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CENTRAL QUESTION ANSWER

How can a scientific journal be organized so
that publishing serves the advancement of
systems-level ecological understanding?

This founding editorial introduces Systems Ecology as a
question-driven, diamond open access journal for ecological research
through systems science. It argues that scientific publishing should
serve science by helping communities ask better questions, evaluate
evidence rigorously, organize knowledge coherently, preserve reliable
contributions, accumulate understanding over time, and ensure that
scientific knowledge remains openly accessible to all.

FIELD MAP COORDINATES
Emergence; Energy, matter, and information; Persistence and fragility; Transformation; Recovery; Scaling; Space and connectivity; Inference
and prediction.

A founding editorial

The founding of a journal is a scientific act as well as an
institutional one. It creates a place where claims will be

evaluated, archived, connected, and made visible. It can rein-
force established divisions or help a community reorganize
its questions. It can ask authors to adapt their science to the
expectations of a journal, or pose the question of what kind
of journal would better serve the science. Deciding how, by
whom, and on whose terms science is made public is not a
neutral choice.

Systems Ecology begins from a simple premise: a journal
should be designed to serve science rather than require science
to adapt to it. This premise is not only a statement about
access, review, or editorial procedure. It is a claim about the
relationship between scientific inquiry and the institutions
that make inquiry public.

Concretely, we introduce Systems Ecology as a question-
driven, independent, diamond open access journal for ecologi-
cal research through systems science. By systems science, we
mean an approach that seeks to explain ecological phenom-
ena through relations among components, flows, constraints,
feedbacks, histories, evolutionary processes, and levels. The
journal is organized not around methods, taxa, scales, or
historical traditions, but around open systems-level ecolog-

ical questions (including how ecological properties emerge,
why systems persist or become fragile, and how they can be
inferred, diagnosed, and predicted), among those detailed in
Box 1. As one of its defining features, the journal organizes
these questions through the Field Map, a living cartography
rather than a fixed taxonomy, maintained and updated on the
journal’s website. Its editorial philosophy follows directly
from this perspective: manuscripts are evaluated by the qual-
ity of the question they address, the contribution and scholarly
soundness of the answer, transparency and reproducibility by
default, and clarity of scientific communication.

This founding editorial makes that case in two parts. Part
One asks why a new journal is needed: current publishing
incentives can drift away from serving science, scientific
understanding accumulates around questions more durably
than around journals, methods, or disciplinary labels, and
ecological systems increasingly require explanations that are
relational, multilevel, open, historical, and dynamic, a need
made urgent by the pace of environmental change. Part Two
follows from that case: if publishing should be organized
to serve those questions, then the journal’s Field Map and
its open questions, the criteria by which contributions are
evaluated, the review process, the cooperative editorial model,
and the diamond open access structure are all consequences
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of that argument.

PART ONE

Why a new journal
Scientific publishing has grown at an extraordinary pace.

Tens of thousands of active, peer-reviewed journals now com-
pete for attention [1], and the volume of articles they publish
keeps climbing: the number of articles indexed in Scopus
and Web of Science grew by roughly 47 percent between
2016 and 2022 alone, an annual rate of about 5.6 percent [2].
This growth has not been matched by a comparable growth
in the number of scientists available to write, review, and
edit that work. In biomedicine alone, journal peer review
was estimated to consume some 63 million hours of reviewer
time and require nine million individual reviews in 2015, a
burden carried disproportionately by a small fraction of active
reviewers [3].

More published articles do not automatically mean more un-
derstanding. They can also mean diluted visibility, literatures
that are harder to navigate, and reviewers and editors stretched
thinner across an ever-growing volume of submissions.

This growth is also concentrated: a handful of commercial
publishers now account for more than half of all articles pub-
lished in the natural and social sciences [4]. Concentration
matters because the actors who set the terms of publication
can also shape the incentives to which researchers respond.
Journals owned and governed by scholarly communities pro-
vide one way to change those terms rather than only describe
them. In this landscape, why create another journal?

Publishing should serve science
Scientific publishing exists to advance scientific understand-
ing. Publication makes claims public, places them in relation
to previous work, exposes them to evaluation, and allows
others to build upon them. At their best, peer review improves
the reliability, clarity, and interpretation of scientific work,
and editorial judgment helps organize contributions into a
coherent intellectual archive.

Yet, publishing can also invert its proper relationship to
science. Authors may learn to shape manuscripts for journals
rather than for questions. Journals may optimize for visi-
bility, citation metrics, submission volume, speed, or brand
position. Reviewers may infer what a journal is supposed
to want and expand revision beyond what is scientifically
necessary. Editors may be asked, implicitly or explicitly, to
predict future impact. Scientific communities may gradually
confuse proxies for value with value itself.

These pressures do not stay contained within journals. Be-
cause hiring, promotion, and funding decisions are themselves
made largely on the basis of where (and how much) someone
has published, distortions in publishing incentives propagate
directly into structures that shape scientific careers. Such
criteria can provide administrators with tractable information
when evaluating work outside their expertise. But when
they become substitutes for evaluating scientific contributions,
they can encourage researchers to optimize for journal-brand
signaling rather than for the question, evidence, transparency,
and cumulative value of the work itself.

No single actor needs to intend this outcome. It can arise
from ordinary incentives. Novelty becomes easier to recog-
nize than cumulative contribution. Citation potential turns
into a proxy for scientific importance, and journal identity into
a proxy for quality. Speed grows attractive because it reduces
waiting, but velocity is not the same as scientific progress.
Selectivity gets confused with prestige, and review turns into
a ritual of expansion rather than clarification. Manuscripts
end up organized around anticipated gatekeeping rather than
the structure of the scientific question.

The science of science has made these dynamics increas-
ingly visible. Scientific discovery is not only a sequence of
individual insights; it is also a collective process shaped by
collaboration networks, institutional structures, cumulative
traditions, patterns of attention, evaluative practices, and in-
centives [5, 6, 7]. Work on atypical combinations has shown
that influential research often recombines existing ideas in
ways that are partly conventional and partly unusual [8].
Studies of research strategies have emphasized the tension
between tradition and innovation, and the difficulty of sustain-
ing exploratory work within systems that reward predictable
success [9]. Research on scientific impact has shown that
impact is temporally structured, difficult to predict, and not
equivalent to the intrinsic quality or long-term value of a
scientific contribution [10, 11, 12].

Metascience and open-science movements have made a
related point from another direction. The reliability of science
depends not only on publication, but on the conditions under
which claims can be evaluated, reproduced, extended, cor-
rected, and synthesized [13, 14]. Research-assessment reform
has likewise argued against using journal-level indicators as
substitutes for the evaluation of individual scientific contribu-
tions [15, 16, 17]. These literatures do not provide a blueprint
for a journal, but they do provide a warning: publishing
systems shape scientific behavior, and therefore they should
be designed with explicit scientific purposes in mind.

The purpose of scientific publishing is not to predict which
discoveries will matter most. Nor is it to maximize the speed,
visibility, or prestige of the publication process. It is to help
scientific communities ask better questions, evaluate evidence
rigorously, organize knowledge coherently, preserve reliable
contributions, make knowledge openly accessible, and accu-
mulate understanding over time. A journal should not ask
science to adapt itself to publishing. Publishing should be
designed around what science needs. For Systems Ecology,
this means organizing publication around scientific questions
rather than disciplinary categories, evaluating manuscripts
for their contribution and scholarly soundness rather than
predicted impact, directing peer review toward essential sci-
entific issues, making transparency the default, and keeping
both reading and publishing free of charge.

Why questions?
What does science need? Publishing organized around its
questions, not around journals, methods, or disciplinary labels.
This is the premise on which Systems Ecology is built as a
question-driven journal.

Scientific questions often outlive individual theories,
datasets, methods, technologies, and even disciplines. Meth-
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ods evolve. Theories are revised. Instruments improve.
Datasets expand. Fields split, merge, and rename them-
selves. But original and well-defined questions can persist
for decades because they define a direction of inquiry rather
than a particular answer. They generate successive contri-
butions, competing explanations, new evidence, conceptual
refinements, and methodological innovations.

This is why question-driven science is not the same as broad
or unfocused science. A good scientific question constrains
inquiry. It identifies what is at stake, what kind of evidence is
relevant, what existing knowledge matters, and what would
count as progress. A poorly posed question can make even
technically correct answers scientifically unhelpful, because
it directs attention toward the wrong object or hides the as-
sumptions that should be examined. There are many wrong
answers in science; evaluation exists partly because of that.
But poorly posed questions can be more damaging, because
they organize effort around an unproductive frame.

Ecology offers many examples. Hutchinson’s question
of why there are so many kinds of animals did not disap-
pear when particular answers changed [18]. May’s question
about the stability of large complex systems remains alive
even though models, data, and interpretations have changed
substantially [19, 20]. Levin’s problem of pattern and scale
continues to structure ecological thinking because scale is not
a technical nuisance but a central problem of explanation [21].
Questions of resilience, regime shifts, and thresholds have
generated decades of work across theory, empirical ecology,
management, and global change science [22, 23].

A question-driven journal therefore organizes manuscripts
according to the scientific problems they address rather than
the tools or traditions they employ. Methods matter, but
methods are instruments. A network analysis, field experi-
ment, dynamical model, remote-sensing product, synthesis,
microbiome perturbation, or restoration trajectory is valuable
because of the question it helps answer. The question should
choose the method, not the other way around.

This matters especially for systems-level ecology because
the questions are rarely owned by one subfield. How ecologi-
cal systems persist is not only a community ecology question,
an ecosystem ecology question, a theoretical ecology question,
or a restoration question. It is a systems-level question that
may require all of these perspectives. A journal organized
around such questions can help connect work that would
otherwise remain separated by method, scale, or disciplinary
identity. The open questions that currently organize Systems
Ecology’s submissions are collected in Box 1.

Why systems?
Systems Ecology focuses on systems-level ecology, but the
word “systems” can easily be misunderstood. It should not
imply that only large, complicated, highly connected, or math-
ematically formal studies belong here; that systems ecology
is a separate domain competing with population, community,
ecosystem, macro-, restoration, or conservation ecology; or
that ecological systems are optimized wholes, harmonious
entities, or objects with purposes. Systems ecology is there-
fore not synonymous with ecosystem ecology or with the
study of ecosystems. A systems perspective can be applied

across levels of ecological organization, from organisms and
populations to communities, ecosystems, landscapes, and
coupled human–natural systems.

A systems perspective is a way of asking ecological ques-
tions. It asks how ecological phenomena depend on relations
among components, flows, constraints, feedbacks, histories,
evolutionary processes, and levels. It treats organisms, popu-
lations, communities, ecosystems, landscapes, microbiomes,
and coupled human–natural systems as open configurations
whose behavior cannot always be understood by isolating
parts. Systems are not merely objects of study. They are also
a mode of explanation [24, 21, 25].

This mode of explanation has deep roots in ecology. The
ecosystem concept made energy flow and material cycling
central to ecological analysis [26, 27]. Earlier and later sys-
tems traditions emphasized feedback, openness, succession,
development, constraint, and the organization of ecological
wholes [28, 29, 25]. Work on complexity and scale clarified
that macroscopic ecological patterns can arise from local
interactions without implying global design or optimization
[24, 21, 25, 30]. Work on stability and food webs showed that
increasing complexity does not automatically imply robust-
ness, and that the relation between structure and persistence
is itself a scientific problem [19, 20, 31].

The systems perspective is also increasingly necessary be-
cause ecological change is increasingly relational. Climate
change, land-use change, biodiversity redistribution, habitat
fragmentation, altered disturbance regimes, exploitation, pol-
lution, and biological invasions do not merely change isolated
variables. They alter the conditions under which ecological
relations form, persist, and break. They change interactions,
flows, feedbacks, constraints, and spatial connections. They
can transform not only the state of a system, but the set of
states that remain possible [32, 33, 34].

Systems ecology is therefore not defined by a particular
scale or method. A small experiment can be systems ecol-
ogy if it reveals how interactions, feedbacks, or constraints
generate system-level behavior. A theoretical model can be
systems ecology if it clarifies which ecological configurations
are feasible or fragile. A restoration study can be systems
ecology if it asks whether recovering components rebuild the
relations that allow persistence. A forecasting study can be
systems ecology if it connects prediction to the structure and
dynamics of ecological systems.

What makes a study systems ecology is not size, com-
plexity, or disciplinary label. It is whether the work asks a
systems-level ecological question: a question whose answer
depends on relationships among parts, processes, levels, flows,
histories, evolutionary processes, constraints, or feedbacks.

Why now?
The need for systems ecology is not new. Ecologists have long
studied ecosystems, energy flow, material cycling, food webs,
resilience, complexity, scaling, disturbance, and feedback.
What is new is the combination of urgency and opportunity.

The urgency comes from environmental change. Climate
change, land-use change, biodiversity loss, species redistri-
bution, fragmentation, pollution, exploitation, and altered
disturbance regimes are not merely changing ecological vari-
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ables. They are changing the conditions under which ecolog-
ical systems arise, persist, transform, and recover. Ecology
increasingly has to explain reorganization, not only response
[32, 33].

The opportunity comes from the convergence of theory,
data, computation, and observation. Ecologists now have
access to long-term datasets, high-resolution environmental
monitoring, experimental systems, genomic and microbiome
data, remote sensing, network methods, mechanistic mod-
els, causal inference, simulation, forecasting, and machine
learning. These tools make it possible to ask systems-level
questions in ways that were previously difficult or impossible.

But more data and more methods do not automatically
produce systems understanding. They must be organized by

questions. Without questions, data accumulate without direc-
tion and models multiply without synthesis. A question-driven
systems ecology can help make the relationship between the-
ory and observation reciprocal: observations and experiments
constrain theory, while theory and systems-level questions
help identify what needs to be measured, manipulated, com-
pared, or inferred. The data that are available are not always
the data needed to distinguish among explanations.

This is why Systems Ecology is needed now. The field
does not lack ecological research. It needs a venue organized
around the open questions ecological systems pose. The
question, then, is what kind of journal can best serve that
purpose.

BOX 1: THE FIELD MAP

Open questions for systems ecology
These questions are not a definition of systems ecology. They are not exhaustive, mutually exclusive, hierarchical, or intended to
imply deterministic answers. Contingency, evolutionary processes, history, time, and space cut across many of them. They are the
recurring open questions that currently organize Systems Ecology’s Field Map, a living cartography rather than a fixed taxonomy.
Papers may connect to several questions, and original and well-defined contributions may expose questions not yet represented here.
The map will evolve with the journal’s archive and community and will be kept current on the journal’s website.

01 How do system-level ecological properties emerge?
Persistence, resilience, trophic structure, and other system-level properties arise from relations among parts, not from components
considered in isolation [24, 25, 30]. How do local interactions and feedbacks generate such patterns, and when does a pattern
reflect causal structure rather than statistical description?

02 How do energy, matter, and information shape ecological possibilities?
Ecological systems do not occupy all imaginable states: energy, matter, body size, and information constrain which configurations
can arise, which can be sustained, and which are possible only under narrow conditions [35, 36].

03 What allows ecological systems to persist, and why do they become fragile?
Persistence can be compositional, functional, structural, or dynamic, and a system may be locally stable yet globally fragile [19, 22,
23, 20, 37], or, in some cases, antifragile, strengthened rather than eroded by variability [38]. What is being maintained, through
what mechanism, and under which conditions?

04 How do ecological systems transform?
Not all change is transformation: transformation occurs when feedbacks, functions, or dominant constraints shift in ways that alter
what a system is [39]. When does disturbance produce recovery rather than reorganization, and when is a threshold crossed [32,
33]? Systems facing similar conditions may nevertheless follow different trajectories because of historical contingency and the
order of past events [40].

05 When can ecological systems recover, repair, or be rebuilt?
Recovery of components (species, biomass, function) is not always recovery of the system. This question distinguishes return,
repair, replacement, and reorganization, and asks what kind of recovery remains possible under present and future constraints [41,
42].

06 How do ecological processes scale across levels?
Individual physiology alters population dynamics; population processes aggregate into ecosystem function; short-term dynamics
accumulate into long-term change [43, 44]. Which variables matter at which level, and how are levels coupled without losing
causation [21]?

07 How does spatial structure shape ecological dynamics?
Ecological interactions are rarely well-mixed: distance, connectivity, and movement determine who interacts with whom, and
self-organized spatial patterns can reveal a system’s state before other signals do [45]. Fragmentation and reduced connectivity can
destabilize populations that would otherwise persist [46].

08 How can ecological systems be inferred, diagnosed, modeled, and predicted?
Ecological systems are only partially observed. This question spans mechanistic modeling, statistical inference, causal reasoning,
and forecasting, asking not which method is used, but whether it reveals how ecological systems work [47].
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PART TWO

What kind of journal

If Systems Ecology is that venue, what does it actually look
like? A journal’s structure is not a neutral container: what it
categorizes, what it rewards, and how it is governed all shape
the science that passes through it. We now turn from why to
how: how the journal is organized, what it selects for, how it
is reviewed, and who it belongs to.

Why a Field Map?
If journals help organize knowledge, then classification mat-
ters. The categories used by journals are not neutral. They
influence how authors position their work, how readers search
for connections, how reviewers interpret relevance, and how
fields remember what they have produced [48]. Papers are
often organized by subfield, method, taxon, habitat, or level
of organization. Those categories are useful, but they can
obscure the questions that connect work across boundaries.

The Field Map is an attempt to organize knowledge by rela-
tion rather than by category. Instead of sorting contributions
into fixed subfields, methods, or taxa, it connects papers to
the recurring questions in Box 1. These questions provide the
initial coordinates of an evolving cartography rather than a
fixed classification of the field.

A paper may connect to multiple coordinates. A micro-
bial study may also be about emergence, persistence, and
prediction. A restoration paper may also be about recovery,
transformation, and constraints. A food-web paper may also
be about energy, fragility, scaling, and inference. A theoreti-
cal paper may clarify principles that apply across ecological
systems. Conversely, a manuscript may pose an original
and well-defined systems-level question that cuts across the
current coordinates or is not yet adequately represented by
them.

The purpose of the Field Map is not to place manuscripts
in boxes, but to make relationships among questions and
contributions visible. It is intended to develop as an in-
teractive, searchable interface in which each paper can be
linked to one or more of the questions it addresses, allowing
readers to navigate the journal through questions rather than
conventional disciplinary categories. As the archive grows,
the Field Map can reveal how contributions connect, where
answers converge or diverge, where gaps remain, and where
new questions and intersections are emerging.

The map is therefore both practical and epistemic. Its
coordinates are provisional and will be revised as the jour-
nal develops. The Editorial Collective maintains the map,
informed by the questions and contributions emerging from
the community. When a manuscript poses a systems-level
question that the current coordinates represent poorly, that is in-
formation about the map rather than a defect of the manuscript.
The criterion for revising the map is not whether a question is
fashionable or already well populated, but whether it helps
connect work that would otherwise remain separated.

Familiar questions will often map onto several coordinates
rather than one. How biodiversity change alters ecosystem

functioning, for instance, may touch emergence, persistence,
scaling, and transformation at once. This is a property of a
relational map, not a failure of classification. In this sense,
the Field Map is not only a way to navigate the journal; it
embodies the journal’s central claim that ecological research
can be organized around questions rather than boundaries.

What should a scientific contribution be?
The questions set out in Box 1 are what the journal exists
to serve. If publishing should serve science, then evaluation
should be anchored in what allows scientific knowledge to
progress. A journal cannot reliably know in advance which
papers will become influential. It can, however, ask whether
a manuscript makes a credible contribution to understanding.
This distinction is crucial. Predicting impact asks editors
to anticipate future attention. Evaluating contribution asks
editors to judge present scientific value: the question, the
answer, the evidence, the transparency, and the clarity of the
work.

For Systems Ecology, selectivity will be anchored in four
criteria: First, the question. Does the manuscript ask an
original, well-defined ecological-systems question? Is that
question anchored in the relevant literature? Does the pa-
per make clear why the question matters for understanding
ecological systems?

Second, the contribution and scholarly soundness. Does
the work genuinely move the question forward? An answer
need not be universal: identifying what an ecological out-
come depends on, under which conditions, and why can itself
constitute a substantive contribution. Are the methods, data,
models, analyses, arguments, and interpretations appropriate
to the claims being made? Does the evidence support the
answer?

Third, transparency and reproducibility. Are the data, code,
assumptions, workflows, and analytical decisions available
or described clearly enough for others to evaluate, reproduce,
and build on the work? Sharing should be the default [49,
50]. There may be legitimate ethical, legal, conservation,
privacy, or confidentiality constraints, but there should be no
undisclosed exceptions. Limitations should be declared and
justified, not waived silently.

Fourth, clarity of scientific communication. Are the ques-
tion, reasoning, methods, evidence, figures, and conclusions
communicated clearly? This is a high standard, but it is not a
demand for stylistic uniformity or native-like English. The
journal should judge the clarity of the science rather than the
polish of the prose.

These criteria are not administrative details. They express
a view of how science progresses. Scientific communities
advance when they ask meaningful questions, make reliable
contributions, expose the pathway from evidence to claim,
and communicate clearly enough that others can evaluate, use,
contest, and extend the work.

This is also how selectivity should be understood. Selectiv-
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ity should not be prestige filtering, novelty for novelty’s sake,
or a bet on predicted citation impact. It should protect readers’
attention, sustain reviewer and editor effort, and maintain
trust in what the journal publishes. Selectivity, properly
understood, is disciplined service to scientific contribution.

Peer review as disciplined service to the question
Peer review should improve scientific understanding. It
should not become a ritual of maximal revision. A construc-
tive review process is not a lenient review process. Rigorous
evaluation is essential. But rigor should be directed toward
the question, the contribution, the evidence, the reasoning, the
transparency of the work, and the clarity of communication.
Review should help editors decide whether the manuscript
advances understanding and, when appropriate, help authors
make that contribution clearer and more reliable.

This requires discipline. Reviewers should distinguish
essential revisions from optional suggestions. Essential revi-
sions concern issues that must be addressed for the claims to
be reliable, the contribution to be clear, or the work to meet
the journal’s standards. Optional suggestions may improve
the paper, but they should not be treated as conditions for
publication. Authors should not be asked to turn a manuscript
into a different paper.

Reviewer recommendations are advisory. Final decisions
rest with the Handling Editor, informed by reviewer reports,
editorial consultation when appropriate, and the editor’s own
scientific judgment. This matters because peer review is
evidence for a decision, not a substitute for judgment.

Reviewer and editor effort are scarce scientific resources,
and the structure of peer review affects how efficiently that
effort is used [51]. Readers’ attention is also a scarce scien-
tific resource. Selectivity, understood properly, protects all
three. It protects readers by publishing work that contributes
meaningfully to systems-level ecological understanding. It
protects reviewers by reserving review for manuscripts with a
plausible path to publication. It protects editors by making
evaluation criteria explicit and consistent.

Timeliness also matters. Authors should not be left waiting
unnecessarily, and journals have a responsibility to move
manuscripts through evaluation with care and attention. But
speed should not become the signature of a scientific journal.
The goal is not velocity for its own sake, but thoughtful, con-
structive, and timely editorial assessment. A humane review
process is not merely kinder. It is better aligned with science.

Preprints are one way to keep speed and rigor apart. We
encourage authors to post preprints; doing so has no bearing
on consideration at Systems Ecology. This makes results
public while evaluation takes the time it requires. We are also
open to manuscripts that have been evaluated through Peer
Community In and, where appropriate, Handling Editors may
take those reviews and recommendations into account rather
than unnecessarily duplicate evaluation.

Transparency as default
Systems-level ecological research often depends on complex
data, models, simulations, workflows, assumptions, and deci-
sions. The path from evidence to claim can be long. For that
reason, transparency is not an accessory to systems ecology.

It is part of the science.
Wherever possible, data, code, and analytical workflows

should be shared. When they cannot be fully shared, the
reason should be explicit. Sensitive ecological data, human-
subject information, legal restrictions, conservation risks, or
confidentiality constraints may justify limits. But those limits
should be declared and justified. There should be no invisible
exceptions.

This standard is not intended as bureaucratic compliance.
It is a condition for cumulative science [52]. Readers, re-
viewers, and future researchers need to understand not only
what was concluded, but how the conclusion was reached.
Transparency allows work to be checked, reused, extended,
compared, and sometimes corrected [53]. It makes scientific
disagreement more productive because it clarifies where the
disagreement lies.

The same principle applies to AI-assisted tools. Respon-
sible use is not prohibited, but authors remain fully respon-
sible for submitted work and should disclose meaningful
use. Reviewers and editors must protect the confidentiality of
manuscripts and review materials. Tools can assist science,
but responsibility cannot be delegated to them.

A cooperative editorial model
If systems ecology is organized around questions that cross
boundaries, the journal’s editorial model should reflect that.
Systems Ecology is governed by an Editorial Collective rather
than a traditional Editor-in-Chief hierarchy. Editors have
equal editorial standing. Administrative coordination is nec-
essary, but the journal’s intellectual direction, review culture,
and evolution should be shaped collectively.

Editorial judgment should be grounded in active scientific
practice. Professional editorial support, copyediting, pro-
duction, and platform administration can be valuable and
necessary, but they should support scientific judgment rather
than substitute for it. In this sense, editorial work is schol-
arly service to a community of inquiry, not journal-brand
management.

This does not mean that responsibility is diffuse. Each
manuscript requires a Handling Editor who is responsible
for the decision. But systems-level ecological work often
crosses areas of expertise. Mixed reviews, difficult judg-
ments, interdisciplinary manuscripts, unusual methods, and
ethical questions may benefit from consultation among editors.
Consultation should support judgment, not replace it.

A cooperative model is especially appropriate for a field
that connects empirical ecology, theoretical ecology, ecosys-
tem science, complex systems, network science, restoration,
microbiomes, macroecology, forecasting, conservation, and
more. No single editorial center can adequately represent
that space. A collective can better preserve plurality while
maintaining shared standards. The goal is not governance as
performance. The goal is editorial judgment in service of the
scientific question.

Diamond open access and shared responsibility
The journal is independent diamond open access: free to
read and free to publish, with no subscriptions and no article
processing charges. Authors retain copyright, and articles

Saavedra & Kéfi – 6 – Systems Ecology. 2026;1:001



are published under the Creative Commons Attribution 4.0
International License.

This is not only a matter of principle. Against the concen-
tration described in Part One, studies of scholarly publishing
have shown substantial differences between the direct costs of
producing and disseminating research articles and the prices
charged through subscriptions or article processing charges
[54]. Initiatives are also emerging to help researchers identify
publication venues that better align with community-oriented
and non-commercial models of scholarly communication [55].
Diamond open access demonstrates that access to scientific
knowledge need not depend on charges to either readers or
individual authors.

This publishing model follows from the same principle that
motivates the journal’s editorial philosophy. If publishing
should serve science, access should not depend on a reader’s
ability to pay or an author’s ability to pay publication charges.
Ecological systems research is global, and the communities
affected by ecological change are global. A journal that seeks
to connect systems-level ecological research should make that
research accessible.

Diamond open access is not cost-free, only differently
funded. The journal currently runs on Open Journal Sys-
tems, with direct costs for hosting, its domain, and Crossref
membership for DOI registration. These total approximately
US$1,000 per year and are currently supported through discre-
tionary research funds, with funding secured for the journal’s
first three years. We state these costs explicitly because finan-
cial transparency is part of building a sustainable diamond
publishing model. Beyond these direct costs, the model
depends on shared scholarly labor, responsible governance,
reviewer generosity, and community trust. Peer review itself
is a shared responsibility. Authors who benefit from review
should recognize that the system depends on researchers
contributing thoughtful reviews in turn.

The challenge is to build a publishing model that is accessi-
ble without being careless, rigorous without being extractive,
selective without being prestige-driven, and constructive with-
out becoming permissive. That is the experiment Systems
Ecology is undertaking.

An invitation
Systems Ecology begins from the open questions that opened
this editorial, now gathered and growing in its Field Map
(Box 1). These questions do not belong to one subfield. They
belong to ecology as a systems science.

We invite work that advances understanding of ecological
systems through theory, evidence, models, synthesis, compu-
tation, observation, experiment, and conceptual clarification.
We welcome manuscripts that connect methods, scales, and
traditions when doing so helps answer systems-level ecologi-
cal questions. We welcome work that clarifies mechanisms,
reveals constraints, diagnoses fragility, explains transforma-
tion, identifies principles, or builds better ways to infer and
predict ecological systems.

The aim of Systems Ecology is not simply to create another
venue for ecological papers. It is to help build an intellectual
home for ecological research through systems science: a place
where publishing is organized around questions, evaluation

is organized around contribution, review is organized around
improvement, and access is organized around the needs of
science. We do not expect this editorial to define systems
ecology. We hope it instead helps create a place where the
field can continue defining itself through the questions it
chooses to ask.

References
[1] International Association of Scientific, Technical and

Medical Publishers. STM Global Brief 2021: Eco-
nomics and Market Size. STM Association report.
2021.

[2] Mark A. Hanson et al. “The Strain on Scientific Publish-
ing”. Quantitative Science Studies 5.4 (2024), p. 823.

[3] Michail Kovanis et al. “The Global Burden of Jour-
nal Peer Review in the Biomedical Literature: Strong
Imbalance in the Collective Enterprise”. PLOS ONE
11.11 (2016), e0166387.

[4] Vincent Larivière, Stefanie Haustein, and Philippe
Mongeon. “The Oligopoly of Academic Publishers in
the Digital Era”. PLOS ONE 10.6 (2015), e0127502.

[5] Santo Fortunato et al. “Science of Science”. Science
359.6379 (2018), eaao0185.

[6] Cassidy R. Sugimoto and Vincent Larivière. Measur-
ing Research: What Everyone Needs to Know. New
York: Oxford University Press, 2018.

[7] James A. Evans. “Electronic Publication and the Nar-
rowing of Science and Scholarship”. Science 321.5887
(2008), pp. 395–399.

[8] Brian Uzzi et al. “Atypical Combinations and Scientific
Impact”. Science 342.6157 (2013), pp. 468–472.

[9] Jacob G. Foster, Andrey Rzhetsky, and James A. Evans.
“Tradition and Innovation in Scientists’ Research Strate-
gies”. American Sociological Review 80.5 (2015),
pp. 875–908.

[10] Dashun Wang, Chaoming Song, and Albert-László
Barabási. “Quantifying Long-Term Scientific Impact”.
Science 342.6154 (2013), pp. 127–132.

[11] Roberta Sinatra et al. “Quantifying the Evolution of In-
dividual Scientific Impact”. Science 354.6312 (2016),
aaf5239.

[12] Aaron Clauset, Daniel B. Larremore, and Roberta
Sinatra. “Data-Driven Predictions in the Science of
Science”. Science 355.6324 (2017), pp. 477–480.

[13] Megan L. Head et al. “The Extent and Consequences
of P-Hacking in Science”. PLOS Biology 13.3 (2015),
e1002106.

[14] Fiona Fidler et al. “Metaresearch for Evaluating Repro-
ducibility in Ecology and Evolution”. BioScience 67.3
(2017), pp. 282–289.

[15] Diana Hicks et al. “Bibliometrics: The Leiden Man-
ifesto for Research Metrics”. Nature 520 (2015),
pp. 429–431.

Saavedra & Kéfi – 7 – Systems Ecology. 2026;1:001



[16] American Society for Cell Biology. San Francisco Dec-
laration on Research Assessment. DORA: Declaration
on Research Assessment. 2012.

[17] Sarah de Rijcke et al. “Evaluation Practices and Effects
of Indicator Use—A Literature Review”. Research
Evaluation 25.2 (2016), pp. 161–169.

[18] G. Evelyn Hutchinson. “Homage to Santa Rosalia or
Why Are There So Many Kinds of Animals?” The
American Naturalist 93.870 (1959), pp. 145–159.

[19] Robert M. May. “Will a Large Complex System Be
Stable?” Nature 238.5364 (1972), pp. 413–414.

[20] Stefano Allesina and Si Tang. “Stability Criteria
for Complex Ecosystems”. Nature 483.7388 (2012),
pp. 205–208.

[21] Simon A. Levin. “The Problem of Pattern and Scale in
Ecology”. Ecology 73.6 (1992), pp. 1943–1967.

[22] C. S. Holling. “Resilience and Stability of Ecological
Systems”. Annual Review of Ecology and Systematics
4 (1973), pp. 1–23.

[23] Marten Scheffer et al. “Catastrophic Shifts in Ecosys-
tems”. Nature 413 (2001), pp. 591–596.

[24] Philip W. Anderson. “More Is Different”. Science
177.4047 (1972), pp. 393–396.

[25] Simon A. Levin. “Ecosystems and the Biosphere as
Complex Adaptive Systems”. Ecosystems 1.5 (1998),
pp. 431–436.

[26] A. G. Tansley. “The Use and Abuse of Vegetational
Concepts and Terms”. Ecology 16.3 (1935), pp. 284–
307.

[27] Eugene P. Odum. “The Strategy of Ecosystem Devel-
opment”. Science 164.3877 (1969), pp. 262–270.

[28] Ramón Margalef. “On Certain Unifying Principles
in Ecology”. The American Naturalist 97.897 (1963),
pp. 357–374.

[29] Ilya Prigogine and Isabelle Stengers. Order Out of
Chaos: Man’s New Dialogue with Nature. New York:
Bantam Books, 1984.

[30] Ricard V. Solé and Jordi Bascompte. Self-Organization
in Complex Ecosystems. Princeton: Princeton Univer-
sity Press, 2006.

[31] Stefano Allesina and Si Tang. “The Stability–
Complexity Relationship at Age 40: A Random Matrix
Perspective”. Population Ecology 57.1 (2015), pp. 63–
75.

[32] Gretta T. Pecl et al. “Biodiversity Redistribution Under
Climate Change: Impacts on Ecosystems and Human
Well-Being”. Science 355.6332 (2017), eaai9214.

[33] Christopher H. Trisos, Cory Merow, and Alex L. Pigot.
“The Projected Timing of Abrupt Ecological Disruption
from Climate Change”. Nature 580 (2020), pp. 496–
501.

[34] Timothy M. Lenton et al. “Tipping Elements in the
Earth’s Climate System”. Proceedings of the National
Academy of Sciences 105.6 (2008), pp. 1786–1793.

[35] Rudolf P. Rohr, Serguei Saavedra, and Jordi Bascompte.
“On the Structural Stability of Mutualistic Systems”.
Science 345.6195 (2014), p. 1253497.

[36] Jacopo Grilli et al. “Feasibility and Coexistence of
Large Ecological Communities”. Nature Communica-
tions 8 (2017), p. 14389.

[37] Sonia Kéfi et al. “Advancing Our Understanding of
Ecological Stability”. Ecology Letters 22.9 (2019),
pp. 1349–1356.

[38] Jonas Wickman, Christopher A. Klausmeier, and Elena
Litchman. “Antifragility: A Cross-Cutting Concept for
Understanding Ecological Responses to Variability”.
The American Naturalist 207.6 (2026), pp. 763–770.

[39] Katharine N. Suding, Katherine L. Gross, and Gre-
gory R. Houseman. “Alternative States and Positive
Feedbacks in Restoration Ecology”. Trends in Ecology
& Evolution 19.1 (2004), pp. 46–53.

[40] Tadashi Fukami. “Historical Contingency in Commu-
nity Assembly: Integrating Niches, Species Pools, and
Priority Effects”. Annual Review of Ecology, Evolution,
and Systematics 46 (2015), pp. 1–23.

[41] Holly P. Jones and Oswald J. Schmitz. “Rapid Recov-
ery of Damaged Ecosystems”. PLOS ONE 4.5 (2009),
e5653.

[42] Katharine N. Suding and Richard J. Hobbs. “Threshold
Models in Restoration and Conservation: A Develop-
ing Framework”. Trends in Ecology & Evolution 24.5
(2009), pp. 271–279.

[43] Mary I. O’Connor et al. “Scaling Temperature Effects
on Metabolism from Individuals to Ecosystems”. An-
nual Review of Ecology, Evolution, and Systematics 56
(2025), pp. 543–569.

[44] Elena Litchman et al. “The Role of Functional Traits
and Trade-Offs in Structuring Phytoplankton Com-
munities: Scaling from Cellular to Ecosystem Level”.
Ecology Letters 10 (2007), pp. 1170–1181.

[45] Sonia Kéfi et al. “Robust Scaling in Ecosystems and
the Meltdown of Patch-Size Distributions before Ex-
tinction”. Ecology Letters 14.1 (2011), pp. 29–35.

[46] Lenore Fahrig. “Effects of Habitat Fragmentation on
Biodiversity”. Annual Review of Ecology, Evolution,
and Systematics 34 (2003), pp. 487–515.

[47] Marie Auger-Méthé et al. “A Guide to State-Space Mod-
eling of Ecological Time Series”. Ecological Mono-
graphs 91.4 (2021), e01470.

[48] Geoffrey C. Bowker and Susan Leigh Star. Sorting
Things Out: Classification and Its Consequences. Cam-
bridge, MA: MIT Press, 1999.

[49] Brian A. Nosek et al. “Promoting an Open Research
Culture”. Science 348.6242 (2015), pp. 1422–1425.

[50] Antica Culina et al. “Low Availability of Code in Ecol-
ogy: A Call for Urgent Action”. PLOS Biology 18.7
(2020), e3000763.

Saavedra & Kéfi – 8 – Systems Ecology. 2026;1:001



[51] Stefano Allesina. “Accelerating the Pace of Discov-
ery by Changing the Peer Review Algorithm”. arXiv
(2009). arXiv: 0911.0344 [physics.soc-ph].

[52] Stephen M. Powers and Stephanie E. Hampton. “Open
Science, Reproducibility, and Transparency in Ecol-
ogy”. Ecological Applications 29.1 (2019), e01822.

[53] Marcus R. Munafo et al. “A Manifesto for Reproducible
Science”. Nature Human Behaviour 1 (2017), p. 0021.

[54] Alexander Grossmann and Björn Brembs. “Current
Market Rates for Scholarly Publishing Services”.
F1000Research 10 (2021), p. 20.

[55] Nicolas Galtier et al. “Time to Publish Responsibly:
DAFNEE, a Database of Academia-Friendly Journals
in Ecology and Evolutionary Biology”. Journal of
Evolutionary Biology 39.2 (2026), pp. 190–199.

Acknowledgments
Systems Ecology was established through the efforts of a
founding Editorial Collective whose members agreed to help
shape the journal during its pre-launch phase and the de-
velopment of its inaugural volume. Their willingness to
contribute their time, judgment, and scientific leadership
made the launch of the journal possible. We gratefully ac-
knowledge the following members of the founding Editorial

Collective: Akiko Satake, Álvaro Sánchez, Andrew Hein,
Anna Eklöf, Brandon Ogbunu, Cang Hui, Christina Kaiser,
Daniel Stouffer, David Moreno-Mateos, Deborah Gordon,
Ek del Val, Elena Litchman, Elisa Thébault, Erica Newman,
Fernanda Valdovinos, Guy Bunin, Holly Moeller, Ingrid
van de Leemput, Joey Bernhardt, Karoline Faust, Madhur
Anand, Marco Tulio Angulo, Margaret Mayfield, Marie-Josée
Fortin, Mary O’Connor, Mercedes Pascual, Meredith Schu-
man, Owen Petchey, Pablo Marquet, Ricard Solé, Samir
Suweis, Samraat Pawar, Sara Mitri, Shaopeng Wang, Simon
Levin, Stefano Allesina, Stephan Munch, Tadashi Fukami,
Van Savage, Vishwesha Guttal. We also thank Carole Smadga,
Ignasi Bartomeus and Nicolas Galtier for valuable feedback.
Author contributions
Both authors contributed equally to the conception, writing,
and revision of this editorial.
Competing interests
None to declare.
Data availability
No new data or code were generated for this editorial.
AI-use statement
AI-assisted tools were used solely for grammar and language
editing.

1 Massachusetts Institute of Technology; Santa Fe Institute. sersaa@mit.edu
2 ISEM, CNRS, Univ Montpellier, EPHE, IRD, Montpellier, France; Santa Fe Institute. sonia.kefi@umontpellier.fr

Saavedra & Kéfi – 9 – Systems Ecology. 2026;1:001

https://arxiv.org/abs/0911.0344

	Publishing should serve science
	Why questions?
	Why systems?
	Why now?
	Why a Field Map?
	What should a scientific contribution be?
	Peer review as disciplined service to the question
	Transparency as default
	A cooperative editorial model
	Diamond open access and shared responsibility
	An invitation
	Acknowledgments
	Author contributions
	Competing interests
	Data availability
	AI-use statement


