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Book reviews play an important part in academic 
communication. Many academic journals publish book 
reviews in addition to their articles and, indeed, some 
specialist journals publish nothing but book reviews.
Nonetheless, not a lot is known about how people read, 
write, and edit book reviews, or how they are chosen.

Book reviews differ from academic articles submitted 
for publication because, in the main, they are solicited by 
an editor and are not subjected to the normal refereeing 
process. Editors normally accept for publication the reviews 
that are submitted, although sometimes they may shorten 
and/or edit them.

Choosing the reviewers
Different editors have different procedures for choosing book 
reviewers. Some, for example, maintain panels of authors 
deemed appropriate for the task, whereas others work more 
with their personal knowledge of authors in their field, 
perhaps guided by recommendations from their colleagues. 
Others list books available for review in the current issues of 
their journals and invite interested readers to bid for them. 
Sometimes the authors themselves may nominate people 
that they consider appropriate to review their text.

There are a number of journals today where lists of books 
available for review are distributed by email attachments to 
a panel of reviewers and/or readers, who can then select 
one or more that interests them (for example, see the 
British Journal of Educational Technology, H-Net Reviews, 
Law and Politics Book Review, Studies in Higher Education). 
Completed book reviews are submitted by email or 
uploaded directly using electronic editing software. These 
reviewers do not need to worry about the niceties of 
presenting the authors’ initials, and ISBN numbers, etc., as 
this is done automatically for them. One or two journals 
even provide electronic templates for reviewers to follow 
when writing their reviews (for example, International 
Journal of Commerce and Management).

Reviewers are not normally compensated for their 
reviews but most of them get to keep the book in question. 
Some potential reviewers approach the publishers of a text 
to ask if they can review it (in exchange for a copy). Such 
reviewers also have to approach the editors of the journals 
where they intend to submit the review to ask if they would 
welcome such a review (see below).

Writing book reviews: editorial instructions
Because book reviews are not normally refereed editors 
need to make it clear what they require. Thus there are 
usually instructions on these matters for potential book 
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reviewers. Such instructions typically cover technical 
matters and content.

Technical matters
These instructions often start with an indication of the 
required length: (‘Individual book reviews should be between 
800 and 1200 words in length, depending upon the amount 
of attention which you feel the book merits’). Indeed, advice 
about length is sometimes the only advice given.

However, there may be further advice on layout: 
(‘Reviews should be set justified and double-spaced’). In 
some journals a good deal of attention is given to how to 
head the review in the appropriate format for that particular
journal (for example, author – surname first, date of 
publication, title – in bold, place of publication, publisher, 
number of pages, ISBN number, price). Similarly, there are 
sometimes instructions on how to end the review with the
reviewer’s name and institutional affiliation, and perhaps a 
request for some biographical notes.

Much space is devoted in some editorial instructions on 
how to cite quotations from the book being reviewed, and 
on how to provide references and/or footnotes. However, 
some journals explicitly forbid such details: ‘Please use 
references only sparingly, if at all’ (The Psychologist). Finally 
there are instructions for submitting the finished review: 
for example, ‘Please send your review by 6th August to 
meet the November deadline.’

Specific guidance about content
Some journals provide more advice. The Journal of the 
Medical Library Association, for example, provides potential 
book reviewers with lengthy notes on the aims and scope of 
the journal, together with a paragraph on what the content 
of the review might contain:

‘Reviews should contain a brief overview of the scope 
and content (of the book being reviewed) so that 
readers can determine the book’s interest to them. 
Reviewing each chapter of a book is not necessary. For 
a research or historical work, please comment on its 
significance in relation to the focus area as well as to 
the field as a whole. For an applied or descriptive work, 
be sure to comment on its usefulness. In both cases 
compare the book with similar publications in its area 
and indicate its potential audiences, where relevant.’

Other journals go further: for example,
‘The editor encourages reviewers to devote special 
attention to the political assumptions and discussions in 
the book under review,’ (Law and Politics Book Review).
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There are also – sometimes – suggestions about style:
‘We are seeking reviews that are incisive… integrative… 
balanced… and provocative’ (PsyCritiques).

‘It is not required that every review contain at least 
one negative remark. Selective detail is refreshing. 
Encyclopaedic detail – as in a chapter by chapter outline 
– is rarely called for’ (American Journal of Physics).
One or two journals remark on the possibility that 

a reviewer, having examined a book, may not wish to 
review it. These books should, therefore, be returned for 
re-assignment. Others comment on ethical matters:

‘Professional ethics require that you do not review a 
book when an overriding sense of personal obligation, 
competition or enmity exists’ (Law and Politics Book 
Review).

Nature requires its book reviewers to sign certain disclaimers 
(for example, that they have not been in dispute with the 
book’s author) before their review can be published.

Unsolicited book reviews
Some editors accept unsolicited reviews, provided that they 
meet the required standards. As one editor told me, ‘I strongly 
encourage unsolicited reviews’ (Journal of Technical Writing 
and Communication). But others are more cautious, for 
example, ‘This journal does not publish unsolicited reviews. 
However, if you would like to be added to our database of 
potential reviewers, please fill in our potential reviewers’ 
data-sheet’ (The Hispanic American Historical Review). Some 
editors are more blunt: ‘Unsolicited book reviews are not 
accepted’ (American Historical Review).

Reading and writing book reviews
I have reported elsewhere on what I found when I sent 
an electronic questionnaire on reading and writing book 
reviews to groups of academics in the Arts, Sciences and 
Social Sciences.1,2

Here, almost two-thirds of these respondents recalled 
reading a dreadful book review. Some of the things 
Scientists said about such reviews were that they were:
•	 pointless, uninformative, indecisive and boring;
•	 a mere listing of the contents;
•	 pretentious, unkind, careless;
•	 personally abusive about the author’s credentials;
•	 written to cherish the reviewer’s ego.

Generally speaking, book reviews were not highly 
regarded if they simply outlined the content of a book 
using a chapter-by-chapter format. On the other hand, 
approximately 55% of the respondents recalled reading an 
outstanding book review. Here scientists thought that such 
reviews:
•	 gave a balanced critical evaluation of the text;
•	 made seemingly dull topics interesting;
•	 were well written, succinct, and informative;
•	 made theoretical contributions in their own right;
•	 made people want to buy the book.

How then might Science editors encourage authors to 
write outstanding book reviews? First of all they should 
perhaps consider their instructions to their authors in 
this respect as discussed above. Next they might consider 
indicating where additional help might be found. There 
are several useful book chapters and academic articles on 
writing book reviews in the Sciences and Social Sciences2–5 

as well as websites. Finally, they might consider providing 
more specific advice for novices. Some editors provide new 
reviewers with copies of what they deem to be exemplary 
reviews to provide instructional models. Others promise to 
provide assistance for those who have never written a book 
review before.

In a wide-ranging and informative paper, Miranda 
(1996)6 traces the history of book reviewing (from 140 BC.!) 
and suggests that the key features of successful reviews are 
those where the reviewer:
•	 evaluates the contribution of the text;
•	 sets the work in a larger, broader context;
•	 identifies the strengths and weaknesses of the arguments, 

and;
•	 involves the reader in the discussion.

Miranda also notes that some book review formats are 
not used as extensively as they might be, for example:
•	 integrated formats, where there are several reviews on 

books on the same subject matter;
•	 multi-disciplinary formats – where one book is 

reviewed by people from different disciplines;
•	 special issue formats – where the reviews supplement 

and complement the theme of selected papers in that 
issue of the journal;

•	 review essay sections – where two or three books on the 
same or contrasting themes are reviewed by the same 
reviewer; and

•	 rejoinders, where a review is followed by the author’s reply.

All of these formats seem worth exploring more. But 
whatever the format, my research suggests that successful 
reviews contain a number of key features. Table 1 provides 
a checklist in this respect. Editors might like to send this 
to their book reviewers, perhaps adjusted slightly to meet 
their own particular needs.

Table 1. A possible checklist for book reviewers

Make sure that your review contains:

An early paragraph saying what the book is about, and 
putting it in context
Information about the intended audience
A critique of the argument/content of the book
Any supporting academic references
Remarks on the strengths and limitations of the book
A note on the format, length and price (or value for 
money)
A note (if appropriate) on how well the text is supported 
by tables/diagrams/illustrations

Table 1 continued

If the following details are not supplied for you, please make 
sure that your review contains:
Accurate details of the authors’/editors’ names and initials
Title of the publication
Edition
Date of publication
Publisher and place of publication
ISBN number
Format (hardback, paperback or soft cover)
Number of pages
Price

The typographic settings of book reviews
Finally, we might note that although book reviews play an 
important role in academic journals, they are often printed 
in a different way from the main articles. No doubt this 
change in typographic settings is used to indicate that ‘this 
is a book review’ as opposed to ‘this is an article’, but such 
changes are not always helpful for the reader. Some familiar 
strategies here are to print the text in two-columns, rather 
than one, and to use a different and smaller type-size and 
typeface, without recognizing that smaller type-sizes are 
more difficult to read – especially for older persons.

Curiously enough it appears that there might be 
disciplinary factors in these decisions. The data shown in 
Table 2 summarize the typographic settings used in 25 
journals in each of the arts, the social sciences and the 
sciences.7 Here it can be seen that approximately half of 
journals in the arts and in the social sciences changed the 
typographic settings for their book reviews, but that this 
was not true of the science journals.

Table 2. The numbers of book reviews in 25 each of four 
categories for Arts, Social Science, and Science journals7

Journals 
(N=25)

Same 
type size

Smaller 
type size

2 cols 
(same 
type-size)

2 cols
(smaller 
type-size)

Arts 
journals

13 8 1 3

Social
science
journals

12 8 0 5

Science
journals

20 4 1 0
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