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It's not the size that matters

Peer Review, peer review length, peer review quality

We celebrate 300K reviewers on Publons with a new data project: join us as
we uncover the average length of scientific peer review across disciplines,
journals, and countries, and question what it means for review quality.

One of the most important criticisms of the peer review system is that it is
much too slow. It can take upwards of 180 days to publish research--
sometimes more.

But there’s another criticism lurking in peer review circles that few dare to talk
about. Size.

How long is, you know... your peer review? And what is average, anyway?

We wanted to find out. And seeing as 300,000 researchers are now getting
recognition for their peer review and editorial work on Publons...
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We thought it was perfect timing to say thank you for being part of our journey
so far, and to share some insights with you all!

So! Is the average peer review short and blunt, fair to middling, or long and
verbose?

Before we answer that, it's important to remember that review length can
depend on several factors...

The most obvious of these factors is the quality of the manuscript.
Researchers will typically spend around five hours reading and reviewing a
paper, but that can vary depending on the complexity of the topic, the potential
of the manuscript, and the experience of the reviewer. Anecdotally, reviewers
report spending less time on papers that are very poor, or conversely, very
good.

Time is also a big factor. Today’s “publish or perish” culture has placed
unrealistic demands on researchers’ time, most of which is geared towards the
publication of research rather than service to their field or profession. Greater
recognition for peer review can be instrumental in changing this -- something
we've written about a lot in the past.

The researcher’s mood, the manuscript’s relevance, and the amount of peer
review training they have had can also play a part in what ultimately translates
into review length, and of course, review quality.

But there are other, more subtle reasons why your peer review takes its final
shape. We dug deep into the Publons database to find out what these trends
may be and uncovered some interesting results relating to geography, field,
Journal Impact Factor-and even the editor soliciting the review.

(By the way, if you're already on Publons, don't forget you can see your average
review length here.)

Here's what we found...
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The total number of reviews we analyzed was 378,561. We've presented our
findings as notched box and whisker graphs, with the median and upper and
lower quartiles shown. An estimate of the 95% confidence interval of the
median is provided by the range of the notch. The whisker portions
encompass 99% of the data. Anything outside of this range is shown as a
marker. You can read more about this and our methods in the Appendix.

Review length by country (top 20 countries by review count)
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First up, we looked at review length alongside country data. Of the 378,561
reviews we analyzed, 233,283 had country data associated with them.

The results of this graph are interesting. It looks as if reviewers in countries
that are English-speaking or have a high proportion of English speakers
(European countries, for example), tend to write longer reviews than their peers
in Asian and Middle Eastern Countries.

Review length by journal’s top Web of Science subject category
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Of the 378,561 reviews we analyzed, 319,736 were associated with a Web of
Science Subject Category. We grouped the categories into higher-level fields to
analyze the way review length varied by broad disciplines. It must be noted
that any review for a journal that has more than one Web of Science subject
category was included in the fields for both--or all--categories, which is the
reason a higher percentage of reviews are counted towards commonly
associated fields (Biology and Medicine, for example).

It would seem that reviews in disciplines where the articles tend to be more
discussion-based, (Psychology, Environmental Sciences, Arts and Humanities,
for example) are longer than fields where the articles would be more like
proofs (e.g. Mathematics), or fields where research articles often appear as
pre-prints (e.g. Physics).

Review length by Journal Impact Factor
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Here's where things get really interesting.

Of the 378,561 reviews we analyzed, 329,109 were for journals with a Journal
Impact Factor. Each ventile contains approximately 16,500 reviews.

As you can see from the graph there is a clear shift towards longer reviews as
the Journal Impact Factor increases. This may not be surprising. The Impact
Factor ranks journals according to the average number of citations that their
articles receive over two years. Researchers hoping to secure publication
spots in these journals will likely consider a high-quality review as a form of
investment in their future prestige.

Another option is that editors of journals with higher Journal Impact Factors
solicit more reviews from European countries (who we've seen tend to write

https://publons.com/blog/its-not-the-size-that-matters/?utm_so...8&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_d203ec3f11-86596511a1-137779513 Péagina 7 de 17



It's not the size that matters

1/3/18 22:41

longer reviews). We decided to investigate this further in the plot below.

Review length and Journal Impact Factor by reviewer country

Median Review Length and Impact Factor by Reviewer Country
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The relationship between the median review length and median Journal

Impact Factor by reviewer country is interesting.

Reviewers from “western” countries tend to write longer reviews on average
when it's associated with a high Journal Impact Factor. Reviewers from Japan,
China, and Brazil tend to write shorter reviews for mid-range Impact Factors,
and reviewers from India, Iran, Turkey, and Egypt tend to write shorter reviews

for journals with lower Journal Impact Factors.

This is suggestive that reviews for journals with a higher Journal Impact Factor
are predominantly done by reviewers from (or in, depending on how they

classified themselves) western countries.
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We delve a bit more into editor’s global search for reviewers. It doesn’t touch
on the Journal Impact Factor, but it's an interesting take on how far afield
editors look for peer review support.

Predictions for the future

It will be interesting to see how these results change over the next few
decades. There are indications that review length is getting shorter: in 2016
the average word length on Publons was 457 words and in 2017 we saw a 23%
drop to 342.

However, while that is significant, it must also be considered against the
massive growth we had on Publons over that period. Both the number of
reviewers who joined and the number of reviews they added on Publons more
than doubled between 2016 and 2017.

It must also be considered against our own “selection bias” - that is, those
numbers are restricted to Publons data and come at a time when gaining
recognition for peer review was still relatively new. Early adopters to our
network were likely to understand the importance of peer review and spend a
considerable amount of time and effort on their contributions. Our latest data
represent a much larger part of the population and may now be closer to
demonstrating the community’s trends in peer review more generally.

Our prediction is review length will increase on average as we see a renewed
focus on improving the quality of peer review.

More recognition for peer review will determine the time and effort researchers
can (and are willing) to put into review. This ultimately comes down to
institutions and funding bodies acknowledging peer review contributions as an
indicator of a researcher’s expertise and an aspect (or facet) of their impact in
their field.
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This is starting to happen: more and more researchers are telling us how peer
review is gaining front-row status in job and funding applications. The latest of
which was

Amanda Salis from the University of Sydney. In 2017 she received both a
promotion and five years’ worth of funding for her research:

‘I have observed a change of culture at the National Health and Medical
Research Council and at research institutes in the past 5-10 years that has
encouraged the addition of peer review activity to research applications. It is
no longer enough to just be doing great research;, you also need to
demonstrate that you are contributing to your profession more broadly.”

As more institutions and funding bodies start recognizing the importance of
peer review, the more time researchers will contribute towards it, and the better
and faster the entire publishing process will be.

There are also more peer review training courses available for new and
experienced academics, and that will help inform a greater number of
researchers involved in the task. The Publons Academy, for example, offers
short online (and free!) video modules on all the core components of review.

This has helped early career researchers like Edmond Sanganyado submit
critical comments on the novelty, significance, and quality of research rather
than short notes on the language used. You can read about his journey through
different peer review courses and his 5 tips on writing a structured review
report.

The growing popularity of preprint servers is also likely to impact the quality of
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review in the future, and this may also result in longer reviews. The number of
preprints is rapidly expanding as funders shift towards a culture of openness.
This is great for transparency and even better for peer review. If research is
made more readily available through preprint servers then peer reviewers
ultimately have more time to craft better - and perhaps longer -- peer reviews.

So with all of this said, can we say with certainty that a good review is a long
review?

Like many hot topics in the research community, it is difficult to say for sure.
We approached this question by looking at geography, subject field, and
Journal Impact Factor, and while we uncovered some interesting trends we
cannot give any concrete answer on whether longer reviews are better or
worse than shorter reviews.

What we can say for sure, however, is that a peer review can be as long as a
piece of string because it's not the size that matters.

Great reviews can be short and concise. Poor reviews can be long and in-
depth, or vice-versa.

What counts is the quality of the work submitted, and that's where we need to
focus our efforts. Peer review can be practiced, it can be improved, and it
should be recognized as the important skill it is. It's on all of us to do what we
can to work towards that.

So, what do you think? Share your thoughts on our findings and let us know
what your average review length is and why.

Special thanks to Joseph Corbett and Alex Sokolov for putting all of this data
together.

Appendix

The total number of reviews we looked at was 378,561. These were all first-
round reviews with a word length >1. To carry out the analysis we simply split
the reviews into words and counted the words -- it's important to note that no
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quality control of the reviews was performed.

The limits on the y-axis were set to 3000, although there are a small number of
reviews whose word counts are greater than 3000. The mean values are also
included, but caution should be used in interpreting these as the distributions
are not Normal.

Publons allows you to record, verify, and showcase your peer review
contributions in a format you can include in job and funding applications
(without breaking reviewer anonymity).

Register now to start building your verified peer review record.

Publons Share this post
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Jondainan Keynoias -°

It would be more useful to compare review length with editors' and authors' scores of
how helpful the review was.
1

My practice is to write long reviews, on the grounds that I don't have time to write
shorter ones (with thanks for this bon mot to George Bernard Shaw!).

But I take care to always write a brief introduction a) summarising what the work is
about; b) what the context is; and ¢) what my general conclusion is, and why. Then I
can rabbit on as long as I like: these details are often very helpful to the authors.

1

Amanda Salis

This is a great article, Jo and the Publons team! Thank you. So it seems to me from
your data that size MAY be important. For my own peer reviews, I write long reviews
in one of the following 2 situations: when it is a poorly presented manuscript but I
can see that the data are important to research and clinical communities (regardless
of which journal it has been submitted to); or when it is a manuscript of moderate
quality that has been submitted to a very high impact journal. For manuscripts that
seem to be either very bad or very good in my view, my reviews are very short. As
short as a piece of string.

Francesco Marini °

A question for Publons: Would you be willing to share the the raw data? I'm
interested in doing some additional analysis using predictive modeling. Please
contact me at fmarini@uscd.edu. Thanks!

Akinbode Adedeji *

Length (word count) may not be a fair yardstick to determine quality. I serve as an
Associate editor for a journal and many times I have seen several short reviews that
are completely inadequate, shabby, unfocused, unclear, evident that the reviewer did
a poor job. What authors want is quality reviews that focus on what is fundamentally
wrong with the paper (if any) - a concise description of how the paper can be
improved if it is not beyond redemption. Often, articles with long reviews are those
with many scientific, grammatical and structural errors. There are exceptions where
the reviewers had to make strong argument on their opposing view of the result
reported, so the review is long. The reality is that it takes a good lot of time to do a
good reviewing, and scientists are very busy people who have their own mandate.
There also seem to be so many journals these days seeking reviewers. There is a need
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grammatical correction on reviewers but content - it should not be by length but
content.

. Manfred Fehr

There are a few details that are worth discussing, but that are not mentioned in the
text. First, editors usually provide a questionnaire for the reviewer to fill in. It
contains the questions they consider pertinent to judge a manuscript. The reviewer
has no control over the length of that questionnaire. Second, is it the reviewer's
responsibility to enter into a discussion of the research described in a manuscript? I
resort to this practice only if I encounter obviously false data or statements. Third,
authors and reviewers are the same people. To-day I am a reviewer, to-morrow I am
an author asking for a manuscript be reviewed. Editors form the link between them.
This means three things: the author expects a fast review, the editor manages the
review time and the reviewer responds within the deadline. At this very moment, I
have a manuscript of mine out for review for one year and there is no position of the
editor. Whose fault is it? This brings up the topic of team work. The editor has
obviously not been able to form a team of reviewers on whom he can rely. This is the
most visible shortcoming of an editor. As for the length of the text of a review, I agree
with the statement in the story above. Very good or very poor manuscripts do not
need lengthy reviews. I only spend more time and more text on a review of an average
manuscript to which I can contribute valuable ideas to improve it. Fourth, I have
come across reviewers who insisted in rewriting my manuscript with their own words
and their own opinions. When I asked the editor if he or she wished to publish my
manuscript or the reviewer's manuscript, he or she decided to publish mine. Why do I
mention this detail? It has to do with the definition of a review. We ought to come up
with a clear statement on what exactly is expected of a review. Cheers to all.

‘ Mark Morrison

o If journals want faster reviews, they should pay reviewers. As it is, journals are too
expensive when they get the content for free, and they get free labor from expert
reviewers.

Plus, I would think they increasingly don't have much in terms of printing and
distribution costs. They are moving towards only needing a website to distribute their
journals.

‘ Dominik Strzalka

o I'm representing Poland (it is not appearing in this analysis). I think that the length of
review is also a matter of our respect. Every time when my submitted paper has very
short review and when reviewer wrote that submitted paper should be rejected
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because is "out of journal scope" or has "bad English" and these are the only one
reasons for rejection, I think that this is simply not fair. Reviewer should do
everything what should be done to improve reviewed paper even if this paper will be
rejected. Process of review is also a matter of scientific discussion; exactly the same
like our presentation at conference, publication in journal or poster.

' Manfred Fehr

@@ Dear Dominik, I venture a couple of comments here, mind you, they are
"opinions". I believe that the decision on whether a manuscript is or is not
within the subject matter of the journal, is the editor's, not the reviewer's. The
same is true for language quality. All a reviewer can or should do is say that
the language use is poor, perhaps supporting it wih examples. The editor will
take it from there. Finally, I disagree with your statement of scientific
disussion in the review process. No journal will tell you that the papers it
publishes have been discussed before publication. This is not the function of a
journal. The normal procedure is discussion after publication. Your example
of a conference proves it. The paper has to be presented first. After
presentation, there is time for discussion.
Manfred

‘ Majid Nazeer -
Hi,

A great article. I am a Publons verified reviewer and wondering my country
(Pakistan) is not appearing in the whole analysis. I believe there are several other
reviewers (other than me) from Pakistan as well. :)

‘ M Junaid Khan
- )

' A Human

@ Ttis stated top 20 countries. That means your country does not fall under top
20.

Majid Nazeer

@@ Thanks for the reply. Sorry, it was my mistake that I overlooked this
fact :)
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