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History of peer review place adding to the conside
have today on this topic.”1? A
The term peer review is used to describe a system whereby editorial processes has evolve
a paper is scrutinized by people who were not involved based editing.'* Moreover the
in its creation but are considered knowledgeable about Editors (www.wame.org) found
the subject." So it should be considered an evaluation by with the aim to foster internat
an expert on research of other experts in the same field.? education of medical journal €
Although well recognized, unfortunately this technique is peer review as a quality assura
not formally taught but may improve with practice.
In the past 50 years the use of peer review has become the
“gold standard” by which biomedical journals judge their ~ Rationale of peer review
papers. The first description of peer review took place in
1731 with a report from the Royal Society of Edinburgh.3 In There is now evidence that peel
120 the Rritich Medical loiirnal and ites editor Frne<t Hart of article<?’® and editar<s relv on
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How are the reviewers chosen?

It has been shown that the reviewers that produce the
best-quality report tend to be younger, work at top
academic institutions or are known to the editors. " More
recently, another study has come to the same conclusion
and has advised on recruitment of reviewers among those
with training in epidemiology or statistics, and near
40 years of age.?’ Moreover spending more than 3 hours
on a review did not increase review quality' and written
feedback to reviewers (other reviewers’ reports and the
editor’s decision letter) produced no improvement in
performance.?' Of course one basic rule is that we should
select reviewers who know the subject content of the
work!

Although half-day workshop training did not improve
subsequent review quality scores in average reviewers,?
e-learning based and more intensive programs may be
better and warrant investigation.

Most journal editors inherit a database of reviewers
within different areas of expertise that can be expanded
by identifying researchers with similar articles cited
in MEDLINE. New electronic platforms allow the editor
to track deadlines and record the performance of
reviewers.

Typically Journal editors choose 2-3 reviewers, however
having 2 or three reviews does no seem to change the
rejection rate.?

There is some general belief that masking the reviewers
to the identification of the authors may improve quality
of peer review. Apart from not being easy to do as units
can be readily identified, the success rate is low'>?* and
the effect is negligible.?> More recently some journals
started to implement open peer review (where the
identities of the author and the reviewer are known to
each other) and the results are encouraging?® although
more research is needed on the value of open review and
also if this inhibits especially younger reviewers from
taking part.

Concerning reviewer selection, some journals also invite
authors to suggest up to four suitable peer reviewers for
their work. Indeed, examining the submission of original
papers to Thorax, Hurst et al?” have shown the outcomes
were not much different though author selected reviewers
tended to be more positive, the first decision was more
likelv to be nasitive and dicscordance with the editor’s final

Table 1 Reviewer’s duties

Provide honest, critical assessm
Maintain confidentiality

Avoid or disclose conflicts of int
Accept to review only in his/hel
Agree to review only those man
completed on time

Report suspected duplicate pub
or ethical concern

Write the review in a collegial,

uniform!3° So establishing unifi
major task!

Good editorial practice is we
requirements for manuscripts
Journals”.3' Every journal shou
good editorial practice (summai

Editorial decision-making sho
the best manuscripts and tho:
readership.

Table 2 Good Editorial Practic

Requirement

Format of manuscripts Follc
UU

Confidentiality Mant

Conflict of interest Conf

Editorial freedom Editc

_—rmA TmtA~rTEy €A
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How to review a manuscript: practical tips

The job of a reviewer is to assess the validity and
importance of the work in the manuscript. The reviewers’
reports will inform the decision of the journal editor
that has the responsibility to accept or reject the paper.
Reviewing a manuscript still remains a process based on
the experience and personal background of the reviewer,
as there is insufficient evidence to establish firm rules
or recommendations. Nevertheless, different authors
have put forward advices and practical tips based
on experience.?3*¥ Some of these practical tips are
summarized below. While mostly directed to inexperienced
reviewers these tips may drive experienced reviewers to
critically reassess their practice. Also, authors can take
them in consideration when planning, conducting and
reporting their studies.

Decide prudently on accept/reject
an invitation

Reviewing a paper is an opportunity to improve one’s skills
and an intellectual challenge. In some settings it is an
activity with curricular value, in others an unrecognized,
back-stage work. When an editor invites a prospective
peer reviewer, he or she can be either tempted to hastily
accept the invitation or reluctant in adding an extra task
to a busy schedule. The knowledge in the field of the study,
any conflicts of interest and the availability of time to do
the review should be carefully considered before making a
decision.

The pressure to have quick editorial decisions is very
high. The success of a scientific journal rests heavily on
the fast publication of good research papers. Therefore
the time to deliver a review is now 2 to 4 weeks. The
prospective peer reviewer should decline the invitation
if he/she has doubts the deadline can be met. Three
questions can be asked before accepting a review task -
a) how familiar is the prospective peer reviewer with the
research question and methods of the manuscript?; b) is
there any conflict of interest such as personal relations
with authors, competing research interests or any direct or
indirect financial gain?, and c) does the prospective peer
reviewer have the time to deliver the review report in the
requested time frame?

rejection of the manuscript. From
of the reviewer is central for the
by pointing out to the authors’ ne
improving the message of the pa

Write reviews you would b
with as an author

Always explain your comments
positive and polite way. Suppol
useful. The criticisms should
decisive; suggest the precise «
the sentence, paragraph, tab
to be realistic, the recommen
can seldom be achieved. Use
generalizations such as “nev
avoided as they are unproducti
examples that contradict the
state the facts, do not make
reasons. Remember to point
the manuscript. This is helpful
authors. Examples of some of
reviewers’ comments are: a) i
critical, prevalent problem;
(clear, straightforward, easy
well-designed study (appropria
design).?

The manuscript is the only
of information

The object of the review is the
may also contain an on line st
assessed. The peer reviewer con
should not consider previous or
No additional data or clarifica
the authors during the revie
assume what is reported closely
and carried out during the st
the reviewer has the obligati
suspicions to the editor.

The manuscript is privilege

The manuscript contains new d
kent confidential before nuiblic
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Top 10 reasons for manuscript rejection

A manuscript may be rejected at editorial level, before
the editor sends it to reviewers. Often, the reasons for
immediate rejection are being inappropriate for the
journal’s readers (wrong journal), not fitting any category
of publication within the journal (wrong format) or not
following the journal’s instructions for submission. The
paper will not be accepted if it addresses a topic outside
the scope of the Journal or is in a style/format completely
different from the rest of the Journal’s content.*®

After peer-review, the decision on the paper will depend
on the comments presented by the reviewers and the
editor’s judgment about the priority for publication of the
manuscript.

A few studies assessed the reasons for rejection of
manuscripts in peer-reviewed journals. %44

A summary of these reasons is presented in Table 4. Most of
these reasons can be corrected by the authors when revising the
manuscript. While unrelated to the study quality, poor writing
style can have a strong influence on the overall impression of
the manuscript by both reviewers and editors. The main issue
in poor writing is difficulty in following the logical flow of the
manuscript rather than grammar errors or language issues.

An important reason for failure to publish a paper is not
revising and resubmitting the manuscript after the peer

review. Too often authors give
or just chose another journal
A second submission to the sz
revision of the paper (based or
comments) will substantially -
paper.

Writing the review

The process of writing the reviey
a reviewer gets experience esta
We find the personal example
Hoppin, Jr. very useful to the be
Today, the reviewing process
from the editor with an invitat
General details of the paper
Also, the time frame to conclu
accept or refuse are provided.
full paper, the prospective pe
with the editors about any pote
the invitation is accepted, acce
provided. At this time, the revi
full text of the manuscript chang
the content different from the
of interest previously undetecte

Table 3 Issues of manuscripts to assess during the review process and questions to address them (

33, 39)

Importance of the research question

The reviewer’s knowledge of the field is centra

importance of the question. However, when
close to the reviewer’s own research special
your personal interest in the topic weighting

judgment?

Originality of the work

Do use bibliographic searches and systematic r

the manuscript to assess originality. What is
question? Any methods? Does the data shed |
controversy?

Relevance for the journals’ readers

Usefulness for medical practice,
teaching and science

Put yourself on the role of the Editor: would tt
Journal be interested in this paper?

A paper may be used to inform clinical decisior
and for improving scientific knowledge. How

ha fAar oacrh Af thaca nrirnncac?
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Table 4 Frequent reasons supporting reviewers’ recommendation for rejection of a manuscript (c

Insufficient problem statement

aims to answer)
Incomplete, inaccurate, or outdated
review of the literature

Not defining clearly and completely the research questi

While not essential to the validity and interpretation of
of literature can be viewed as an indication of how m

in writing the manuscript

Poor Methods or study Design

Inappropriate or incomplete statistics

Sample too small or biased
Inappropriate or suboptimal instrumentation
Inadequate description of the Methods

Suboptimal Reporting of the Results

Inaccurate or inconsistent data reported

Insufficient data presented
Defective tables or figures

Getting Carried Away in the Discussion
Poor writing

Over interpretation of results
Difficulty in following the logical flow of the manuscript

Before starting writing the review report a number
of general questions help the reviewer to appraise the
manuscript.

— Why was the study done? Is it important?

— Have the authors adequately reviewed existing research?

— Does the work add enough to what is already in the
published literature?

— Was there a clearly defined question?

— Was the design right for the question?

— Was the study ethical?

— Are the conclusions justified?

— Is there a clear message?

— Is it written in a clear, appealing style?

— Is this paper of interest to the readers of this journal?

In addition to these general questions it is very helpful
to use specific checklists available to assess each study
design. The EQUATOR network keeps updated resources
on checklists and guidelines on reporting medical research
literature.®

The review report is now usually performed online in a web
application that often includes a review form, confidential
comments to the editor (not available for the authors), the
recommendation to the editor to accept or reiect the paner

. A brief, one-paragraph su

interpretation of the wor
remember the essence of th
authors the reviewer unders

. The reviewer’s recomme

general a manuscript can
publication as is, with minc
major (mandatory) changes
publication. If rejected, tt
manuscript may be resubmit
correcting the problems ide
of the manuscript is: Accep
Reconsider After Major Revi:

. General comments. Mostly

and novelty of the manuscri
design is not adequate to th
manuscript is well structt
manner”.

. Specific comments. These

part of the manuscript. Fo
participants that complete
and 89 in the last sentenc
Please clarify”.

It is useful to address the

order of impnortance BRoth cer
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Conclusions

Although peer review is not perfect and reviewers have a
poor detection rate of errors in manuscripts,“ it is the only
available method to improve the quality of published papers.
Until now nobody has produced a satisfactory alternative to
it! The “gold standard” for the quality of any paper remains
time-whether it survives a dozen years to be incorporated
into review articles or textbooks.*

Journal editors have to continually audit their procedures
and apply the results of others to their own practices.*

Reviewers receive very little preparation for performing
reviews as part of their formal education, and short training
interventions do not seem to improve their performance.*

However in these times of materialism, it is encouraging
that there are large numbers of professionals who are
willing to offer many hours of their time to work without
financial incentive! Peer review is an important service to
the Medical and Research Communities. Participating in this
process is valuable, voluntary work and, for the reviewer, is
also an enjoyable task (most of the times at least).

In the case of the Portuguese Journal of Pulmonology
we have to keep the tradition of respect, collegiality and
empathy in all interactions during the Peer Review process.
We have to feel honored and privileged to be selected
as reviewers and to have the opportunity to interact
constructively and make the work well.

As Bruce Squires stated about the creation of World
Association of Medical Editors: “the fundamental purpose
of medical journals (and their editors) should be to promote
the science and art of medicine and the betterment of
health”."
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Title of manuscript

1.
2.
3.

Is it succinct, with parsimonious wording?
Is it interesting and will get attention of the readers?

Abstract and key-words

Is the manuscript title descriptive, effectively reflecting the work performed?

4. s the structure adequate? Does it clearly identify the study aim, a description of methods; m
5. s the aim statement succinct and related with the manuscript content?
6. Does the methods section adequately identify the type of study and its main methodological
7. Does the methods section include a summary description of study participants (units of analy
@ setting, sample size, selection criteria, etc.)?
8. Is a summary description of data collection methods included in the methods section?
9. Does the results section in the abstract reflect an attempt to summarize the main results in f
10. Are adequate summary measures and indication of the precision of the point estimates and s
(if applicable) presented in results section?
11. Are conclusions supported by results section?
12. The abstract should no longer than 250 to 300 words.
13. Are key-words adequately selected from the National Library of Medicine Mesh (medical subj
Introduction
14. Does the background presented allow the reader to establish the relevance of the study?
15. Does it provide a logical rationale for the hypothesis/aims of the study?
16. Are the aims or hypotheses of the study clearly stated, and structured as primary and second
17. Description of participants, methods, statistical analysis or results should not be presented ir
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Appendix: Checklist for the assessment of manuscript quality (Continuation)

Variables description

26. Are variables studied and analyzed clearly described? (In accordance with the study type: i
variables; intervention and outcome variables; exposure, disease and potential confounding
diagnostic tests and gold standards; etc.)

Statistical analysis

27. Is there a statistical analysis subsection present in the methods section?

28. Is the statistical analysis appropriate given the study design?

29. Is the statistical analysis appropriate given the type of variables analyzed?

30. Is the implementation of adequate summary measures, measures of precision of the point €
intervals or standard errors) and statistical significance tests (if applicable) proposed in the

31. Are power and/or sample size issues considered?

32. Is the software(s) used for the statistical analysis adequately cited and referenced?

Global assessment items
33. Is the participants and methods section clear and structured?

Results, tables and figures

34. Are results presented in a structured and logic sequence along the text? (Sub)Headings use

35. Are results adequately summarized?

36. Are results in tables/figures repeated in the text of the manuscript? Results presented in th
emphasize or summarize important observations and should not unnecessarily overlap table

37. Are adequate summary measures, indication of the precision of the point estimates (confid
errors) and statistical significance (if applicable) presented in results section?

38. Are statistical measures and tests described in the methods section actually presented in tt

an agreement between results and statistical methods described in the methods section an
results section?

39. Are all tables and figures self explainable and in accordance with the journal guidelines?

40. Do all tables and figures have a clear legend, with an adequate description of its content?
@ Discussion

41. Are the main findings of the study synthesized?

42. Are only results presented in the results section discussed? Main conclusions should follow f

43. Are limitations of the study adequately discussed?

44, Was a critical comparison with the available literature in the field included (if available)? If

originality and relevance of the research work should be discussed and comparison with res
areas should be included.

45, Are justifications of conclusions well articulated?

46. Are conclusions clearly stated and in relation with the results obtained?

References

47. Are references adequately structured and presented according to ICMJE uniform requireme

submitted to biomedical journals? (References should follow Vancouver style).
48. Are manuscript references of an adequate quality?



