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EDITORIAL

INTRODUCTION:

'No passion in the world is equal to the passion to alter

someone else's draft'.

 ------H.G. Wells

What is peer review?

‘Every author can relate to the satisfaction of completing

an article or piece of research. There remains only one

thing in the way between submission and publication -

the peer review (PR).' [1]

PR is a 'formal system whereby a piece of academic work

is scrutinised by people (the peer reviewers) who are not

involved in its creation but are considered knowledgeable

about the subject' (Wager 2002). [2] It is used to determine

a paper's suitability for publication. It helps authors to

meet the accepted standards of the journal, and prevents

the dissemination of irrelevant findings, unwarranted

claims, unacceptable interpretations, and personal views.

Manuscripts which are not peer reviewed are not

considered authentic. [3] This is considered as one of the

main influences on a journal's reputation and standing,
[4] and serves as a 'quality control' mark for articles. [1]

History

The first recorded PR process was by the editor of

Philosophical Transactions of the Royal Society, Henry
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Oldenburg in 1665. [5] The first peer-reviewed publication

was the Medical Essays and Observations published by

the Royal Society of Edinburgh in 1731. This PR process

evolved in 18th-century, [6] and has been a touchstone of

modern scientific method only since the middle of the

20th century, with the exception of medicine.

Recruiting peer reviewers (referees)

The editor is responsible for selecting the reviewers. [7]

He invites reviews from scholars who may or may not

have expressed willingness. [3] They may not be selected

from among the authors' associates. Referees are required

to inform the editor of any possible conflict of interests.

Editors may ask the authors to themselves suggest

referees. This may depend on journal policy. They may

also be given an option to name candidates who should

be disqualif ied, along with justif icat ion (negat ive

reviewers). Names mentioned in the 'acknowledgments'

section of a manuscript is also considered negative

reviewers as there is a risk of bias if they review the

same manuscript. [3]

'Recruiting referees is a political art, because referees,

and often editors, are usually not paid, and reviewing

takes time away from the referee's main activities, such

as his or her own research' Editor may recruit a scholar

as a reviewer when he has overseen the publication of

his work, or if the scholar hopes to submit manuscript to

that editor's journal in the future. [3]

Peer review procedure

When a manuscript is submitted, the editor reads it to

ascertain whether it deserves PR (Figure 1). Sometimes

the initial in-house review is carried out by an editorial

board member with expertise in that particular area.

Journals may have a committee to decide on this, in the

Br J Psychiatry it is known as the Janitor Committee. [1]
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If the submitted material is worth publishing, the editor

sends the manuscript to reviewers. Usually, there are two

or three referees for a given article. They give an

evaluation of the work to the editor; noting strengths,

weaknesses, along with suggestions for improvement.

Reviewer's evaluations usually include a recommendation

regarding the manuscript. Most recommendations are as

follows: i) to unconditionally accept, ii) to accept it if the

authors improve it, iii) to reject it, but encourage revision

and resubmission, iv) to reject it outright. [3]

The referees are not aware of each other's identities. When

an editor receives very positive and very negative reviews

for the same manuscript, i) he may solicit additional

reviewers as a tie-breaker, ii) he may ask author to reply

to a referee's criticism and permit a compelling rebuttal

to break the tie, iii) 'if an editor does not feel confident

to weigh the persuasiveness of a rebuttal, the editor may

solicit a response from the referee who made the original

criticism', iv) he conveys communications back and forth

between authors and a referee, allowing them to argue

their case. [3]

Sometimes the reviewer may be allowed to see other

reviewers' comments. The aim of the whole process is to

allow healthy discussion, but not to persuade anyone to

change their opinion. Editor may sometimes override

reviewers' recommendations, such as when he believes

the rev iewer did inadequate evaluat ion, or made

injudicious comments. In such a case, a further review

may be sought. Some journals, such as the BMJ, have a

'hanging committee' which aids the editor in reaching a

decision when there is uncertainty. [1]

The editor arrives at a decision based on referees'

comments, his own opinion of the manuscript, context

of the scope of the journal and readership. Most of the

referees' comments are eventually seen by the author.

Some medical journals, such as BioMed Central, have

started posting the pre-publication history of each article,

from the original submission to reviewers' reports,

authors' comments, and revised manuscripts. This is

important to improve transparency in the system, and

prevent allegations and biases. [3] During the whole

process, the role of the referees is advisory, and the editor

is under no formal obligation to accept the opinions of

the referees.

Researchers

submit manuscripts to journal editors or publishers
Some publishers allow researchers to

nominate one or more reviewers hemselves
In-house staff

� log and acknowledge receipt

� some journals and publishers employ in-house editors

who check to ensure manuscripts fall within the subject

scope of the journal or publisher

� larger journals and publishers use in-house editors as

an in it ia l qua l i ty f i l ter, to determine whether

manuscripts should be sent on to academic editors

Some manuscripts such as letters, editorials,

commentaries etc may go through a fast-track

editorial review process for rapid publication

The editorial boards of some journals undertake

most of the peer review themselves.

More commonly, editors seek views from a

much wider range of experts

Peer reviewers are not paid, though they may

be offered a reduced, or free, subscription to

the journal.

They spend an average of 3-6 hours on a journal

article

Journal articles may go through a number of cycles

of comment and response before they are accepted

Editors and editorial boards

� review the manuscripts submitted to them, for quality

and fit with the scope of the journal or publisher

� decide on the experts in the relevant field from whom

they will seek assessments

Peer reviewers

� examine and assess the application for such matters as

research design and methodology; and validity,

accuracy, originality and significance of findings

� make a recommendation to accept, reject, or to ask the

authors to make modifications and resubmit

Editors

� consider reviewers' assessments and recommendations

� decide to accept or reject, or

� invite authors to respond to comments and suggestions

Authors

respond to comments and

suggestions

Editors

make final decision to

accept or reject

Submission and rejection rates for journals vary

widely. The highest status journals may accept

fewer than 10% of manuscripts submitted

Figure 1. How peer review works: publications (reproduced with permission) [8]
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Signing reviews

Some journals require reviewers to sign their reviews,

making them personally responsible for their work.

'Reviewers who are compelled to sign might hold back

useful information for fear of reprisal when their own

work is up for judgement, perhaps by the very author

that they had judged harshly'. [9]

Types of review

Prepublication review

There are two types of review: masked and open reviews.
[1]

Masked /blinded/ anonymous review

The PR process may be blinded; such concealment can

be of various types:

Single-blind: this can be of two types - 'blind author'

type where the reviewer knows the identity of the author

and the author does not know the identity of the reviewer

and converse of this - the 'blind reviewer' type. [10] Br J

Psychiatry, The Psychiatrist, and Advances in Psychiatric

Treatment operate a single-blind review system.

Double-blind: Both the reviewers and authors remain

anonymous to each other. Proponents of double-blind

(DB) review argue that it generates a better perception of

fairness and equality, [11] and may not be harmful. [12] In

one of the largest international surveys, 76% of the

researchers favoured the DB system. [13] In other studies,

56 to 70% of authors and reviewers favoured the same.
[14, 15]

Triple blind: The authors, reviewers and editors are

blinded to each other. [16]

Advantages

Some experts have proposed blind PR for controversial

research topics. [17] Reviewers may be biased by an author's

identity or place of work; masking thus improves the

quality of review, and makes it more objective. [18]

Disadvantages

It may be difficult and expensive to keep the author's

identity hidden from a reviewer. Authors tend to cite their

own work. In one study, 42% of reviewers who were

blind to authors were still able to identify them. [9]

Reviewers may also abuse their position because they

feel unaccountable. [4]

Open review

In open review, authors and reviewers are aware of each

other's identity. Eugene Koonin asserts that 'anonymous

PR' has "well-known ills" [20] and recommends 'open PR'.

Advantages

It makes the reviewers accountable. Fiona Godlee, Editor

of the BMJ, opines that open review is therefore superior.
[21] Reviewers cannot hide under the 'cloak of anonymity,'
[21] and also get credit for their work.

Disadvantages

Reviewers may not express their true feelings, especially

when juniors are asked to review the work of senior

authors. They may be pressurised to accept an article.

Thus more reviewers may decline PR. BMJ adopts an

open PR system, however, reviewers can express their

concerns anonymously. [22]

As an alternative to blind PR, authors and reviewers are

asked to declare their conflicts of interest when they are

known to each other. When conflicts are present, based

on journal policy the conflicting reviewer may be

prohibited from reviewing the manuscript. [3]

Post publication review

The PR process does not end with the publication of

manuscript. Journals solicit 'letters to the editor' and

'correspondence.' Thus all 'peers' continue to review the

published literature. 'Open peer commentary', is wherein

expert commentaries are invited on published articles,

and the authors are encouraged to respond. 'The epub

ahead of print practice in many journals has made possible

the simultaneous publication of unsolicited letters to the

editor together with the original paper in the print issue'.[3]

Justification of peer review process

Some consider PR as 'one of the sacred pillars of the

scientific edifice.' [23] The PR process is directed at:

Author: to improve the chances of publication. It is

difficult for authors to spot every mistake in a manuscript.

It helps if someone with expertise simply looks at it with

a fresh eye. [1]

Editor: the decision to publish an article has to be taken

by the editor, [3] but good reviewers help him enormously

in arriving at this decision. [1] This is primarily for three

reasons: i) workload: editor cannot devote sufficient time

to each of the articles submitted, ii) diversity of opinion:

if the editor judges all the submitted material himself,

approved material may solely reflect his opinion, iii)

limited expertise: an editor may not have sufficient

expertise to judge all submitted material. Reviewers are

selected based on their expertise. [3]

Advantages of a peer-reviewed journal [1]

� It helps ensure the journal maintains a certain

standard.

� Errors and flaws in the paper, which may be

overlooked by the editor, are detected.

� It reduces biases, particularly those of the editor and

editorial board.
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� It serves as 'quality assurance'. In one of the largest

surveys, 91% of authors agreed that PR process

helped them improve their paper, the most important

area being the 'discussion section'. [13]

Criticism of peer review

Though surviving PR process is considered a certification

of validity, it is not without its problems. One of the

most common criticisms is that it is slow. Richard Horton,

editor of the BMJ, The Lancet, comments, 'the mistake,

of course, is to have thought that PR was any more than

a crude means of discovering the acceptability-not the

validity-of a new finding. Editors and scientists alike insist

on the pivotal importance of PR. We portray PR to the

public as a quasi-sacred process that helps to make science

our most objective truth teller. But we know that the

system of PR is biased, unjust, unaccountable, incomplete,

easily fixed, often insulting, usually ignorant, occasionally

foolish, and frequently wrong'. [24]

Bias and suppression by intermediaries

The editors, editorial board members, and reviewers who

serve as 'gatekeepers' between authors and readers, may

negatively influence publishing because of personal

jealousy. [25] Reviewers, particularly established scientists,

may be more critical of papers that contradict their own

views, and lenient towards others. [26]

Disadvantages of a peer-reviewed journal [1]

� There may be considerable delay between submission

and publishing.

� Unconventional conclusions drawn by the authors

may be rejected by reviewers.

� Bias may still creep in (such as personal preferences

against the paper or the author)

� Publication bias may still operate (papers reporting

positive findings may be more likely to get accepted).

Peer review failures

'PR failures occur when a peer-reviewed article contains

obvious fundamental errors that undermine at least one

of its main conclusions. Many journals have no procedure

to deal with PR failures beyond publishing letters to the

editor'. [27] PR process is not designed to detect fraud. [28]

The reviewers do not have full access to the study data.

An experiment with a fictitious manuscript concluded

that reviewers may not detect all errors in a manuscript,

and most of them may not realize the conclusions of the

paper are unsupported by the results. [29]

When PR process fails and a manuscript gets published,

the paper may be retracted. [3] Committee on Publication

Ethics (COPE) investigates any complaints of malpractice

from authors, reviewers or editors. [30]

Privileges of being a peer reviewer

Some editors rate the quality of the person's reviews. [1]

Credentials are important, and therefore while being a

referee is a privilege, the anonymity restrictions imposed

by some journals may require the reviewers not to declare

that he was a referee for a particular article/journal.

Authors may sometimes, in the acknowledgments

section, convey their gratitude to anonymous or named

referees who help them improve their paper. [3]

PR process should be made attractive. [10] This may even

be a condition of a grant.[3] The incentives may be in the

form of payments, CME credits, consideration for

promotions, complementary journal subscriptions,

discounts on memberships, [3,31] and conventions, editorial

board membership, acknowledgement in the journal, [31]

and so on. Prepublication history is one way of doing

this. Most reviewers welcome non-financial incentives

much more than financial incentives. [32]

'Being a peer reviewer is a great addition to a CV: for

trainees it covers several of the competencies required

by curricula for the portfolio; for specialty doctors and

consultants it will help with revalidation'. [1] Many young

reviewers are reluctant to review, and feel inadequately

skilled particularly when the author is of higher status.

However, younger scholars, [33, 34] and those with training

in epidemiology or statistics, [34] are known to produce

high-quality reviews.

Conclusions

'Being invited to review a manuscript is an honour, not

only because you are being recognized for your eminence

in a particular area of research, but also because of the

responsibility and service you provide to the journal and

scientific community.' [35] In a large scale global survey

conducted by Publishing Research Consortium in 2008,

around 80% of respondents said that PR is essential for

quality control. This survey commented that 'good editors

use PR system well' and it is 'the less able who follow

reviewer comments uncritically, bring the system into

disrepute.' [14]

Though PR improves the quality of manuscripts and

reduces biases, even well-written ones in highly ranked

journals may still have certain limitations. [36] 'Famously,

it (PR) is compared with democracy: a system full of

problems but the least worst we have'. [37] Relman has

stated, 'despite its limitations, we need it. It is all we

have, and it is hard to imagine how we would get along

without it." [38] Best reviews 'are often jewels of argument

and exposition, essays in their own right.' [39]

My personal experiences with peer review process

I am an ardent supporter of PR process. Despite inherent

disadvantages, I personally believe that the anonymous,

DB, PR process is the best and the most scientific type

of review possible.

Rajshekhar : Peer review
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As an author, peer reviewers help me tremendously with

my publications. They give valuable, unbiased, non-

judgemental feed-back regarding my manuscript. They

help me reframe the title of the study, critically comment

regarding grammar, and give guidelines to discuss and

conclude the paper. They also teach me communication

skills. Communicating 'rejection of manuscript' to the

authors is an art.; peer reviewers teach me how to be

firm without being discourteous.

As a peer reviewer, I learn so much from the authors,

especially the art of writing a manuscript, and the

methodology. I get updated with the latest developments.

I also get much needed guidance from the editor.

As an editor, the peer reviewers of my journal critically

analyse the authors' manuscripts. They guide the authors

in revising the manuscript. They teach me, and help me

take an unbiased decision regarding acceptance /

rejection.

'It is a privilege to peer review a paper' [1]

Halder N, Trainee Editor, The Psychiatrist

Ramsay R, Book Reviews Editor, The Psychiatrist and

Br J Psychiatry

Tyrer P, Editor, The Psychiatrist

Casey P, Editor, Br J Psychiatry
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