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CDC Guidance for Scientific Review and Clearance 

I. Purpose 
The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) strives to achieve the highest standards 
of excellence in science and to produce the most credible, high-quality science to have high 
impact on public health. CDC scientists and science leaders at all levels of the organization have 
a duty to ensure the quality and integrity of CDC science. Each person in the approval chain is 
responsible for the review and clearance of documents and may also provide leadership, 
guidance, and mentoring to authors during the review process. This guide was developed to 
inform and advise everyone at CDC who is involved in the scientific clearance process. It is 
hoped that clearance officials will find this guidance helpful in improving the review and 
clearance processes within their organizations. 

II. Background 
Clearance is the process of obtaining approvals by the appropriate CDC staff members before a 
manuscript or other scientific document is submitted for publication to a journal or released to 
the public. Although scientists typically learn scientific writing as part of their formal education, 
scientific review and clearance is a skill that is learned on the job. Often those in the clearance 
chain come into scientific leadership positions from research positions and may have not 
reviewed manuscripts except as subject-matter experts (SMEs).  

This guide points out what to look for when reviewing manuscripts for clearance and may be 
especially beneficial to first-time Associate Directors for Science (ADSs) or other clearance 
officials. It also describes to all reviewers in the clearance chain what others in the process are 
looking for. If each understands his or her part, manuscript clearance can work efficiently and 
give added value to the original document.  

This guide was developed for all reviewers in the clearance chain as to what to look for at each 
level when reviewing documents for clearance. The guidance here is not mandatory but is advice 
for consideration by those who conduct clearances. The goal at every level is to put forth the best 
manuscript possible, including addressing any deficiencies that may exist. Suggestions and best 
practices described here are meant to improve the review process by  

	 Increasing the quality of documents entering clearance. 
	 Highlighting the science and policy issues that reviewers should focus on. 
	 Reminding reviewers of their role to mentor staff when appropriate. 
	 Providing tools to help achieve these objectives. 

Several key communication principles recur throughout this guide: 

	 The outcome of a clearance review—whether the document is cleared, and if not, what 
must be done for it to be cleared—must be unambiguous and understood by everyone in 
the clearance chain, especially the author. Therefore, clearance officials should 
communicate clearly to the author* down the clearance chain the outcome of the 

* Or clearance point-of-contact (POC) acting on behalf of the author. 
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clearance review. The clearance official should state clearly which of the following 
outcomes apply: 

o	 The manuscript is cleared: The clearance official does not need to review the 
document again. Any comments provided are for consideration by the authors. 

o	 The manuscript is cleared conditionally: The clearance official does not need to 
review the document again if mandatory comments are addressed by the author. 
The author may make the necessary revisions, and the draft may be forwarded to 
the next reviewer. 

o	 The manuscript is not cleared or returned for revision: The clearance official 
has significant concerns about the manuscript and must review the revised draft 
before approving the manuscript.  

	 Clearance officials should distinguish between comments or edits that are mandatory and 
those that are provided for consideration by the authors. If a document is cleared 
conditionally or returned for revision, the clearance official should be explicit about 
which comments must be addressed and which comments are optional. 

	 Excessive use of inline edits in the review process can be confusing to authors and can 
lead authors to feel that their manuscripts have been rewritten rather than reviewed. 
Reviewers should consider accompanying inline edits with comments that explain the 
reasons for the edits. Clearance officials should clarify whether inline edits are mandatory 
or are for consideration only. 

	 Except for first-level clearance officials (i.e., branch chiefs, team leaders, and other 
branch-level clearance officials), reviewers should consider communicating comments 
down the clearance chain rather than directly with the first authors. This practice helps 
ensure that everyone in the clearance chain has a common understanding of the issues 
and helps prevent conflicting advice being sent to the authors. 

III. Pre-Clearance Preparation 
Frequently, important discussions about a manuscript are left until clearance, although they 
should have been handled earlier. For example, the clearance process may spark discussions 
about policy, authorship, or other pre-clearance issues. However, the clearance process is not 
designed to accommodate these types of discussions and thus becomes burdensome and 
frustrating when these issues are left until the document is in the clearance process to resolve. 
Appropriate pre-clearance preparation and discussion will help ensure a timely clearance 
process. 

Authors and clearance points-of-contact (POCs) should be familiar with cross-clearance 
requirements and anticipate the need for cross-clearance when a document is first being 
developed. Cross-clearance is required when another Center/Institute/Office (CIO) shares 
responsibility for the program area covered in the document. (See Section VIII for more 
information on cross-clearance.) For documents that are expected to be controversial or 
influential, (e.g., change in policy, new guidelines, emerging scientific evidence) authors should 
consult with those who will need to clear and cross-clear them early in the development phase of 
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the documents. Authors should be aware that co-authorship from a cross-clearing CIO does not 
replace formal cross-clearance.  

As part of pre-clearance preparation, authors and supervisors should discuss potential policy 
issues in the document and identify how they can be resolved prior to clearance. It is essential to 
take the time to develop manuscripts while involving all appropriate stakeholders (internal and 
external) early so that potential policy and communication issues can be anticipated and 
addressed. The clearance process is not a forum for policy debate or extensive peer review; 
potential science and policy issues involving a manuscript should be identified and resolved prior 
to clearance whenever possible. The CDC Policy on Clearance of Information Products 
Disseminated Outside CDC for Public Use states that prior to clearance, authors and their 
supervisors should 

 Ensure that manuscripts are based on sound, ethical science. 

 Ensure the high-quality and appropriateness of information included in the manuscript.  

 Ensure information is compatible with CDC recommendations. If findings have 
implications for changing recommendations or policies, authors or their supervisors 
should alert appropriate supervisors, the division Associate Director for Science (ADS), 
the Associate Director for Policy (ADP), and staff in other CIOs as appropriate. 

 Engage the expertise of other units within the originating CIO, other CIOs, or CDC staff 
offices (e.g., Office of General Counsel), as appropriate, for work that overlaps areas of 
responsibility. 

 Obtain an independent statistical or additional subject-matter review when appropriate. 

 Coordinate with the Office of the Associate Director for Communication about 
potentially newsworthy work and any materials to be released to the press. 

Clearance officials are not responsible for providing editorial comments (e.g., comments on 
grammar and sentence structure); however, serious deficiencies should be identified, especially if 
the meaning is not clear or is misleading. A writer-editor can be engaged in pre-clearance or, 
preferably, after the clearance phase. Formatting the document, numbering pages, spell-
checking, ensuring all listed references are correctly cited in the text and cited references are not 
omitted, and the like should be completed during the pre-clearance process. 

Manuscripts can benefit from review by an experienced colleague who is neither part of the 
clearance chain nor an author. Some parts of the organization have a more formalized pre-
clearance process that involves this type of internal “peer review.”  

Pre-clearance preparation should be done with guidance from the leadership in the branch where 
the first author resides. Authors should clarify with reviewers and supervisors whether the 
branch-level review is part of clearance or pre-clearance (i.e., approval to enter the paper into 
clearance). First-time authors and junior scientists may need additional guidance and mentoring 
during the pre-clearance process. Senior scientists within the branch may be able to help mentor 
junior scientists. See the manuscript checklists in the appendix for specifics on what a completed 
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manuscript should include before clearance submission. Documents that are not ready for 
clearance should be returned to the author.  

Each CIO has a clearance matrix that specifies the level of clearance required for each document. 
First-level clearance officials should advise authors or clearance POCs on the appropriate 
reviewers and level of clearance that should be included in the electronic clearance matrix. Some 
manuscripts may require review beyond what is specified in the clearance matrix, and it is the 
responsibility of each clearance official in the clearance chain to identify when additional 
reviewers (e.g., ad hoc, informational reviewers) are needed. 

A key pre-clearance responsibility of the first author or clearance POC, in consultation with the 
first-level clearance official, is to determine whether cross-clearance is needed and to specify the 
center/division/branch that should approve the document. Cross-clearance is required when 
another CIO shares responsibility for the program area covered in the document. Authors are 
strongly encouraged to identify challenging clearance or cross-clearance situations prior to 
starting the clearance process and alert those in the clearance chain.  

Cross-clearance review and comment should focus on center-specific scientific or policy issues 
rather than SME-focused reviews of the content (unless the request for cross-clearance is for 
SME input). When cross-clearance is not necessary, sharing of final informational copies with 
relevant entities within CDC is encouraged. When feedback is needed on a document, it should 
go through a formal cross-clearance, rather than be sent as an informational copy. 

IV. Branch Role 
The primary role of first-level clearance officials (i.e., branch chiefs, team leaders, and other 
branch-level clearance officials) in the initial step of manuscript clearance is to ensure high 
scientific quality and integrity while ensuring programmatic relevance and high impact of the 
work. As part of the process, they are also responsible for ensuring adequate pre-clearance 
procedures, mentoring authors to improve the overall quality of scientific products, and 
identifying high-profile issues with policy significance that would require elevation. To ensure 
high-quality science, first-level clearance officials are responsible for reviewing the subject 
matter in manuscripts, including the relevance of analysis, the need for analysis to fill a gap in 
the literature, and the appropriateness of literature cited and analyses conducted. The review also 
evaluates whether the results follow from the analyses and whether the conclusions and 
recommendations follow from the results. First-level clearance officials should not have to look 
for problems with formatting, grammar, spelling, or similar mistakes, but if errors are spotted, 
they should be identified in the comments. Additionally, first-level clearance officials have 
primary responsibility for ensuring that documents are ready to be submitted for clearance and 
for returning documents that are not ready to the author.  

First-level clearance officials should be aware of policy considerations and should flag potential 
policy issues for review by those higher in the clearance chain, including Associate Directors for 
Science, Associate Directors for Policy, or Associate Directors for Communication Science. 
Information should be provided up the chain explaining how these policy issues were addressed 
in pre-clearance. Documents that state a CDC position, such as a recommendation, a revised 
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estimate of incidence or prevalence, etc., are likely to have policy implications that will require 
higher levels of review and clearance. Reviewers should be alert for policy statements that 
contradict or change existing policy and should flag such statements for subsequent reviewers. 
Additionally, documents that are likely to result in significant changes in policy may require 
additional consultation and review during the pre-clearance phase. 

A. Review of scientific quality, integrity, and relevance 
When first-level clearance officials review documents for quality, they should primarily look for 
scientific issues and, when possible, policy issues. Scientific issues can include methods, 
appropriate inclusion or use of statistics, study design, and the like. As subject-matter experts, 
their role at the branch level is to ensure high scientific quality. Another important role at this 
level is to ensure the document covers relevant information and that the results will be useful to 
target audiences. The reviewer may want to think from the perspective of the reader/user of the 
information to anticipate what questions may arise, what limitations the work may have, whether 
they have been sufficiently addressed, and if the results are presented in a way that facilitates 
their use. Branches may want to use a checklist (see appendix) to help authors prepare their 
documents for clearance. 

Examples of questions that first-level clearance officials should ask during document review 
include the following: 

 Have all items on the manuscript checklist been sufficiently addressed?  (If not, consider 
returning it to the first author prior to your review.) 

 Is there a sufficient argument made for the value of, or need for, the analysis? (Why is the 
analysis important?) 

 Are the methods completely and thoroughly described? 
 Is the study design appropriate? 
 Is the quality of the evidence sufficient? 
 Have ethical concerns and human subjects review been addressed? Does the research 

raise “dual use” concerns? (See Oversight and Clearance of Dual Use Research of 
Concern.) 

 Has care been taken to avoid inappropriate endorsement or criticism of companies, 
products, institutions, organizations, societies, or other federal agencies? 

 Do the conclusions follow from the results? 
 Is there sufficient information provided for the reader to judge the validity of the results 

and conclusions? 
 Is the science presented in a cohesive manner? 
 Are the results set or framed in the context of the other scientific literature on the topic? 

Are controversies identified explicitly, and are alternative viewpoints presented in a 
balanced manner? 

 Are limitations sufficiently addressed? 
 Are tables and figures stand-alone, including titles fully descriptive of who, what, when, 

and where? Are data accurately displayed? 
 Are factual statements adequately supported by scientific citations? 
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 Is the document text internally consistent (both in format and content)? 

 Are results presented so they have the greatest utility to practitioners and other 


researchers? 


Examples of policy-related questions that should be asked at the branch level during the review 
of a manuscript include the following: 

 Are policy statements included?  If yes, are they different from previous CDC policy? If 
they are different from previous CDC policy, is this intentional? 

 Are these divergent policies addressed in the paper? Is it appropriate to do so? 

 If new policy is included, was it sufficiently vetted with the appropriate partners? 

 Are the policy statements ones that may affect other branches, divisions, or CIOs at 
CDC? Have these offices been included in the clearance process? 

B. Scientific guidance and leadership 
As those who work most closely with the authors and scientists, first-level clearance officials are 
expected provide extensive scientific guidance and leadership to improve the quality of the 
publication. First-level clearance officials should try to add value to the review by offering 
suggestions and mentoring rather than rewriting a document or sections of it.  

Examples of scientific guidance and leadership include the following: 

 When manuscripts from the same author require extensive editing, suggest the author 
have an editor review, correct, and make comments before submitting them for clearance. 

 Include the author and author’s supervisor in the feedback loop; consider meeting in 
person to discuss comments. 

 Provide comments that improve the manuscript and help guide the author rather than 
simply point out errors or rewrite sections. 

 Identify areas that need improvement and suggest additional training or resources to the 
author, such as scientific writing courses. 

 Return manuscripts that are not ready for clearance, and work with the author during pre-
clearance to improve the quality. 

C. Communicating review comments 
First-level clearance officials play an important role in the review process. If their comments are 
not clearly communicated to the author responsible for making revisions, the comments may be 
misinterpreted, leading to a revised manuscript that does not reflect the comments and ultimately 
to a slower review process. Communications should be positive and should encourage authors.  

Ensuring good feedback is central not only to the clearance of the manuscript at hand, but also 
for future manuscripts from that author and others. Care should be taken to communicate high 
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scientific standards without being overly critical. Ultimately, the authors are the ones whose 
standing is on the line; therefore, changes should not be made to a manuscript without the 
approval of the authors.†  Clearance officials can choose not to clear a manuscript or to return 
those not ready for clearance. If there are instances when a reviewer in the clearance chain 
disagrees with the author’s scientific interpretation, the reviewer should discuss the issues with 
the author instead of making unilateral changes to the manuscript without consulting the author. 

First-level clearance officials should consider how their comments will be interpreted by authors. 
A message communicated as an inline edit often does not send the same message as one included 
in a comment box. Using comment boxes allows the reviewer to explain the rationale for a 
suggested edit and to engage the author in a discussion about the comment, if appropriate. In 
addition, when authors make the edits themselves, they are more likely to learn from them. 
Clearance officials should not leave it to the author to determine which comments require a 
revision to the text and which do not. It is very important to clearly communicate which 
comments are mandatory for the manuscript to be cleared and which comments are for 
consideration. 

Comments to the author should offer solutions or suggestions for improvement instead of 
criticism. Constructive comments can provide encouragement and guide an author to find a 
better approach (e.g., Comment box: “I like how you approach the issue. Have you looked into 
CDC guidance or policy documents on the topic? This may provide some alternate methods to 
consider.”). If a clearance official requires significant changes to the manuscript, the reviewer 
should give the author a rationale for the requested edits. 

In addition to communicating with the author, first-level clearance officials should ensure good 
communication with those higher in the clearance chain and help resolve issues that come up 
later in clearance. 

V. Role of the Division Associate Director for Science  
Division ADSs typically provide the second tier of review of CDC documents, and for many 
types of documents, they provide final review and clearance. Depending on the clearance matrix 
and the type of document, the division ADS is often the highest clearance official. In some 
divisions, the division director also plays a role in the clearance process. 

For documents reviewed at the CIO level, the division ADS provides an important link between 
the subject-matter experts (SMEs) in the division and the CIO ADS, and also plays a key role in 
helping to communicate CIO comments back to the authors, if necessary. Division ADSs are 
responsible for ensuring that manuscript clearance reviews at previous levels were appropriate 
and for determining what type of clearance is needed, including cross-clearance within the CIO. 
They also should ensure high-quality science and consistency of CDC recommendations, 
especially recommendations within the division. The division ADS may also play a large role in 
mentoring scientists within the division. 

†Reviewers may have different roles for different types of articles. For example, rewrites that might be considered 
intrusive for a peer-reviewed journal article may be appropriate for a CDC guidelines document. 
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A. Review of scientific quality, integrity, and relevance 
When division ADSs review manuscripts for quality, they should look for two types of issues: 
scientific and policy. Science-related questions asked by first-level clearance officials should 
garner greater attention from division ADSs who will approach them from a different 
perspective. Examples of science-related questions that may receive special focus during division 
ADS review are 

	 Are there any ethical or human subjects concerns? 

	 Are conclusions justified based on results? (e.g., A problematic statement may be “X has 
no effect on Y” when instead, a qualifying statement should be used: consider “Given our 
power to detect an effect, no effect was found.”) 

	 Are results interpreted appropriately?  (e.g., Use of causality to explain cross-sectional 
data would not be appropriate and use of “higher [or lower] risk” instead of “higher [or 
lower] odds” when interpreting odds ratios would not be appropriate.) 

 Are significance tests or confidence intervals used appropriately or when necessary? 

 Is there any inappropriate critical or inflammatory language? 

Division ADSs should review manuscripts for statements of CDC policy. Examples of policy-
related questions divisions ADSs may ask during manuscript review include 

 Do the policy statements in the discussion relate directly to the results presented?
 
 Are the policy statements ones that may affect other divisions or CIOs at CDC?
 
 Are any obvious recommendations missing? 

 Have potential critics of the work been considered, and does the manuscript adequately 


anticipate and, if appropriate, address potential criticisms? 

  Would the document benefit from additional peer review or stakeholder input? 


B. Scientific guidance and leadership 
A division ADS review may go beyond a simple review of the manuscript at hand. It is also an 
opportunity to assess and guide the overall quality of science in the division and branch. When 
division ADSs review manuscripts, they are expected to provide scientific guidance and 
leadership to improve the quality of the publication. They are also expected to mentor authors 
and scientists, when possible, to improve the quality of publications. Division ADSs should try 
to add value to the review by offering suggestions and mentoring, when appropriate, rather than 
simply rewriting a manuscript or sections of it.  Documents that are not ready for clearance 
should be returned to the author. 

Examples of scientific guidance and leadership at the division ADS level include the following: 

	 Identify areas for improvement by author and branch over time. Meet with authors and 
first-level clearance officials to provide suggestions for improvement. 
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 Mentor first-level clearance officials on appropriate standards for pre-clearance and 
ensure that documents that are not ready for clearance are returned to the authors at the 
branch level. 

 Include the author and those in the clearance chain in the feedback loop, meeting in 
person when appropriate to discuss the division ADS’s comments. 

 Provide comments that improve the manuscript and help guide the author rather than 
simply point out errors. 

C. Communicating review comments 
As with first-level clearance officials, division ADSs should be careful to communicate clear and 
consistent messages to authors and branch-level clearance officials. Division ADSs may be 
several clearance levels above the first authors and should consider how their comments will be 
interpreted by authors.  

A message communicated as an inline edit may not send the same message as one included in a 
comment box. An inline edit does not leave room for explaining the rational for the suggested 
change, whereas a comment in a comment box may give the author more insight into the division 
ADS’s thoughts behind the comment. Although it is important for reviewers at all levels of the 
clearance chain to encourage dialogue and discussion around comments, those higher in the 
chain should be especially mindful of this point and should remember that there are greater 
chances for their comments to be misinterpreted by the authors. Division ADSs should not leave 
it to the author to determine which comments require a revision to the text and which do not. As 
with all who review a manuscript for clearance, it is very important that division ADSs clearly 
communicate which of their comments must be addressed for the manuscript to be cleared (i.e., 
mandatory) and which are comments for consideration. As much as possible, the tone of the 
messages should be positive and encouraging. 

VI. Role of the CIO Associate Director for Science 
For an overwhelming majority of CDC documents, clearance does not go beyond CIO ADSs. At 
the CIO level, the focus is more likely to be on “big picture” issues like policy considerations, 
impact of the publication, and broad scientific issues. CIO ADSs are responsible for ensuring 
high-quality science and consistency of CDC recommendations and, when appropriate, for 
mentoring authors and others in the clearance chain to improve the overall quality of scientific 
products. CIO ADSs are responsible for ensuring that manuscript clearance reviews at 
subordinate levels were appropriate. Finally, CIO ADSs initiate cross-clearance with other CIOs 
and cross-clear incoming documents on behalf of their CIO, or they delegate cross-clearance to 
internal SMEs. 

A. Review of scientific quality, integrity, and relevance 
When CIO ADSs review manuscripts for quality, similar to division ADSs, they should look for 
two types of issues: scientific and policy. Reviews conducted by CIO ADSs, however, are more 
likely to be focused on broad scientific and policy issues and whether the overall quality of the 
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manuscript is sufficient to represent the CIO and CDC. Their reviews should be concerned with 
issues that may be of broader importance in CDC outside of their CIOs.  

CIO ADSs are responsible for approving cross-clearance on behalf of the CIOs. Although CIO 
ADSs often delegate the cross-clearance of individual documents to others (e.g., SMEs, division 
ADSs), the CIO ADSs have the primary responsibility for cross-clearance and should ensure that 
those who conduct cross-clearance are providing the appropriate level and quality of comments 
and that cross-clearance is being conducted in a timely manner. CIO ADSs typically represent 
the CIOs in discussions or negotiations that arise from cross-clearance and, if necessary, elevate 
cross-clearance issues to the CDC ADS for resolution. 

In addition to all of the manuscript clearance review responsibilities at the branch and division 
levels, CIO ADSs will give special focus to the following questions: 

 Given the strength of the methods and results, are conclusions and recommendations 
appropriate? 

 Are conclusions/findings at odds with previous literature on the topic?; if so, is this 
conflict adequately addressed in the discussion? 


 Should cross-clearance with other CIOs be initiated? 

 Should the document be sent to the CIO Associate Director for Policy (ADP) or 


Associate Director for Communication Sciences (ADCS) for review or awareness? 

 Are documents for outgoing cross-clearance of sufficient scientific quality? 

Likewise, in addition to reviewing a manuscript for the policy issues reviewed at the branch and 
division levels, CIO ADSs should also look for the following types of policy issues when 
reviewing manuscripts for clearance: 

	 Manuscripts that are high profile because of a new or revised CDC policy should be sent 
to the CDC Office of the Associate Director for Science (OADS) and CDC Office of the 
Associate Director for Policy (OADP) for review. (See Section VII for details about 
OADS review.) 

	 Manuscripts that are high profile and conflict with HHS policy or other department 
policies should be sent to the CDC OADS and CDC OADP for review. 

B. Scientific guidance and leadership 
CIO ADSs are also expected to provide scientific guidance and leadership to improve the quality 
of the publication. CIO ADSs play a crucial role in mentoring ADSs at the division level and 
communicating CIO expectations and standards for scientific quality to those below them in the 
clearance chain.  

As part of the manuscript review, CIO ADSs should identify Influential Scientific Information 
(ISI) or Highly Influential Scientific Assessments (HISA) that require external peer review (as 
mandated by the Office of Management and Budget [OMB] bulletin on peer review). Documents 
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requiring OMB-mandated peer review need to be posted on the CDC peer review Internet sites. 
Contact the OADS/Office of Science Quality for details on posting ISI and HISA documents.  
Furthermore, ADSs of CIOs where the manuscripts originate are responsible for coordinating 
review by appropriate offices, initiating cross-clearance, and identifying manuscripts that require 
CDC ADS clearance. As part of the clearance process, CIO ADSs should work with their policy 
and communication science associate directors, as necessary, to ensure the CDC Office of the 
Associate Director for Communication and Office of Chief of Staff (OCoS) are alerted of 
upcoming high-profile or controversial documents. High-profile documents should be forwarded 
to CIO ADPs for posting in the CDC Forecasting Portal operated by OCoS. 

C. Communicating review comments 
As with all previous levels in the clearance chain, CIO ADSs should communicate clearly and 
consistently with authors and those in the clearance chain. CIO ADSs should consider how their 
comments will be interpreted by authors and first-level clearance officials, many of whom may 
be several levels removed from the CIO ADS. Care should be taken to include everyone in the 
clearance chain when the CIO ADS communicates review comments. CIO ADSs should clearly 
indicate which of their comments must be addressed for the manuscript to be cleared (i.e., 
mandatory) and which are comments for consideration.  

D. Cross-clearance 
CIO ADSs play a special and specific role in cross-clearing documents with other CIOs. The 
CIO ADS is responsible for seeking cross-clearance with other organizations and for granting 
cross-clearance for documents submitted by other CIOs. Although the cross-clearance process 
may involve review by SMEs at the division level, the CIO ADS is responsible for ensuring that 
the cross-clearance comments are appropriate and are representative of the CIO. CIO ADSs 
should monitor the cross-clearance process with their CIO and, if needed, edit outgoing cross-
clearance comments or mentor SMEs on cross-clearance best practices. If multiple SMEs within 
a CIO provide review comments, the CIO ADS should ensure that comments are compiled into a 
single, unambiguous response on behalf of the CIO. The CIO ADS is responsible for working 
with other CIO ADSs to resolve any cross-clearance problems and for elevating cross-clearance 
issues to CDC/OADS for resolution, if needed. 

VII. Role of CDC Office of Associate Director for Science 
The Office of the Associate Director for Science (OADS) provides agency-wide oversight of 
scientific clearance at CDC. The Director, Office of Science Quality (OSQ) within OADS is the 
agency’s highest level scientific clearance official and is responsible for ensuring excellence and 
integrity in all aspects of CDC’s scientific activities and products. OADS provides guidance and 
assistance to CDC’s scientific community on scientific policy issues that affect the planning and 
implementation of public health practice and research activities. 

CIO ADSs are responsible for identifying documents that require OADS review. These are 
routed to the Director, OSQ, by selecting the “CDC ADS Notification” option in eClearance. 
The Director, OSQ, may decide to formally review the document, defer final review back to the 
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center ADS, or elevate the document to the CDC ADS or CDC Director for review. OADS 
requests documents that meet the following criteria be routed to OADS for review. ‡ 

	 Major scientific findings/conclusions representing scientific breakthroughs that could 
have immediate implications for CDC policy or significant impact on resource 
allocations.   

	 Major scientific findings/conclusions that directly relate to key CDC Director, 
Department of Health and Human Services, Presidential, or Congressional priorities or 
initiatives, including key initiatives focusing on elimination of health disparities.  

	 Scientific findings/conclusions that directly contradict previous CDC or CDC partners’ 
science that served as the basis for public health policy/recommendations.   

	 Scientific findings, recommendations, or policy statements that relate to pending or 
ongoing investigative activities of the Office of the Inspector General or the General 
Accounting Office. 

 Scientific products covering sensitive, controversial, or highly visible subjects.  

 Other publications at the discretion of the CIO Associate Director for Science.  


A. Review for excellence and integrity of CDC’s science 
Only a small number of high-profile documents merit clearance by OADS. The Director, OSQ, 
is responsible for resolving cross-clearance conflicts that cannot be resolved by CIO ADSs. 
When reviewing manuscripts for clearance, OADS reviewers may ask the following questions  

 What are the scientific/policy implications?
 
 Is the quality of the evidence adequate? Has the source been described?
 
 Is the science presented in a cohesive, clear manner? 

 Is the study design appropriate for the methodology? Do the results follow from analyses 


and conclusions/recommendations follow from results? (e.g., inappropriateness of a 
cross-sectional study to assess causality) 

 Are the main messages clear? Do they match the data presented? Do they conflict with 
other HHS or CDC messages or policies? 

B. Communicating review comments  
Communications from the OADS normally are routed through the CIO ADSs. The Director, 
OSQ, consults with the CIO ADS as necessary about any issues that arise during document 
review. 

‡ See http://intranet.cdc.gov/od/oads/osqt/science-policies/idclearproducts.htm and 
http://intranet.cdc.gov/od/oads/osqt/science-policies/clearanceprocedures.htm for additional 
information. 
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VIII. Cross-Clearance 
According to the CDC clearance policy, “Clearance is not complete until approvals are received 
from other centers that share responsibility for specific program areas covered in an information 
product. These approvals are called ‘cross-clearance’...” Cross-clearance is required for any 
scientific document if it overlaps the program area covered by another CIO (not just for 
documents with policy statements). However, if authors are from more than one center, but there 
is no cross-center area of interest, cross-clearance is not necessary. 

CDC scientists encounter cross-clearance when they have manuscripts that must go to another 
CIO for cross-clearance and when they are asked to review a manuscript from another CIO as an 
SME. Because cross-clearance review takes place in a different CIO, communication challenges 
can be especially difficult, and it is more likely that clearance comments will be misunderstood 
or misinterpreted. In addition, cross-clearance review typically focuses on major scientific and 
policy issues (i.e., “deal breakers”) and not on relatively minor concerns. Cross-clearing 
reviewers should take special care to provide a rationale for comments and to distinguish 
between mandatory and optional comments and edits. If major concerns are identified that would 
prevent the document from being cleared, the cross-clearing reviewer should clearly indicate of 
what can be done to make the manuscript acceptable. 

CIO ADSs play a crucial role in cross-clearance. Even if a document does not normally require 
review at the CIO level, if cross-clearance is required, the document will be routed through the 
CIO ADS (and to the ADS of the cross-clearing CIO). CIO ADSs are often in the best position to 
facilitate the cross-clearance process and can be instrumental in helping to resolve disputes. 
Authors may want to consult with their CIO ADS early in the development of any document that 
has the potential for cross-clearance problems. If a cross-clearance impasse arises, the CIO ADSs 
may convene a group of the authors, reviewing SMEs, etc., to negotiate final clearance. 

There are crucial differences between the role of the reviewer in cross-clearance versus normal 
clearance (i.e., review of documents within the direct clearance chain). The primary role of the 
cross-clearance review is to identify serious issues or “deal breakers” that would make the 
document unacceptable to the cross-clearing CIO. Therefore, cross-clearing CIOs should be very 
explicit in their comments about which comments (if any) are mandatory and must be addressed 
before the document will be cleared. Non-mandatory comments should be labeled as such, and 
the cross-clearing CIO should give careful consideration to whether comments are sufficiently 
serious to warrant withholding cross-clearance. CIO ADSs should monitor comments by SMEs 
to ensure that CIO comments are appropriate and clear. 

Ensuring the document is of high quality typically is the primary responsibility of the originating 
CIO, not the cross-clearing CIO. Naturally, cross-clearing CIOs will want to make sure that the 
document accurately and clearly represents issues associated with their programmatic areas. 
Cross-clearing reviewers should feel free to provide any type of comment back to the originating 
CIO for consideration and should alert the CIO to errors in the document. However, cross-
clearing CIOs should limit mandatory comments to those that will have an impact on 
programmatic areas within their CIO and should be clear to label any other comments as “for 
consideration only.” 
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Some Common Misconceptions About Cross-Clearance 

Misconception: Cross-clearance is only needed for documents with policy statements. 
FALSE–Although cross-clearance review is sometimes focused on policy issues, the 
CDC clearance policy requires cross-clearance whenever another CIO shares 
responsibility for the program area covered in the document, whether there are policy 
issues or not. 

Misconception: Cross-clearance is required if there are co-authors from another CIO. 
MAYBE NOT– If there are co-authors from other CIOs but the content of the document 
does not intersect with the program area of the other CIO, cross-clearance is not required 
(although it is good practice to send an informational copy). 

Misconception: Cross-clearance should occur between the relevant SMEs at the division level. 
FALSE–Although preclearance review and consultation can and should occur between 
SMEs, formal cross-clearance occurs between CIO ADSs. Preclearance review between 
SMEs does not replace formal cross-clearance (although it can make the cross-clearance 
process much smoother and faster). 

Cross-clearance best practices include the following: 
 Authors should ensure that the necessary pre-clearance steps have occurred to minimize 

cross-clearance conflicts. For documents that may be controversial during cross-
clearance, authors should consult with their ADSs to ensure the necessary pre-clearance 
steps have been taken. 

 ADSs should ensure that documents sent for cross-clearance are in good shape and ready 
for clearance. Clearance comments from the originating CIO should be addressed prior to 
cross-clearance (unless the clearance comments are minor). 

 Cross-clearing reviewers should clearly label which comments and edits are mandatory 
and which are optional. Consider grouping mandatory comments separately at the 
beginning of the comments section. 

 If cross-clearance is not granted, whenever possible, the cross-clearing reviewer should 
suggest resolutions to problems. 

 Cross-clearing ADSs should ensure that SMEs are providing an appropriate level of 
review and staying focused on “deal breakers.” 

 CIO ADSs should facilitate cross-clearance discussions, work collaboratively to resolve 
impasses, and attempt to meet recommended timelines for completing cross-clearance. 

IX. Clearance Timelines 
The purpose of clearance is to ensure that documents are of sufficient quality for publication or 
release to the public. However, the need for quality should be balanced with the need for 
providing clearance in a timely manner. Overly burdensome clearance processes can be 
demoralizing and frustrating for authors, can unnecessarily increase workloads for clearance 
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officials, and can delay the release of public health information. Timely clearance is a 
responsibility shared by clearance officials, authors, and supervisors. 

The clearance process should be designed so that documents are cleared at the lowest level 
feasible within the organization, while elevating documents to higher levels for clearance when 
they include high-profile, influential, or potentially controversial content. Each CIO is required 
to maintain a clearance matrix that specifies the level of clearance needed for each type of 
document. The eClearance system uses the CIO clearance matrix to determine the approvals 
needed before a document is cleared. CIO ADSs are encouraged to review their clearance 
matrices periodically and to look for opportunities to delegate clearance of specific types of 
documents to lower levels. 

Delegating clearance too far down in the organization poses the risk of leading  to insufficient 
levels of clearance or lack of awareness for high-profile or sensitive documents. However, note 
that the clearance matrix specifies the minimum level of clearance required for a type of 
document, and authors and clearance officials can (and should) elevate specific documents to 
higher levels of clearance if appropriate. Higher level clearance officials may delegate more 
documents to lower levels of the organization for review when they have confidence that high-
profile and sensitive documents will be routed to them. Thus, there are more opportunities to 
streamline the clearance process if clearance officials at lower levels (branch and division) have 
a good understanding of the needs of officials higher in the organization, and it is the 
responsibility of clearance officials at all levels of the organization to train those below them in 
the clearance chain. Clearance officials at all levels should have a clear understanding of the 
value they add to the clearance process and should avoid duplicating the function of those below 
them. Most manuscripts can be cleared quickly when clearance officials at all levels have a 
common understanding of clearance standards and criteria. Streamlining has the added benefit 
that higher level clearance officials will have fewer documents in their queues and more time to 
spend on those of higher importance and complexity. 

The CDC clearance policy recommends that most documents should be cleared within 4 weeks, 
with up to an additional 2 weeks for those requiring cross-clearance. Ideally, CIOs should aim to 
clear most journal manuscripts even faster, within 2 weeks. More complicated or controversial 
articles may take more time and abstracts should take less time. 

Major clearance delays occur when documents are determined to need significant revision based 
on the clearance review. As noted in Section III, adequate levels of pre-clearance will help 
prevent the need for these major changes and will make the clearance process more efficient. 
Manuscripts entering clearance should be of high quality from a scientific and communications 
perspective, and any major policy issues should be discussed and resolved before clearance is 
initiated. Manuscripts not ready for clearance should be returned to the authors. 

Other sources of delays include tardy review by clearance officials and delays by authors in 
responding to clearance comments. Also, documents may stall in eClearance (e.g., when a 
clearance official moves to another position and leaves documents in his/her queue). The 
eClearance system provides tools for ADSs and clearance contacts to identify and track 
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documents that are delayed. CIO ADSs should monitor clearance timelines within their 
organization and identify any bottlenecks to clearance. 

Tips for Timely Clearance 
 CIO ADSs should review their clearance matrices periodically and delegate clearance to 

the lowest level of the organization feasible. 

 ADSs should discuss clearance needs with those below them in the clearance chain and 
communicate criteria for elevating documents for higher levels of clearance. 

 Clearance officials should provide backup coverage when out of the office and should set 
eClearance roles accordingly. 

 The clearance matrix should be updated frequently, and clearance officials who leave 
their position should ensure their workload is transferred appropriately. 

 ADSs and clearance officials should monitor delayed documents and alert tardy clearance 
officials or authors as needed. 

	 For documents that have been with the authors for revision for extended periods, 
clearance officials should discuss the status with the authors. If there are valid reasons 
preventing the author from completing the revisions, the document should be withdrawn 
from clearance. 

X. eClearance 
eClearance is the automated work-flow process for routing, conducting scientific review, and 
clearing documents by the appropriate CDC staff members before submitting to a journal or 
being released to the public. This process supports CDC’s need to accurately, efficiently, and 
rapidly clear both routine and emergency information for external dissemination. Consistent with 
CDC’s clearance policy, the system automates approval routes, ensuring the right documents are 
cleared by the right CDC staff. This system enables CDC to manage, track, and route documents, 
with the added ability to literally see where they are in the clearance process as well as gain 
insight into the rate and number of documents cleared throughout CDC during a given period. 
The eClearance system is based on the Documentum software platform. 

All scientific documents to be disseminated outside CDC must be electronically submitted for 
scientific clearance through the eClearance system. Each CIO has implemented and documented 
clearance procedures for the CIO that are consistent with the required steps and procedures in the 
CDC policy and the eClearance system. 

CIO leadership and ADSs should ensure that lead authors and supervisors understand and use the 
eClearance system for submitting and obtaining clearances for all documents disseminated 
outside CDC. Also each CIO has developed a clearance matrix to identify the required clearance 
review chain for each type of document. The clearance matrix is posted on the CIO intranet and 
reflected in the clearance chain in the eClearance system. CIO leadership and ADSs should 
ensure that authors have access to information, resources, staff, and training for the procedures 
for submitting of documents to the eClearance system. It is important for authors, supervisors, 
and division ADSs to understand requirements and procedures in eClearance for requesting 
cross-clearance and CDC ADS notification, review, or clearance. Topics that require cross-
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clearance for each CIO and CDC ADS Notification are available on the OADS intranet webpage. 
The eClearance eLearning modules, End User Tool Kit Wiki, and Author Guide include 
instructions for these “Special Clearances.” 

The eClearance system maintains an electronic record of drafts, final versions, some supporting 
materials, clearance official’s comments and approvals, and cross-clearances (but this does not 
encompass all documentation required by records management policy). Authors should observe 
post-clearance procedures to ensure that peer-reviewed final manuscripts (after the journal has 
accepted the manuscript for publication) are entered into the eClearance system to be included in 
the CDC document repository. 

XI. Tips for Successful Clearance 

Ten Clearance Tips 
1.	 Work with others in your clearance chain to ensure that you understand your specific role in 

the clearance process. (Higher level reviewers or cross-clearing reviewers should focus on 
“deal breakers.” Lower level reviewers and supervisors should provide more in-depth 
mentoring comments.) 

2.	 Avoid over-reviewing documents. Develop a triage process and criteria to identify those 
requiring the highest level of scrutiny and those that can receive minimal review. (If in doubt, 
read the discussion section first.) 

3.	 Clearly specify to the author which comments are mandatory (e.g., scientific error, 
unsubstantiated conclusions, unsupported policy statements, human subjects issues) and 
which are for consideration only. 

4.	 Read the comments of those below you in the clearance chain, and keep those below you in 
the clearance chain informed of your comments. Communicate among all levels of reviewers 
to avoid sending mixed messages. 

5.	 Designate backup/alternates for clearance when reviewers or authors are on leave or travel. 
6.	 Avoid rewriting or extensively editing documents in clearance. Whenever possible, provide 

explanatory comments to guide the author in addressing deficiencies. Documents that need 
extensive editing should be returned to the author or withdrawn from clearance. 

7.	 Use the eClearance system to 

a) Submit documents  
b) Identify required clearances 
c) Review, revise, and approve documents 
d) Supplement review with telephone and e-mail communication to help clarify 

comments when needed 
8.	 Fully consider the document subject matter and content to identify all required reviewers, 

including other centers (cross-clearance), other SMEs, OADP, OADC, and OADS. 
9.	 Conduct document review in a careful, but timely manner, adhering to recommended 

timelines; also respond to comments and revise documents in a timely manner. 
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10. Ensure that cross-clearance comments are focused on “deal-breakers.” Avoid intrusive edits 
in cross-clearance reviews unless absolutely necessary.  

Tips for Successful Cross-Clearance 
1.	 Ensure other relevant programs are consulted and engaged while the document is being 

developed. 
2.	 Submit “clean” documents (with all previous comments addressed) to cross-clearance. 
3.	 When reviewing incoming cross-clearance documents, focus on “deal breakers” (e.g., 

scientific errors, problems with policy) related to your program. Avoid intrusive edits or 
overly detailed reviews. 

4.	 Adhere to recommended cross-clearance timelines, and alert other CIOs if more time will be 
required. 

5.	 Clearly specify which comments are mandatory (conditional for granting cross-clearance) 
and which are for consideration only. 

6.	 Work with your CIO ADS to resolve cross-clearance issues. (This is especially important for 
potentially contentious issues.) 

Ten Questions to Ask During Clearance 
1.	 Is the document ready for clearance? 
2.	 Are the conclusions appropriate and supported by the results (and does the paper avoid 

overly speculative conclusions)? 
3.	 Are there references to support statements not directly supported by the data? 
4.	 Does the discussion section cover how the results are linked to public health impact and 

public health decision-making? 
5.	 Is the statistical analysis appropriate to answer the relevant public health question, and is 

there discussion of effect size and public health significance (in addition to statistical 
significance)?  

6.	 Are alternate interpretations of the data discussed? 
7.	 Is there a thorough discussion of study limitations? 
8.	 Have the appropriate programs and CIOs been selected for cross-clearance? 
9.	 Have policy issues been discussed and resolved with the appropriate programs and partners 

prior to the initiation of clearance? 
10. Do the methods include an appropriate statement about how human subjects issues were 

addressed? 

XII. Resources 
Associate Directors for Science Roles and Responsibilities, A Handbook, August 2009. 
http://intranet.cdc.gov/od/oads/od/eisc/handouts/ADShandbook.pdf 

Clearance of Information Products Disseminated Outside CDC for Public Use, July 22, 2005. 
http://aops-mas-iis.cdc.gov/Policy/Doc/policy66.htm 
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Policies and Procedures for ADSO Review of NIOSH Publications, August 12, 2009 (includes 
Appendix F, ADSO Worksheet for Review of NIOSH Publications). 
http://inside.niosh.cdc.gov/nioshpolicies/2009/ADSOManual2009-12-31.pdf 

Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. CDC GUIDELINES: Improving the Quality, 
September 1996. 
http://intranet.cdc.gov/od/oads/od/eisc/pdf/cdcguide.pdf 

Oversight and Clearance of Dual-Use Research of Concern, July 25, 2007. 
http://aops-mas-iis/Policy/Doc/policy516.pdf 
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XIII. Appendix: Sample Checklists 
These items should be checked for all manuscripts submitted to clearance.  

Sample Manuscript Checklist for Authors 

Item Included/ 
Appropriate 

Title and authors correct 

Double-spaced 

CDC disclaimer statement 

Properly and completely filled in clearance form (cross- 
clearance needed?) 

E-mail from all authors stating that they have participated in 
writing the document and that permission is given to send the 
document through clearance, or all authors have initialed 
clearance form 

Acknowledgements included (if appropriate) 

Abstract included (if required) 

Page numbers 

Publication venue appropriate 

Correct spelling/grammar 

Literature review adequate 

Ethical and human subjects concerns addressed 

References complete (none omitted or extras included) 

Original references consulted for appropriateness of use 

Length of article appropriate 

Tables and figures are stand-alone 

Numbers and percentages added correctly in text and tables 
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Sample Checklist for ADSs 

Manuscript Title: 

Authors: 

Location of Data Files, Analysis, and Coding Information: 


Procedure Date Competed and Initials 
(of person who checked 

the information) 

Comments 

Title and authors correct 

CDC disclaimer statement 

E-mail from ALL authors stating they 
have participated in writing the 
document and that permission is given 
to send the document through clearance 

Acknowledgements included (if 
appropriate) 

Abstract included (if required) 

Page numbers and page headings 
included 

Theoretical basis makes sense 

Publication venue appropriate 

Case sufficiently made for worth of 
article 

Ethical and human subjects concerns 
addressed 

Analysis procedures appropriate 

Conclusions appropriate for results 

Spelling/grammar correct 

Literature review adequate 

References complete (none omitted or 
extras included; initials of who checked 
the references) 

Original references consulted for 
appropriateness of use

 Length of article appropriate 
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