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Abstract  

Title: Peer review content and communication in biomedical journals 

Aim: This research investigated roles and tasks of peer reviewers in biomedical journals, 

explored existing communication practices within the peer review process and identified areas 

for future research. 

Methods: A scoping review of the literature mapped the roles and tasks of peer reviewers in 

biomedical journals. The use of qualitative interviews provided insight into journal editorsô 

understanding of the roles and tasks of peer reviewers and allowed for an in-depth exploration 

of their experience of the communication process in their journals.   

Results: A large number of roles and tasks were found. Problematic areas related to vague 

descriptions, contradictory statements and areas that overlap with the supposed duties of journal 

editors were highlighted. Several communication practices were identified that might have a 

negative impact on the peer review process.  

Conclusion: This research confirmed that the expected roles and tasks of peer reviewers, and 

thereby the content expected in peer reviewer reports, is not clearly outlined and communicated. 

There is a need to define quality criteria for peer reviewer reports and for journal editors to 

critically review their communicative practices. 

 

Keywords: Peer review, Communication, Journal editors, Roles, Tasks 
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Abstract in French 

Titre: Contenu et communication des ®valuations par les pairs dans les revues biom®dicales 

Objectif: Cette recherche a permis d'®tudier les r¹les et les t©ches des pairs ®valuateurs dans les 

revues biom®dicales, d'explorer les pratiques de communication existantes dans le cadre du 

processus d'®valuation par les pairs et d'identifier des domaines de recherche futurs. 

M®thodes: Un examen de la litt®rature a permis de cartographier les r¹les et les t©ches des pairs 

examinateurs dans les revues biom®dicales. L'utilisation d'entretiens qualitatifs a permis de 

mieux comprendre la compr®hension qu'ont les ®diteurs de revues des r¹les et des t©ches des 

pairs examinateurs et d'explorer en profondeur leur exp®rience du processus de communication 

dans leurs revues.   

R®sultats: Un grand nombre de r¹les et de t©ches ont ®t® trouv®s. Des probl¯mes li®s ¨ des 

descriptions vagues, des d®clarations contradictoires et des domaines qui chevauchent les t©ches 

suppos®es des r®dacteurs de revues ont ®t® mis en ®vidence. Plusieurs pratiques de 

communication ont ®t® identifi®es qui pourraient avoir un impact n®gatif sur le processus 

d'®valuation par les pairs.  

Conclusion: Cette recherche a confirm® que les r¹les et les t©ches attendus des pairs ®valuateurs, 

et donc le contenu attendu des rapports des pairs ®valuateurs, ne sont pas clairement d®finis et 

communiqu®s. Il est n®cessaire de d®finir des crit¯res de qualit® pour les rapports des pairs 

®valuateurs et pour les r®dacteurs des revues afin de proc®der ¨ un examen critique de leurs 

pratiques de communication. 

Mots-cl®s: L'®valuation par les pairs, Communication, R®dacteurs en chef de revues, R¹les, 

T©ches 
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Abstract in Croatian 

Cilj: U ovom su istraģivanju ispitane uloge i zadaci recenzenata biomedicinskih znanstvenih 

radova, proces komunikacije tijekom postupka recenzije te su identificirane teme za buduĺa 

istraģivanja u podruļju. 

Metode: Obuhvatnim pregledom literature mapiran je pregled uloga i zadataka recenzenata u 

biomedicinskim ļasopisima. Koristeĺi kvalitativne intervjue, ispitana su shvaĺanja urednika 

biomedicinskih ļasopisa o ulogama i zadacima recenzenata te se dubinski istraģena njihova 

iskustva vezana uz proces komunikacije tijekom procesa recenzije. 

Rezultati: PronaĽen je iznimno velik broj oļekivanih uloga i zadataka recenzenata. 

Problematiļna podruļja su bila povezana s nejasnim opisima uloga i zadataka, oļekivanjima od 

recenzenata koja su meĽusobno suprotstavljena te oļekivanjima koja se preklapaju sa zadacima 

urednika biomedicinskih ļasopisa. Identificirane su komunikacijske prakse koje mogu imati 

negativne uļinke na ishode procesa recenziranja u biomedicinskim ļasopisima. 

Zakljuļak: Ovo istraģivanje je pokazalo nejasna oļekivanja u vezi uloga i zadataka recenzenata 

te komunikacije tijekom procesa recenzije u biomedicinskim znanstvenim ļasopisima. 

UtvrĽena je potreba za jasnim kriterijima recenziranja te procesa komunikacije izmeĽu 

urednika, recenzenata i autora biomedicinskih znanstvenih ļlanaka.  

Kljuļne rijeļi: recenzija, komunikacija, urednici ļasopisa, uloge, zadaci 
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French summary 

WǳǎǘƛŦƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ ŘŜ ƭŀ ǘƘŝǎŜ  

L'®valuation par les pairs des articles scientifiques a ®t® continuellement d®battue et critiqu®e 

depuis son ®mergence, mais ¨ ce jour, il reste un m®canisme cl® pour assurer la qualit® 

scientifique des publications et il le restera probablement dans un avenir proche. Par 

cons®quent, il est important de continuer ¨ explorer les moyens dôam®liorer le processus de 

revue par les pairs.  

Les cons®quences dôune revue par les pairs d®failante peuvent °tre dramatiques : lô®tude 

malhonn°te de Wakefield et coll. qui a ®chapp® au processus d'examen par les pairs de The 

Lancet - une revue de renomm®e mondiale et influente dans le domaine biom®dical - a aggrav® 

l'h®sitation face aux vaccins dans le monde entier et elle a eu un impact profond et ®tendu sur 

la confiance du public dans la science. Le processus d'examen par les pairs va au-del¨ du simple 

contr¹le de la qualit® des manuscrits scientifiques. Au sens large, il est cens® °tre un m®canisme 

d'autor®gulation et d'assurance qualit® dans le domaine scientifique. L'examen par les pairs 

conf¯re aux ®tudes publi®es un sceau d'approbation et il l®gitime la science sous-jacente en tant 

que point de r®f®rence fiable pour la soci®t® en g®n®ral. Il est donc essentiel de maintenir des 

normes ®lev®es en mati¯re d'examen par les pairs, ¨ la fois pour pr®server la confiance du public 

dans la science et pour poursuivre la promotion de la pratique (clinique) fond®e sur les donn®es 

probantes. Cela est particuli¯rement important ¨ une ®poque o½ la production de connaissances 

et de l'information est rapide et importante, et o½ l'on observe une vague de "fausses nouvelles" 

et de refus de preuves scientifiques. En m°me temps, l'examen par les pairs n'est pas parfait. Il 

est essentiellement fond® sur l'interaction humaine entre les principales parties prenantes, ce 

qui introduit le "comportement humain" dans l'®quation. Il est donc important de l'®tudier sous 

cet angle, afin de mettre en lumi¯re les facteurs d®terminants de l'interaction entre les auteurs, 

les pairs et les ®diteurs.   

Malgr® une reconnaissance et une sensibilisation croissantes, tr¯s peu de recherches ont ®t® 

men®es sur le contenu et la communication dans les revues biom®dicales qui pourraient 

contribuer aux probl¯mes de l'examen par les pairs. Lorsque j'ai commenc® cette recherche en 

octobre 2016, ¨ ma connaissance, une seule ®tude publi®e avait explor® les dimensions sociales 

et subjectives de l'examen des manuscrits dans l'®dition biom®dicale scientifique. Lô ®tude 

publi®e par Galipeau et coll. pr®sentait une premi¯re tentative d'identifier syst®matiquement les 

comp®tences de base des ®diteurs scientifiques de revues biom®dicales. J'ai trouv® ¨ la fois 
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intriguant et inqui®tant que, des d®cennies apr¯s la cr®ation des revues dirig®es par des ®diteurs, 

ce n'est qu'en 2016 que des ®tudes reconnaissant la n®cessit® d'®tablir la position de ®diteur de 

revue comme une "profession" en d®crivant leurs r¹les et responsabilit®s, et en parvenant ¨ un 

consensus sur ceux-ci, aient ®t® publi®es. Cependant, bien que des progr¯s aient ®t® r®alis®s en 

ce qui concerne les ®diteurs de revues, il n'y a pas eu d'accord sur ce qui constitue la qualit® de 

l'examen par les pairs ni sur les r¹les et les t©ches que les examinateurs doivent accomplir. Cela 

repr®sente un d®fi majeur. L'absence d'accord sur les r¹les et les t©ches des pairs examinateurs 

et sur le contenu attendu des rapports des pairs examinateurs est un obstacle ¨ l'®laboration de 

crit¯res de qualit® de l'examen par les pairs. Il peut ®galement en r®sulter des malentendus qui, 

¨ leur tour, peuvent entraver la collaboration entre les parties prenantes au processus d'examen 

par les pairs, avec un impact sur la qualit® des rapports des examinateurs. 

Le processus d'examen par les pairs dans les revues biom®dicales implique une collaboration 

entre les auteurs, les ®diteurs de revues et les pairs examinateurs visant ¨ assurer la diffusion de 

la recherche de haute qualit®. Pour toute collaboration r®ussie, le principe sous-jacent le plus 

fondamental est que les intervenants sont conscients de leurs propres r¹les et t©ches et de ceux 

des autres, ainsi que des comp®tences n®cessaires pour les ex®cuter efficacement. La science 

est d®sormais une entreprise internationale; des chercheurs du monde entier soumettent leurs 

travaux aux revues, et tout le monde doit donc °tre sur la m°me longueur d'onde pour que 

l'examen par les pairs fonctionne efficacement. De plus, des pratiques de communication 

efficaces sont essentielles pour assurer le bon d®roulement du processus. Bien que de bonnes 

pratiques de communication entre ces acteurs soient essentielles pour atteindre cet objectif, les 

faits sugg¯rent qu'il existe de nombreuses failles dans le processus d'examen par les pairs, les 

d®faillances de communication ®tant au cîur du probl¯me. Par exemple, les recherches 

existantes sugg¯rent qu'un aspect essentiel de la collaboration - la compr®hension mutuelle des 

r¹les et des t©ches professionnelles des parties prenantes au sein du processus - n'est pas 

communiqu® de mani¯re appropri®e. Cela se manifeste en partie par le manque d'uniformit® des 

lignes directrices ¨ l'intention des pairs examinateurs dans les revues biom®dicales. Les 

pratiques de communication inefficaces se manifestent ®galement par le manque de 

transparence et la variation consid®rable observ®e dans le contenu des formulaires de notation 

des pairs examinateurs (utilis®s pour ®valuer les manuscrits originaux). Une ®tude visant ¨ 

identifier les t©ches que les ®diteurs de revues attendent des pairs examinateurs qui ®valuent un 

manuscrit ayant fait l'objet d'un essai contr¹l® randomis® a r®v®l® un ®cart important entre les 

attentes des ®diteurs de revues et celles des pairs examinateurs. Cela peut avoir un impact 

n®gatif sur la qualit® des rapports des pairs examinateurs, car les attentes des deux parties ne 
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sont pas satisfaites. Ces situations peuvent °tre consid®r®es comme un gaspillage de ressources, 

mettant ¨ rude ®preuve un syst¯me d®j¨ surcharg®.  Une autre ®tude souligne l'importance d'une 

communication efficace entre les principales parties prenantes avant et pendant l'examen par 

les pairs afin d'®viter les retards et la frustration qui en d®coule. Il y aura probablement des 

probl¯mes de communication qui iront au-del¨ d'une simple mauvaise communication et d'une 

mauvaise compr®hension des r¹les et des t©ches professionnelles des parties prenantes. Par 

exemple, les pairs examinateurs aimeraient recevoir des commentaires des ®diteurs de revues 

sur leurs rapports et voir les commentaires des autres pairs examinateurs. Cependant, ces 

commentaires sont rarement fournis. De telles attentes non satisfaites caus®es par un manque 

de communication peuvent influencer la volont® et la motivation des pairs examinateurs ¨ 

participer au processus. 

Malgr® le besoin crucial de recherches approfondies et de preuves sur la communication entre 

les acteurs impliqu®s dans l'examen par les pairs, jusqu'¨ pr®sent, le probl¯me n'a pas ®t® analys® 

de mani¯re empirique et les facteurs sous-jacents n'ont pas ®t® suffisamment ®valu®s. Par cette 

th¯se, je souhaite produire des donn®es pertinentes qui permettent de clarifier le contenu et les 

pratiques de communication dans le cadre du processus d'examen par les pairs dans les revues 

biom®dicales scientifiques.  

hōƧŜŎǘƛŦǎ ŘŜ ƭŀ ǘƘŝǎŜ  

L'objectif global de cette th¯se est de clarifier les attentes et les pratiques de communication 

existantes dans le cadre du processus d'examen par les pairs des revues biom®dicales 

scientifiques.  

 

Les objectifs sp®cifiques de ma recherche sont les suivants:  

 

1. D®terminer les r¹les et les t©ches des pairs examinateurs dans les revues biom®dicales 

scientifiques.  

2. Acqu®rir une meilleure compr®hension des r¹les et des t©ches des pairs examinateurs. 

3. Explorer l'exp®rience des ®diteurs des revues en ce qui concerne le processus de 

communication dans leurs revues.  

 

Les r®sultats de la recherche sont rassembl®s dans la discussion afin de faire des 

recommandations pour la recherche future. 
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aŞǘƘƻŘŜǎ Ŝǘ ǊŞǎǳƭǘŀǘǎ  

!ǊǘƛŎƭŜ мΥ 9ȄŀƳŜƴ ŀǇǇǊƻŦƻƴŘƛ ŘŜǎ ǊƾƭŜǎ Ŝǘ ŘŜǎ ǘŃŎƘŜǎ ŘŜǎ ǇŀƛǊǎ ŜȄŀƳƛƴŀǘŜǳǊǎ Řŀƴǎ ƭŜ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎǳǎ 

ŘϥŞǾŀƭǳŀǘƛƻƴ ŘŜǎ ƳŀƴǳǎŎǊƛǘǎ Řŀƴǎ ƭŜǎ ǊŜǾǳŜǎ ōƛƻƳŞŘƛŎŀƭŜǎ ǎŎƛŜƴǘƛŦƛǉǳŜǎ 

Afin de d®terminer les r¹les et les t©ches des pairs examinateurs dans les revues biom®dicales, 

j'ai d'abord effectu® un examen approfondi (scoping review) de la litt®rature. 

Lorsque j'ai commenc® cette recherche, il n'y avait pas de documentation identifiant 

syst®matiquement les r¹les et les t©ches des pairs examinateurs dans les revues biom®dicales, 

ni d'accord sur ce qu'ils devraient °tre. ê l'®poque, l'examen approfondi effectu® par Galipeau 

et coll. repr®sentait une premi¯re tentative d'identifier et de d®terminer syst®matiquement ce 

que l'on savait sur les comp®tences de base requises pour les ®diteurs scientifiques de revues 

biom®dicales. Cet examen approfondi a produit une liste compl¯te, d®riv®e d'un large ®ventail 

de sources. J'ai cherch® ¨ compl®ter ce travail en identifiant syst®matiquement les r¹les et les 

t©ches des pairs examinateurs. Toutefois, alors que Galipeau et coll. ont d®fini les comp®tences 

de base comme suit ěéles connaissances, les comp®tences et les comportements essentiels 

n®cessaires ¨ la pratique de la r®vision scientifique des revues biom®dicales ", j'ai plut¹t d®cid® 

d'axer ma recherche sur les " r¹les et les t©ches " parce que les pairs examinateurs, contrairement 

aux ®diteurs de revues, n'occupent pas un emploi officiel et n'ont pas de poste d®sign® o½ une 

telle d®finition est plus pertinente. Pour les besoins de ma recherche, j'ai consid®r® que les 

"r¹les" faisaient r®f®rence ¨ la nature globale de la fonction des pairs examinateurs, tandis que 

les "t©ches" se r®f¯rent plus sp®cifiquement aux actions qui remplissent ces r¹les. Par exemple, 

alors que le r¹le d'un pair examinateur est d'°tre un "expert comp®tent dans le domaine 

concern®", l'une des t©ches sp®cifiques accomplies pour remplir ce r¹le est de fournir une 

®valuation critique de la m®thodologie propos®e et d'autres sections d'un manuscrit.  

J'ai ®galement utilis® l'approche m®thodologique de Galipeau et coll. pour guider ma propre 

recherche. Par exemple, ma d®cision d'effectuer un examen approfondi a ®t® en partie ®clair®e 

par l'exp®rience des auteurs qui ont trouv® des descriptions des comp®tences des ®diteurs de 

revues dans les publications de type r®dactionnel. Cela est ®galement vrai pour l'information 

sur les r¹les et les t©ches des pairs examinateurs, que l'on retrouve souvent sous forme de 

commentaires et d'®ditoriaux. Bien que ce genre de source ne r®ponde g®n®ralement pas aux 

crit¯res d'inclusion d'une ®tude syst®matique, les examens approfondis ont l'avantage d'inclure 

un plus grand ®ventail de plans d'®tude et de m®thodologies ainsi que de la litt®rature grise. De 

plus, j'ai consid®r® qu'un examen approfondi ®tait la meilleure approche pour r®pondre ¨ ma 
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question de recherche, compte tenu de son objectif principal tel que d®fini par Colquhoun et 

coll. : "Un examen approfondi (scoping review) est une forme de synth¯se des connaissances 

qui porte sur une question de recherche exploratoire visant ¨ cartographier les concepts cl®s, 

les types de preuves et les lacunes dans la recherche li®e ¨ un domaine ou ¨ un secteur d®fini 

en recherchant, s®lectionnant et synth®tisant syst®matiquement les connaissances existantes", 

ainsi que d'autres d®finitions plus g®n®rales fournies dans les publications de r®f®rence sur la 

m®thodologie des examens approfondis. Ma question de recherche ®tait de nature exploratoire, 

plut¹t qu'ax®e sur des hypoth¯ses, et elle visait ¨ clarifier les concepts cl®s tout en saisissant 

l'®tendue, la gamme et la nature de la documentation disponible, que je m'attendais ¨ voir 

h®t®rog¯ne.   

Dans le cadre de cet examen approfondi, j'ai utilis® le cadre m®thodologique propos® par Arksey 

et O'Malley ainsi que les modifications apport®es ¨ ce cadre par Levac et coll., ainsi que par 

l'Institut Joanna Briggs. Le cadre se compose de six ®tapes cons®cutives suivantes : (1) 

identification de la question de recherche, (2) identification des ®tudes pertinentes, (3) s®lection 

des ®tudes, (4) consignation des donn®es, (5) collecte, r®sum® et communication des r®sultats, 

et (6) consultation.  

J'ai effectu® des recherches documentaires exhaustives dans Cochrane Library, Cumulative 

Index to Nursing and Allied Health Literature, Educational Resources Information Center, 

EMBASE, MEDLINE, PsycINFO, Scopus et Web of Science depuis le d®but jusqu'en mai 

2017. Je n'ai appliqu® aucune restriction de date, de langue et de conception d'®tude. Toute 

®tude comportant des d®clarations mentionnant les r¹les et les t©ches des pairs examinateurs 

dans les revues biom®dicales ®tait admissible ¨ l'inclusion. J'ai ®galement cherch® de la 

litt®rature grise sur des sites Web choisis. 

J'ai effectu® la s®lection des ®tudes et l'extraction des d®clarations de fa­on ind®pendante avec 

un autre chercheur et co-auteur du manuscrit en utilisant Excel. Deux examinateurs ont effectu® 

la s®lection des ®tudes de fa­on ind®pendante. Les d®clarations pertinentes ont ®t® extraites, 

collig®es et class®es par th¯mes. 

Apr¯s la s®lection, 2763 citations et 600 articles en texte int®gral, 209 articles et 13 sources de 

litt®rature grise ont ®t® inclus. Au total, 1 426 d®clarations li®es aux r¹les ont ®t® extraites, ce 

qui a donn® lieu ¨ 76 d®clarations uniques qui ont ®t® regroup®es en 13 th¯mes ®mergents. Ces 

derniers tournaient autour de l'°tre des pairs examinateurs : Experts comp®tents dans leur 

domaine (3 articles), Doyen/altruiste envers la communaut® scientifique (7 articles), Famili®s 

avec la revue (2 articles), Professionnels impartiaux et ®thiques (18 articles), Professionnels 

autocritiques (4 articles), Professionnels fiables (7 articles), Critiques comp®tents (15 articles), 
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Communicateurs respectueux (6 articles), Gardiens (2 articles), £ducateurs (2 articles), 

D®fenseurs de l'auteur/®diteur/lecteur (3 articles) et Conseillers des ®diteurs (2 articles). Les 

r¹les qui ne rel¯vent pas de la comp®tence des pairs examinateurs ont ®galement ®t® identifi®s 

(5 points). Les th¯mes "Critiques comp®tents" et "Professionnels impartiaux et ®thiques" sont 

apparus le plus souvent. 

Au total, 2026 d®clarations relatives aux t©ches des pairs examinateurs ont ®t® extraites, ce qui 

a donn® 73 d¯clarations uniques. Celles-ci ont ®t® regroup®es sous six th¯mes : Organisation et 

approche de l'examen (10 ®l®ments), Faire des commentaires g®n®raux (10 ®l®ments), £valuer 

et traiter le contenu de chaque section du manuscrit (36 ®l®ments), Traiter les aspects ®thiques 

(5 ®l®ments), £valuer la pr®sentation du manuscrit (8 ®l®ments) et Fournir des recommandations 

(4 ®l®ments). Les th¯mes " £valuer et traiter le contenu de chaque section du manuscrit " ont eu 

le plus grand nombre de d®clarations, tandis que le th¯me relatif aux aspects ®thiques a eu le 

plus petit nombre. 

Comme le montrent les r®sultats ci-dessus, la principale conclusion de cet examen approfondi 

est que les pairs examinateurs des revues biom®dicales sont cens®s assumer un grand nombre 

de r¹les et de t©ches, dont certains sont vagues, contradictoires et chevauchent les r¹les et les 

t©ches des ®diteurs de revues. Quatre sujets de pr®occupation ont ®t® relev®s en ce qui concerne 

les r¹les et les t©ches des pairs examinateurs. Par exemple, un r¹le particuli¯rement vague ®tait 

que les pairs examinateurs soient des "d®fenseurs" ; cela est apparu plusieurs fois dans la 

documentation incluse. On s'attend ¨ ce que les pairs examinateurs d®fendent les int®r°ts des 

auteurs, des ®diteurs et/ou des lecteurs. Le terme " d®fenseurs " doit °tre clarifi® afin que les 

pairs examinateurs comprennent ce qu'on attend d'eux. Un exemple clair de contradiction a ®t® 

observ® dans le lien souvent peu clair entre les recommandations des pairs examinateurs et la 

prise de d®cision ®ditoriale - alors que la premi¯re informe g®n®ralement la seconde. L'un des 

r¹les identifi®s ®tait que les pairs examinateurs doivent garder ¨ l'esprit qu'ils ne sont pas des 

d®cideurs en ce qui concerne le sort final du manuscrit. En m°me temps, une des t©ches 

principales des examinateurs qui ressort de cet examen approfondi a trait ¨ la formulation d'une 

recommandation concernant le manuscrit (prise de d®cision : rejeter, accepter, etc.) qui 

contraste et chevauche le r¹le du ®diteur de la revue en tant que seul d®cideur du sort du 

manuscrit.   

Il y avait ®galement un certain nombre de contradictions en termes de t©ches. Par exemple, il y 

avait une certaine divergence sur la question de savoir si la d®tection des fautes et des fraudes 

devait relever de la comp®tence des pairs examinateurs et si la r®vision des textes - offrant des 

am®liorations grammaticales et linguistiques - devait relever de la comp®tence des pairs 
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examinateurs. Le niveau de d®tail fourni variait et certaines t©ches ®taient d®crites de fa­on 

vague. 

 

!ǊǘƛŎƭŜ н Υ tŜǊǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜǎ ŘŜǎ ŞŘƛǘŜǳǊǎ ŘŜ ǊŜǾǳŜǎ ǎǳǊ ƭŜǎ ǊƾƭŜǎ Ŝǘ ƭŜǎ ǘŃŎƘŜǎ ŘŜǎ ǇŀƛǊǎ ŜȄŀƳƛƴŀǘŜǳǊǎ 

Řŀƴǎ ƭŜǎ ǊŜǾǳŜǎ ōƛƻƳŞŘƛŎŀƭŜǎΥ ¦ƴŜ ŞǘǳŘŜ ǉǳŀƭƛǘŀǘƛǾŜ 

Afin d'avoir une id®e de la compr®hension des r¯dacteurs de revues sur les r¹les et les t©ches 

des pairs examinateurs, j'ai utilis® une approche qualitative avec des entretiens semi-structur®s. 

Dans son ®tape finale et optionnelle, le cadre m®thodologique utilis® pour l'examen approfondi 

sugg¯re de mener une consultation aupr¯s des intervenants afin de valider les r®sultats et de 

d®terminer d'autres sources d'information, perspectives et significations qui pourraient 

am®liorer les connaissances acquises lors de l'examen. £tant donn® le manque de clart® et les 

incongruit®s constat®s lors de lôexamen approfondi, j'ai d®cid® d'approfondir la question pour 

mieux comprendre le contenu attendu des pairs examinateurs au moyen d'entrevues qualitatives 

avec les ®diteurs des revues biom®dicales. J'ai consid®r® que cette approche ®tait optimale parce 

que les entrevues permettent aux participants ¨ l'®tude de s'exprimer librement et longuement, 

fournissant ainsi de riches donn®es ancr®es dans les exp®riences et les pratiques personnelles. 

Ma d®cision de me concentrer sur le point de vue des ®diteurs des revues d®coule du fait qu'ils 

sont des figures centrales dans le processus d'examen par les pairs qui, en fin de compte, 

d®terminent les attentes en mati¯re de r¹les et de t©ches pour leur revue.  

L'approbation ®thique a ®t® accord®e par l'Universit® de Split avant le d®but de l'®tude. Les 

donn®es ont ®t® d®personnalis®es et elles sont actuellement conserv®es en toute s®curit® ¨ 

l'Universit® de Split.  

J'ai fourni aux personnes interrog®es un formulaire de consentement ¨ l'®tude et une fiche 

d'information sur l'®tude qui comprenait des renseignements sur les chercheurs et l'®tude (c.- -̈

d. le but de l'®tude, les proc®dures d'entrevue, l'®thique, la confidentialit®, le financement et les 

coordonn®es). On a demand® aux personnes interrog®es de signer un formulaire de 

consentement ®crit et on leur a demand® ¨ nouveau de donner leur consentement verbal avant 

l'entrevue. Avant le d®but de chaque entrevue, j'ai r®it®r® mes objectifs d'®tude et jôai fourni des 

renseignements suppl®mentaires au besoin. 

J'ai inclus des ®diteurs de revues de m®decine g®n®rale et de revues sp®cialis®es qui, au moment 

de l'entrevue, participaient au processus de communication entre les auteurs et les pairs 

examinateurs et/ou qui ®taient en mesure de d®cider du sort des manuscrits. Le recrutement a 
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®t® bas® sur un ®chantillonnage ¨ variation maximale intentionnelle, en puisant dans un r®seau 

professionnel de contacts, d'®diteurs, de participants aux conf®rences et en faisant boule de 

neige. Une description d®taill®e du processus de recrutement est fournie dans le protocole 

d'®tude publi®.  

J'ai d®cid® de mener des entrevues semi-structur®es (toutes en anglais) en utilisant un guide de 

sujets pour m'assurer que les aspects cl®s sont saisis tout en conservant suffisamment de 

souplesse pour encourager les r®ponses non sollicit®es et les renseignements pertinents 

suppl®mentaires qui n'auraient pas ®t® abord®s dans le guide de sujets. Comme la taille de 

l'®chantillon est irr®versiblement li®e ¨ la saturation, qui ¨ son tour ne peut °tre op®rationnalis®e 

que pendant la collecte des donn®es, mon approche de la collecte et de l'analyse des donn®es a 

®t® it®rative et s'est poursuivie jusqu'¨ ce qu'aucun nouveau code et th¯me n'ait ®t® identifi® ¨ 

partir des donn®es. Au total, 56 ®diteurs de revues biom®dicales g®n®rales et sp®cialis®es ont 

®t® interrog®s, apr¯s quoi la saturation a ®t® obtenue et le recrutement a cess®. 

Les donn®es ont ®t® analys®es ¨ l'aide de l'analyse th®matique en six phases d®crite par Braun 

et Clarke. J'ai suivi l'approche ®tape par ®tape propos®e par Nowell et coll. sur la fa­on de mener 

une analyse th®matique fiable tout au long de six phases de mon analyse afin d'assurer la 

fiabilit® de ma recherche.  

Les conclusions ont ®t® class®es en deux th¯mes principaux : "R¹les des pairs examinateurs" et 

"T©ches des pairs examinateurs", puis caract®ris®es/d®compos®es en un certain nombre de 

domaines.  

Dans le premier th¯me "R¹les des pairs examinateurs", les ®diteurs de la revue ont d®crit une 

vari®t® de r¹les, qui s'est regroup®e autour de quatre domaines. Le premier domaine a montr® 

que les ®diteurs de revues s'attendent ¨ ce que les pairs examinateurs soient des "experts 

comp®tents dans leur domaine, qualifi®s pour l'examen par les pairs". Il a ®t® convenu que les 

pairs examinateurs ®taient les experts lorsqu'ils (1) ont une expertise et d®montrent une 

connaissance de haut niveau dans leur domaine, (2) ils sont ¨ jour avec les donn®es probantes 

et les lignes directrices de pratique existantes et (3) ils ont l'exp®rience de la publication de leurs 

propres recherches. Toutefois, il y a eu un d®saccord important sur la fa­on dont ces crit¯res 

sont d®finis et compris et sur la fa­on dont "lôexpertise" est mise en îuvre. L'une des principales 

conclusions de ce domaine est que les ®diteurs des revues soutiennent le point de vue selon 

lequel l'exp®rience de l'auteur est la cl® d'une ®valuation de haute qualit®, alors qu'une formation 

formelle ¨ l'examen par les pairs ne l'est pas. Le deuxi¯me domaine: "Devoir envers la 



 

xii  

 

communaut® scientifique par opposition aux b®n®voles qui m®ritent d'°tre reconnus" a montr® 

que les ®diteurs de revues sont divis®s sur cet aspect. Tandis que la majorit® des personnes 

interrog®es ont exprim® ¨ plusieurs reprises leur gratitude envers les pairs examinateurs, qu'il s 

sont le plus souvent pr®sent®s comme des b®n®voles qui agissent par "altruisme", seul un petit 

nombre d'entre elles consid¯rent que l'examen par les pairs est un "devoir" et " une obligation 

envers la communaut® scientifique".  

Le troisi¯me domaine a montr® que les ®diteurs des revues s'attendent ¨ ce que les pairs 

examinateurs soient des "professionnels". Les participants ¨ l'®tude s'accordent g®n®ralement 

sur la n®cessit® que les pairs examinateurs soient (1) des professionnels impartiaux et ®thiques, 

(2) des professionnels fiables et (3) des critiques comp®tents.  

Le quatri¯me domaine illustre le fait que les ®diteurs des revues s'attendent ¨ ce que les pairs 

examinateurs soient des "conseillers de lô®diteur". Les ®diteurs des revues ®taient explicites 

dans leur attribution d'un "r¹le consultatif" aux pairs examinateurs et de leur propre r¹le de 

"d®cideur ultime". Pourtant, la majorit® a accord® une importance consid®rable ¨ la fonction de 

recommandation des examinateurs, malgr® les pr®occupations concernant l'absence d'une 

d®finition commune des options disponibles, l'influence potentielle sur la prise de d®cision 

®ditoriale ind®pendante, ainsi que le d®saccord fr®quent entre les pairs examinateurs.  

Dans le deuxi¯me th¯me " T©ches des pairs examinateurs", les ®diteurs des revues ont d®crit un 

certain nombre de t©ches qui se regroupent autour de quatre domaines: (1) organisation et 

approche de l'examen, (2) formulation de commentaires g®n®raux, (3) ®valuation et traitement 

du contenu de chaque section du manuscrit, et (4) traitement des aspects ®thiques. Il y avait un 

accord consid®rable concernant les t©ches techniques ; cependant, il y avait une diff®rence 

apparente dans les attentes des ®diteurs de revues quant au niveau de profondeur et de d®tail. 

Dans l'ensemble, les r®sultats de ces entrevues appuient et valident les r®sultats de lôexamen 

approfondi (article 1) tout en illustrant et en d®m°lant certaines des contradictions observ®es 

dans la documentation.   
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Afin d'explorer l'exp®rience des ®diteurs en chef de revues sur le processus de communication 

dans leurs revues, j'ai ®galement utilis® une approche qualitative avec des entretiens semi-
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structur®s. J'ai recueilli les donn®es pour cette recherche en m°me temps que la recherche 

qualitative d®crite pr®c®demment, donc la m®thodologie est la m°me.  

L'analyse des donn®es d'entrevues a g®n®r® quatre th¯mes. Le premier th¯me, " Directives 

vagues et orientation minimale fournie aux pairs examinateurs", s'articulait autour de deux sous-

th¯mes qui d®crivaient la fa­on dont les ®diteurs de revues ont rationalis® le fait de fournir aux 

pairs examinateurs des directives vagues et une orientation minimale concernant leurs attentes. 

Dans le premier sous-th¯me "Les pairs examinateurs doivent savoir comment ®valuer sans 

lignes directrices", j'ai constat® que l'attitude dominante est que les lignes directrices ne jouent 

pas un r¹le essentiel dans la transmission des attentes des ®diteurs de revues aux pairs 

examinateurs, que les pairs examinateurs doivent savoir comment ®valuer un manuscrit sans 

avoir besoin de lignes directrices et qu'on suppose g®n®ralement que les pairs examinateurs ne 

lisent pas les lignes directrices. Dans le deuxi¯me sous-th¯me "Les directives d®taill®es et la 

structure peuvent avoir un effet n®gatif", les ®diteurs de revues ont exprim® la crainte que les 

formulaires d'examen (excessivement) structur®s puissent avoir un impact n®gatif sur la qualit® 

du rapport d'examen en raison de l'interrogation prescriptive plut¹t que de susciter des r®ponses 

non sollicit®es. Une telle "surbureaucratisation" pourrait avoir un impact sur la volont® des 

examinateurs de participer au processus d'examen.  

Dans le deuxi¯me th¯me, "Strat®gies de communication pour l'engagement avec les pairs 

examinateurs", j'ai trouv® deux strat®gies de communication oppos®es que les ®diteurs des 

revues ont utilis®es simultan®ment pour traiter avec les pairs examinateurs. La premi¯re 

strat®gie de communication s'est articul®e autour de "l'utilisation d'une communication directe 

et personnelle pour motiver les pairs examinateurs ¨ participer continuellement au processus 

d'examen". Les ®diteurs des revues ®taient conscients des effets positifs de la communication 

directe et l'utilisaient de fa­on strat®gique ¨ des fins de r®tention et de r®compense. Malgr® cette 

prise de conscience, la deuxi¯me strat®gie de communication: "Utilisation de la communication 

indirecte pour ®viter les conflits potentiels qui pourraient d®courager les pairs examinateurs de 

participer au processus d'examen" a d®montr® qu'ils pr®f®raient ne pas s'engager avec des pairs 

examinateurs qui pr®sentent des rapports d'examen inad®quats. Cela permet d'®viter 

commod®ment les conflits potentiels qui, selon eux, pourraient survenir ¨ la suite de la 

fourniture d'un retour d'information.  

Dans le troisi¯me th¯me, "Pr®occupation concernant l'impact du mod¯le d'examen sur la 

communication", j'ai constat® que la majorit® des ®diteurs de revues ®taient contre l'ouverture 

de l'identit® des pairs examinateurs aux auteurs, en faisant valoir que cela risquait d'aggraver la 
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qualit® des rapports des examinateurs en raison du biais potentiel qui pourrait d®couler de la 

suppression de l'anonymat et de la crainte des r®percussions de l'expression de critiques.  

Dans le dernier th¯me "Pratiques divergentes dans la mod®ration de la communication entre les 

auteurs et les pairs examinateurs", j'ai constat® que d'une part, il y a des ®diteurs de revues qui 

jouent un r¹le actif et qui guident les auteurs ¨ travers les commentaires des pairs examinateurs. 

D'autre part, il y a des ®diteurs de revues qui jouent un r¹le passif et qui se contentent de 

transmettre les commentaires aux auteurs sans aucune orientation. Cette derni¯re approche n'est 

pas conforme ¨ celle recommand®e par les associations professionnelles, ce qui indique que 

certains ®diteurs de revues ne suivent peut-°tre pas les pratiques exemplaires en mati¯re de 

r®daction. 

Discussion 

wŞǎǳƳŞ ŘŜǎ ŎƻƴŎƭǳǎƛƻƴǎ 

Cette th¯se part du principe que peu de recherches ont ®t® men®es sur le contenu et les pratiques 

de communication au cours du processus d'examen par les pairs dans les revues biom®dicales 

scientfiques. Plus pr®cis®ment, les r¹les et les t©ches des pairs examinateurs ne sont pas 

clairement d®finis et, par cons®quent, le contenu attendu des rapports des pairs examinateurs 

n'est pas clairement expos®. De plus, il est prouv® que la communication entre les principaux 

intervenants n'est pas optimale.  

Implications 

Cette recherche a montr® que l'on s'attend ¨ ce que les pairs examinateurs remplissent un grand 

nombre de r¹les et de t©ches, dont certains sont vagues, contradictoires et ils chevauchent les 

r¹les et les t©ches des ®diteurs de revues, et que la mauvaise communication actuelle ne facilite 

pas la compr®hension des attentes parmi et entre les intervenants. En l'absence d'exigences 

formellement ®tablies ou de normes commun®ment accept®es, ainsi que de variations dans les 

attentes des ®diteurs de revues et de la nature internationale des publications scientifiques, mes 

conclusions peuvent contribuer ¨ sensibiliser les ®diteurs de revues au fait qu'une attitude 

"implicite" (c'est- -̈dire que les pairs examinateurs ne devraient pas avoir besoin de lignes 

directrices parce que, en tant qu'auteurs, ils devraient d®j¨ savoir ce qu'on attend d'eux) n'est ni 

appropri®e ni utile. Elle peut ®galement entraver la compr®hension mutuelle des r¹les et des 

t©ches entre les principaux acteurs, ce qui peut ¨ son tour affecter la qualit® des rapports des 

pairs examinateurs. Mes conclusions sugg¯rent en outre qu'il est n®cessaire que les ®diteurs des 
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revues examinent et ®valuent de mani¯re critique le contenu des instructions qu'ils donnent aux 

pairs examinateurs et qu'ils ®tudient les moyens d'am®liorer leur application. Id®alement, cette 

®valuation devrait °tre mise en place sous forme d'®tude scientifique, afin de cr®er des preuves 

empiriques solides sur la pratique de la gestion de l'examen par les pairs dans une revue 

scientifique, qui pourront ensuite °tre utilis®es par d'autres revues. Ceci est conforme aux appels 

r®p®t®s en faveur d'une recherche plus approfondie sur l'examen par les pairs.  

Mes conclusions ont ®galement d®montr® que la plupart des ®diteurs de revues sont d'avis que 

l'exp®rience de l'auteur est essentielle ¨ la production d'examens de grande qualit®, alors que la 

formation officielle en mati¯re d'examen par les pairs ne l'est pas. A la lumi¯re des enqu°tes 

existantes qui sugg¯rent un besoin profond pour ce type de formation, ainsi que la multiplication 

des cours internationaux ¨ grande ®chelle tels que ceux organis®s par Publons, cette attitude 

risque d'°tre injustifi®e, inopportune et non durable ¨ long terme. L'examen des manuscrits par 

les pairs est une comp®tence qui peut et doit °tre d®velopp®e par une formation sp®cifique, 

quelle que soit l'exp®rience de l'auteur. Par cons®quent, l'une des implications plus larges 

d®coulant de mon ®tude est que la communaut® scientifique doit reconna´tre que l'examen par 

les pairs est une comp®tence distincte de la r®daction d'un manuscrit scientifique, et que 

l'®tablissement d'une formation formelle pour les paires examinateurs est essentiel pour affiner 

cette comp®tence. Toutefois, cela n'aurait de sens que s'il y a un accord entre les revues sur les 

®l®ments cl®s essentiels d'un rapport d'examen de haute qualit® et une reconnaissance 

universelle des comp®tences n®cessaires pour le produire. De plus, en l'absence de preuves 

solides ®tablissant un lien entre l'exp®rience de l'auteur et les qualifications universitaires et les 

examens de haute qualit®, ainsi que les difficult®s actuelles ¨ trouver des pairs examinateurs 

consentants, les ®diteurs des revues devraient envisager de ne plus adresser leurs invitations ¨ 

examiner uniquement les chercheurs chevronn®s. Ils devraient plut¹t inviter des chercheurs 

d®butants ¨ ®valuer des manuscrits sur une base plus r®guli¯re.  

De plus, cette ®tude a d®montr® que la majorit® des ®diteurs de revues accordent une importance 

consid®rable ¨ la fonction de "recommandation" des examinateurs. Tout en ®tant pleinement 

conscient que l'absence de d®finitions commun®ment accept®es des options de recommandation 

des manuscrits et la fr®quence des d®saccords entre les pairs examinateurs sont probl®matiques, 

il semble que l'on soit peu conscient que cette importance pourrait par inadvertance donner aux 

pairs examinateurs la fausse impression qu'ils sont des d®cideurs. Une telle impression est 

trompeuse et peut influencer l'orientation du rapport des pairs examinateurs en cons®quence au 

lieu de se concentrer sur la fonction d'am®lioration que la plupart des ®diteurs de revues d®sirent. 
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£tant donn® le risque de malentendus, mes conclusions appuient les appels ¨ la suppression de 

la "fonction de recommandation" des examinateurs. Cela pourrait aider ¨ ®liminer un aspect 

probl®matique des limites mall®ables actuelles de l'autorit® et de la responsabilit® de la 

surveillance scientifique, en r®alignant le r¹le des pairs examinateurs en tant que "conseillers" 

tout en pla­ant le ®diteur de la revue au seul poste de d®cideur. Encore une fois, une telle 

intervention devrait °tre con­ue comme une ®tude scientifique visant ¨ cr®er des preuves pour 

ou contre cette ®tape.  

Une autre implication cl® d®coulant de ma recherche est la n®cessit® de s'engager aupr¯s des 

pairs examinateurs qui produisent des rapports d'examen inad®quats en leur envoyant des 

critiques personnalis®es et constructives. La pratique courante actuelle - telle que d®crite par les 

participants ¨ mon ®tude - consiste simplement ¨ faire circuler les rapports des pairs 

examinateurs dans l'espoir que les pairs examinateurs peu performants tireront des le­ons des 

efforts de leurs coll¯gues. En tant que telle, cette pratique est intangible et elle n'aide 

probablement pas ¨ obtenir un v®ritable effet d'apprentissage durable ni ¨ encourager la 

r®flexion critique sur sa propre performance en tant que pair-r®viseur. Bien que la mise en 

îuvre de cette suggestion repr®sente in®vitablement un investissement majeur pour les ®diteurs 

de revues, ¨ long terme, elle pourrait rapporter des r®sultats substantiels, alors que la pratique 

actuelle ne fait que perp®tuer le statu quo. L¨ encore, la production de donn®es probantes et 

l'accord sur le domaine de la qualit® donneraient aux ®diteurs de revues les outils n®cessaires 

pour ®valuer m®thodologiquement la qualit® des rapports des pairs examinateurs. En m°me 

temps, cette ®tude a mis en ®vidence trois principaux obstacles potentiels ¨ la mise en îuvre de 

cette suggestion, ¨ savoir 1) le manque de temps des ®diteurs des revues ; 2) la crainte des 

r®percussions, y compris la perte de pairs examinateurs potentiels  et 3) le d®saccord sur le fait 

que la formation des pairs examinateurs devrait °tre une responsabilit® des ®diteurs des revues. 

Ces obstacles ne sont pas faciles ¨ surmonter et ils exigent des changements syst®miques 

importants. Il pourrait en effet °tre irr®aliste de s'attendre ¨ ce que les ®diteurs de revues qui 

travaillent la plupart du temps ¨ temps partiel fournissent une r®troaction individuelle. Par 

cons®quent, un investissement financier substantiel de la part des ®diteurs est n®cessaire pour 

inciter les ®diteurs de revues ¨ consacrer plus de temps au travail ®ditorial. Il faudrait ®galement 

envisager des mesures incitatives pour que les membres du comit® de r®daction appuient les 

®diteurs des revues dans cette t©che. Pour surmonter le deuxi¯me obstacle, le syst¯me doit °tre 

repens® ¨ l'envers. Par exemple, la fourniture de r®troaction pourrait °tre une nouvelle proc®dure 
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standard qui est pr®sent®e aux pairs examinateurs comme un service en reconnaissance de leur 

investissement substantiel en temps, plut¹t que comme une critique.   

Enfin, mes conclusions sugg¯rent que certains ®diteurs de revues utilisent une approche passive 

pour mod®rer la communication entre les auteurs et les pairs examinateurs. C'est non seulement 

une occasion manqu®e de contribuer ¨ l'am®lioration du processus d'examen par les pairs, mais 

aussi un manque de conformit® avec les meilleures pratiques ®ditoriales recommand®es par les 

associations professionnelles telles que WAME. Le manque de temps ®tait, selon les 

participants ¨ mon ®tude, la principale raison de s'engager dans une telle approche passive. Cette 

constatation souligne qu'il s'agit d'un probl¯me majeur et r®current qui peut avoir un impact 

important sur le processus d'examen par les pairs, et elle appelle ̈  la cr®ation des incitations 

(financi¯res) et ¨ un meilleur soutien aux ®diteurs des revues pour qu'ils conduisent leurs revues 

conform®ment aux meilleures pratiques. En m°me temps, cette constatation soul¯ve ®galement 

la n®cessit® de mener des recherches ¨ grande ®chelle sur les pratiques ®ditoriales des ®diteurs 

de revues. Bien que le manque de temps soit ind®niablement un facteur important, il se pourrait 

bien que les ®diteurs de revues ne soient pas au courant des pratiques exemplaires existantes, 

puisque de nombreux ®diteurs de revues biom®dicales fonctionnent en grande partie sans 

formation officielle (5). Contrairement ¨ d'autres associations professionnelles (par exemple, 

les associations m®dicales), il n'existe pas de proc®dure universelle obligatoire de certification 

ou d'adh®sion que les ®diteurs de revues doivent respecter. Ainsi, les implications plus larges 

pour mon ®tude sont conformes ¨ l'appel lanc® par Moher et Altman pour que les bailleurs de 

fonds et les ®diteurs de la recherche investissent de l'argent dans les enqu°tes de journalisme, 

la certification et la formation continue des ®diteurs de revues ainsi que des pairs examinateurs 

¨ long terme.    

Points forts et limites de cette recherche 

Points forts 

Cette recherche a plusieurs points forts. Par exemple, des protocoles d'®tude a priori qui 

d®crivent en d®tail la justification, la m®thodologie et les analyses de ma recherche ont ®t® 

publi®s ¨ l'avance pour tous les articles. La publication des protocoles contribue ¨ assurer la 

transparence du processus de recherche et ¨ informer les autres chercheurs sur les activit®s de 

recherche en cours.   
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J'ai eu recours aux m®thodes compl®mentaires et j'ai triangul® les donn®es d®coulant de 

lôexamen approfondi et de la recherche qualitative, ce qui a permis de constater une 

convergence substantielle des r®sultats entre les trois documents de recherche. 

Gr©ce ¨ lôexamen approfondi, j'ai syst®matiquement identifi® les r¹les et les t©ches des pairs 

examinateurs dans les revues biom®dicales et j'ai produit une liste compl¯te tir®e d'un large 

®ventail de sources. Cette liste compl¯te les travaux existants sur les ®diteurs de revues et, bien 

qu'elle soit ax®e sur le domaine biom®dical, les conclusions pourraient s'appliquer plus 

largement aux autres domaines scientifiques.   

Les projets qualitatifs ont r®pondu ¨ un besoin reconnu de longue date d'une recherche (plus) 

qualitative sur le processus d'examen par les pairs dans le domaine biom®dical. Les entretiens 

ont permis aux ®diteurs des revues de parler librement et longuement de leurs exp®riences 

personnelles. La plupart ont ®t® francs et directs en partageant leurs propres pratiques (y 

compris celles potentiellement controvers®es) et en exprimant des points de vue critiques et 

sans tabou sur le fonctionnement du processus d'examen par les pairs dans leur revue et en 

g®n®ral. Une autre force de la recherche qualitative utilis®e pour cette th¯se est la diversit® des 

participants ¨ l'®tude en termes de caract®ristiques des revues, comme le large ®ventail de 

domaines de sp®cialit® et la taille des revues atteintes.  

Enfin, je crois que l'®chantillon de mon ®tude a refl®t® ad®quatement "l'®tat" actuel des revues 

biom®dicales. Par exemple, il existe un d®s®quilibre entre les sexes dans les revues 

biom®dicales en ce qui concerne les postes de r®daction: les femmes occupent moins de postes 

au sein des comit®s de r®daction et la grande majorit® des ®diteurs sont des hommes. C'est 

®galement le cas pour les participants ¨ mon ®tude. De plus, la plupart des ®diteurs de revues 

biom®dicales travaillent ¨ temps partiel, comme l'ont fait 50 des 56 participants ¨ mon ®tude. 

Enfin, la plupart des revues biom®dicales ont encore un processus d'examen par les pairs ¨ 

simple insu, ce qui ®tait ®galement le cas pour les revues incluses dans mon ®tude.   

Limitations  

En m°me temps, en menant mes recherches, j'ai rencontr® plusieurs d®fis conceptuels et 

m®thodologiques, ce qui a entra´n® plusieurs limites qui m®ritent une discussion critique. Je 

vais d'abord exposer les limites li®es ¨ lôexamen approfondi avant de passer aux limites de la 

composante qualitative de ma recherche. 
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Premi¯rement, malgr® la recherche syst®matique effectu®e dans de multiples bases de donn®es, 

il est possible que certains aspects des r¹les et des t©ches des pairs examinateurs d®crits dans la 

documentation aient ®t® omis. La strat®gie de recherche a ®t® con­ue pour °tre aussi vaste et 

inclusive que possible, et elle a donc donn® lieu ¨ un grand nombre de r®sultats non pertinents. 

Par exemple, le terme "lôexamen par les pairs" est aussi couramment utilis® dans le domaine 

biom®dical pour d®signer l'®valuation continue de la pratique professionnelle du rendement 

clinique dans les h¹pitaux. Il est ®galement utilis® comme strat®gie ®ducative dans le cadre de 

l'enseignement de toutes les professions li®es ¨ la sant®. Ma recherche a donn® lieu ¨ un total 

de 23 176 dossiers et elle a inclus un nombre important d'®tudes sur les sujets susmentionn®s 

qui n'®taient pas pertinents ¨ ma question de recherche. Pour des raisons pragmatiques, j'ai 

d'abord pass® au crible ce vaste ensemble de dossiers afin d'exclure les ®tudes qui semblaient 

compl¯tement non pertinentes, ce qui a donn® lieu ¨ 2 763 citations jug®es appropri®es pour un 

double filtrage. Il se peut que certains documents pertinents aient ®t® omis lors du processus 

initial de filtrage.  

Deuxi¯mement, ®tant donn® le grand nombre de d¯clarations sur les r¹les et les t©ches obtenus, 

il y avait in®vitablement un certain nombre d'®l®ments redondants et chevauchants. Des efforts 

consid®rables ont ®t® d®ploy®s pour pr®server autant que possible la formulation utilis®e par les 

auteurs et pour saisir toutes les nuances, mais une certaine rationalisation ®tait n®cessaire pour 

s'assurer que la liste finale des r¹les et des t©ches ®tait ¨ la fois g®rable et utile. Il est possible 

que cela ait entra´n® une mauvaise interpr®tation occasionnelle des ®nonc®s pr®vus par les 

auteurs et la perte potentielle de diff®rences subtiles entre les ®l®ments.  

Troisi¯mement, aucune restriction linguistique n'a ®t® fix®e pour les recherches dans la base de 

donn®es. Les donn®es ont ®t® extraites d'articles r®dig®s en anglais, en allemand, en espagnol et 

en portugais. Cependant, la recherche dans la base de donn®es peut ne pas avoir inclus certaines 

revues qui publient dans d'autres langues. En outre, pour des raisons de faisabilit®, la recherche 

de litt®rature grise a ®t® limit®e ¨ l'anglais et elle a donc potentiellement exclu les ressources 

pertinentes dans d'autres langues.  

Enfin, dans le protocole a priori de lôexamen approfondi, j'ai d®crit les ®tapes ¨ suivre pour 

effectuer un examen complet des lignes directrices des revues biom®dicales. Cependant, au 

cours du travail, il est devenu ®vident que cette proposition ®tait trop ambitieuse et elle m®ritait 

probablement son propre manuscrit. J'ai finalement jug® qu'il n'®tait pas possible de la mener ¨ 

bien dans un d®lai raisonnable, en particulier ¨ la lumi¯re du grand nombre de dossiers qui 

devaient °tre examin®s. Cet ®cart par rapport au protocole a ®t® not® au manuscrit. 
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Les deuxi¯me et troisi¯me projets de recherche partagent la m®thodologie de l'®tude et donc 

aussi ses limites. L'approche de recrutement utilis®e a donn® lieu ¨ plusieurs limites dans les 

deux ®tudes. L'®chantillonnage ¨ variation maximale intentionnelle a ®t® utilis® pour obtenir la 

plus grande diversit® possible dans les caract®ristiques d®mographiques et les caract®ristiques 

des revues des participants ¨ l'®tude. Les personnes interrog®es ont ®t® recrut®es ¨ partir de trois 

sources: 1) R®seau professionnel au sein du projet M®thodes de recherche sur la recherche; 2) 

Deux ®diteurs (groupe d'®dition du BioMed Central et du British Medical Journal)  et 3) 

Participants au huiti¯me Congr¯s international sur l'examen par les pairs et la publication 

scientifique identifi®s ¨ partir de la liste des participants. Cette m®thode de recrutement a permis 

d'®tablir un premier contact pr®dominant avec les ®diteurs. Bien qu'on ait demand® aux 

personnes interrog®es de participer elles-m°mes ou de recommander des coll¯gues de la revue 

qui pourraient °tre contact®s ¨ leur place, les deux tiers des participants ont fini par devenir 

®diteurs de leur revue respective, ce qui a donn® lieu ¨ une relative homog®n®it® de l'®chantillon 

de l'®tude en ce qui concerne la position des personnes interrog®es au sein des comit®s de 

r®daction des revues. Cette repr®sentation limit®e des autres membres du personnel de r®daction 

qui participent habituellement au processus d'examen par les pairs peut limiter la g®n®ralisation 

des r®sultats. 

Conclusion 

Ma recherche a confirm® que les r¹les et les t©ches attendus des pairs examinateurs ne sont pas 

clairement d®finis et communiqu®s, ce qui affecte le contenu des rapports des pairs 

examinateurs. J'ai identifi® un grand nombre de r¹les et de t©ches et j'ai mis en ®vidence des 

domaines probl®matiques li®s ¨ des descriptions vagues, des d®clarations contradictoires et des 

domaines qui chevauchent les fonctions suppos®es des ®diteurs de revues. Ma recherche a 

permis d'expliquer ces incongruit®s. J'ai ®galement examin® plusieurs pratiques de 

communication qui pourraient avoir un impact n®gatif sur le processus d'examen par les pairs.  

Ces r®sultats sugg¯rent fortement qu'il est n®cessaire de d®finir des crit¯res de qualit® pour les 

rapports des pairs examinateurs et que les ®diteurs des revues examinent de fa­on critique leurs 

pratiques de communication. 
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Introduction 

Historical overview of peer review  

The origins of some forms of peer review for scholarly research articles can be traced back to 

the 17th century [1] or earlier [2]. The concept of peer reviewing in the medical field was first 

applied to articles in the Medical Essays and Observations journal published by the Royal 

Society of Edinburgh in 1731 [3]. However, from a historical perspective, the current, 

prevailing understanding of the practice of peer review in biomedical journals is a relatively 

recent phenomenon. As science underwent increasing professionalization during the 19th 

century, the evaluation of scientific output started to be outsourced to scientists outside of the 

scholarly societies previously entrusted with this task. This shift was characterized by increased 

research diversification and specialization of scientific disciplines, which in turn led to a need 

for consulting experts outside of individual scientistsô immediate research circle [4]. In 1893, 

at a meeting of the American Medical Editors' Association in Milwaukee, the editor-in-chief of 

the British Medical Journal (BMJ) Ernest Hart outlined how the specialization of science 

affected medical journal editing and advocated for the practice of using external reviewers to 

help with the assessment of manuscripts [4]. However, this practice only became mainstream 

in the post-World War II decades, primarily due to even greater expansion of science and its 

commercialisation. During this time, there was a shift towards a more competitive academic 

culture. The publication of articles in journals that employed the peer review process - which 

was widely understood to be a process leading to objective judgement and consensus ï became 

increasingly recognized as a seal of quality for scientific output and therefore became a 

desirable goal for scientists [5].  

This system of using external experts or referees was widely implemented in the 1960s and 

1970s. The journal Nature formally adopted the peer review system in 1973 [6]. Other 

biomedical journals followed suit, with The Lancet formally establishing the process still in 

place today in 1976. At the same time, taking a cue from the wording used by government 

bodies (who employed peer reviewers to aid selective distribution of research funds), there was 

a shift in terminology from the frequently used term ñrefereeò to ñpeer reviewò [2]. The rapid 

post-war expansion of science and the need for scientists to publish their findings led to the 

proliferation of scientific journals and enabled commercial publishers to become part of the 

process. Concurrently, the demand for space to publish in such journals was greater than 

available supply, inevitably giving rise to the ñpublish or perishò culture which is still a 
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predominant feature of most scientific fields today [7]. As peer review already served to 

legitimize scientific research, commercial publishers implemented the peer review model as a 

way of legitimizing their own journals. Unsurprisingly, this business model ï essentially based 

on highly skilled labour provided for free, combined with a high underlying demand ï proved 

to be very lucrative. Commercial publishing companies thrived and eventually came to 

dominate scholarly publishing [8]. Many highly prestigious biomedical journals such as Nature, 

The Lancet and JAMA belong to commercial publishers. Arguably, through their wholesale 

adoption of the peer review process, such publishers have appropriated the production and 

impact of science by disseminating scholarly communication in the form of journal articles [9].  

Thus, whilst the diffusion of current scientific knowledge in biomedicine (and most other 

disciplines) largely takes place through the publication of journal articles that are initially vetted 

by the peer review process, this in turn is embedded within a complicated merging of a hyper-

competitive publishing industry with extremely competitive academic career progression. 

 

Peer review and the publication process 

While different types of peer review exist, the quintessential publication process in biomedical 

journals is a fairly standard one. Across biomedical journals, the peer review process as we 

know it today is editor-led and consists of several stages [10]. The process starts with a 

manuscript submission by the author to the journal. Upon receipt, the manuscript is scrutinized 

by journal editors for its suitability for the journal and its overall quality. This initial editorial 

review is meant to relieve some of the burden from peer reviewers by screening out manuscripts 

of low quality that are unlikely to pass peer review [11]. Thus, if the manuscript doesn't meet 

the journal criteria, the authors receive a rejection without peer review - commonly known as 

ñdesk rejectionò. In the biomedical field the average time taken for authors to be informed about 

a desk rejection is 10 days [12]. If , on the contrary, the manuscript is deemed of sufficient 

quality and interest, the next step in the editorial process is the identification of suitable peer 

reviewers. While there is no strict definition of what constitutes a ópeerô [13], the term broadly 

refers to someone who works in the same field, has expert knowledge in the subject presented 

in the manuscript and typically has published on the same topic [14].  

Journal editors are increasingly reporting difficulties in securing an adequate number of peer 

reviewers. This is particularly the case for smaller, more specialized fields [15]. A survey of 

biomedical journals determined that peer reviewers most commonly turn down invitations to 
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review due to lack of time. Concurrently, the same study found that peer reviewers are more 

likely to accept the invitation to review a manuscript when it is relevant to their area of interest 

[16]. Therefore, at the point of recruitment, journal editors have to ensure that peer reviewersô 

expertise and interest overlap with the manuscript at hand. There is no mandated minimum 

number of peer reviewers per manuscript, however, research suggests that a higher number of 

peer reviewers (i.e. more than two per manuscript) can lead to better quality [17]. Some journals 

also allow authors to recommend potential peer reviewers. A study conducted on this practice 

suggests that the quality of reviewer reports where reviewers were not suggested by authors is 

similar to that of reports by reviewers suggested by authors, but the latter are significantly more 

likely to recommend acceptance of the manuscript [18]. Given the potential for manipulation 

of the peer review process, this practice has been discontinued by a number of biomedical 

journals [19].  

The next stage of the process starts once peer reviewers accept the invitation. Journals set 

guidelines around what is an acceptable timeframe for reviewing a manuscript to which peer 

reviewers are expected to adhere. On average, it takes 8-9 weeks from submission for authors 

to obtain a response from the first review round by biomedical journals [12]. During this time, 

peer reviewers receive a link to the submission system that takes them to the manuscript. At 

this point there are substantial differences between journals in terms of the setup of their peer 

review systems. There are two types of peer review: closed and open. The former system 

reflects the way the peer review process was historically set up at the dawn of peer review, and 

is still the type most commonly used in biomedical journals [20,21]. Closed peer review can be 

either ósingle-blindô or ódouble-blindô. In single-blind peer review, the peer reviewersô identity 

is concealed from the authors while the identities (names and affiliations) of authors are known 

to the peer reviewers. In contrast, in the double-blind review system, both authors and peer 

reviewers are unaware of each otherôsô identities. Both types are set up in this way in recognition 

of and as a way to combat potential bias that is introduced through the display of identity [22]. 

In addition, some journals also implement a triple-blind system where neither the handling 

editor nor the peer reviewers know the identity of the authors, however this setup is rare [23]. 

On the other hand, óopen peer reviewô is an umbrella term for several similar ways whereby 

peer review models can be adapted to fall in line with the ethos of the Open Science movement 

[24]. A systematic review (2017) of the definitions of ñopen peer reviewò found that óopen 

identitiesô - where authors and reviewers are aware of each otherôs identity - is one of the seven 

main characteristics of open peer review [25].  
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When journal editors receive a sufficient number of reviewer reports of good quality, they can 

move on to the decision-making part of the process. Reviewer reports are essential to inform 

their decision regarding the fate of the manuscript, however they are not the only aides to 

decision-making: editorial decision-making consists of multiple dimensions [26]. While the 

science behind the research presented is of key importance, other non-scientific aspects such as 

perceived reader óinterestô are also taken into consideration to maximize strategic advantage for 

the journal [27]. Unless journal editors decide to reject the manuscript, it then proceeds to the 

next stage of the process. Journal editors forward reviewer reports with any comments or 

feedback to the authors. The World Association of Medical Editors (WAME) stipulates that 

journal editors should take an active involvement by guiding authors on which revisions are 

essential, and which are optional. They also should provide active guidance in the case of 

contradictory comments [28]. While there is no research on adherence to this practice, the 

findings from my study (Chapter 3) suggests that this is not consistently practiced by all journal 

editors.  

In the next step, authors are expected to address all comments and return their replies with the 

updated manuscript (and within the stipulated time frame) to the journal editors who then re-

review it and decide whether the replies and updated manuscript meet their expectations. The 

manuscript can undergo multiple rounds of review until it is either accepted for publication or 

rejected [12].   

Challenges and flaws in peer review  

Not long after peer review became standard practice across biomedical journals, its many flaws 

became increasingly evident. As a response the first conference specifically dedicated to peer 

review, namely the International Congresses on Peer Review and Biomedical Publication was 

organised in 1989 by journal editors at JAMA and the BMJ. While this led to formal 

acknowledgment of the issues and research on this topic, the flaws remained. In 2006 Richard 

Smith, a former journal editor of The BMJ, who edited the journal for more than a decade wrote 

a popular and widely cited editorial that stated the following about peer review: ñSo we have 

little evidence on the effectiveness of peer review, but we have considerable evidence on its 

defects. In addition to being poor at detecting gross defects and almost useless for detecting 

fraud it is slow, expensive, profligate of academic time, highly subjective, something of a lottery, 

prone to bias, and easily abused.ò [13]. Despite continuous efforts to understand and improve 

peer review, most of the issues outlined in the quote are still relevant today. A brief summary 

of the most pertaining key issues is presented below.  
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Slow and expensive process 

One of the key criticisms of peer review is that it is too slow. It has been argued that this is 

detrimental to research and wider society because publication delay inhibits the timely uptake 

of research findings [29]. Some research indicates that it has been getting slower over the last 

decades, mainly because the number of review rounds has increased [30,31]. In addition, delays 

are common and mostly related to the fact that peer reviewers tend to take more time than 

expected to write their report [29]. Another factor that contributes to the slow process is the 

manuscript processing-time of the journal. The majority of biomedical journal editors work 

part-time and often only receive a symbolic remuneration whilst juggling other professional 

roles. Thus, delays also occur due to inefficient editorial processes [29].  

Peer review is not only slow but also expensive. Although peer reviewers predominantly review 

manuscripts for free, the time that they spend doing so is costly. It has been estimated that the 

total cost of peer reviewing equates to around Ã1.9 billion annually [32]. Other costs include 

authorsô time spent amending and resubmitting their manuscripts, as well as costs for editorial 

management and article processing [33].  

 

Bias and fraud 

Numerous studies indicate the presence of biases that impact peer review. For example, it has 

been suggested that the academic publishing system is ógenderedô, with the preponderance of 

men being both a reflection and a cause of womenôs underrepresentation and systemic 

disadvantage in science [34]. Women in the biomedical field receive less research funding than 

men, resulting in fewer publications as senior authors [35]. Since female authors are less visible 

than male authors, they are also less likely to be invited to peer review manuscripts [36]. For 

example, in 2011 only 14% of peer reviewers in Nature were women. Despite efforts been made 

by the journal to increase this proportion, in 2015 the percentage of female peer reviewers rose 

only slightly to 22% [37]. Women are also less likely to hold editorial board positions [38,39]. 

Studies have reported encountering examples of conscious and unconscious gender biases that 

further contribute to inequities in academic publishing [36,40].  

In addition to gender bias, various other types of bias in peer review have been demonstrated. 

A literature review by Lee et al. [41] classified bias in peer review  into two groups: óBias as a 

Function of Author Characteristicsô and óBias as a Function of Reviewer Characteristicsô. The 

former challenges the impartiality of peer review by demonstrating that reviewers fail to 
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evaluate the content of manuscripts independently of the characteristics of authors. This group 

include prestige bias, affiliation bias, gender bias, nationality bias, and language bias. The 

second group challenges the impartiality of peer review by demonstrating that peer reviewers 

fail to evaluate the content of manuscripts independently of their own characteristics. It includes 

content-based bias, confirmation bias, conservatism, bias against interdisciplinary research and 

publication bias. 

A relatively recent effort to promote transparency of the article retraction process in scientific 

journals, championed among others by the influential blog Retraction Watch, showcased the 

reasons behind retractions [42]. Many retractions of scientific publications can ultimately be 

attributed to manipulation of the peer review process [43,44]. Publications are a key form of 

currency in academia not only because they are inherently linked with scholarly prestige and 

academic promotion; they are often also linked with monetary incentives such as salary 

increases [45]. This creates a potential incentive to commit fraud. Cases where authors have 

deceived journal editors by creating fake email addresses, recommending themselves as peer 

reviewers using these addresses, and then writing the reviewer reports themselves have emerged 

[46]. Investigations by publishers such as BioMed Central have additionally highlighted that 

this practice is not necessary an insular one practiced by a few deviant authors; there have been 

systematic attempts to cheat the system involving companies that offer ópublishing servicesô to 

authors [19].  

Lack of definitions, standards and professionalization 

Quality screening and improvement of manuscripts are key functions attributed to peer review, 

however the operational definitions of these functions are not clearly defined [13]. Peer review 

currently lacks any form of standardization and definitions of quality criteria around what 

constitutes excellence in peer review are lacking [47]. Although some attempts have been made 

to define quality of peer reviewer reports [48], thus far there has been no consensus or uptake 

of these criteria, most likely due to a dearth of entities with a mandate to prescribe and enforce 

them [23]. 

Concurrently, there is a lack of professionalization of peer review in biomedical journals. 

Professionalization is a process whereby occupations seek to become publicly recognized as 

professions. This presupposes the establishment of recognised professional organisations that 

set out formally established criteria that outline skills, norms and values associated with 

becoming a member of a professional group, and awards accreditation [49]. This 
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professionalization aspect is also completely absent for journal editors of biomedical journals. 

While efforts have been made to create a set of core competencies for biomedical journal editors 

[50], their uptake and rate of implementation is unknown, probably because there are no 

professional organisations for biomedical journal editors that could implement them. Related 

associations such as The Committee of Publication Ethics (COPE) and The World Association 

of Medical Editors (WAME), have no authority to enforce any standards. Most commonly, 

journal editors are appointed to their position based on their contribution to a specific field as 

authors, and their editorial training mainly happens on the job. Evidence suggests that any 

preparation received is often insufficient [51]. Similarly, peer reviewers also operate without 

any training or certification. Despite increased recognition and calls for training for peer 

reviewers [52] as well as a few scattered training courses, thus far there are no mandatory 

criteria that peer reviewers need to adhere to in order to conduct a peer review. The vast majority 

of peer reviewers performs reviews on a voluntary and unpaid basis.  

 

 

Research and interventions in peer review  

Research on the peer review process kicked off with the first International Congresses on Peer 

Review and Biomedical Publication, organised in 1989 by journal editors at JAMA and the 

BMJ. Since then, the conference has taken place every four years and is closely linked to a peak 

in peer review research observed in the period immediately before the conference [53]. While 

the number of publications on the topic of peer review has doubled since 2005, a substantial 

proportion of the literature consists of non-research publications (i.e. editorials, book chapters 

or letters) and small-scale research projects [53].  

Over the years, a number of interventions have been set up in an attempt to improve the quality 

of peer review. Several systematic reviews have identified different kinds of interventions 

including educational training, use of checklists and reporting guidelines, addition of specific 

experts (i.e. statistical peer reviewers), introduction of open or blinded peer review, and 

interventions to increase the speed of the peer-review process. However, due to concerns about 

the methodological quality of these interventions robust evidence on the kind of interventions 

that might work is still lacking [54ï56].  

Thus far, key sources of data for research on peer review, namely peer reviewer reports 

themselves, have been practically unavailable in the biomedical field.  Although meta-data 
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analysis using journal peer review data has been proposed as a way to improve the peer review 

process and help to promote scientific integrity and quality, to date these data still retain a 

'hidden' status [57,58]. It has been estimated that fewer than 3% of scientific journals allow peer 

review reports to be published and therefore  potentially analysed [20]. Given the limited 

opportunities to examine these kind of data, few studies in the biomedical field have 

systematically analysed the content of peer reviewer reports [18,59ï61]. 
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Rationale for the thesis  

Peer review has been continuously debated and criticised since its emergence as an inherent 

part of biomedical publishing, yet to date it remains a key mechanism for the evaluation of 

manuscripts and is likely to remain so for the foreseeable future. Therefore, given that published 

research that has undergone peer review may significantly impact clinical practice and health 

policies, it is important to keep exploring how it can be improved. The consequences of not 

doing so can be dramatic: the infamous flawed study by Wakefield et al. that slipped through 

the peer review process at The Lancet - a world-renowned and influential journal in the 

biomedical field - aggravated vaccine hesitancy worldwide and had a profound, broad impact 

on public trust in science [62]. The function of the peer review process goes beyond mere 

quality control for scientific manuscripts. In the broader sense, it is meant to be a mechanism 

for self-regulation and quality assurance in science [63]. Peer review grants published studies a 

seal of approval and legitimizes the underlying science as a trustworthy reference point for 

society in general. It is therefore vital to maintain high standards in peer review to both maintain 

public trust in science and continue the promotion of evidence-based (clinical) practice. This is 

particularly important at a time of rapid, high-volume generation of knowledge and information 

in tandem with an observed surge of ófake newsô and denial of scientific evidence. At the same 

time, peer review is not perfect. In essence, it is based on human interaction between key 

stakeholders, thereby introducing óhuman behaviourô into equation [26]. As such, it is important 

to investigate it from this perspective, so as to shed light on determining factors around the 

interaction of authors, peer reviewers and editors.   

My interest in this topic stems from the fact that, despite growing recognition and awareness, 

there has been very little research conducted on the content and communication in biomedical 

journals that may be contributing to the problems in peer review. When I started this research 

in October 2016, to the best of my knowledge only one published study had explored the social 

and subjective dimensions of manuscript review in biomedical publishing [26]. At the same 

time, I had come across a study by Galipeau et al. that presented a first attempt to systematically 

identify core competencies of scientific editors of biomedical journals [64]. I found it both 

intriguing and worrisome that decades after the establishment of editor-led journals it was only 

in 2016 that studies had been published recognising the need to establish the position of a 

journal editor as a ñprofessionò by outlining their roles and responsibilities, and reaching 

consensus on these [50]. However, while some progress had been made with regards to journal 

editors, there was no agreement on what constitutes quality in peer review [48] and no 

agreement on what roles and tasks peer reviewers are expected to perform. This presents a 
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major challenge. The lack of agreement on the roles and tasks of peer reviewers and therefore 

the expected content of peer reviewer reports is an impediment to the development of quality 

criteria of peer review. It may also result in misunderstandings that in turn may hamper the 

collaboration between stakeholders in the peer review process with an impact on reviewer 

report quality. 

The peer review process in biomedical journals involves collaboration between authors, journal 

editors and peer reviewers that aims to achieve the dissemination of high-quality research. For 

any successful collaboration, the most basic underlying premise is that stakeholders are aware 

of their own and each otherôs roles and tasks, and of the competencies needed to effectively 

perform these. Science is now an international endeavour; researchers from all over the world 

submit their work to journals, therefore everyone needs to be on the same page to make peer 

review work effectively. Furthermore, effective communication practices are key to ensure that 

the process works smoothly.  Although good communication practices between these actors are 

vital, evidence suggests that there are numerous flaws within the peer review process, with 

communication failures lying at the heart of the problem. For example, existing research 

suggests that an essential aspect of collaboration ï the mutual understanding of stakeholdersô 

professional roles and tasks within the process ï is not appropriately communicated. This is 

manifested in part through the inconsistent provision of journal guidelines for peer reviewers 

across biomedical journals [65]. Ineffective communication practices are also manifested 

through the lack of transparency and considerable variation observed in the content of peer 

reviewersô grading forms (used to evaluate original manuscripts) [66]. A study that aimed to 

identify tasks that journal editors expect from peer reviewers of a randomised controlled trial 

found a substantial disconnect between the expectations of journal editors and peer reviewers 

[67]. This can have negative impact on the quality of peer reviewer reports, as expectations on 

both sides remain unmet. Such situations can be considered to be wasteful of resources, 

straining an already over-burdened system [68]. Yet another study highlighted the importance 

of effective communication between the key stakeholders before and during peer review to 

prevent delays and the frustration that goes with it [29]. There are likely to be communication 

issues that go beyond mere miscommunication and misunderstanding of stakeholdersô 

professional roles and tasks. For example, peer reviewers would like to receive feedback from 

journal editors about their reports and view other peer reviewersô comments. However, these 

are rarely provided. Such unmet expectations caused by a lack of communication might 

influence the willingness and motivation of peer reviewers to participate in the process [69]. 
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Despite the critical need for in-depth research and evidence suggesting that there is 

miscommunication between the actors involved in peer review [67], thus far the problem has 

not been empirically analysed, and underlying factors have not been sufficiently assessed. 

Through this dissertation I aim to address this research gap, generating relevant data that 

provides clarity on content and communication practices within the peer review process in 

biomedical journals and highlighting areas for future research.  

 

Aims and objectives  

The overall aim of this thesis is to explore existing communication practices within, the peer 

review process in biomedical journals.  

 

The specific objectives of my research are to:  

 

1. Determine the roles and tasks of peer reviewers in biomedical journals. This was 

achieved through a scoping review of the literature (Paper 1).  

2. Gain insight into journal editorsô understanding of the roles and tasks of peer reviewers. 

A qualitative approach with semi-structured interviews was adopted (Paper 2). 

3. Explore journal editorsô experience of the communication process in their journals. This 

was undertaken using a qualitative approach with semi-structured interviews (Paper 3). 

The research findings are brought together in the discussion to make recommendations for 

future research.  

 

Scientific contribution of compiled publications  

Currently, the relatively new field of ómeta-researchô ï that is, the study of research itself [70] 

ï lacks a theoretical framework to guide the development of interventions in biomedicine. Such 

frameworks systematically consider contextual and individual factors that may influence 

delivery of interventions; they may also offer additional insight in certain situations and 

regarding particular behaviours, and can be used to forecast different scenarios. My research 

provides important observational groundwork for the development of a theoretical model or 

framework that will guide future interventions to improve the peer review process in the 

biomedical sphere. In particular, empirical knowledge of contextually relevant factors 
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generated by this research (such as how journal editors operate within their journal, their 

expectations and how they communicate with authors and peer reviewers) is likely to be critical 

to the design and evaluation of successful, practical interventions aiming to improve the peer-

review system of biomedical journals. 

In addition, this body of knowledge has practical implications for the reduction of wasteful 

research in biomedicine [71]. The improvement of the peer review system can ultimately help 

to weed out poorly conducted studies and improve the overall quality of biomedical research. 

The definition of roles and tasks of stakeholders within the peer review process as outlined 

through this study should be useful for practitioners seeking to understand the process as a 

whole, and highlights what needs to be done to improve peer review. 

Structure of the thesis 

This thesis is presented in the form of a 'publication based' style, where results are shown in the 

form of research papers that have already been published (Paper 1 and Paper 2) and one paper 

that is currently under review (Paper 3). In order to present a coherent overall narrative each 

paper is included after an introductory section - ópreambleô that outlines how it relates to the 

respective objective of the thesis by outlining study rationale, methodology, and the results 

which are outlined briefly to avoid overlap with the previously published study protocols 

[72,73] (Appendix 1 and 2) and the manuscripts themselves [74,75]. Study findings are 

addressed in the Discussion section which includes a summary of the key results, implication, 

strengths and limitations and a perspective of future research.  
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Chapter 1: A scoping review on the roles and tasks of peer reviewers in 

the manuscript review process in biomedical journals 

 

Before I started this research, there was no body of literature systematically identifying the roles 

and tasks of peer reviewers in biomedical journals, nor any agreement on what these should be. 

A scoping review by Galipeau et al. represented a first attempt to systematically identify and 

determine what was known on the core competency requirements for scientific editors of 

biomedical journals [64]. This scoping review produced a comprehensive list, derived from a 

wide range of sources. I sought to complement this work by systematically identifying the roles 

and tasks of peer reviewers. Galipeau et al. framed their research around core competencies 

defined as: ñéthe essential knowledge, skills, and behaviours necessary for the practice of 

scientific editing of biomedical journalsò[64]. However, peer reviewers, in contrast to journal 

editors, are not in formal employment and do not have an appointed position where such 

framing is more relevant. Therefore, I decided instead to frame my research around óroles and 

tasksô. For the purpose of my research, I considered órolesô to refer to the overarching nature of 

peer reviewersô function whereas ótasksô refer more specifically to actions that fulfil these roles. 

For example, while the role of a peer reviewer is to be a ñProficient expert in the respective 

fieldò, one of the specific tasks performed to fulfil this role is to provide a critical assessment 

of the proposed methodology and other sections of a manuscript.  

I also used Galipeau et al.ôs methodological approach to guide my own research. For example, 

my decision to conduct a scoping review was partly informed by the authorsô experience of 

finding descriptions of journal editor competencies in editorial-type publications. This is also 

true for information on the roles and tasks of peer reviewers, which is often found in the form 

of commentaries and editorials. While this kind of source would generally not meet the 

inclusion criteria of a systematic review, scoping reviews have the benefit of including a greater 

range of study designs and methodologies, as well as grey literature. In addition, I considered 

a scoping review to be the most suitable approach to answer my research question based on its 

primary purpose as defined by Colquhoun et al.: ñA scoping review is a form of knowledge 

synthesis that addresses an exploratory research question aimed at mapping key concepts, types 

of evidence, and gaps in research related to a defined area or field by systematically searching, 

selecting, and synthesizing existing knowledge.ò [76] as well as other broader definitions 

provided in seminal publications on scoping review methodology [77ï79]. My research 
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question was of an exploratory nature, rather than hypothesis-driven, and aimed to clarify key 

concepts while capturing the extent, range and nature of available literature, that I expected to 

be heterogeneous.     

Method 

In this scoping review, I undertook secondary data collection and analysis of publicly available 

data, therefore no ethical approval was required. I used the methodological framework proposed 

by Arksey and OôMalley [77] as well as the amendments made to this framework by Levac et 

al. [80] and by the Joanna Briggs Institute [81].  

The framework consists of the following six consecutive stages: (1) identifying the research 

question, (2) identifying relevant studies, (3) study selection, (4) charting the data, (5) collating, 

summarising and reporting results, and (6) consultation. A short description of each stage as 

applied to this research follows in Table 1.  
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Table 1. Consecutive stages in the methodological framework by Arksey and OôMalley 

Stages Description 

1. Identifying 

the research 

question 

During this first stage, Arksey and OôMalley recommend that an 

iterative process is adopted to develop research questions. Two 

research questions were identified based on gaps in the literature: 

 

1. What are the expected roles of peer reviewers in the editorial peer 

review process in biomedical journals? 

2. What tasks are peer reviewers are expected to perform for 

biomedical journals? 

 

óRolesô and ótasksô were also clearly defined at this stage. 

2. Identifying 

relevant 

studies 

A comprehensive search strategy was developed in order to identify 

relevant literature, underpinned by key inclusion and exclusion 

criteria. These were in turn based on the óPopulation ï Concept ï 

Context (PCC)ô framework recommended by the Joanna Briggs 

Institute for scoping reviews, which has roots in the PICO (population, 

intervention, comparator and outcome) framework commonly used to 

focus clinical questions and develop systematic literature search 

strategies. 

3. Study 

selection 

Identified records (titles and abstracts) were collated and 

deduplicated. Initial independent screening of titles and abstracts by 

two reviewers to determine each articleôs eligibility for full-text 

screening (based on a priori inclusion criteria) was followed by 

retrieval and independent screening of the full text of all potentially 

eligible articles. Reasons for exclusion were recorded at the full-text 

review stage.   

4. Charting the 

data 

Data were extracted independently, and any disagreement resolved by 

consensus. A charting form was developed to aid the collection and 

sorting of key pieces of information from the selected articles. Pilot 

testing of the form led to some refinement. Detailed information on 

each eligible study was collected, including general and specific 

descriptions of expectations and competencies of peer reviewers, 

variations according to journals and their peer review models, and 

whether peer reviewers should provide specific recommendations. 

Additional categories that emerged during data extraction were also 

added.  

5. Collating, 

summarising 

and 

reporting 

results 

All  expectations and competency-related statements retrieved from all 

sources were combined in order to create a useful summary of the data, 

producing a list of unique statements on the roles and tasks of peer 

reviewers. These were subsequently organised iteratively into 

categories.  

6. Consultation 

This final stage refers to consultation with stakeholders in the field of 

peer review to inform and validate findings from the scoping review.  

Journal editors were consulted through qualitative interviews to 

explore their views and perspectives on the roles and tasks of peer 

reviewers. 
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The Peer Review of Electronic Search Strategies (PRESS) 2015 Guideline statement was  used 

to guide the electronic literature search strategies [82]. These were further refined in 

collaboration with a Health Sciences Librarian at the University of Split. I conducted 

comprehensive literature searches in Cochrane Library, Cumulative Index to Nursing and 

Allied Health Literature, Educational Resources Information Center, EMBASE, MEDLINE 

(Table 2), PsycINFO, Scopus and Web of Science from inception up to May 2017. I did not 

apply any date, language and study design restrictions in order to be as comprehensive as 

possible. Only biomedical journals were searched to ensure feasibility of the study, and journals 

from the disciplines of psychology, education, physical or natural sciences were deemed 

ineligible. Concurrently, a preceding scoping review of competencies for scientific editors of 

biomedical journals [83], led us to expect that a substantial proportion of relevant statements 

would be identified in non-research-based publications such as book chapters, commentaries 

and editorials, as well as grey literature. Therefore, any study of any design that referred to the 

roles and tasks of peer reviewers in biomedical journals was eligible for inclusion. Websites 

belonging to JAMA, Nature and Science were hand searched using key words related to peer 

review to identify any additional literature that was not detected by the search strategy. I also 

searched for grey literature on websites  of existing networks related to peer review (e.g. 

EQUATOR Network, New Frontiers of Peer Review (PEERE)), biomedical journal publishers 

(e.g. BMJ Publishing Group, Elsevier, Springer Nature, Taylor & Frances, Wiley), and 

organizations that offer educational resources or courses aimed at peer reviewers (e.g. Cochrane 

and Publons). Relevant blogs, newsletters (e.g. The METRICS Research Digest), surveys and 

reports of authors/reviewer workshops, as well as abstracts published as part of various 

International Congresses on Peer Review and Scientific Publication, were hand-searched 

[84,85]. However, articles referring solely to other types of peer review (e.g. grant peer review, 

professional performance review, and peer review of teaching) were not considered. 
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Table 2. Search strategy for MEDLINE 

 

1 

((reviewing or reviewer or peer reviewer or peer-revie* or peer review) 

adj5 (abilit* or aptitud* or capabilit* or capacit* or character* or 

competen* or criteri* or educat* or effectiv* or evaluat* or expertise or 

integrit* or knowledg* or learning or proficien* or qualifi* or qualify or 

recommend* or responsibilit* or role or roles or skill or skills or standard 

or standards or talent* or task or tasks or training)).tw. 

2 exp *peer review, research/ 

3 professional competence/ 

4 responsibility/ 

5 3 or 4 

6 2 and 5 

7 1 or 6 

8 4821 [MEDLINE UNIQUE HITS] 

 
After de-duplicating identified records (titles and abstracts), these were imported into an online 

systematic review manager (CovidenceÊ) that facilitates independent screening by multiple 

reviewers. This first level of screening, as well as subsequent full-text screening, was performed 

independently with another researcher and co-author of the manuscript. Disagreements between 

reviewers regarding eligibility were resolved by consensus. 

A data extraction form was developed a priori on Microsoft Excel. General study characteristics 

extracted were: first author name, year of publication, country of first author, language of 

publication, and study design. For grey literature we also extracted the URL, title of the 

document, language of publication, and who produced the document. In addition, for all 

documents, we collected descriptions of any statements potentially relating to the roles and 

tasks of peer reviewers. I carried out data extraction together with another reviewer. In the first 

step, I extracted all relevant statements (full sentences) related to roles from all data sources 

into the data extraction form. Subsequently, the other reviewer compared the full-text of each 

eligible document with the extracted data on Microsoft Excel to ensure that all relevant 

information had been included.  

Subsequently, each sentence was coded into smaller text units that were semantically as close 

as possible to the original, full sentence. Overlapping or duplicate text units were merged, 

resulting in a list of unique statements for roles that was developed iteratively. Finally, we 

grouped these statements into emergent overarching themes to provide a better overview of 
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results. All relevant statements (full sentences) related to tasks from all data sources were also 

extracted and mapped using pre-defined categories adapted from work carried out by Hirst and 

Altman [86]. In order to produce a meaningful list, we only included tasks that would apply to 

all types of studies.  Tasks that are not common to all types of studies (e.g. those related 

specifically to RCTs and systematic reviews), were not extracted. 

Results 

I used the PRISMA-ScR (Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic reviews and Meta-Analyses 

extension for Scoping Reviews) checklist to report on results [87]. After screening 2763 records 

by title and abstract (stage 1 screening) and 600 full-text papers (stage 2 screening), 209 

publications met the inclusion criteria. There were 24 original research articles, 45 review 

articles, and 140 book chapters, editorials, commentaries, letters and tutorials. We also included 

13 grey literature sources (Figure 1). 

  

Figure 1. Study flow diagram for the scoping review 
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A total of 1426 statements related to roles were extracted, resulting in 76 unique statements that 

were grouped into 13 emergent themes (Table 3). These revolved around the peer reviewers 

being: Proficient experts in their field (3 items), Dutiful/altruistic towards scientific community 

(7 items), Familiar with journal (2 items), Unbiased and ethical professionals (18 items), Self-

critical professionals (4 items), Reliable professionals (7 items), Skilled critics (15 items), 

Respectful communicators (6 items), Gatekeepers (2 items), Educators (2 items), Advocates for 

author/editor/reader (3 items) and Advisors to editors (2 items). Roles that do not fall within 

the remit of peer reviewers were also identified (5 items). The óSkilled criticsô and óUnbiased 

and ethical professionalsô themes appeared most frequently. 

Furthermore, a total of 2026 statements related to peer reviewersô tasks were extracted, resulting 

in 73 unique statements (Table 4). These were grouped under six themes: Organisation and 

approach to reviewing (10 items), Make general comments (10 items), Assess and address 

content for each section of the manuscript (36 items), Address ethical aspects (5 items), Assess 

manuscript presentation (8 items) and Provide recommendations (4 items). The themes óAssess 

and address content for each section of the manuscriptô had the highest number of statements 

while the theme related to ethical aspects had the lowest number. 

 

Table 3. Role-related statements 

Peer reviewers 

should beé 
Item a  #b 

Proficient 

experts in their 

field 

1 Be expert in the subject area/matter/field and/or be familiar 

with/trained in research methods and statistics 
70 

2 Be actively involved in research, have experience of conducting 

research and publishing scientific papers 
15 

3 Be familiar with reporting guidelines 5 

Dutiful/altruistic 

towards 

scientific 

community 

4 Consider peer reviewing to be a responsibility, duty and 

obligation to the field and to the scientific community  
26 

5 Consider the act of peer reviewing as an honour and privilege 8 

6 Indicate willingness to re-review the manuscript 7 

7 Be aware of oneôs role, responsibilities and rights as a peer 

reviewer 
4 

8 Perform reviewing task altruistically/gratis 2 

9 End one's appointment as reviewer to create opportunity for 

others 
1 

10 Act regularly as peer reviewer 1 
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Familiar with 

journal 

11 
Be familiar with journalôs mission, review process, review 

criteria, guidelines (i.e. both author and reviewer guidelines) 

and forms prior to starting the review 

39 

12 Guide the substance and direction of a journal 1 

Unbiased and 

ethical 

professionals 

13 Declare/avoid potential or actual conflict of interest 66 

14 Maintain confidentiality of the manuscript, avoiding 

disclosure/discussion with others 
52 

15 Be fair; evaluate manuscript in a fair manner 39 

16 Be objective; objectively judge all aspects of the manuscript 36 

17 
Be unbiased in their assessment. Peer reviewers should have an 

unbiased attitude towards an authorôs gender, previous work, 

institution and nationality 

32 

18 Review ethically: they should not use the obtained information 

in any way 
17 

19 Be honest/frank  13 

20 Maintain integrity of the peer review process and not 

communicate with authors during the review process 
12 

21 Inform editor if a colleague will help or has helped with review 11 

22 Review ethically: they should not copy and plagiarize 6 

23 Be aware of their own biases. Peer reviewers should recognize 

their potential biases and hold them in check 
6 

24 Upon completing the review manuscript, illustrations, and 

tables should be destroyed 
5 

25 Review ethically. In general terms peer reviewers are expected 

to undertake task in an ethical and diligent manner 
4 

26 Be familiar with fundamental issues of publication integrity  4 

27 Decline review request if these cannot be performed in an 

unbiased manner 
4 

28 Review ethically: they should not ask for their own articles to 

be cited 
4 

29 Review ethically: they should not delay publications 

purposefully 
4 

30 Be transparent and perform review in a transparent manner 2 

Self-critical 

professionals 

31 
Prior to accepting review request, determine whether the 

manuscript is within one's area of expertise (only review 

manuscripts in one's own field of expertise) 

35 

32 
Be aware of own limitations; recognize and communicate them 

to the editors. If needed, recommend review by an expert (e.g. 

statistician) 

22 

33 Be innovative and open to new ideas 13 

34 

Peer reviewers should consider reviewing as a learning exercise 

and evaluate oneôs own performance as a reviewer i.e. read 

other peer reviewersô reviews and thereby improve their own 

understanding of the topic and/or decision reached 

8 
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Reliable 

professionals 

35 Timeliness ï Meet journal deadline 81 

36 Consider one's time availability prior to accepting review 

request 
36 

37 Be willing to devote sufficient time and attention to the review 

task 
23 

38 Respond to review requests in a timely manner 21 

39 Inform the editor as soon as possible if proposed deadline to be 

exceeded 
12 

40 Immediately communicate to journal when cannot perform 

review 
9 

41 Suggest other reviewers if unable to review  7 

Skilled critics 

42 Provide constructive criticism 87 

43 Improve manuscript 84 

44 Be thorough/comprehensive/detailed/accurate 35 

45 Be critical/sceptical; evaluate a manuscript in a critical manner  27 

46 Be specific; provide authors with specific guidance on how to 

improve their manuscript 
26 

47 
Support comments with evidence. Reviewers should document 

their comments and substantiate their points by referring to 

appropriate references and resources 

20 

48 Be clear; clearly explain concerns 14 

49 Provide relevant comments. Offer meaningful and reasonable 

comments that can be addressed.  
12 

50 

Be consistent with comments to authors and editors. Comments 

provided to the authors should be in line with confidential 

comments provided to editor in order to facilitate editors' 

decision making, ensure consistency and avoid 

miscommunication. 

11 

51 Be systematic and methodological 11 

52 Be balanced; provide a balanced critique 9 

53 Be logical; provide logical arguments 5 

54 Be concise/incisive 5 

55 Evaluate manuscripts in a consistent manner 4 

56 Have intuitive capacity to detect faults and recognize quality 2 

 

Respectful 

communicators 

57 Be polite/courteous/respectful in the communication with 

authors 
41 

58 'Do unto others as you would have them do unto you'. Treat 

others as we expect to be treated 
22 

59 Be positive. Peer reviews should be written in a positive attitude 

and offer praise for work well done 
13 

60 Be nice/kind/considerate 12 

61 Be helpful; provide helpful comments 12 
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62 Be collegial; treat each manuscript as if it had been written by a 

valued colleague 
8 

Gatekeepers 
63 Maintain and improve manuscript quality and scientific rigor 15 

64 Weed out unsuitable manuscripts that are not scientifically valid 11 

Educators 

 

65 Educate and mentor authors; provide a learning opportunity 15 

66 Encourage authors. Peer reviewers should encourage authors to 

improve manuscript 
11 

Advocates for 

author/editor/rea

der 

67 Be an advocate for the editor 6 

68 Be an advocate for the author 6 

69 Be an advocate to readers 2 

Advisors to 

editors 

70 Advise editors on the merits of manuscripts 40 

71 Provide confidential comments to editor 32 

Peer reviewers 

should noté 

72 Be decision makers. They should acknowledge that the final 

decision on the publication of a manuscript rests with the editor                                            
22 

73 Be copy editors (i.e. offer editorial comments about grammar 

and spelling) 
21 

74 Ask for unreasonable or pivotal change 11 

75 Be overtly critical or too detailed. Peer reviewers be generous 

and shouldn't ónit-pickô or overwhelm the authors 
9 

76 Add additional requests in subsequent reviews that are not 

related to the original revisions 
2 

a The statements are ranked by numerical frequency. 

b Number of extracted role statements across all data sources in the scoping review 

 

Table 4. Task-related statements 

Theme Itema Tasksé #b 

Organization and 

approach to review 

1 Identify strengths and weaknesses 31 

2 Identify flaws 29 

3 Provide summary of key points 29 

4 Differentiate between major and minor comments 17 

5 Follows reviewer guidelines provided by the journal 11 

6 Differentiate between fatal vs. addressable flaws 10 

7 Address all aspects of the manuscript 9 

8 Differentiate between general and specific comments 6 

9 Identify missing information 5 
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10 Number each statement chronologically 5 

Make general 

comments 

11 Determine validity / quality / technical merit / rigor 69 

12 Assess originality 55 

13 Assess novelty 54 

14 Assess importance / significance 48 

15 Comment upon relevance to practice /science (clinical 

relevance) 
45 

16 Comment upon contribution to the field 42 

17 Highlight whether current literature is covered 35 

18 Determine timeliness of the manuscript ï is it topical? 16 

19 Determine whether reporting guidelines were followed 

(i.e. appropriate selection and adherence by authors) 
5 

20 Comment upon conceptual / theoretical framework 4 

Assess and address 

content for each 

section of the 

manuscript  

Title 

21 Title is accurate 28 

Abstract 

22 Accurate / conclusions consistent with results 26 

23 Sufficiently detailed  23 

24 Adequacy of abstract (in general) 18 

25 Use of salient keywords 7 

Introduction 

26 Clarity of study purpose and hypothesis 50 

27 Adequacy of introduction (in general) 37 

28 Appropriateness and adequacy of the literature review  22 

29 Relevance of problem  19 

Methods 

30 Adequacy of methods (in general) 65 

31 Study design 56 

32 Data analysis (methods and tests) 42 

33 Use of statistics 42 

34 Sampling strategy 34 

35 Clarity and validity of statistical methods 33 

36 How data was collected / reproducibility of methods 33 

37 Methods appropriate for the research question  29 



 

24 

 

38 Risk of bias 25 

39 Definition and measurement of variables 22 

40 Inclusion / exclusion criteria 15 

41 Follow up 12 

42 Assess different analysis parts separately 11 

43 Reliable and appropriate tools used 11 

44 Power analysis 10 

Results 

45 Clarity of tables and figures 54 

46 Adequacy of results (general) 46 

47 Neutral and logical presentation of results 25 

48 No interpretation of results 12 

49 Accuracy of raw data / appendices 8 

Discussion / Conclusion 

50 Interpretation supported by data 92 

51 Adequacy of discussion (general) 53 

52 Study limitations addressed 22 

53 Research and policy implications (suggestions for future 

studies) 
17 

54 Summary reflects contents of the article 13 

55 Generalizability of study conclusions 5 

References 

56 Appropriateness and accuracy of references 52 

Address ethical 

aspects 

57 

Consider general ethical aspects and report on any specific 

ethical concerns (including manipulation of data, 

plagiarism, duplicate publication, inappropriate treatment 

of animal or human subjects) 

55 

58 Report on ethical approval 11 

59 Check specifically for plagiarism / fraud 4 

60 Highlight competing interests of authors 4 

61 No need to detect fraud 2 

Assess manuscript 

presentation 

62 Overall readability 41 

63 Presentation (general) 40 

64 Coherence / clarity and logical flow of the text  37 
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65 Grammar and spelling 30 

66 Organization of the manuscript 25 

67 Use of language 21 

68 Length of the manuscript  12 

69 Check adherence to authorsô guidelines (i.e. journal 

guidelines for authors) 
9 

Provide 

recommendations 

70 Recommendations on publication (e.g., no / minor / major 

revisions, reject) 
74 

71 Comment on interest to journal readership / relevance for 

journal scope 
52 

72 Complete (numerical) rating / checklist 26 

73 Recommend another more suitable journal 2 

a The statements are ranked by numerical frequency. 
b Number of extracted tasks statements across all data sources in the scoping review 
 

 

As evident from the above results, the key finding from this scoping review is that peer 

reviewers of biomedical journals are expected to perform a large number of roles and tasks, 

some of which are vague, contradictory and overlap with the roles and tasks of journal editors. 

Four areas of concern were identified around the roles and tasks of peer reviewers. For example, 

one particularly vague role was for peer reviewers to be óadvocatesô; this appeared several times 

in the included literature. Peer reviewers are variously expected to be advocates for authors, 

editors and/or readers. The term óadvocatesô needs to be unpacked and clarified in order for 

peer reviewers to understand what is expected from them. A clear example of a contradiction 

was observed in the often unclear link between peer reviewersô recommendations and editorial 

decision-makingðwhere the former typically informs the latter. One of the roles identified was 

for peer reviewers to keep in mind that they are not decision-makers regarding the ultimate fate 

of the manuscript. At the same time, a key reviewer task emerging from this scoping review 

relates to the provision of a recommendation regarding the manuscript (decision-making: reject, 

accept, etc.) which contrasts and overlaps with the role of the journal editor as the sole decision-

maker on the fate of the manuscript.   

There were also a number of contradictions related to peer reviewersô tasks. For example, there 

was discrepancy as to whether detection of misconduct and fraud should fall within the remit 

of the peer reviewers and whether copy editing ï offering grammatical and linguistic 

improvements ï should fall under the remit of peer reviewers. There were variations in the level 

of detail provided, and certain tasks were vaguely described.  
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Chapter нΥ WƻǳǊƴŀƭ ŜŘƛǘƻǊǎΩ perspectives on the roles and tasks of peer 

reviewers in biomedical journals: A qualitative study 

 

In its final and optional step, the methodological framework used for the scoping review 

suggests conducting a stakeholder consultation to validate the findings and to identify additional 

sources of information, perspectives, and meanings that may enhance the knowledge gained 

from the review [77]. Given the lack of clarity and incongruities found in the scoping review, I 

decided to delve deeper to try to gain greater understanding of the content expected from peer 

reviewers through qualitative interviews with biomedical journal editors. I considered this to 

be the optimal approach because interviews enable study participants to speak freely and at 

length, thereby providing rich data embedded in personal experiences and practices. My 

decision to focus on the journal editorsô perspective stems from the fact that they are central 

figures within the peer review process who ultimately determine the expectations of roles and 

tasks for their journal. Underlying this qualitative approach is an understanding that the 

expectations, understandings, perceptions and thoughts of journal editors are largely intangible 

aspects that cannot be unpacked using predefined categories or viewed independently from the 

purposes of the peer review process itself.  

 

Ethical approval was granted by the University of Split prior to the start of the study (Appendix 

3). The data collected were de-identified and are currently securely stored at the University of 

Split. I decided to interview journal editors of general medicine and specialty journals who 

were, at the time of the interview, involved in the communication process between authors and 

peer reviewers and/or who were in a position to decide about the fate of manuscripts. 

Recruitment was based on purposive maximum variation sampling [88], drawing from a 

professional network of contacts, publishers, conference participants, and snowballing. This 

sampling method enabled conceptual exploration using the characteristics of individuals and 

journals as the basis of selection in order to reflect the diversity and breadth of the sample 

population (and therefore having different characteristics that influence their perspectives), 

rather than achieving population representativeness [89]. A detailed description of the 

recruitment process is provided in the published study protocol [73] (Appendix 2). 
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Careful consideration was given to achieving saturation in this part of my research. The term 

ósaturationô refers to a core guiding principle to determine sample sizes in qualitative research 

[90]. In this study, the seven parameters that influence saturation described by Hennink et al 

[91] were used to determine our final sample size and demonstrate the grounds upon which 

saturation would be assessed and achieved. These are briefly outlined in Table 5.  

 

Table 5. Parameters of saturation and determinants of sample size 

Parameters 
Sample size determinant  

for each parameter 
Determinant definition 

Purpose Capture themes 

The thematic analysis method will be used to 

identify themes and patterns of meanings 

across the dataset in relation to the research 

question 

Population Heterogeneous 

Journal editors with different characteristics 

(i.e. demographic characteristics, journal 

discipline and characteristics)  

Sampling 

strategy 
Iterative sampling 

Iterative sampling using established networks; 

enlarged through snowballing  

Data quality Thick data 
Experiences and opinions will be captured 

with the aim to provide deep and rich insights 

Type of codes Conceptual codes Explicit and subtle 

Codebook Emerging codebook 
Inductive coding derived from data content 

including broad range of codes 

Saturation goal 

and focus 
Data saturation 

Referring to saturation as the point where no 

new issues or themes are identified from the 

data  

 

According to Hennink et al, the sample size of a qualitative study is determined by the combined 

influence of all parameters, rather than any single parameter. Prior to starting the interviews, 

some parameters indicated a need for a smaller sample to reach saturation while other 

parameters indicated a larger sample, suggesting the need for an intermediate sample size 

overall. The first parameter is the purpose of the study, which in this case was to capture themes 
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from the data using the thematic analysis method. With regards to the second parameter ï 

population ï I aimed to speak with a wide variety of biomedical journal editors with different 

demographic, journal specialty and journal characteristics in order to obtain a heterogeneous 

sample. The sampling strategy followed was an iterative one that involved continual data 

collection until a wide variety of experiences and viewpoints was achieved. I aimed to collect 

óthickô data in order to provide deep and rich insights and capture both explicit and concrete 

codes, as well as conceptual codes that capture subtle issues. I therefore anticipated an 

óemergingô codebook that included a broad mix of explicit, subtle and conceptual codes. Lastly, 

the saturation goal and focus of this part of my study was to achieve data saturation, that is, the 

point where no new issues or themes are identified from the data [91]. Prior to starting the 

interview process, I followed the approach suggested by Fugard and Potts [92] of estimating 

sample size required to achieve code saturation for studies that use thematic analysis. This 

calculation indicated that I required a sample size of around 40 participants to detect, with 90% 

power, two instances of a theme with 10% prevalence. This was in line with other with similar 

studies [93]. Since sample size is irreversibly linked to saturation, which in turn can only be 

operationalized during data collection, my approach to data collection and analysis was iterative 

and continued until no new codes and themes were identified from the data [94]. Ultimately, 

56 general and specialty biomedical journal editors were interviewed for this part of my 

research (Table 6), after which saturation was obtained and recruitment ceased. 
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Table 6. Characteristics of interviewed journal editors 

Demographic characteristics  

Sex Female (n=16), Male (n=40) 

Position 
Junior Editor (n= 1), Senior/Associate Editor (n=11), Co-Editor-in- 

Chief (n=4), Editor-in-Chief (n=39), Editorial Director (n=1) 

Commitment  Part-time (n=50), Full-time (n=6)  

Geographic location 
Asia (n=2), Africa (n=1), North America (n=19), South America (n=3), 

Europe (n=28), Oceania (n=3) 

Journal characteristics   

Journal specialty General medicine and Mega journals* (n=13), Specialty (n=43) 

Indexing status 

 
Yes (n=53)  No (n=3)      

COPE Membership Member (n=27), Not a member (n=29) 

Peer review model 
Single-blind (n= 38), Double-blind (n=7), Triple-blind (n=1), Open 

peer review (n=9), Post-publication (n=1) 

Open access,  

Subscription, Mixed  
Open access (n=35), Subscription (n=4), Mixed (n=17) 

Publishers   Academic (n=9), Commercial (n=34), Mixed model** (n=13) 

*A peer-reviewed academic open access journal designed to be much larger than a traditional journal by exercising low 

selectivity among accepted articles. 

** Refers to journals that are either co-owned by medical societies and commercial publishers, or owned entirely by medical 

societies but operated through a commercial publisher   

 

I provided prospective interviewees with a study consent form and a study information sheet 

(Appendix 4)  that consisted of information about the researchers and the study (i.e. study aim, 

interview procedures, ethics, confidentiality, funding and contact details). Interviewees were 

asked to sign a written consent form and asked again for verbal consent prior to being 

interviewed. Before the start of each semi-structured interview, I reiterated my study objectives 

and provided additional information where necessary. 

During each semi-structured interview I used a topic guide (Table 7) to ensure that key aspects 

are captured while retaining sufficient flexibility to encourage unsolicited answers and 

additional relevant information that might have not been covered in the topic guide [95]. 

Development of the topic guide was informed by the outcomes of the previously conducted 

scoping review of the literature [96]. It was also piloted on four editors to assess usefulness and 

meaningfulness of the questions, the ease of administration, language and length, and was later 

refined in an iterative process as more interviews took place.  
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Table 7. Topic guide for interviews 

Key area of 

investigation 
Topics Questions and prompts 

Background 

information   
- Explore personal 

background  

- Level of 

experience  

- Roles and tasks as 

an editor 

¶ Tell me about your journal and the job you have. 

¶ How long have you been in this position?  

¶ Did you hold any other editorial position before your 

current position? If yes, what were your 

responsibilities then? 

Prompt: percentage of time devoted to editorial duties 

(e.g., part time, full time) 

¶ What are your current responsibilities (roles and 

tasks)?  

Journal set-up   - Explore journal 

set-up 

 

¶ Tell me about your journal - how does it work? 

Prompt: availability of resources (e.g. human and 

financial resources), relationship with publisher  

¶ How does the peer review process work in your 

journal? 

Prompt: submission system, peer review model (e.g., 

single blind etc) 

¶ What do you do within the process?  

Prompt: Interaction with peer reviewers  

Opinion on peer 

reviewers roles 

and tasks  

- Roles and tasks of 

peer reviewers 

- Expectations 

 

¶ What do you expect from peer reviewers in terms of 

their roles and tasks? 

¶ What about training for peer reviewers? 

Prompt: use items from scoping review (roles and task 

related), attitudes and beliefs (e.g. on training, how 

they peer review themselves) , organisational 

expectations 

¶ How do you let your reviewers know what you expect 

from them? 

Prompt: journal guidelines 

¶ Can you tell me about a specific situation when you 

were not satisfied with a review report or with a peer 

reviewer?  

¶ What did you do in that a situation?  

Prompt: probe for factors other than being late with a 

review, or not doing a review once you they have 

accepted it 

¶ Can you tell me about a situation when you were 

exceptionally satisfied with a review or with a peer 

reviewer? 

¶ Were there situations (in regards to the roles and task 

of reviewers) when you disagreed with the other 

editors you work with? What about? What happened?  

¶ What about other journals, do roles and tasks differ 

among journals in your field? 

Prompt: if yes (i.e. differences exist), then:  

¶ How does this affect the process?  
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¶ How does it affect your communication?  

¶ How do you negotiate those differences? Does it 

matter? 

Communication 

between 

editors, peer 

reviewers and 

authors  

- Communication 

between the three 

parties 

- Potential conflicts   

- Power 

¶ Can you describe your experience of the 

communication process between editors, authors and 

peer reviews?  

¶ How do you communicate with authors and peer 

reviewers?  

¶ Can you give me some specific examples of situations 

where this communication is challenging? 

 

Prompt:  

What are potential conflicts? 

When do disagreements arise? 

What happens if there is disagreement between peer 

reviewers?  

Conclusion - Snowballing 

- Documents 

- Final comments 

¶ Is there anybody else whom you think I should speak 

to? 

¶ Any articles/documents I can access/should look at? 

¶ Any final comments? Is there anything else that you 

think is important to mention?  

 

The most widely used criteria for evaluating qualitative analysis are those developed by Lincoln 

and Guba [97], who introduced the concept of ótrustworthinessô to parallel the conventional 

quantitative assessment criteria of validity and reliability. Trustworthiness is determined by 

applying the concepts of credibility, transferability, dependability and conformability to 

qualitative research. Credibility corresponds to the concept of validity, whereby researchers 

seek to ensure that a study measures what it is actually intended to measure. Transferability 

corresponds to external validity, or the extent to which the research can be transferred to other 

contexts. Dependability corresponds with reliability, or whether the research process is 

methodologically consistent and correct, whether the research questions are clear and logically 

connected to the research purpose and design, and whether findings are consistent and 

repeatable. Confirmability is concerned with establishing that the researcherôs interpretations 

and findings are clearly derived from the data, requiring the researcher to demonstrate how 

conclusions and interpretations have been reached [98].  

Data collected during the semi-structured interviews were analysed using the six phase thematic 

analysis as described by Braun and Clarke [99]. I followed the step-by-step approach proposed 

by Nowell et al., on how to conduct a trustworthy thematic analysis [100] throughout the six 
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phases of my analysis so as to ensure trustworthiness of my research [97]. The methodological 

techniques that I undertook to ensure a trustworthy analysis are presented in Table 8.  

Table 8. Actions undertaken to establish trustworthiness of analysis 

Phases of thematic 

analysis 
Techniques for establishing trustworthiness 

Phase 1:  

Familiarizing with the 

data 

Prolonged engagement with data (credibility) 

- KG performed multiple readings of all transcripts  

Reflexive journaling (confirmability) 

- Documentation of thoughts and potential codes/themes 

were taken during phase 1 and throughout the entire data 

analysis  

Phase 2:  

Generating initial codes 

Member-checking and peer debriefing (credibility) 

- The first six interviews were coded independently by two 

researchers (KG and DH) leading to the creation of the 

initial codebook  

Audit trail (confirmability) 

- Codebook was updated after every new interview creating 

an audit trial of the code generation 

Phase 3:  

Searching for themes 

Researcher triangulation (confirmability) 

- Regular team meetings to review findings from different 

perspectives 

- Diagramming/drawing to make sense of theme 

connections 

Phase 4:  

Reviewing themes 

Researcher triangulation (confirmability) 

- Regular team meetings to vet themes and subthemes 

Audit trail  (confirmability) 

- We returned to raw data to check for referential adequacy  

Phase 5:  

Defining and naming 

themes 

Researcher triangulation (confirmability)  

- Team consensus on themes 

Phase 6:  

Producing the report 

Thick description (transferability)  

- The methodological approach and analytical choices were 

described in detail in previously published study protocol  

- We provide detailed descriptions of study results 

- Peer debriefing with researchers outside of the core group 

(IB and DM) 
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The findings were categorised into two overarching themes: óRoles of peer reviewersô and 

óTasks of peer reviewersô, and then characterised/unpacked into a number of domains (Figure 

2).  

Figure 2. Roles and Tasks of peer reviewers 

 

 

In the first theme 'Roles of peer reviewers', journal editors outlined a variety of roles, which 

coalesced around four domains. The first domain showed that journal editors expect peer 

reviewers to be: óProficient experts in their field qualified to peer reviewô. There was agreement 

that peer reviewers are experts when they (1) have expertise and demonstrate high-level 

knowledge in their subject area, (2) are up to date with existing evidence and practice guidelines 

and (3) have experience of publishing their own research. However, there was substantial 

disagreement on how these criteria are defined and understood and how óexpertiseô is 

operationalised. A key finding from this domain was that journal editors support the perspective 

that authorship experience is key to high-quality reviews, while formal training in peer 

reviewing is not. 

The second domain: óDutiful towards the scientific community versus volunteers who deserve 

recognitionô showed that journal editors are divided on this aspect. While the majority of 

interviewees repeatedly expressed their gratitude towards peer reviewers, whom they most 



 

48 

 

commonly framed as volunteers who perform out of óaltruistic motivesô, a small number 

considered the act of peer reviewing to be a ódutyô and óobligation to the scientific community'.  

The third domain showed that journal editors expect peer reviewers to be: óProfessionalsô. There 

was general agreement among study participants on the need for peer reviewers to be (1) 

unbiased and ethical professionals, (2) reliable professionals and (3) skilled critics.  

The fourth domain illustrated that journal editors expected peer reviewers to be: óAdvisors to 

the editorô. Journal editors were explicit in their attribution of a primarily óadvisory roleô to peer 

reviewers and their own role as the óultimate decision makersô. Yet the majority gave 

considerable importance to the reviewers' recommendations function, despite concerns 

regarding the lack of a commonly agreed-upon definition of the available options, the potential 

influence on independent editorial decision making, as well as frequent disagreement among 

peer reviewers.  

In the second theme 'Tasks of peer reviewers' journal editors outlined a number of tasks that 

coalesced around four domains: (1) organisation and approach to reviewing, (2) making general 

comments, (3) assessing and addressing content for each section of the manuscript, and (4) 

addressing ethical aspects. Considerable agreement existed concerning technical tasks, however 

there was an apparent difference in journal editorsô expectations of the level of depth and detail. 

 

Overall, findings emerging from these interviews support and validate the results of the scoping 

review (Paper 1) while illustrating and unpacking some of the contradictions observed in the 

literature.   
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