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Editorial

Academic Journal Peer Review and
a Hearty Thanks to Our Reviewers

Peer reviewers are the unsung heroes of academic
publishing. It is truly a labor of love and deeply appreciated
by editor-in-chiefs of biomedical journals.' Scientific
journals have a mission to inform (advances in the field,
original research) and instruct (review articles, optimal
clinical techniques), so above all else, an editor is concerned
with the quality and accuracy of published articles.> To
ensure this, assessment of manuscripts submitted to
academic journals by individuals with expert knowledge
on the subject presented in a paper are critical. It is an
important process that most readers of a scientific paper
think little about.

Recently I was looking at Scholastica blogs
(academic journal publishing platform) discussing peer
review (https://blog.scholasticahg.com/), while assessing
software programs to help manage author article
submission and peer review (PR).* I had to chuckle when
reading a PR experience comment which ran something
like this: “1) receive prospective article from author,
2) search for someone to review said article, 3) wait 1-6
months for a response from prospective reviewers, expect
a 50% decline rate, 4) ask someone different, 5) wait
another 1-6 months, 6) hound those who agree to submit
responses in approved format for 1-6 months, 7) get
prospective author to edit article according to reviewer
comments, 8) hopefully publish the article; time elapsed
3 months to 1.5 years!”™ Although this has a bit of
hyperbole to it, there are certainly elements that ring true.
This got me to thinking about the importance of our
hard-working peer reviewers, PR protocols in general,
and to delve into it more deeply for this editorial so
AJTCVM readers could understand the process.

Reviewer critiques are an important part of the
scientific process and help editors decide which
manuscripts are suitable for their journal. Its beginnings,
documented as ecarly as 1665 by the Royal Society
(Philosophical Transactions), were to ensure accuracy and
quality through scrutiny of an article by outside experts.?
Since then, peer review has become an established part
of the academic publishing process with increasing use
beginning in the 1940’s.'?3 Exterior review has had its
proponents but also its critics through the centuries. As an
example, Jenner’s article for publication on his seminal
smallpox vaccination work was rejected by the Royal
Society based solely on biased external scrutiny; and thus
the Royal Society was not associated with one of the most
important medical discoveries of the 18" century.?
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Even taking into consideration some of the downsides
of peer review (e.g. bias, publication delays), its considerable
benefits have now established it as an intrinsic part of
scholarly work. To reduce some of the negative aspects
of PR, there are groups that have published guidelines
for ethical conduct of peer review.%’ The process facilitates
a fair hearing for a manuscript among members of the
scientific community and helps authors and editors
improve the quality of papers.® In a large scale international
study, 4,037 (out of 40,000) authors of research papers
from 10,000 journals completed a survey about their PR
experiences.® The results found that the PR process is
highly regarded by most researchers and considered to
be essential to the communication of scholarly research.
Of interest, nine out of 10 authors responded that PR
improved the last paper they had published.

There are three key roles in peer review: the authors
who write the papers, the reviewers who provide expert
opinions and the editors who make the final decisions.’
The fundamentals of PR and following best practices, as
recommended by several medical editor and publication
ethics groups, hold true across journals, but PR models
can vary widely.>”!? Traditional peer review involves two
to three reviewers for each manuscript and is based on
consensus. The 3 most common types of PR involve single-
blind, double-blind, and open review.’ In the single-blind
review, the reviewer knows author identity, but the author
doesn’t know reviewer identity. This is the most common
PR system across science disciplines.” Benefits include
allowing reviewers to provide honest, critical reviews
without fear of reprisal from the authors. Problems include
lack of accountability, which can allow a reviewer to
submit unwarranted negative reviews and bias resulting
from knowledge of author identity. Double-blind review
blocks the identity of both reviewer and author. Bias
resulting from knowing author identity is eliminated,
however, reviewers can commonly guess author identity,
and information important for complete critical appraisal
(competing interests) is missing.'!

Open review removes blinding of authors and
reviewers and may include the reviewer name and report
alongside the published paper. This system affords
greater accountability, public credit to reviewers, and helps
readers assess PR quality. Revealing reviewer identity,
however, sometimes leads to animosity from authors and
reluctance of potential reviewers to critique manuscripts.
Collaborative peer review is still another variation to
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eliminate problems with open review. Journals such as
Frontiers regard reviewers and authors as part of a social
network where the author corresponds with the reviewer
indirectly. The system is not lowering quality standards;
rather it’s saying author, reviewer and editor can work
together more positively towards making articles publishable
where possible.>® Other journals, such as PL0S One,
Scientific Reports and Peer J, use a peer review process
that solely judges the scientific and methodological
validity of a manuscript and will publish all papers that
meet the necessary standards of scientific rigor. This avoids
loss of good quality studies to publish only groundbreaking
research as seen in journals, such as Nature or Science with
a very high volume of submissons.’

So, what are key factors that motivate scholars to
peer review? Most individuals embark on PR with little
to no formal training. Additionally, learning how to write
consistently constructive peer review comments and
navigate between numerous pitfalls (e.g. too critical,
too vague, too open-ended) takes time and practice. In a
2015 peer reviewer survey, the top 2 reasons given for
peer reviewing were: 1) to play a part in the scholarly
community (93% respondents), and 2) to reciprocate for
others reviewing their work (75%).'? Other benefits
that have been cited include improving critical thinking,
giving/receiving feedback, gaining insights that improve
writing skills and developing relationships with journals
and editors.!> An improved PR process is also aided by
editors providing guidance documents listing manuscript
qualities important for their publication, not overly
burdening reviewers with poorly written papers, and pairing
manuscript subject with reviewer expertise. There are also
some articles and online PR training that are now offered
that reviewers can use to improve their PR skills.’

Academic journals, such as AJTCVM, depend on the
hard work of these volunteer reviewers. All papers
published in our journal, with the exception of the editorial,
are peer reviewed. Currently, when a prospective paper is
first received, a decision is made as to subject suitability.
Next, the editorial staff decides whether the article is
written well enough to go directly to peer review or if
it needs to go back to the author for revision. Once the
paper is ready for PR (single-blind), two reviewers with
specialized knowledge on the category of paper are
selected. If the paper is not approved by both reviewers,
a third independent reviewer evaluates the paper. Once a
paper is approved by consensus (reviewers and editor),
the author sees the reviews and works with the editorial
staff and many times with the reviewer indirectly to attain
a publishable quality paper.

Although all journals agree reviewers should receive
recognition for their contributions, reviewer acknowledgement
remains rudimentary with debate on whether some forms,
such as monetary recognition, may contribute to bias.
Additional suggestions have included payment in kind
(subscriptions, journals), publishing reviewer names with
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a thank you each year, or awarding continuing education
credits.>!314 While AJTCVM is considering the various
forms of recognition, we would like to first start with
acknowledging the contributions of the many peer reviewers
to our journal. They are an intrinsic part of the scholarly
work that goes into the production of clinical and research
articles each year. In the February 2025 issue, we would
like to thank the talented individuals that have served as
peer reviewers for AJTCVM articles over the past years
and going forward, we will recognize reviewers that have
served over the previous year in the February journals.
I would also like to invite those of you who have an interest
in serving as a reviewer to contact me (saikj@watcvm.org).
We are always looking for talented, knowledgeable
individuals to join our publishing team!

THANK YOU PEER REVIEWERS!

Judith E Saik DVM, DACVP
Editor-in-Chief, AJTCVM
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Peer Reviewer Guidance?®

Elsevier Researcher Academy: Certified Peer Reviewer Course: https://researcheracademy.elsevier.com/navigating-pee

r-review/certified-peer-reviewer-course

PLOS Reviewer Centre: http://reviewers.plos.org/

Publons Academy: https://publons.com/community/academy/

605550

a-peer-review/index.html

Nature Masterclasses: Focus on Peer Review: https://masterclasses.nature.com/focus-on-peer-review-online-course/16

Wiley: How to Perform a Peer Review: https://authorservices.wiley.com/Reviewers/journal-reviewers/how-to-perform-

SAGE Journals: Reviewers Guide: https://us.sagepub.com/en-us/nam/how-to-review-articles
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