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What is peer review?
Peer review is a process in which academic research is subjected to
critical evaluation by other academics. More precisely, it is the
impartial and independent assessment of research by
others working in the same or a related field1.
The aim of peer review is to ensure, as much as
Peer Review possible, that academic work is rigorous,
accurate, credible, and trustworthy. It is a
quality control mechanism, and it provides some
confidence for the public when they read about
academic findings.
Australian code for the responsible conduct of research
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Informal | formal

Principles

Peer review can occur in many different contexts, ranging from
informal to formal.

Fairness

Transparency

Peer review should provide a fair,
clear, constructive, objective, and
accurate assessment.

Authors and reviewers should be
transparent about any perceived or
actual conflicts of interests.

Competence

Confidentiality

Peer review should be performed
by academics who are sufficiently
competent in the field to make an
informed assessment.

Reviewers should maintain confidentiality about the content of the
work, and not use information
obtained by peer review for personal
advantage.
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The information in this course relates primarily to journal peer
review, at the formal end of the spectrum. However, the same basic
principles apply to all kinds of peer review.

Responding to peer review | tips from researchers and editors
“Put yourself in the reviewers’ shoes. Reviewers have given you their
time. They have shared their knowledge and experience. Even if
you don’t agree with them, be positive and respectful.”
- Nicholas Graves, Queensland University of Technology

“Getting hammered by reviewers is a good thing. It
shows they are taking you seriously.”
- Nicholas Graves, Queensland University of Technology
(http://www.orei.qut.edu.au/images/Writing_tips_peer_review.pdf )

(http://www.orei.qut.edu.au/images/Writing_tips_peer_review.pdf )

“Take a deep breath; revisions are almost universally
painful to read.”
- Paula McDonald, Queensland University of Technology

Plan your response with your co-authors. “For each
comment, note down how you (and your co-authors) will
respond, who will do the work required, and who will
draft the revised manuscript and response letter..”
- Caryn Jones, ThinkScience

(https://thinkscience.co.jp/en/articles/2016-06-WritingResponseLetters.html)

“Create an Excel file with four columns in which to put the
suggestions for revisions. I open a blank Excel file, and create
four columns. I label the columns as follows: “Reviewer”;
“Suggestions”; “Response”; “Done?”“
- Tanya Maria Golash-Boza, University of California
“[T]he simplest way to ensure your responses are
informative is to copy paste each reviewer comment, and
type your response below it. If you do so, you should be
very specific. So if the reviewer says 'the discussion section is
not clear', it's not enough to say 'we changed the discussion
section'. What you should say is 'we changed the discussion section on page
24, lines 7-23'. That makes it clear to the editor what you have changed, and
when it goes back to the reviewer, the reviewer sees it immediately and you
create a win-win situation.”
- Jaap van Harten, Elsevier

(https://www.elsevier.com/authors-update/story/publishing-tips/3-top-tips-for-responding-to-reviewer-comments-on-your-manuscript)

“The key message you want to send is: my co-authors and I take your
feedback seriously, and we have thought carefully about the suggestions
made by reviewers.”
- Meghan Duffy, University of Michigan

“What you want to say:
‘You just didn’t understand what we wrote!’
What you should say:
‘Several statements that we made were more ambiguous
than intended, and we have adjusted the text to be clearer.’”
- Ben Mudrak, American Journal Experts
(http://www.aje.com/en/arc/dist/docs/AJE-Responding-to-Reviewers-2015.pdf )

“Reviews are often very extensive and different reviewers want
different things – often many different things – some of which
you can do and some of which you can’t. This can lead to very
long and tedious response letters that serve to annoy and
alienate the editor and reviewers. In such cases, it helps to
define the critical problems at the outset of the response letter
...You then provide a short and focused explanation of how
you have solved that problem or how, fortunately, the
problem does not exist or isn’t too critical.”
- Andrew Hendry, McGill University

(http://ecoevoevoeco.blogspot.com.au/2015/05/how-to-respond-to-reviewers.html)

“Stop whining and just do the new analyses.”
- Andrew Hendry, McGill University

Open | Blind
“Where reviewers disagree, go with the
editor’s suggestions. If there is no guidance
from the editor, discuss how you took both
views into account, or contact the editor for
clarification.”
- Paula McDonald, Queensland University of
Technology
“Pick your battles! If you can make some changes easily, go ahead.
Then, if you refuse other suggestions, it looks like you are
compromising with the reviewer instead of fighting them.”
- Ben Mudrak, American Journal Experts

“Some authors go weak at the knees when requested to do a major
revision, and instead simply send the paper elsewhere. This is
understandable, but the authors should still try and make
improvements to the paper in light of the referees’ comments.
Authors should also be aware that in certain fields of research, their
work is likely to end up with the same referee when they
send their paper to another major specialty journal. It
will not go down well with that referee if they see
that the authors have completely ignored the
referees’ previous comments.”
- Hywel Williams, University of Nottingham

(http://eprints.nottingham.ac.uk/859/2/How_to_reply_to_referees.pdf )

(http://www.aje.com/en/arc/dist/docs/AJE-Responding-to-Reviewers-2015.pdf )

“[B]y viewing [the process] as an opportunity, and
taking a positive approach to writing persuasive
responses to the reviewers, you can impact the editor’s
perception of your work and greatly increase the
likelihood that your manuscript will be accepted for
publication.”
- Chris Showell, American Journal Experts

“Brace yourself for more than one round of revisions.”
- Paula McDonald, Queensland University of Technology

(http://eprints.nottingham.ac.uk/859/2/How_to_reply_to_referees.pdf )

(https://dynamicecology.wordpress.com/2015/05/26/writing-a-response-to-reviewer-comments/)

Open
The identities of authors and
reviewers are all known to
one another.

In cases of rejection: “If I am confident that the
paper offers an important contribution, I move
sideways (A to A; B to B), not downwards...”
- Paula McDonald, Queensland University of Technology

“Open peer review” can mean a number of different
things: it can refer to whether reviewers sign their
reports, whether the peer reviews are published
alongside the original article, or even whether
reviewers are able to comment on other reviewers’
comments. All of these are forms of openness.

“The easier you can make it for the reviewers
and the editor to look at your response, the
better it goes.”
- Michael Collins, Queensland University of Technology

“We need to be polite and respectful... No matter how
difficult they are, or how off-target they seem to be to us,
there’s a reason why peer reviewers have given us the
comments that they have. It’s something about the way
we’ve written it that wasn’t quite clear. ”
- Kerryann Walsh, Queensland University of Technology

Formal incentives?
Peer review can be a large part of an academic’s
workload and often this work is not formally
recognised.

Conducting peer review | tips from researchers and editors
“Take into consideration your schedule when you’re deciding whether to
review a paper. If you’re a relatively young researcher, you may need to put
in additional time in order to familiarize yourself with any background
literature and methods that might be new to you.”
Jennifer Raff, University of Kansas

“When listing your specific concerns, separate them
into “major” and “minor” points and, if your list is very
long, consolidate the most minor points.”
- Robert Fisher, Mount Sanai School of Medicine

(https://f1000research.com/for-referees/peer-reviewing-tips)

“If the paper is in English, but not written by a
native speaker, please be tolerant and just point
out anything which changes the meaning: they
have done a fantastic job in the first place.”
- Sue Malcolm, University College London

(https://violentmetaphors.com/2013/12/13/how-to-become-good-at-peer-review-a-guide-for-young-scientists/)

“Don’t underestimate the time it takes to carefully analyse
a manuscript and write a constructive review.”
- Hugues Abriel, University of Bern

(https://f1000research.com/for-referees/peer-reviewing-tips)

“...Don’t let your inner nitpicker get the upper hand. Leave 24
hours between reading the manuscript and writing your
review, to allow time for your reasonable self to rise to the
fore.”
- Stephen Curry, Imperial College London

(Sense about Science, ”Peer Review: the Nuts and Bolts”, 2012)

“Ask yourself honestly whether this paper falls within the
scope of your expertise. If it falls too far outside of your
discipline and knowledge, it’s better to leave the review to
someone else. If you decline to review (for whatever
reason), it’s courteous to recommend several alternate
referees to the editor.”
- Jennifer Raff, University of Kansas

(https://violentmetaphors.com/2013/12/13/how-to-become-good-at-peer-review-a-guide-for-young-scientists/)

“Keep comments within the scope of the paper.”
- Sheila McCormick, University of California, Berkeley
(https://f1000research.com/for-referees/peer-reviewing-tips)

“Always provide constructive criticism...
Remember that the majority of authors spend
considerable time drafting a manuscript and then
revising it many times before it is submitted for
publication. There is little to be gained by providing
destructive criticism.”
- David Moher and Alejandro Jadad
(”How to Peer Review a Manuscript”, BMJ, 2011)

“Don’t be afraid to be positive. If a paper
that you are asked to review is really good,
say so!”
- Anthony Imbalzano
(https://f1000research.com/for-referees/peer-reviewing-tips)

“Summarise the manuscript in a short paragraph
before you detail your comments.”
- David Moher and Alejandro Jadad

(”How to Review a surgical paper: a guide for junior referees”, BMC Medicine, 2016)

(https://brianmlucey.wordpress.com/2013/09/16/random-thoughts-of-an-editor-on-peer-review/s)

“For me it is the originality of the work, the importance of the
questions addressed, the appropriateness of the techniques
used, the quality of the data and the reliability and
significance of the conclusions that are the most important
criteria.”
- Mike Clemens, University of Sussex
(Sense about Science, ”Peer Review: the Nuts and Bolts”, 2012)

“Every referee's report should contain the answers to
four questions:
Originality: Is the work original and does it make a
further contribution to what is already in the
published literature?
Quality: Is the research question or hypothesis clearly
defined and appropriately answered? Is the overall
design of the study adequate? Are the claims justified?
Quantity: Is there enough of it? Do the authors need to conduct
further experiments in order to substantiate their claims?

(”How to Peer Review a Manuscript”, BMJ, 2011)

“The introduction [of the manuscript you are reviewing] should
provide a compelling rationale for conducting the proposed study.
Do the authors define a relevant knowledge gap? Have they given
appropriate credit to previous work in the field?”
- Phillip Stahel and Ernest Moore

“Don’t get upset if the editor doesn’t take your advice... You
are part, not the totality, of the decision making process.”
- Brian Lucey, Trinity College Dublin

“Don’t be intimidated: Remember that
reviewing is a place where the implicit
hierarchy of academia should not apply,
ever. The authors of the manuscript might be
the biggest
names in the field, but that doesn’t automatically make them
right.”
- Jennifer Raff, University of Kansas

(https://violentmetaphors.com/2013/12/13/how-to-become-good-at-peer-review-a-guide-for-young-scientists/)

Readability: Is there a way to improve it? Is there too much
superfluous information presented which obscures the central
point?”
- Lesley McKarney

(http://www.sciencemag.org/careers/2001/04/peer-review-techniques-novices)

Double blind
Neither the reviewer nor the
author knows the identity of
the other.
Single blind
The reviewer knows the
identity of the author, but
the author does not know
the identity of the reviewer.

(http://ecoevoevoeco.blogspot.com.au/2015/05/how-to-respond-to-reviewers.html)

“Referees are not gods, but human beings who make mistakes.
Sometimes they do not read your paper properly, and instead
go on at length about their hobbyhorse whereas in fact you
have dealt with their concerns elsewhere in the paper. Try to
resist the temptation of rubbing their nose in it with lofty
sarcastic phrases such as, “If the referee had
bothered to read our paper, ...” but instead say
something like, “We agree that this is an important
point and we have already addressed it on page A,
paragraph B, line C”. ”
- Hywel Williams, University of Nottingham

A peer review process can be classified in terms of how
“open” or “blind” it is. Predominantly, this distinction is
about anonymity: do the reviewers know the identity of
the person whose work it is, and vice versa? In these
terms, peer review typically falls into one of three broad
categories:

“Write the review as if you were writing it to yourself”
- Iain Taylor, University of British Columbia
(http://www.sciencemag.org/careers/2001/04/peer-review-techniques-novices)

“A thorough review for an experienced reviewer is
expected to take approximately 3 hours, and will
range from one-half to two pages.”
- Sandra Kotsis and Kevin Chung
(https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3970178/)

“Minor comments – typographical errors in the paper, missing
citations, formatting issues, the writing style – really aren’t
important to discuss in your review, unless they are so
egregious that they detract from your ability to understand
what is going on in the paper. Sure, if you want to give the
author feedback about these sorts of minor issues, that’s fine,
but assuming that we proceed and allow an author to revise
their paper, these will be dealt with in the revision, copyediting,
and production process.”
- Michael Alvarez, Caltech
(http://blog.oup.com/2015/08/good-peer-reviewer-tips-journal-editor/)

“The reviewer should not include their recommendation as to
the fate of the manuscript in their comments to the authors.
These recommendations as well as confidential comments to
the editor should be separate.”
- Sandra Kotsis and Kevin Chung
(https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3970178/)

“...it’s a voluntary act that people put in a lot time, a lot of effort
and it’s something you don’t get in many other communities. It’s
a sign of involvement, and it’s one of those activities that
we do irrespective of our workloads... that make us
academics, and make sure we are involved to some
degree in the knowledge production process.”
- Mike Zundel, University of Liverpool
(https://hub.wiley.com/community/exchanges/discover/blog/2015/10/02/)

In recent years there has been an increasing movement to change this. There are emerging tools that
provide a mechanism to track a researcher’s contribution to peer review which could then be incorporated
into a researcher’s CV and discussed at performance
reviews.
Publons – allows a researcher to create a profile that
records, verifies and showcases their reviews.
Academic Karma – allows a researcher to earn
‘karma’ by reviewing other people’s work. In turn, a
researcher can then ‘spend’ that karma to have other
researchers review their own work.

Cascading | Portable
To improve efficiency, some journals have implemented a cascading peer review system. What this
means is that journals re-direct rejected manuscripts,
along with the peer reviews, to other related journals
within the field for whom the manuscript may be
better suited. In practice, this usually involves
top-tier journals “cascading” the manuscript down to
lower-tier journals. The process of cascading peer
review has the advantage of avoiding some of the
duplication of peer review by academic resources.
Portable peer review is similar to cascading peer
review in that it seeks to avoid duplication within the
peer review process. However, unlike cascading peer
review which typically occurs within individual
publishers, portable peer review is about avoiding
duplication of peer review between different
publishers.

