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The PI does not know who the reviewers will be.

The reviewers know who the PI is and the team 
composition.

Implicitly and/or explicitly this means that this 
information is used to judge the proposal quality 
AND the ability of the team to carry out the project.

This is a potential source of biases (unknown vs. 
known teams, gender, country, ethnicity, …).

Single-Anonymous
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As a first counter-measure, and following the 
practice at other observatories, ESO has:

ØRemoved the PI name from the front page

ØRemoved all the affiliations

ØListed all coIs on the last page, in alphabetical order

ØThe reviewers know who the team is

However, the information is still there. And one 
cannot expect that this is not used (consciously or 
unconsciously) during the review.

First steps
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The PI does not know who the reviewers are.
The reviewers do not know who the team is.
This is not a new concept:

Dual-Anonymous

See e.g. Mulligan+ 2012
Peer review in a changing world: An international study measuring the attitudes of researchers, 
Journal of the Am. Soc. for Information Science and Technology

This is a survey of 4000+ researchers. 75% of them said that:

[…] Double-blind peer review is considered the 
most effective form of peer review.[…]

https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1002/asi.22798
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In place for refereed journals
Becoming the standard in the industrial context 

In real life

In place at HST as of Cycle#26
Deployed by NASA
Deployed at ALMA for Cycle #8

http://www.stsci.edu/files/live/sites/www/files/home/hst/about/space-telescope-users-committee/presentations-and-documentation/_documents/2019_nov/dual-anonymous-implementation.pdf
https://science.nasa.gov/researchers/dual-anonymous-peer-review
https://almascience.eso.org/proposing/alma-proposal-review/frequently-asked-questions
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A recent study by Johnson & Kirk (2020) has shown 
that when the identities of the team were known, 
about 50% of application discussions include some 
mention of the PI or the team. And that gives an 
obvious opportunity for unconscious bias to creep 
back into the process.
“Using a dual-anonymization approach overcomes both of these 
obstacles (1) because dual-anonymization eliminates the possibility for 
bias to occur, rather than trying to overcome it, and (2) because it is 
difficult to argue that removing names from proposals is giving an unfair 
advantage to anyone.”

The study of Johnson & Kirk

(1) Unconscious bias is automatic and difficult to overcome even with training.
(2) Proactive measures cause backlash against female and minorities.  

https://iopscience.iop.org/article/10.1088/1538-3873/ab6ce0
http://www.stsci.edu/files/live/sites/www/files/home/hst/about/space-telescope-users-committee/presentations-and-documentation/_documents/2017_nov/HSTReview.pdf


7

First dry run in P106. ~75% of the applicants 
followed the guidelines.

Deployed in full as of Apr 1st, 2021 for DDT107, 
SC107, P108.

Investigators (identity and affiliation), Publications, 
Background & Expertise and Previous Usage
sections of the proposal are not visible in the 
proposals distributed to the reviewers.

The applicants must comply to the anonymization 
rules in all other sections of the proposal form.

Implementation at ESO
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Applicants were informed (newsletter, Call for 
Proposals, web-pages; P106 dry run)

Proposers are told that compliance the 
anonymization criteria is taken very seriously.

Major violations (see below) will be signalled to the 
Director General and potentially lead to the 
proposal’s rejection.

Screening by the reviewers during the pre-meeting 
phase.

How is this policed?
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Do not include applicant names or affiliations 
anywhere in the scientific rationale.
When citing literature, especially in the case of self-
referencing, third person neutral wording must be 
used.
Time awarded at other facilities must be cited in an 
impersonal way, and referred to using the "(private 
communication)” expression.
Acknowledgments must be avoided, and so must 
references to possible grant funding.

Guidelines for applicants/1
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Follow the specific guidelines for 
proprietary/unpublished work/data/codes and for 
continuation/follow-up proposals.
ØSee this link for more details

In difficult/obvious cases, the identity of the 
proposing team has to remain as ambiguous as 
possible. 

General anonymisation guidelines must be 
followed even if it is not possible to reach 100% 
anonymity. 

Guidelines for applicants/2

https://www.eso.org/sci/observing/phase1/dual-anonymous-guidelines.html
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Consider applications solely on the scientific merit 
of what is proposed.
Do not spend any time attempting to identify the PI 
or the team. Even if you know, evaluate and discuss 
the science and not the people.
In the panel discussions, do not make guesses on 
identities, insinuate likely identities, or instigate 
discussion on possible team’s past work.
In case of major violations, signal them to 
opo@eso.org but do not discuss them in the panels.

Instructions to Panels/1

mailto:opo@eso.org)
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Proposers will have done their job if it is reasonably 
ambiguous who submitted the proposal.
Your main task is to express a scientific judgment, 
not to catch anonymization violations.
Only major violations should be flagged to 
opo@eso.org for further consideration and possible 
disqualification.
Minor violations or improvements must be signalled 
to the applicants in the final comment, indicating the 
exact occurrences in the proposal form.

Instructions to Panels/2

mailto:opo@eso.org
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In the panel discussions and email exchanges 
refer to the given proposal using its ID. 
For instance: 0010

In case of doubt about a possible violation, contact 
opo@eso.org using the words “dual-anonymous” 
in the subject and providing the programme ID in 
the text.

Instructions to Panels/3

mailto:opo@eso.org
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When there clearly was no attempt on the 
applicants’ side to conceal their identity, which 
can be unambiguously and directly deduced from 
the proposal:

ØAs we have demonstrated (Galileo et al 1609)…
ØThe model was computed using our SuperCode

(Ptolemy 0150)…
ØThis is the continuation of an approved proposal 

submitted by our team (0105.A-1234, PI: J. Kepler)…

Major violations lead to disqualification. Must be 
flagged to opo@eso.org

Major Violations



15

When the identity of the team can be indirectly(*) 
but unambiguously deduced from the information 
provided in the proposal, AND it was definitely 
possible for the applicants to conceal it:

ØThis is the continuation of our programme 0105.1234

These cases must be flagged to the users, stating that 
similar future violations may lead to disqualification.

Borderline cases

(*) Meaning that the referees can deduce it from external sources (internet searches, 
ESO web pages, publications) as part of the review process.
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When it is objectively not possible to conceal the 
team’s identity in spite of the strict application of the 
anonymization guidelines:

ØVery special/unique science cases submitted by widely 
known groups/collaborations.

No violations

All cases which require a proactive and deliberate 
research on the reviewer’s side do not constitute a 
violation.
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After the scientific ranking is complete, the panel 
chairs will be provided with the team information.

No re-evaluation of the proposals will be possible at 
this point (e.g. upgrade rejected programmes).

Cases which are deemed to be critical can be 
signalled to the Director General at this stage for 
further considerations.

Evaluating expertise
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It is important to emphasize that the ultimate aim is 
NOT to make it impossible for anyone to guess who 
is on the proposal, but rather to change the tenor of 
the discussion, so that the focus is on science, not 
on scientists. 

The main goal is to level the playing field for 
everyone, new and established researchers.

As P108 is the first “real” semester, ESO will still 
consider it as part of the training, for everybody. It 
will therefore adopt a lenient attitude.

Final considerations



19

The guidelines and other material on the dual-
anonymous paradigm can be found at this link:

https://www.eso.org/sci/observing/phase1/dual-
anonymous-guidelines.html

Guidelines

https://www.eso.org/sci/observing/phase1/dual-anonymous-guidelines.html

