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Increasing Diversity and Inclusivity in Herpetology: Small but 
Critical Steps from the Editors of Herpetological Journals

Shockwaves are travelling around the globe, forcing a reckon-
ing with the lasting impacts of slavery, disenfranchisement, and 
territorial land grabs. As a result, a more complete picture emerges 
of the injustices that continue unabated. Some are obvious when 
considered. Slavery is still practiced in parts of the world. Human 
trafficking is happening all over the globe (https://www.unodc.
org/unodc/en/human-trafficking/what-is-human-trafficking.
html). Many countries refuse to grant equal rights to all indi-
viduals or are even in the process of walking existing protections 
back. But some are more subtle, such as implicit bias in scientific 
peer review. Globally, citizens are taking to the streets to protest 
(https://www.creosotemaps.com/blm2020/), demanding change 
after centuries of explicit and implicit discrimination. 

While it remains easier to pigeonhole prejudice as something 
done by other people, especially those that are far away from us 
physically, socially, or in time, we are coming to realize that sci-
entists and scientific societies are not exempt. Historical, as well 
as current, examples of discrimination within the scientific com-
munity exist. Forty years ago, Gould (1981) in The Mismeasure of 
Man explicitly pointed out historic racist and sexist legacies in the 
biological sciences. Environmentalism has had its own racial and 
social inequities (Purdy 2015), and many conservation issues have 
seldom addressed social justice aspects.

Scientific societies are not known for social activism, but in re-
cent years, herpetology has had to address some of its own painful 
history. In 2018, a lifetime award to one of its members was with-
drawn by The Herpetologists’ League (HL) because of “extremely 
inappropriate behavior” by the recipient (Mervosh 2018). In 2020, 
the American Society of Ichthyologists and Herpetologists (ASIH) 
is contending with the fact that Edward Drinker Cope, for whom its 
journal is named, not only named over 1000 species in over 1000 
papers but also espoused racist views (Davidson 1997). Scientific 
colonialism that ignores the interests, devalues the contributions 
of colleagues, and trivializes the importance of the laws in lower-
income countries, is strongly discouraged in modern herpetology. 
Yet prominent herpetologists, such as the one fined for illegally 
importing specimens in the 1970s and investigated again in the 
1990s (Beltz 1997), have been known for considering themselves 
above national and international regulations about specimen col-
lection and transport. As the gatekeepers to scientific publication, 
editors have both a responsibility to change how we do things and 
an ability to start creating change. Within our small realm, we can 
begin by addressing the lack of diversity, equity, access, and inclu-
sivity in herpetology.

There has been progress in the discipline. Representation with-
in herpetological societies is less dominated by white men than it 
was a decade ago, with a growing number of women in leadership 
roles. Participation by women in herpetological publications has 
been improving for decades (Wilson 1998), and the number serv-
ing as editors and associate editors has also increased. Societies 
have re-examined their legacies and launched diverse committees 
specifically tasked with proactively addressing these issues. For 
example, all major North American herpetological societies now 
have a Diversity, Equity, and Inclusivity Committee and (soon-to-
be-renamed) Copeia has been experimenting with double-blind 
reviews to further reduce bias. Recognizing differences in accessi-
bility to professional meetings, the World Congress of Herpetology 
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intentionally holds meetings on a different continent on each 
occasion (Africa: 2005; Asia: 2001, 2016, 2024; Australasia: 1994, 
2020; Europe: 1989, 1997; North America: 2012; South America: 
2008; and the upcoming meeting in Malaysia, 2024). Other her-
petological meetings are striving to address biases as well: the 9th 
Brazilian Congress of Herpetology in Campinas in 2019 included 
an invited plenary entitled “Queering Herpetology,” and the 2019 
Joint Meeting of Ichthyologists and Herpetologists (JMIH) in the 
USA included a widely attended symposium entitled “Profes-
sional Women in Herpetology: Lessons and Insights.” Women 
are now highly represented at the top of all three North American 
herpetological societies (ASIH: https://asih.org/about/officers; 
HL: https://herpetologistsleague.org/people/board-of-trustees/; 
SSAR: https://ssarherps.org/about-ssar/ssar-organization/offi-
cers-and-editors/).

Nonetheless, inequity remains. While it is fitting that we cel-
ebrate the long way that we have come, it is crucial to recognize 
the challenges that remain. The representation of females among 
distinguished speakers remains especially low (under 20%) in her-
petological and ichthyological scientific conferences (Farr et al. 
2017). Geographic representation in herpetological publications 
remains skewed towards wealthy countries and many demo-
graphics remain poorly represented. Greater diversity makes for 
better science (Medin and Lee 2012), so scientific societies and the 
journals they sponsor can and should be part of the effort to ad-
dress historic problems in our discipline (Potvin et al. 2018; James 
et al. 2019).

Although gender- and race-based inequity were only men-
tioned in passing in a previous discussion of herpetological ethics 
(Perry 2016), editors have been quietly working to expand inclu-
sivity of authorship, reviewership, and editorship. For example, 
the Journal of Herpetology (JH) began displaying a world map next 
to its table of contents in 2012, with the explicit intent of showcas-
ing the global origins of the research presented. To ensure local 
perspectives, editors at JH, and increasingly elsewhere, routinely 
invite at least one reviewer from the country where the field work 
was conducted.

As editors and society officers, we actively encourage more 
submissions from underrepresented geographic regions and 
demographics. To support authors whose first language is not 
English, we are expanding the free manuscript review service 
offered by the Society for the Study of Amphibians and Reptiles 
(https://ssarherps.org/publications/manuscript-review-
service/) to members and non-members alike. If you are willing to 
assist others with language and style issues, please use the online 
form (https://ssarherps.org/about-ssar/contact/) to provide your 
contact information. Mindful that abusive reviews still occur and 
disproportionally affect minorities (Silbiger and Stubler 2019), we 
are also revising journal guidelines to remind reviewers to remain 
civil and focused on the science of an article they are evaluating, 
not the identity of the author. Finally, we are aware that not all 
editorial bias is intentional or conscious (e.g., Willis and Jozkowski 
2018) and that one-time implicit bias training may have limited 
impact, especially when administered online (Chang et al. 2019). 
To remedy biases, we hope to offer in-person training for editorial 
personnel and as many others as possible at a future JMIH 
meeting.

It can be especially difficult to find reviewers from groups 
and regions that are poorly represented in our societies. Editors 
are always looking for qualified reviewers and associate editors, 
individuals who have themselves been published and are willing 
to provide careful and sincere comments on manuscripts within 

their field of expertise. Most reviewers are responsible for only 1–2 
manuscripts a year; associate editors handle more, depending on 
their field of expertise, the number of submissions, and the num-
ber of other qualified associate editors available. Although strictly 
voluntary, reviewing or serving as an associate editor is a serious 
commitment of time and effort. However, the dissemination of 
science depends on this system, and better representation at this 
level is one of our goals. Thus, especially if you belong to a poorly 
represented segment of the herpetological community, we en-
courage you to contact one of the editors and offer your services. 
We are also looking for additional ways to better display the di-
versity already encompassed in the process, perhaps by including 
pictures with lists of reviewers, associate editors, and editors. We 
invite constructive suggestions on how the journals can do better. 
The editors cannot do this without you—the entire herpetological 
community.
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liteRatuRe cited

beltz, e. 1997. 1997 HerPET-POURRI columns. http://ebeltz.net/col-
umn/chs/1997colu.html. Accessed 4 August 2020.

chang, e. h., K. l. MilKMan, d. M. gRoMet, R. W. Rebele, c. Massey, a. l. 
ducKWoRth, and a. M. gRant. 2019. The mixed effects of online diver-
sity training. Proc. Natl. Acad. Sci. USA 116:7778–7783.

daVidson, J. P. 1997. The Bone Sharp: The Life of Edward Drinker Cope. 
The Academy of Natural Sciences of Philadelphia, Philadelphia, 
Pennsylvania. 237 pp.

FaRR, c. M., s. P. boMbaci, t. gallo, a. M. Mangan, h. l. Riedl, l. t. stin-
son, K. WilKins, d. e. bennett, t. nogeiRe-McRae, and l. PeJchaR. 2017. 
Addressing the gender gap in distinguished speakers at professional 
ecology conferences. BioScience 67:464–468.

gould, s. J. 1981. The Mismeasure of Man. W. W. Norton & Company, 
New York, New York. 352 pp.

JaMes, a., R. chisnall, and M. J. PlanK. 2019. Gender and societies: 
A grassroots approach to women in science. R. Soc. Open Sci. 
6:190633.

Medin, d. l., and c. d. lee. 2012. Diversity makes better science. Asso-
ciation for Psychological Sciences Observer 25(5), May/June 2012. 
https://www.psychologicalscience.org/observer/diversity-makes-
better-science. Accessed 2 August 2020.

MeRVosh, s. 2018. Turtle researcher’s award rescinded after he uses racy 
photos of women in presentation. New York Times, 16 July 2018. 
https://www.nytimes.com/2018/07/16/us/turtle-researcher-wom-
en-bikinis-richard-vogt.html, accessed 25 July 2020.

PeRRy, g. 2016. Herpetological ethics. J. Herpetol. 50:345–346.
PotVin, d. a., e. buRdField-steel, J. M. PotVin, and s. M. heaP. 2018. 

Diversity begets diversity: A global perspective on gender equality 
in scientific society leadership. PLoS ONE 13: e0197280.

PuRdy, J. 2015. Environmentalism’s racist history. The New Yorker, 13 
August 2015. https://www.newyorker.com/news/news-desk/envi-
ronmentalisms-racist-history. Accessed 25 July 2020.

silbigeR, n. J., and a. d. stubleR. 2019. Unprofessional peer reviews 
disproportionately harm underrepresented groups in STEM. PeerJ 
7:e8247. 

Willis, M., and K. n. JozKoWsKi. 2018. Ladies first? Not so fast: Linguistic 
sexism in peer-reviewed research. J. Sex Res. 55:137–145.

Wilson, d. s. 1998. Patterns in publishing in three North Ameri-
can herpetological journals: Gender biases. Herpetologica 54, 
Supplement:S35–S42.


