d a t i n g  t h a t
research  results  be
publ ished  in  open
access  journals  or
repositories.  PNAS has
been  proact ive  in
a d a p t i n g  t o  t h i s
changing  landscape,
offering flexible options
that balance the need
for  sustainability  with
the  desire  for  broad
d i s semina t i on  o f
knowledge.
PNAS  also  supports
data  archiving  and
r e p r o d u c i b i l i t y
initiatives. Authors are
required to make their
data,  code,  and  other
supporting  materials
available  to  readers,
either  as  supporting
information  or  in  an
appropriate  public
r e p o s i t o r y .  T h i s
c o m m i t m e n t  t o
t ransparency  and
reproduc ib i l i ty  i s
crucial  for  maintaining
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trust  in  the  scientific
p r o c e s s  a n d  f o r
enabl ing  others  to
build  upon  published
findings.

Notable
Discoveri
es and
Landmark
Papers
Over  its  long  history,
the  Proceedings  of
t h e  N a t i o n a l
Academy of Sciences
has been the venue for
announcing  some  of
the  most  important
scientific discoveries of
the  20th  and  21st
centuries.  While  it  is
impossible to list them
all,  a  few  examples
illustrate  the  journal's
impact:

Climate
Change
Science:
Numerous
seminal papers
on climate
modeling,
paleoclimatology
, and the impacts
of rising CO2
levels have been
published in
PNAS. The
journal has been
a leading forum
for research
documenting the
extent and
consequences of
anthropogenic
climate change.
Crispr-Cas9
Gene Editing:
While the very
first papers on
CRISPR-Cas9
appeared in
other journals,
PNAS has
published a vast
number of
important follow-
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up studies on the
mechanism,
applications, and
ethical
implications of
gene editing.
Neuroscience
and the Human
Brain: Landmark
studies on brain
connectivity,
neural plasticity,
the neural basis
of consciousness,
and the
mechanisms of
neurological
diseases have
appeared in
PNAS.
Ecology and
Evolution:
Foundational
papers on
biodiversity,
evolutionary
theory, and
ecosystem
dynamics have
been published
in the journal.

These  are  just  a  few

e x a m p l e s .  T h e
Proceedings  of  the
National Academy of
Sciences continues to
be a primary venue for
the  announcement  of
discoveries that shape
our  understanding  of
the natural  and social
world.

How to
Get
Published
in PNAS:
Advice
for
Authors
For any researcher, the
question of how to get
a  paper  published  in
the  Proceedings  of
t h e  N a t i o n a l
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Academy of Sciences
is a natural one. While
there is no guaranteed
f o r m u l a ,  c e r t a i n
principles can increase
t h e  l i k e l i h o o d  o f
success.
First and foremost, the
research itself must be
of the highest quality.
This  means  having  a
clear  and  important
hypothesis,  a  rigorous
e x p e r i m e n t a l  o r
analyt ical  design,
r o b u s t  d a t a ,  a n d
conclusions  that  are
well-supported  by  the
evidence.  The  work
mus t  rep resen t  a
significant  advance  in
its  field,  not  just  an
incremental  step.
S e c o n d ,  t h e
manuscript  must  be
c l e a r l y  a n d
compellingly  written.
PNAS  ed i to r s  and
reviewers  are  looking
for papers that are not
only  scientifically
s o u n d  b u t  a l s o

accessible  to  a  broad
audience. The abstract
and  introduction  must
clearly  articulate  the
significance  of  the
work.  The  results  and
discussion  should  be
logically organized and
free  of  unnecessary
jargon.  A  well-written
paper  is  much  more
l ikely  to  receive  a
favorable  review.
Third, it is often wise to
seek  feedback  from
col leagues  before
submission.  Getting
crit ical  input  from
other  experts  in  your
lab,  department,  or
field  can  help  identify
weaknesses  in  the
m a n u s c r i p t  a n d
strengthen  the  overall
presentation.
Finally,  researchers
should  carefully  follow
the  journal's  specific
f o r m a t t i n g  a n d
submission  guidelines.
PNAS  has  detai led
requ i rements  fo r
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figures,  tables,
r e f e r e n c e s ,  a n d
supporting information.
Adher ing  to  these
g u i d e l i n e s
demonstrates attention
t o  d e t a i l  a n d
professionalism.

The PNAS
Brand:
Quality
and Trust
in an Age
of
Misinform
ation
I n  a n  e r a  w h e r e
scientific
misinformation  can

spread  rapidly  online,
trusted  sources  of
authoritative  research
are  more  important
t h a n  e v e r .  T h e
Proceedings  of  the
National Academy of
S c i e n c e s  h a s
m a i n t a i n e d  a
reputation  for  quality
and  reliabil ity  that
spans  more  than  a
century.  The  rigorous
peer-review  process,
t h e  o v e r s i g h t  b y
leading scientists,  and
t h e  j o u r n a l ' s
c o m m i t m e n t  t o
t r a n s p a r e n c y  a l l
contribute to the trust
that  the  scientific
community  and  the
publ ic  p lace  in  i ts
content.
When journalists report
o n  a  n e w  s t u d y
published  in  PNAS,
they  know  they  are
referencing  work  that
has  been  vetted  by
leading experts. When


