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The goal of reporting is to provide information that facilitates 
understanding and good decision-making. This principle will 
determine how frequently reports should be supplied and in 
what format and style the data should be presented. Reporting 
on peer review may be required occasionally by publishers, 
owning societies, editors, and editorial board members or 
third parties such as communications agencies. Routine 
data collation and analysis are essential for two reasons: first, 
measuring current journal performance provides guidance 
for improving efficiency in the editorial office; second, 
measuring performance directs future strategy, as current 
data can be compared with previous performance and used 
to set targets for future development. A crucial maxim for 
successful editorial office operation is never to look at its 
activities in isolation from the rest of the publication process 
and journal strategy. A change in the rate of submissions 
without a corresponding alteration in the acceptance rate 
will affect copy flow and could lead to either an excess or 
a shortage of copy. Similarly, increased turnaround times in 
peer review will lead to delayed publication. 

General principles of reporting

Be mindful of your audience
Before preparing your report, consider your audience 
and your goals. This will help you to determine the data 
to report and to anticipate the level of detail that might be 
required. For instance, your society’s board of directors 
may be interested only in annual, snapshot data to show the 
health of the journal, while the Editor may require frequent, 
fine detail by sub-editor and topic to determine a strategy 
for inviting review articles, developing special issues, etc.

Be transparent
Before querying for data, define your criteria for selection 
clearly. What articles are of interest (that is original reports 
vs letters vs reviews)? What activity is to be measured (that is 
decisions made, submissions received, etc.)? What timeframe 
is to be considered? 

Be clear and consistent
When reporting data, define the source of your information, 
and clarify your terms (for example are you reporting 
calendar or working days? Are submission statuses final, 
current, or first decision? Do periods for acceptance ratios 
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relate to date of original submission or date of decision?), 
and be consistent. It is vital that the format and criteria 
used to generate data are the same from one report to the 
next, to ensure accurate comparisons over time.

Once you have made your queries and generated data, it 
is then critical to engage with the data, interpret the statistics, 
and respond appropriately to what they tell you is taking 
place in the editorial office. Further data may be required to 
enable further analysis of the information. Hence, providing 
editorial office reports can be as much a circular as a linear 
process (Figure 1).

Figure 1. Engaging with data.

Presenting data
Carefully consider how your data may best be presented. A 
visual graphic may convey much more than a mere table of 
numbers for some statistics (Figure 2). 
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Figure 2(a)

Figure 2(b)

Figure 2(c)

Figure 2. Examples of visual presentation of data: (a) a bar 
chart illustrating the growth in submissions compared 
with previous years, by article type; (b) a ‘word cloud’ 
(‘Wordle’; www.wordle.net) showing the relative volume of 
submissions for a given period by subject area; (c) a ‘heat 
map’ (http://support.google.com/fusiontables) showing 
distribution of submissions for a given period by country. All 
data are fictitious.

Be timely
If the aim of your reports is to facilitate good understanding 
and decision-making, your audience must have adequate 
time to digest the information presented. Be sure to prepare 
your reports well in advance and to distribute them in a 
manner that is acceptable to your audience.

Having examined a number of basic principles, we turn 

to look at editorial office reports under four headings: 
submissions, turnaround times, peer review outcomes, and 
user data. There is a degree of overlap, but we have tried to 
tackle each discretely.

Submissions
Submissions are generally measured as the number of 
unsolicited contributions received by a journal in a given 
timeframe. More refined data on the type of submissions (for 
example original research article, case report, and letter), 
their country of origin, and the assignment of submissions 
to each member of the editorial team (to evaluate the 
editorial workload) may also be useful. Current data 
should be compared with that for earlier times to evaluate 
areas (geographical or topical) of growth and weakness. 
This in turn can be fed into strategic editorial decisions, 
which might, for example, lead to commissioning articles 
within a certain specialty, focusing marketing activities in a 
particular region, or recruiting more editorial assistance for 
a particular subject area. 

It is worth considering the scale of detail to include in 
your report. For example, is a breakdown of submissions 
by country appropriate for this particular audience? Is it 
preferable to report on submissions by geographical region 
instead? If you are categorizing by geographical region, 
it is advisable to use a recognized standard such as the 
United Nations classification (see http://unstats.un.org/
unsd/methods/m49/m49regin.htm). Will the country 
of origin be determined by the submitting author or by 
the corresponding author? What criterion will you use 
in the case of an international multicentre study? Taking 
article types as another example, a medical journal may 
find it helpful to distinguish between clinical trials and 
retrospective analyses or basic and clinical studies. Review 
articles could be subdivided into systematic reviews with 
and without meta-analyses and narrative reviews.

Turnaround times
There are a number of reasons for reporting on turnaround 
times. Surveys of authors consistently show that they 
highly value swift, efficient peer review, and a journal with 
a reputation for rapid decision-making is likely to attract 
authors as well as to convey the impression to the academic 
community that it is a vibrant vehicle for communicating 
research. One might also argue that there is an altruistic or 
ethical responsibility, particularly in the case of biomedical 
research, to ensure that scientific output is reviewed and, 
if appropriate, published quickly. Reporting on the time 
taken to undertake various stages of peer review can assist 
in improving overall efficiency.

Data on any of the following stages of peer review 
might be reported, although journals typically report those 
marked with *:
•	 Initial, pre-review processing or screening by the 

editorial office
•	 Time to triage decision (that is, rejection without 

external review)
m Note: triaged submissions should be excluded from 

the data reported below, to avoid skewing the data

•	 Time from submission to first decision*
•	 Average number of reviewer invitations extended
•	 Average number of reviewers agreed
•	 Average number of reviews returned
•	 Time taken by external peer reviewers
•	 Overall time with handling editor
•	 Time from completion of peer review to editorial 

decision
•	 Time with authors for revision
•	 Time from original submission to final decision*
•	 Time from original submission to acceptance*
•	 Time from acceptance to initial publication or 

indexing*
•	 Time from acceptance to final publication

As for submissions, it may be appropriate to supply 
a greater level of detail, depending on your purpose or 
audience. One might report on trends across time and 
variations among handling editors or article type: after all, a 
case report is often dealt with more quickly than an original 
research article, and it is generally not appropriate to 
include material not sent for external review (such as book 
reviews, commentaries, meeting reports, or editorials). 
It is also valuable to see whether times have improved or 
worsened over the past few years.

Data on turnaround times should not be viewed in 
isolation from other metrics. It may for example be 
useful to crossrefer turnaround times with submission 
levels; a higher than usual volume of submissions in 
the first quarter of the year might well result in slower 
handling times during the second quarter. Other factors 
in turnaround times are the number of peer reviewers 
invited to comment on a submission and the number of 
reviewers who did submit a review; there is likely to be 
a close correlation between length of time in review and 
the number of reviewers invited. Again, the time from 
original submission to acceptance may vary, depending on 
the number of revisions requested from the authors. This 
may be one factor that leads a journal to limit the number 
of revisions requested from authors before making a final 
decision.

Analysis of all these data should then dictate what action, 
if any, is required to enhance the efficiency of the review 
process or to anticipate difficulties in the future. Here are 
some practical illustrations:
1. A long mean time for new submissions to be processed 

by the editorial office might point to difficulties 
experienced by authors in following submission 
guidelines. The guidelines might require rewording, 
ancillary documents such as checklists and forms 
might have to be made more accessible, or the online 
submission process might have to be streamlined.

2. A long mean time between acceptance and initial 
publication might be due to authors’ not having supplied 
all the required documentation, such as a copyright 
assignment form or full disclosure statements. Editorial 
office procedures could be amended to ensure that these 
materials are collected earlier in the review process. 
Delay could also result from concern about ethical 
issues, such as material in a submission duplicating, 

without acknowledgement, material published 
elsewhere. Doubt as to whether ethical approval and 
patient consent have been correctly supplied will 
doubtless delay the review process. Mandating that 
authors comply fully with the journal’s ethical policies 
from the outset and giving evidence of the fact will not 
guarantee that they do this, but it should reduce the 
likelihood that authors fail to comply and could reduce 
processing and review times.

3. A long mean time for completion of external peer 
review might reflect difficulty experienced by the 
handling editor in finding appropriate reviewers or be 
symptomatic of an overloaded pool of reviewers. An 
effort might therefore be made to recruit new reviewers 
for the journal in certain subject areas or to invite a 
larger number of reviewers at the outset to improve the 
likelihood of sufficient reviewers agreeing to review.

4. More revisions might be requested because of poor 
quality of language. This will almost certainly slow the 
overall review process and could be avoided by making 
it mandatory for non-native speakers to have their 
language edited by a native speaker before submission.

A note on statistics
Ranges and variations are likely to feature more in these 
reports than others. Note that mean figures should be 
supplied with standard deviations and median figures with 
ranges. 

Outcome
The outcome of a submission is as important to the journal 
as it is to the author. It is easy enough to determine whether 
a submission is accepted or rejected, but there are some 
additional considerations in calculating an acceptance 
rate. Editorial office administrators use a wide variety of 
methods for calculating that rate. The three examples that 
follow are just some of those in use by ISMTE members, as 
reported on the members’ discussion forum in July 2010 
(www.ismte.org).
1. Number of papers accepted in period X divided by 

number of papers submitted in period X. This is 
quick and easy to calculate but arguably reflects copy 
flow rather than quality of submissions and editorial 
control. The two sets of data – number of submissions 
and number of accepted papers – are unlikely to relate 
to the same set of papers.

2. Number of papers accepted in period X divided by 
the number of all final decisions (that is all accepted 
and rejected) in period X. This accurately reflects 
the editorial decision-making process; however, this 
method does not take submissions into account and 
risks missing potential difficulties with copy flow.

3. Number of papers accepted that were originally 
submitted in period X divided by the number of all 
papers originally submitted in period X. This gives 
the most realistic picture, as it is based on the exact 
final outcome of all submissions. For that reason it is a 
useful figure to give to authors who enquire about the 
journal’s acceptance rate (e.g. ‘What are my chances 
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of my paper being accepted?’). Its weakness is that the 
exact rate cannot be calculated until all decisions have 
been made on papers, which may (for submissions in 
a given calendar year) not be until well into the first 
quarter of the following year.

Clearly state how the acceptance rate is calculated, and 
ensure that it is calculated consistently from one report 
presentation to the next, to allow accurate comparisons 
over time.

Triage
As the number of submissions to a journal increases, with 
increasing pressure on the pool of peer reviewers, and (for 
the traditional journal model) limited page budgets, triage 
plays a significant role in the efficiency of editorial office 
operations. A journal that has adopted triage of any kind, 
whereby papers are rejected before being sent for review, 
should report separately on the rejection rate of those 
papers. 

Further analysis of accepted and rejected manuscripts
There is immense value in examining in detail both 
accepted and rejected manuscripts. As with submissions 
data, this can be at the level of geographical origin, subject 
area, or article type. The data may reveal subtle biases in the 
acceptance or rejection rates for particular regions or they 
may illustrate a deficiency in the quality of work submitted 
under a particular topic.

Likewise, analysis of the acceptance rates by the pool 
of handling editors is critical to ensure fairness and 
consistency in the review process. This is more critical as 
the number of handling editors increases, as the chief editor 
must exercise closer scrutiny across the pool. Editors often 
appreciate knowing not only how their workload compares 
with that of others but also how their decisions compare 
with those of their fellow editors. It may be prudent for the 
editorial office administrator to discuss with the editorial 
team whether the statistics should be shared anonymously 
or whether full details can be supplied to all editors.

User data
The final major element in editorial office reporting relates 
to the activity and performance of all those involved in the 
operations: authors, reviewers, editors, and staff.

Authors
As a number of contributors are named per submission, 
a journal’s user database will grow enormously through 
submissions alone. Electronic systems that require an 
email-based account to be created for each user are 
likely to incur a high risk of multiple accounts per user, 
so removing duplications is an important housekeeping 
activity. Initiatives such as ORCID (Open Researcher and 
Contributor ID; http://about.orcid.org) should over time 
minimize the likelihood of confusion over possible account 
duplication. 

How a journal defines authorship will affect who is 
included in its author database. A journal should require 

correct information about all authors named on a paper, 
not just the submitting author (who may be a junior 
author), to ensure the integrity and value of its database. 
For more detail see the Committee for Publication Ethics 
position statement on International Standards for Authors, 
which states that ‘Researchers should ensure that only 
those individuals who meet authorship criteria (i.e. made 
a substantial contribution to the work) are rewarded with 
authorship and that deserving authors are not omitted’.1

A journal should report on the geographical location of 
its authors, which can influence its marketing strategy. It 
is also valuable to report on the frequency of contribution 
by each author to the journal. Those who demonstrate the 
greatest loyalty to a journal by submitting papers are often 
the best people to recruit as reviewers and to the Editorial 
Board, one of the roles of which is to promote the journal 
to peers.

Reviewers
A journal should have a clear picture of the geographical 
and subject coverage of its reviewers and more detailed 
information on the activity of each reviewer over time: 
mean time to complete a review, number of reviews 
completed in a certain period, and the number of times a 
reviewer has been invited compared with the number of 
times they have agreed. A journal’s electronic system may 
allow editors to rate the quality of reviews submitted.

Ideally, a reviewer database should be dynamic rather 
than static, to avoid overloading reviewers, to ensure that 
peer review standards remain high, and to guarantee an 
efficient review process. Reviewers are a precious resource, 
and it is vital that the journal monitor their workload 
regularly. If reviewer activity reports reveal that reviewers 
in a particular subject area are overloaded, attention should 
be devoted to expanding that group, preferably with the 
assistance and advice of a board or society member with 
an interest in the area. If reviewers consistently refuse to 
review manuscripts in a certain field or from a certain 
region, it may be that the quality of those papers is poor; 
they might have been rejected previously by other ‘higher 
tier’ journals in the subject area.

Editors
Submission data may shed light on the relative workload 
of each editor and may also lead to the recruitment of new 
editors in certain geographical regions or specialities. As 
noted previously, with a large panel of editors, it is more 
important to report regularly on the number of papers 
handled by and the acceptance rate of each editor, to 
ensure a fair spread of work and a judicious review process. 
Editors may also have contractual obligations to undertake 
a certain amount of peer review, in which case the editorial 
office has an essential part to play in monitoring their 
work. Editor-specific data may be reported individually to 
editors, with a comparison only to the range or mean for all 
editors. Thus, each editor would not have individual data 
on all editors, generally for reasons of confidentiality.

Conclusion
To conclude, we recommend adherence to the following 
principles when reporting on editorial office activity:
•	 Be	mindful of your audience.
•	 Be	 transparent: Define the source of the data and 

ensure that it is reproducible.
•	 Be	 clear: both in presentation and in making data 

digestible.
•	 Be	consistent: whether within a single report or from 

one report to the next.
•	 Be	timely: Ensure that all appropriate parties have the 

opportunity to review and analyse the data.

These principles of reporting can lead to better editorial 
office operations, making your journal more attractive to 
prospective authors.
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