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 INTERVIEW

SYNFORM  Describe SynOpen with 3 words.

Prof. L. M. Harwood  SynOpen has the strap line of “fast, 
fair and flexible”, that so neatly sums up this innovative open-
access adjunct journal to SYNTHESIS, SYNLETT and Organic 
Materials. 

We are fast because we use Select Crowd Review1 as the 
default option for assessing submitted manuscripts and this 
means that we expect to give authors a decision within five 
working days. 

Select Crowd Review has transformed the standard peer-
review process as it is not only “fast”, but also “fair”.2 Why? 
Every time a manuscript is sent to the “Crowd” a “Select” 
number of those participating will have an interest in the sub-
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Laurence M. Harwood is Professor of 
Organic Chemistry at the University 
of Reading and Visiting Professor in 
Organic Chemistry at the University 
of Lincoln. He studied chemistry at 
Manchester University where he ob-
tained his Ph.D. in 1978 in the group 
of Prof. J. K. (Hamish) Sutherland. 
 After two years working for Prof. Marc 
Julia at the École Normale Supérieure 
in Paris as a Royal Society Postdoctoral 
Fellow, he returned to Manchester for 

his first academic position before moving to Oxford University 
and Merton College in 1983. He moved to his current position in 
1995 and has been the SynOpen Editor-in-Chief since 2017. His 
research interests lie in applications of synthetic methodology 
to a wide range of natural and unnatural targets.

Daniel Seidel studied chemistry at 
the Friedrich-Schiller-Universität Jena 
(Germany) and at the University of 
Texas at Austin (USA) (Diplom 1998). 
He performed his graduate studies in 
the laboratories of Prof. Jonathan L. 
Sessler, obtaining his Ph.D. in 2002. 
From 2002–2005, he was an Ernst 
Schering Postdoctoral Fellow in the 
group of Prof. David A. Evans at Har-
vard University (USA). He started his 
independent career at Rutgers Uni-

versity (USA) in 2005 and was promoted to Associate Professor 
in 2011 and Full Professor in 2014. In the summer of 2017, his 
research group moved to the University of Florida (USA). He has 
been on the Editorial Board of SynOpen since 2019.
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ject matter and so will comment from an informed viewpoint 
directly onto the manuscript. After sufficient comments have 
been received, Dr. Eduarda Silva, the Executive Editor tasked 
with running the review process, summarizes the comments 
and then passes them on to the Executive Editor overseeing 
the manuscript who can then make an informed decision. In 
this way, maverick recommendations are ironed out and a 
more holistic view of the manuscript can be communicated 
back to the authors – be that positive or negative – or, more 
likely, suggesting modifications before acceptance. On  several 
occasions where a manuscript has eventually ended up being 
rejected, I have received a positive response from the  authors, 
who have appreciated the speed of the decision and the 
review ers’ suggestions for improving the manuscript.

Of course, SynOpen is a wholly online journal and that 
 allows it to be “flexible” in the type, format and content of 
articles we can publish – Letters, Papers, Reviews, Short Re-
views, Graphical Reviews, Practical Synthetic Procedures, and 
Spotlights.

SYNFORM  Could you please tell us more about the board?

Prof. L. M. Harwood  I am the Editor-in-Chief and I am 
very ably supported by a great Executive Board composed of 
Professors Françoise Colobert, Daniel Seidel, Raji Reddy, Tian-
Sheng Mei, and Eduarda Silva. Françoise is specifically tasked 
with Reviews and Short Reviews, Daniel looks after Graphi-
cal Reviews, Raji oversees outreach activities in India and the 
Middle East, Tiang-Sheng, who joined the board in October, 
oversees outreach activities in East Asia, Eddie looks after Se-
lect Crowd Review and I handle Spotlights. As a team we are 
diverse in our areas of expertise as well as geography, ethni-
city and gender. Furthermore, whilst highly qualified, profes-
sional and committed, we have a relaxed and open working 
relationship, which means that communication is clear and 
rapid among us.

In addition to the Executive Board, we are establishing an 
Associate Board that brings an even wider range of expertise 
and diversity to the team. Finally, we have a very active group 
of Advisory Board Members who provide further back-up and 
who help to disseminate the SynOpen and Thieme messages 
world-wide. 

The Associate Editors and Advisory Board do not merely 
represent a list of names of eminent organic chemists. These 
people are actively engaged in promoting and supporting Syn
Open. I am so fortunate and proud to have the backing of so 
many esteemed colleagues – and friends – from around the 
world.

SYNFORM  What is unique about SynOpen?

Prof. L. M. Harwood  What isn’t unique about SynOpen? 
From the very outset, we decided that we could not be just 
“another open access journal” but had to be bold and imagin-
ative in the way the journal was constructed and operated and 
in its vision. 

I believe that SynOpen was the first scientific journal to use 
Select Crowd Review as the default option, revolutionizing the 
peer review system and making it fit for purpose in the 21st 
century. 

SynOpen has two unique article types, the Spotlight and 
the Graphical Review.

The Spotlight is a review-type article up to 3 template-
based pages, including tables and graphics, which highlight 
the preparation and uses of selected reagents and methodol-
ogies in current research, so the bulk of references should be 
from the recent literature (2015 onward). 

Daniel Seidel can tell you more about Graphical Reviews 
– his brainchild – but these are published in landscape for-
mat – exactly that used in PowerPoint presentations, making 
it simpler for authors to translate a research presentation into 
a publishable manuscript.

The “hands-on” approach of the Executive Editors is also 
very specific to SynOpen. We try to establish a personal bond 
with our authors, without ever compromising on scientific 
quality. Many successful authors had received personalized 
acceptance letters from me that start with “Dear Professor X, 
it is with great regret that I must inform you that, despite my 
inner belief, on the basis of the reviewers’ reports I am forced to 
accept your concoction of lies and filth……” I understand that 
many of these acceptance emails are pinned up on laboratory 
noticeboards as a mark of a rite of passage for the team.

Something that is not only a part of SynOpen but also 
 integ ral to SYNTHESIS, SYNLETT, Organic Materials and the 
many other Thieme journals is the spirit of the “Thieme Team”. 
 There is a real family feel to everybody who works for  Thieme 
and this all comes down from the top. Dr. Albrecht Hauff, 
Chairman and CEO of Thieme Publishing Group, pays great 
personal attention to all the journals that Thieme  publishes!

Finally – and I hope it comes through in what I have writ-
ten – in all my experiences working with a wide range of 
chemistry journals for different publishing houses and chem-
ical societies in various capacities, I have never experienced 
such pleasure to work with a team of eminent, committed, 
and enthusiastic people as those on the various Editorial and 
Advisory Boards of SynOpen, as well as the fantastic “Thieme 
Team”. It is a great honor for me to have been associated with 
SynOpen since its inception in 2017.
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SYNFORM  What is a Graphical Review?

Prof. D. Seidel  A Graphical Review provides a concise 
overview of a topic in a series of full-page Figures, such as that 
shown in Figure 1 here, which heavily emphasize graphical 
content with text kept to a minimum. The layout of Graphical 
Reviews is horizontal, consistent with the way most of us use 
screens.

SYNFORM  How did you come up with the idea of this 
article type?

Prof. D. Seidel  We live in an era of ever-accelerating pace 
in research progress and continuously growing demands on 
our time. I felt that a new format is needed that would allow 
readers to rapidly gain an overview of a research topic that is 
new to them, or quickly catch up with recent developments 
in their areas of interest. While there will always be a place 
for traditional reviews, their accessibility can be limited in the 
sense that not every reader has the time or the interest for a 
time-consuming deep dive into a topic. Due to the highly gra-
phical nature of chemistry, in particular synthetic chemistry, 

Schemes and Figures have long been the first items chemists 
examine when reading papers, including reviews. When done 
well, these graphics contain all key findings. So why not have 
an article format that is centered on graphical content? The 
idea to summarize material in graphical format is by no means 
new. In fact, research groups around the globe have provided 
lecture notes and group meeting slides online for at least two 
decades. While these materials have been embraced by the 
community, they are not necessarily streamlined, easily dis-
coverable, or permanently available. In contrast, Graphical Re-
views in SynOpen have a common layout, are peer-reviewed, 
well-referenced, and citable. Of course, like everything else in 
SynOpen, Graphical Reviews are fully open access.
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Figure 1  A full-page Figure from the first SynOpen Graphical Review3
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