
  

CURRENT PROTOCOLS IN 
IMMUNOLOGY 

Celebrating 25 Years 
As Current Protocols in Immunology – the gold standard 

protocol resource – turns 25 this month, Ethan M. Shevach, 

one of the founding editors, reflects on CPI’s role in the 

changing field. 



How it all 
started 1991 

Several NIH immunologists were approached by  

Sarah Greene, the founder of the Current Protocols 

Series, in the late 1980s to discuss the potential 

development of a compendium of immunologic methods 

similar to the recently published, Current Protocols in 

Molecular Biology (“The Red Book”). I had actually never 

seen or used CPMB, but the concept of providing a source 

for detailed methods that would be of use to immunologists 

certainly appealed to me.  

As I sit at my desk in my office at the NIH with 

seven volumes of CPI looming over me on a 

shelf, it is intriguing to think back how this giant 

tome of immunologic methods got started.  



How it all 
started 1991 

There had been a number of books dealing with immunologic 

methods published in the 1970s-1980s, but they largely dealt 

with cut and dried immunochemical techniques. The field of 

molecular immunology was rapidly expanding and cellular 

immunology was undergoing a renaissance. New cytokines were 

being cloned on a daily basis and the field lacked a “bible” to 

spell out accurate techniques. However, other established 

immunologists in the NIH community felt that many of the 

methods in use in the field were an “art” form (e.g., cloning T 

cells) rather than science and could not be put in writing in a form 

useful for the uninitiated. Given the current controversy about 

reproducibility in science, it is likely that the development of CPI 

has helped convert some of the “artistic” immunological methods 

to reliable techniques that can be widely replicated.  



Sarah found a group of five NIH scientists who were willing to be members of the Editorial 

Board  (J. Coligan, A. Kruisbeek, D. Margulies, W. Strober, and myself). We rapidly outlined 

what we believed were a list of critical topics and divided up the task based on our individual 

areas of expertise. Luckily, it was relatively easy to find authors who shared our interests in 

codifying immunologic methods and the first volume was published in 1991.  

When Ada Kruisbeek left the NIH for a position in Holland, Barbara Bierer joined us. She is the 

only non-NIH immunologist on the Board, and offers a fresh perspective from academia on 

new topics to be included in CPI. Five scientists who function as members of a Board, but 

whose major interests are running their own laboratories, occasionally lose track of their 

editorial responsibilities. The appointment of R. Coico, a senior immunologist, as Series Editor, 

in the 1990s has provided the Board not only with his wisdom and leadership, but also his 

gentle prodding that keeps us functioning, literally “on track.”  

Who it began with 



The Golden Moment 

Surprisingly, the most contentious decision we faced was determining the 

colour of the binder. We ultimately picked “gold” as we felt that CPI would 

represent the “Gold Standard” for immunologic methods.  

 

One of our earliest learning experiences was the level of detail 

required by the copy editors for each of the methods. Does the size of 

the test tube used in an assay really matter? Does one really have to 

give centrifuge specifications in gravitational units (x g) rather than in 

rpm? Does the commercial source of particular antibodies matter? 

The answer was a definitive “yes.” The rigid requirements for detail 

have been maintained for the past 25 years. 



Once the first volume was published, it was 

relatively easy to expand the list of topics to be 

covered. We did and still do have heated 

discussions about what methods should be 

included in CPI. At first, our choices were 

constrained by the number of pages that could be 

published in a given year, but this restraint was 

lifted by the publication of the online version of CPI.  

We now have limitless capacity for expansion. 

The Editorial Board frequently debates the 

appropriateness of a given method for inclusion. 

Experimental immunology is largely performed 

in two species—mouse and man. Should be 

include methods for studies in less studied 

species -- rats, primates, chickens, fish (!)? 

Needless to say, this debate rages on till the 

present. 

2016 and 
beyond… 



Another major issue is whether CPI should include the latest and potentially the most 

important methodological advances in the field? This is a difficult call, as many of the hot, new 

methods do not stand the test of time. Indeed, many of the most highly cited protocols in CPI 

are those that have been in use for decades and have proven to be rock solid. The Editors 

constantly strive to keep even these classic methods up to date. One concern to all Editors is 

whether their publications are read and more importantly cited in the literature. One important 

change in CPI was its conversion from a “book” to a “journal” permitting all contributions to be 

listed on PubMed and facilitating their identification using a search engine such as Google.  

2016 and 
beyond… 



About the future 
Where will CPI be in 25 years? 

Many feel immunology is now a “mature” science and that progress in basic 

immunology will gradually slow. As a scientist who has spent the past four 

decades watching immunology develop and grow exponentially, I disagree. We 

have not even identified every cell in the immune system, as CPI has recently 

added a Unit on a previously undiscovered cell type, Innate Lymphoid Cells, 

which are now the focus of research in both man and mouse.  

The next decade should witness the continued development of imaging 

technology that will allow us to visualize even at the single cell level the 

immune response in real time in different in vivo models.  

The availability of humanized mouse models will not only revolutionize our 

understanding of the pathogenesis of human disease and provide an ideal and 

rapid platform for the development of immunomodulatory drugs and biologics, 

but also keep the future Editors of CPI busy. 

  “ 

http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/book/10.1002/0471142735

