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WHAT DO WE KNOW ABOUT PEER 
REVIEW?



IT’S (REASONABLY) POPULAR

http://asapbio.org/peer-review/survey



IT IS INEFFICIENT

http://asapbio.org/peer-review/survey



IT IS NOT GOOD AT SPOTTING WRONGDOING



IT CAN BE CORRUPTED



WE DON’T REALLY KNOW WHAT IT LOOKS LIKE



ASKING THE EDITORS…

From my experience at PLOS ONE:

• Peer review is very inconsistent. 

• Two separate reviewers will usually make very different 
recommendations, and will rarely identify the same flaws in a 
paper. 

• As an editor, you often feel that there are lots of issues that have 
not been picked up by the reviewers.

• The 2+1 model of decision-making is struggling.

• Peer review does improve the literature, but not enough to justify the 
time it now takes to perform.



ASKING THE EDITORS…
“The mistake, of course, is to have thought that peer review was any more 
than a crude means of discovering the acceptability — not the validity — of a 
new finding… We portray peer review to the public as a quasi-sacred process 
that helps to make science our most objective truth teller. But we know that 
the system of peer review is biased, unjust, unaccountable, incomplete, 
easily fixed, often insulting, usually ignorant, occasionally foolish, and 
frequently wrong.”

Richard Horton
Editor-in-chief, The Lancet

“As Winston Churchill said about democracy, that it is the worst form of 
government, “except for all those other forms that have been tried from time 
to time”, so is the case for peer review.”

Sir Mark Walport, 
Director, Wellcome Trust



THE PROBLEM WITH CONFIDENTIAL REVIEW…

• Means we can’t study the effectiveness of the peer review system

• Removes the ability for reviewers to gain credit for their work

• Makes it hard for new reviewers to learn best practices for 
performing their own reviews

• Readers lose useful information on the validity and usefulness of a 
paper

• Confidentiality breeds negativity – reviewers find reasons to withhold 
papers from the public, not make them available. 

• Allows journals to be less accountable for their editorial decisions





OPEN PEER REVIEW



LEVELS OF “OPENNESS”

Open identities: Authors and reviewers are aware of each other’s identity
Open reports: Review reports are published alongside the relevant article.
Open participation: The wider community are able to contribute to the 
review process.
Open interaction: Direct reciprocal discussion between author(s) and 
reviewers, and/or between reviewers, is allowed and encouraged.
Open pre-review manuscripts: Manuscripts are made immediately available 
(e.g., via pre-print servers like arXiv) in advance of any formal peer review 
procedures.
Open final-version commenting: Review or commenting on final “version of 
record” publications.
Open platforms (“decoupled review”): Review is facilitated by a different 
organizational entity than the venue of publication.



LEVELS OF “OPENNESS”

Ross-Hellauer T. What is open peer review? A systematic review [version 2]. F1000Research 
2017, 6:588 (doi: 10.12688/f1000research.11369.2)



TOWARDS TRULY OPEN PEER REVIEW

• We will need…

• A place to post manuscripts before review

• The ability of editors to obtain reviews from trusted experts

• The ability for other experts to submit their own reviews

• The ability for authors to suggest experts to review their 
manuscript

• The ability for readers to add questions and comments to the 
author

• The ability for journals to invite manuscripts to be submitted for 
consideration





PEER REVIEW CHANNELS

Unstructured Comments Structured Reviews Invited Reviews

• Allow readers to ask 
informal questions to the 
authors.

• Threaded to allow replies 
from authors and other 
readers.

• Unmoderated but with 
ability to report 
unsuitable content

• Free to anyone to 
submit.

• Reviewers must 
complete  a full RQE 
using our structured 
template.

• Reviews are validated 
before posting.

• Invited by the assigned 
journal editor.

• Can take any form: RQE, 
unstructured or other.

• Includes editor decision 
letters.

The Research Square platform supports a variety of different forms of peer review, from 
editor-invited reviews to informal notes and queries from readers.  




	Innovations in peer review
	what do we know about peer review?
	It’s (reasonably) popular
	it is inefficient
	it is not good at spotting wrongdoing
	It can be corrupted
	We don’t really know what it looks like
	Asking the editors…
	Asking the editors…
	The problem with Confidential review…
	Slide Number 11
	Open peer review
	Levels of “openness”
	Levels of “openness”
	Towards truly open peer review
	Slide Number 16
	Peer review channels
	Slide Number 18

