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Abstract

The “ peer-review”  system is used to improve the quality of submit ted scient ifi c papers 
and provides invaluable help to the Editors in their decision-making process. The “ peer-

review”  system remains the cornerstone of the scient ifi c process and, therefore, it s 
quality should be closely monitored. The profi le of the “ elite”  reviewers has been 
described, but  further studies are warranted to bet ter ident ify their main characterist ics. 
A maj or challenge, not  only for Editors but  also for medical scient ifi c societ ies as a 
whole, is to cont inue to guarantee the excellence in the “ peer-review”  process and to 
ensure that  it  receives adequate academic recognit ion.
© 2010 Sociedad Española de Neurología. Published by Elsevier España, S.L. All rights 
reserved.
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Revisión por pares

El proceso de “peer-review” en las Revistas Biomédicas: Cualidades de los Revisores 

de “Excelencia”

Resumen

El proceso de “ peer-review”  es t rascendental para la mej ora de los art ículos cient ífi cos 
y representa una ayuda inest imable para los editores en la selección de los t rabaj os para 
su publicación. Su calidad debe supervisarse muy est rechamente, ya que en ella se basa 
la credibilidad del proceso cient ífi co. El perfi l general de los mej ores revisores ya está 
defi nido pero todavía son necesarios nuevos estudios para conocer mej or sus caracterís-
t icas. El reto todavía pendiente, para los editores y para las sociedades cient ífi cas médi-
cas en general, sigue siendo conseguir la excelencia dent ro del proceso de “ peer-review”  
y lograr que este importante t rabaj o sea valorado y reconocido como un mérito acadé-
mico.
© 2010 Sociedad Española de Neurología. Publicado por Elsevier España, S.L. Todos los 
derechos reservados.
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Biomedical j ournals have as their main obj ect ives publishing 
scient ifi c art icles of high quality and achieving the widest  
possible disseminat ion of their contents.1-5 These j ournals 
const itute the natural medium of communicat ion for the 
latest  medical advances by the internat ional scient ifi c 
community. In an increasingly compet it ive and globalised 
academic world, biomedical j ournals st rive for the highest  
standards of quality, from both the editorial and from the 
scient ifi c point  of view. Given that  these j ournals cannot  
possibly publish all the studies they receive, they must  t ry 
to select  and choose only those items that  are most  relevant  
from the scient ifi c point  of view in accordance with an 
editorial policy.1-5 Consequent ly, the j ournals that  achieve 
greater internat ional recognit ion will,  in turn, be more 
at t ract ive for researchers, and will thus enter a “ circle of 
prest ige” , always being in a posit ion to choose the best  
original works.1-5

Scient ifi c process is based on the system of peer review 
(PR), carried out  by independent  experts-external and 
outside the editorial team-who perform a crit ical review 
and assess the interest  of the art icles remit ted. 4-7 This 
process helps to improve the scient ifi c content  of the 
art icle, makes it  possible to detect  issues that  must  be 
clarifi ed, correct  inconsistencies and errors, and also allows 
the interest  of the manuscripts to be established with a 
view to the fi nal decision by the editors.4-7 Scient ifi c fi ndings 
cannot  be considered as such unt il they are published in a 
medical j ournal. In this context , the PR system becomes 
essent ial,  allowing the advance of scient ifi c knowledge and 
ensuring the integrity and credibilit y of medical literature. 4-7 
Although the PR system has a crucial infl uence in the 
select ion process, the fi nal decision on whether to publish 
scient ifi c art icles lies direct ly with the editor of the 
j ournal.2,8

In this issue of NEUROLOGIA, Mat ías-Guiu et  al9 analyse 
the characterist ics of experts who have reviewed papers for 
this j ournal in relat ion to their responses. The editors of 
NEUROLOGIA show that  responses by younger evaluators 
and women were higher. In addit ion, membership of the 
Editorial Commit tee of the publicat ion is associated with a 
shorter delay in the replies. Finally, when, due to editorial 
reasons, there was a need to expand the number of 
evaluators, the response rate fell.  Nevertheless, good 
evaluators did not  show a “ fat igue effect ”  when the number 
of requests that  they received increased.9 This study is very 
interest ing from the editorial point  of view and allows us to 
make some general refl ect ions on the process of PR.

General considerations of the peer review 
process

To assess the scient ifi c merit  of an original research work, 
it  should ideally be crit ically analysed by experts of 
recognised prest ige in the subj ect  in quest ion. 4-7,10-14 These 
independent  experts handle the latest  informat ion on the 
topic and can therefore easily ident ify original cont ribut ions 
to the research presented with respect  to what  is already 
known. In addit ion, they are in the best  posit ion to crit ically 
review the available informat ion on internat ional 
bibliomet ric databases and analyse it  in relat ion to the new 

study. By working in this area of knowledge, they have fi rst -
hand informat ion on the methodology used and the 
limitat ions of the techniques employed. 4-7,10-14 This privileged 
posit ion allows them to evaluate the work crit ically and to 
suggest  methodological explanat ions or even to conduct  
further analysis to improve and complement  the study. 
However, reviewers should not  become “ censors”  or 
“ inquisitors”  who limit  the advancement  of knowledge by 
rej ect ing all works inconsistent  with prevailing 
“ dogmas” .15

What do we evaluate?

Most  researchers (and most  editors) tend to value 
uniqueness and novelty over prior knowledge as the most  
important  factors when rat ing scient ifi c work.4-7,10-14 
Originalit y has been considered essent ial in j ournals since 
Franz J. Ingelfi nger16 highlighted, 4 decades ago, the 
importance of scient ifi c works that  were original and had 
never been published previously, even part ially. 
Consequent ly, any art icles that  simply confi rm or qualify 
known assumpt ions or reproduce previous results in dif ferent  
set t ings have a lower priority. In addit ion, works that  are 
clearly redundant  must  be ident ifi ed to avoid their 
publicat ion.17 Methodological rigor is also very important , 
because if  the study design is appropriate and the 
methodology is careful,  results will be more consistent . The 
methodology should be described in a manner suffi cient ly 
explicit  to allow other researchers to replicate experiments 
and be able to confi rm the results. It  is also important  for 
conclusions to be based on data obtained and be clearly 
dist inguished from interpretat ions of a speculat ive 
nature.4-7,10-14 Editors should maintain current  topic lists in 
which their reviewers are experts, to assign them appropriate 
manuscripts.

How is a review carried out?

An excellent  way to start  a review is to summarise the 
design and main fi ndings of the study at  the beginning of 
the evaluat ion report . The int roduct ion (which often 
emphasises the importance of the research) and methods 
(which determine the quality of the study) should be 
scrupulously tested.4-7,10-14 Where appropriate, relevant  
literature should be reviewed using reliable elect ronic 
search engines or even those provided by the j ournal. 
Evaluators are often considered as “ j udges”  but  they must  
also act  as “ advocates for the authors” -t reat ing each 
manuscript  as they would like their own to be t reated-
although their fundamental mission is to serve as “ j udges 
for the j ournal” ,  act ing as a fi lter.12 It  has been suggested 
that  reviewing some lists of variables may help evaluators 
to conduct  a more complete review.12 Current ly, most  
j ournals using elect ronic manuscript  management  systems 
require the reviewer to complete a series of quant itat ive 
and qualitat ive evaluat ions, apart  from fi ll ing in the specifi c 
paragraphs for comments to authors (which should not  
make reference to the possibilit y of publicat ion) and 
comments addressed direct ly to the editor.18 These 
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elect ronic systems st reamline the PR process, facilitate 
communicat ion between authors, reviewers, and editors, 
and create a certain calling effect  for the sending of 
manuscripts.18

What is the role of a reviewer?

The following evaluator responsibilit ies have been 
ident ifi ed4-7,10-14:  1) not ifying the j ournal immediately when 
they cannot  perform an evaluat ion to avoid delays in the PR 
process; 2) admit t ing ethical issues or confl icts of interest ; 
3) ensuring the scient ifi c validity of works by reviewing 
their methodology and results; 4) evaluat ing their originalit y; 
5) highlight ing their st rengths and limitat ions; 6) suggest ing 
ways to improve the manuscript ; and 7) respect ing the 
confi dent ialit y of the whole process and the intellectual 
property of authors.19 Other experts20 describe, as the most  
important  funct ions of reviewers, j udging whether the 
manuscripts are 1) important , 2) scient ifi cally valid, 3) 
consistent , 4) legible, and 5) appropriate for the specifi c 
j ournal. In turn, DeMaria14 highlighted the qualit ies of 
reviewers of excellence. “ Elite”  reviewers should be highly 
t rained in the subj ect  mat ter that  they evaluate and be 
expedit ious. They should be highly obj ect ive and capable of 
generat ing analyt ical reviews that  const ruct ively ident ify 
the st rengths and weaknesses of the study. They should also 
be able to detect  all serious errors in design as well as 
methodological problems that  invalidate the conclusions, 
and these reviewers should be consistent  in their comments 
to authors and to editors. Last ly, they should not  be vague 
in their assessments but  base them on specifi c references 
and, if  necessary, suggest  the implementat ion of adequate 
stat ist ical methods.14

Being a reviewer for a prest igious j ournal is both a 
privilege and a great  responsabilit y. 4-7,10-14 The process is 
based on t rust  and credibil it y.  In fact ,  elaborat ing PR 
reports is very similar to the process of designing, 
developing and writ ing an original scient ifi c art icle and, 
consequent ly,  requires the same high standards of 
perfect ion and honesty. As in any writ ing process, qualit y 
may be variable because, to some extent ,  it  depends on a 
certain degree of inspirat ion. Reviewers should always 
provide const ruct ive crit icisms and at  all t imes maintain 
respect ful language. They must  bear in mind that ,  in many 
cases, their comments will carry an important  educat ional 
message. Their crit icism should be measured, taking into 
account  the relat ive importance of the j ournal within the 
set  of  publicat ions of the specifi c discipline.4-7,10-14 They 
should always remember and respect  the effort  that  the 
researchers had to make to complete their research and 
shape it  into a fi nal manuscript .  Editors should ensure that  
evaluators do not  convey a sense of superiorit y,  with 
sarcast ic or dest ruct ive comments, relying on anonymity. 
Evaluators should be familiar with the standards of the 
j ournal and, thus, be able to help authors to meet  formal 
requirements. Finally,  reviewers should not  have any 
confl icts of  interest  (fi nancial or otherwise) that  may be 
perceived as a potent ial bias in their views. When in doubt ,  
it  is bet ter to declare them openly to editors and let  them 
make a fi nal decision. 6,21

Is it a perfect system?

The PR process was already used in 1731 by the Royal 
Society of Edinburgh15 for the assessment  of scient ifi c 
manuscripts. However, it s consistent  applicat ion by j ournals 
took place much later.7,15,22 The PR process is universally 
used and defended both by editors and by the internat ional 
scient ifi c community but , at  the same t ime, it  has always 
been quest ioned and crit icised.23 Any person with some 
experience in the PR process, either as author or reviewer, 
is usually able to tell stories that  seem implausible about  
situat ions experienced fi rsthand. Richard Smith,23 former 
editor of BMJ, summed up the limitat ions of the PR process 
thus: 1) it  is poorly reproducible and it  is very subj ect ive 
(lit t le agreement  among reviewers), 2) it  may be biased, 3) 
it  does not  preclude an element  of luck (it  may be a lot tery), 
4) it s abilit y to detect  signifi cant  errors in manuscripts is 
limited and it  is not  effect ive in detect ing scient ifi c fraud, 
5) it  represents a waste of academic act ivity by reviewers 
(which they could use -more product ively- to conduct  
original research), 6) it  may create opportunit ies for abuses 
to take place, and 7) although it  may seem paradoxical, this 
process designed to evaluate science is not  based on 
scient ifi c evidence proving its effi cacy.23 In this regard, an 
interest ing systemat ic review and meta-analysis11 has 
confi rmed that  there is really very lit t le scient ifi c evidence, 
cont rasted with appropriate studies, report ing on the value 
of the PR process. The group of Davidoff et  al11 reviewed all 
available literature and found only 19 studies that  properly 
analysed (in a comparat ive manner and at tempt ing to 
cont rol for confounding factors) the value of the PR process. 
These studies11 analysed the implicat ions of masking, the 
use of lists of variables, communicat ion st rategies with the 
magazine, the existence of systemat ic bias by reviewers 
and the infl uence of the PR process in the “ quality”  of 
published studies. The results of these studies were, in 
general, either not  conclusive or cont roversial.

We must  therefore recognise that , in comparison with 
other areas of knowledge, the evidence support ing the 
benefi ts of PR is relat ively limited.11,23 However, as previously 
ment ioned, all editors defend it  and it  is also highly 
appreciated by the internat ional scient ifi c community.4-7,10-14 
In a more recent  survey24,25 carried out  among 3,040 
academic researchers, 93% considered that  the process of 
PR was necessary; moreover, the maj ority felt  that  it  had 
signifi cant ly helped to improve their last  published art icle. 
It  is, undoubtedly, the least  bad of the possible systems. 
However, there is no need for publishers to send out  “ all”  
the manuscripts received for peer review, as those of low 
quality may be ident ifi ed internally and rej ected direct ly by 
editors.26 This prevents a waste of editorial resources on 
manuscripts that  have no chance of acceptance and 
facilitates them being sent  sooner to other, more appropriate 
j ournals. Johnston et  al26 conducted a randomized study on 
this subj ect , evaluat ing 351 manuscripts. Of these, 88 were 
assigned to convent ional PR and 263 to init ial assessment  by 
the editors (182 were direct ly rej ected by the editors and 
81 were eventually sent  out  for convent ional PR). The group 
assigned to systemat ic PR was associated with higher review 
work and a signifi cant  delay in the fi nal decision. However, 
the assessment  of scient ifi c merit  and impact  of those 
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manuscripts fi nally accepted was similar with both editorial 
st rategies.26

Can reviewers be educated?

According to Davidoff,10 the PR process can only be mastered 
with pract ice, that  is, through the t rial and error method 
(“ experimental learning” ). It  has been suggested that  an 
“ educat ion”  of the reviewers could improve their 
performance and the quality of their reviews. However, in a 
randomized cont rolled t rial,  Schroter et  al27 failed to 
demonst rate the value of an educat ional intervent ion 
st rategy. In this study, the modest  improvements obtained 
by the intervent ion group in some quality variables of the 
reviews were not  considered to have editorial relevance. 
The study was crit icised because the intervent ion was 
excessively brief, cent red only on passive-type learning, 
and because the reviewers were already experienced 
individuals and, therefore, the learning effect  might  not  
have been too evident .27 It  remains to be seen whether 
other, more ambit ious intervent ion programs could obtain 
more promising results.10 It  has also been commented that  
the PR process fails to detect  any problems presented by 
the manuscripts. An interest ing American study28 used a 
fi ct it ious manuscript  in which the editors had deliberately 
int roduced a series of important  misstatements. Although 
the reviewers (n=262) ident ifi ed many of the problems, up 
to 2/ 3 of them were not  not iced. Specifi cally, 68% of the 
reviewers did not  realise that  the conclusions of the study 
were not  based on the results presented. The reviewers 
who ident ifi ed fewer errors tended to recommend the 
acceptance of the manuscript .28 The need to include 
“ professionalised”  reviewers has been suggested to 
overcome such problems. Some j ournals systemat ically 
include reviewers who are experts in methodology, 
epidemiology, and biostat ist ics in the evaluat ion of original 
manuscripts received.2 This decision can be j ust ifi ed by the 
importance of methodological issues, often not  adequately 
assessed by clinical experts, and also for the teaching and 
support  role offered to authors.2 Other j ournals, however, 
only request  stat ist ical advice when the manuscripts are in 
the acceptance phase.

Concordance and “tough” reviewers

A widespread crit icism is that  the degree of agreement  
among reviewers is usually low, although publishers 
themselves are more aware of this than anyone. In some 
studies,23,29 the level of agreement  narrowly exceeds what  
would be expected simply by coincidence. Over t ime, 
publishers become well aware of who their best  reviewers 
are with respect  to the quality of their reviews and the 
consistency and reliabilit y of their responses. It  is 
understandable that , in case of discrepancies, editors agree 
more easily with st rongly-based recommendat ions from 
rigorous reviewers who have comprehensively evaluated 
the manuscript , than with those based on superfi cial 
evaluat ions.2,7 On the other hand, the quality and overall 
direct ion of recommendat ions made by a certain reviewer 

tend to remain relat ively stable. There is a limited number 
of reviewers (<1%) who are always very easy to please 
(“ enthusiasts” ), while others are always very hard 
(“ killers” ), and this should be taken into account  by editors, 
with a view to maintaining an adequate balance. 29 Despite 
disagreements on the reviews, all studies2,7,29 confi rm the 
high appreciat ion shown by editors for reviewer comments. 
Obviously, the editors of the more select ive j ournals always 
pay more at tent ion and give more credit  to crit ical 
reviewers.30

A recommendat ion advising rej ect ion will depend on the 
reviewer’s tolerance limit  and the number of errors 
ident ifi ed in the manuscript . Some studies31 have suggested 
that  the most  important  features associated with 
recommendat ions for acceptance were: 1) scient ifi c quality, 
2) the importance of the study, and 3) the geographical 
origin of the manuscript . Interest ingly, manuscripts from 
North America were more likely to succeed than those from 
other count ries, even when adj ust ing for scient ifi c quality 
and signifi cance scores, and this was confi rmed by 
independent  studies.31,32 It  has been suggested that  the 
rej ect ion rate is not  affected by reviewer age.33 However, 
the reviewers who regularly publish art icles in the leading 
j ournals in each specialty tend to be the most  crit ical during 
PR process and frequent ly advise rej ect ion of manuscripts 
in their evaluat ions.33

Anonymity and selection of reviewers 

The “ double blind”  PR process is generally the most  widely 
used in Spain.2,7 With this method, the author does not  know 
the reviewers nor do the reviewers know the ident ity of the 
authors. In the aforement ioned survey carried out  with 
3,040 professionals from the academic world, 71% preferred 
the double blind PR system.24,25 Many Anglo-Saxon j ournals, 
however, opt  for a single-blind system in which the ident ity 
of the authors is known but  the reviewers are kept  
anonymous. Several randomized studies34-36 have examined 
the possible benefi t  of blinding the reviewers to the names 
of the authors. This masking did not  improve the detect ion 
of errors or the quality of the reviews, or shorten the review 
t ime. This method is consequent ly not  generally adopted 
because masking the ident ity of the authors is often very 
complicated as well as scarcely effect ive since, despite 
editorial efforts, reviewers usually end up ident ifying the 
authors.34-36 Nevertheless, the reviewers remaining 
anonymous is generally preferred.2,7 Very recent ly, the 
importance of maintaining the anonymity of the reviewers 
involved in PR has been defended and accepted in American 
legal proceedings interposed by powerful mult inat ional 
pharmaceut ical companies37 that  lit igated to know their 
names. In 1999, Richard Smith38 (then editor of the Brit ish 
Medical Journal) launched a new, “ open”  review system in 
which reviewers were asked to sign their comments. The 
j ournal Nature39 developed a similar process. This method 
has the advantage of making this work recognised and, 
especially, of making reviewers publicly “ responsible”  for 
their crit icism.38 The system prevents some reviewers from 
making dest ruct ive, simple, superfi cial or low-quality 
comments from the safety of anonymity. One randomized 
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study40 showed that  open reviews lead to fewer reviewers 
accept ing the invitat ion to conduct  an evaluat ion (up to 
25% of the reviewers may be lost ) and that  the reports take 
longer to be elaborated, although these are more polite and 
of bet ter quality. The fundamental problem is that  these 
crit icisms are often much more favourable for the authors.40 
While it  is important  for reviewers to be made accountable 
for their reviews, this st rategy may also promote an 
undesirable, “ ext ra-editorial”  dialogue between authors 
and reviewers, especially in reduced and closed scient ifi c 
fi elds. The init iat ive is st il l in an experimental stage and 
pending the establishment  of it s defi nit ive results.38-40

Another issue that  generates some cont roversy is whether 
to accept  the reviewers suggested by the authors themselves. 
Generally, publishers do not  accept  these suggest ions, 
although they do usually respect  the requests for specifi c 
reviewers to be excluded from the process. Some studies41 
have suggested that  the reviewers chosen by the editors 
provide the highest  quality reviews and are somewhat  
faster, but  the dif ferences found do not  seem to have great  
pract ical relevance. In cont rast , other studies42,43 have 
suggested that  review t ime and quality of reviews are very 
similar. In all the studies,41-43 the reviewers suggested by 
editors tended to be far less favourable towards the 
acceptance of the manuscript  than those selected by the 
authors.

Prior studies about the quality of reviewers

In an interest ing prior study, Mat ias-Guiu et  al7 described 
the fundamental characterist ics of the PR process. They 
highlighted impart ialit y, fairness, competence, and decision 
issues as key elements in the process of improving an art icle 
and making decisions. In considering the competence of the 
reviewers, it  became clear that  the best  evaluators were 
younger, with a bet ter curriculum vit ae,  belonging to 
prest igious research units, and were well known to editors.7 
It  has been suggested that  belonging to a prest igious 
academic inst itut ion may improve the quality of reviewers, 
as they will be immersed in a scient ifi c environment  and 
surrounded by the best  intellectual and material resources 
(computer and stat ist ical support , etc.).  It  has also been 
considered that  academic inst itut ions may offer “ protected 
t ime”  that  could be used for the PR process.20

Interest ingly, many studies41 have shown that  the quality 
of reviews-evaluated through validated “ scores” -declined 
as the academic rank of the evaluator increased. Stossel et  
al44 were the fi rst  to warn about  the existence of an inverse 
correlat ion between reputat ion as an opinion leader and 
academic level and the quality of the evaluat ions received. 
Reviewers with these characterist ics were also those who 
most  frequent ly refused to perform evaluat ions. A study by 
Evans et  al45 examined the curriculum vit ae of 201 internists. 
After eliminat ing the infl uence of many confounding 
variables, only age <40 years and working for academic 
inst itut ions of excellence predicted a higher quality of 
evaluat ions. Gender, belonging to the Editorial Commit tee, 
being a prolifi c author, or having a high academic rank did 
not  affect  the quality of reviews. In this study, 45 a reviewer 
who was younger than 40 years, known to the editor, who 

belonged to a prest igious university, and was anonymous to 
the authors (4% of the reviewers) had an 87% probabilit y of 
generat ing a high quality review. In cont rast , if  the reviewer 
possessed none of these characterist ics, the probabilit y was 
only of 7%.

A study by Black46 evaluated the reviews of 420 manuscripts 
submit ted to BMJ. Only age <40 years and formal t raining in 
epidemiology were associated with the quality of the 
reviews. Academic affi liat ion, experience in publishing or 
research and membership of the Editorial Commit tee were 
not  associated with evaluat ion quality. In turn, in the work 
by Kliewer,20 the evaluat ions by the editors of a radiology 
j ournal were also bet ter in the case of younger reviewers 
and of those who worked at  academic inst itut ions. Once 
again, neither gender, years of experience as a reviewer, 
academic rank, or fi nal evaluat ion of the manuscript  were 
associated with the scores given to the quality of reviews.

Finally, Callahan et  al47 studied the relat ionship between 
the quality of the reviews and previous evaluator t raining or 
experience. In this study, 307 reviewers completed a 
st ructured quest ionnaire on dif ferent  variables that  
at tempted to analyze their prior experience. Subsequent ly, 
editors prospect ively evaluated, over a period of 4 years, 
the reviews received (2,856 reports in total).  Using a 
validated and standardised quality scale, the following 
were ident ifi ed: 1) reviewers of excellence and 2) 
sat isfactory reviewers; both groups were compared with 
the remaining reviewers. In a mult ivariate analysis, variables 
such as academic rank, formal t raining in crit ical reading, 
or stat ist ical methods, or being the principal invest igator in 
fi nanced proj ects, were not  related to the quality of the 
reviews. Surprisingly, belonging to the ethics commit tee of 
a hospital was associated with worse evaluat ions. The only 
independent  predictors of quality of reviews were working 
at  a university and evaluator youth. Being a member of 
other Editorial Commit tees (for reviewers of excellence) or 
having belonged to scholarship select ion commit tees (for 
sat isfactory reviewers) helped only part ially to improve 
some of the quality variables. The authors concluded that  
there are no clear academic backgrounds that  help to 
reliably ident ify the best  reviewers. This highlights the 
importance for editors of supervising very closely the quality 
of reviews and, in general, the ent ire PR process of their 
j ournals.47

Current study

Mat ías-Guiu et  al,9 f rom the management  team of 
NEUROLOGIA, analysed the profi le of external experts who 
assessed works for this publicat ion in the past  3.5 years in 
relat ion to the characterist ics of their evaluat ions. To 
ident ify the profi le of the best  reviewers, they analysed 
age, gender, and membership or not  of the j ournal Editorial 
Commit tee. The response rate to requests to review art icles 
increased as the age of evaluators decreased and when the 
invited experts were women. Editorial Commit tee 
membership did not  produce a bet ter response rate, even 
though the evaluators of this group responded more rapidly.9 
This study provides an in-depth profi le of the best  evaluators 
of medical j ournals in our scient ifi c, social and healthcare 
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environment . To our knowledge, there are no similar 
editorial works on this subj ect  in our count ry. The issue is 
relevant  because these study fi ndings may serve to improve 
and st reamline the PR process.

Time and rate of response

With good reason, any reviews for which the reviewers 
stated that  they could not  perform the requested evaluat ion 
in the given t ime were excluded from the analysis in this 
study.9 It  is clear that  even the best  reviewers can 
occasionally be overburdened with excessive clinical work 
or prior academic commitments. It  is always best  to advise 
the editors as soon as possible when the evaluat ion cannot  
be completed, to allow the editorial team suffi cient  t ime to 
fi nd a replacement . Otherwise, undesirable delays take 
place, which damage authors’  interests and j ournal prest ige. 
This problem can be understood as something that  rarely 
happens in terms of elite assessors who should always 
priorit ise their commitment  the j ournal.2,14 It  is not  
uncommon for the authors who complain most  bit terly when 
their work is delayed during PR, to be the same ones from 
whom publishers have to repeatedly request  to send their 
evaluat ions.2 In realit y, a t ime of 4 weeks is more than 
reasonable to accommodate prior commitments. In fact , 
most  medical j ournals current ly receive the requested 
evaluat ions within a period of 15 days.2 Evaluat ion t ime 
impacts on the period for the fi rst  editorial decision (the 
most  important ) and on total publicat ion t ime for 
manuscripts accepted. These are key aspects of editorial 
quality, with implicat ions at  both the scient ifi c (for 
researchers) and the bibliomet ric (for the j ournal it self) 
levels.3,8 One of the most  interest ing outcomes of the study 
variables is the average t ime to receive the evaluat ions, 
which was 31 days. As commented, this is a reasonable 
t ime, but  at  the same t ime, it  points to an opportunity for 
improvement  in publishing. This should be carefully 
considered within a st rategy of “ j oint  effort ” ,  which not  
only relates to the editors of the j ournal but  to all the 
members of this society, as well as authors or readers, who 
will be the direct  benefi ciaries of the quality improvements 
obtained.

Age

It  has been suggested that  younger reviewers detect  errors 
in the manuscripts bet ter than more senior reviewers. 13 
Apart  from an interest  in achieving professional recognit ion, 
they have often received t raining in design skills, 
methodology, and stat ist ics more recent ly, and have a 
bet ter knowledge of the basis for innovat ive diagnost ic or 
therapeut ic techniques commonly the subj ect  or basis of 
scient ifi c studies.20 Younger reviewers also search for more 
data in the literature and are more open and recept ive to 
accept  new ideas; older ones more often rely on their 
experience and their views consequent ly remain more 
ent renched, which has been denominated “ confi rmat ion 
bias” .20 It  has also been suggested that  older reviewers and 
those with higher academic ranks are less impressed by new 
works and tend to give lower global scores to manuscripts.31 
It  has already been pointed out  that , in all the studies 

considered, young reviewers presented bet ter review 
quality.44-47

Females

Somet imes women need to work harder to ascend the slippery 
ladder of academic advancement  and to address the now 
cliché “ glass ceiling” .48-51 Although women comprise more 
than half of medical students in developed countries, their 
presence in relevant  academic posit ions is st ill very low and 
certainly lower than might  be expected.48-50 Some studies 
have suggested that  women write fewer art icles in scient ifi c 
j ournals. They are also less frequent ly invited to write 
editorial comments in prest igious j ournals and are poorly 
represented on Editorial Commit tees.48-51 Even in Spain, 
recent  data confi rms this problem.48 It  has been speculated 
that  the inherent  compet it iveness of the academic world 
requires longer working hours that  many women decide 
against . It  has also been suggested that  women are generally 
more oriented towards posit ions with a clinical component  or 
towards teaching than towards research. This could explain, 
at  least  in part , their lower presence in the academic 
world.48-51 The posit ive part  of the informat ion available is 
that  this situat ion is changing and in the majority of studies, 
both in Spain and internat ionally, the number of female 
authors is increasing progressively.48-51 Furthermore, with 
regard to PR quality, their behaviour is very similar to that  of 
men and has even been bet ter in some studies. A study by the 
JAMA editors52 suggested that , compared with female 
reviewers, male reviewers gave ext reme recommendat ions 
for acceptance or rej ect ion more frequent ly. The survey data 
presented in this issue of NEUROLOGIA9 indicate that  women 
obtained excellent  results in the PR process. It  remains to be 
determined whether the younger age of women in this study 
(46 vs 52 years) condit ioned the results of their responses or 
if such results could be t raced direct ly to other issues related 
with gender. It  would also have been interest ing to know the 
percentage of female reviewers who belonged to Editorial 
Commit tees and whether this affected the results obtained. 
These data may help to clarify the complex relat ionship that  
seems to exist  between these three factors and their potent ial 
infl uence on the response variables analysed. In any case, 
the work by Mat ías-Guiu et  al9 convincingly demonstrated 
that , in our country, women are evaluators as good as, if not  
bet ter than, men. Consequent ly, not  only should they become 
increasingly involved in the PR process, but  their presence on 
the Editorial Commit tees of our j ournals should cont inue 
growing.48

Editorial committee members 

In this study, the age of reviewers belonging to the Editorial 
Commit tee was higher than that  of simple j ournal 
collaborators (54 vs 49 years). However, the average delay 
of Editorial Commit tee members was lower than that  of 
non-member collaborators (26 vs 33 days).9 This could point  
to the fact  that  members of the Editorial Commit tee of this 
j ournal are especially encouraged and clearly commit ted to 
their task. The lack of a “ fat igue phenomenon”  in the 
reviewers used most  often also demonst rates that  the 
j ournal editors are able to encourage their most  t rusted 
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members. As an example, the reviewer who received the 
highest  number of requests was, surprisingly, also the one 
who took less t ime to complete them (14 requests for 
review, with an average delay of only 11 days). 9 Interest ingly, 
a recent  study53 seems to suggest  that  members of a 
j ournal’s Editorial Commit tee publish more in the same 
j ournal than members of other equivalent  Editorial 
Commit tees. It  is unclear whether this could be due to 
internal biases in the PR process or editorial decisions, or to 
the preferent ial referral of manuscripts to reviewers with 
whom they were more familiar.

Members of the Editorial Commit tee of a j ournal should 
express all the scient ifi c dynamism of that  society. The most  
scient ifi cally act ive members should play a bigger role in 
the PR process. More senior members may at  t imes take on 
an increasing number of academic responsibilit ies that  
make it  diffi cult  for them to maintain the quality standards 
required by the PR process. Although it  could be considered 
that  these members should be replaced at  that  t ime, this 
decision may not  be easy, as many of them may have 
signifi cant  internat ional prest ige. It  must  be remembered 
that  the indicators that  refl ect  j ournal quality evaluate, 
among other considerat ions, the internat ional prest ige and 
scient ifi c impact  of it s Editorial Commit tee members. Most  
likely, the ideal situat ion would be to st rike a balance and 
maximise collaborat ion from the most  prest igious members 
of a society while simultaneously renewing the commit tee 
with young, enthusiast ic members, even if  their internat ional 
prest ige has not  yet  become consolidated. In any case, the 
choice of the Editorial Commit tee is the editor’s sole 
responsibilit y2,6 and this decision should always take into 
account  scient ifi c aspects and the best  interest  of the 
j ournal fi rst ,  before other, more polit ical considerat ions.

Other aspects of the study

There are some potent ially interest ing aspects not  analysed 
in this study but  that  could be taken into account  in future 
studies. As noted, most  biomedical j ournals “ rate”  their 
own reviewers, but  the editors often keep these rat ings 
private.2 Regardless of response rate and delay, editors 
assess the reviews according to their quality, depth, and 
scient ifi c rigor. This aspect  of “ quality of reviews”  in relat ion 
to evaluator profi le has not  been analysed in this study, but  
it  would be very interest ing to know whether, also in our 
count ry, this variable is infl uenced by the evaluators’  
scient ifi c profi les. Knowing if  the best  evaluators have a 
part icularly act ive role as authors in prest igious nat ional or 
internat ional publicat ions or if  they are mainly related to 
the academic world could be of great  interest . However, 
this process would have required a much more complex 
methodology than that  used in the current  study, 9 which has 
unquest ionable internal validity because it  is ext remely 
st raight forward (direct  data obtained from the regist ry of 
the Spanish Society of Neurology members).

What can we do to stimulate our reviewers?

Paradoxically, despite the great  importance of the PR 
process, this academic act ivity is largely unrecognised. Due 

to reviewer anonymity, only the editors know the real value 
of their work. Carrying out  a good review report  in a short  
t ime is a voluntary effort  that  can only generate further 
requests...  and more work.4-7,10-14 Therefore, without  explicit  
recognit ion, over t ime it  can be tempt ing to abandon the 
PR process and dedicate that  t ime to other, more “ profi table”  
academic act ivit ies instead.

Being invited to review an art icle for a prest igious j ournal 
is considered an honour. Many t imes this effort  of “ academic 
alt ruism”  is performed j ust  to feel like an act ive member of 
the scient ifi c community. In this family we are all authors 
but , at  the same t ime, we must  all serve as reviewers. The 
reward for being an author is very clear. The most  signifi cant  
reward for reviewers is the knowledge that  they have 
helped to improve the quality of the science being published. 
Over t ime, consolidated authors are usually invited to j oin 
an Editorial Commit tee. However, this “ showcase”  is very 
limited and not  all quality reviewers can gain access to it . 2 
One of the most  unpleasant  problems faced by j ournal 
editors with well-established Editorial Commit tees is seeing 
how some good young reviewers who cannot  be incorporated 
(and recognised) despite several years of excellent  
performance, end up becoming disappointed and not  
accept ing new review requests.2

What  tangible incent ives can be offered to encourage a 
system so vital to the health of the scient ifi c process? There 
are other incent ives apart  from the recognit ion of 
part icipat ing as a collaborator (let ters to the editor or 
publicat ion of acknowledgements in special pages) or 
belonging to the Editorial Commit tee.2 Many scient ifi c 
societ ies award formal cont inuous medical educat ion 
credits for PR act ivit ies.2,14 The number of hours used to 
complete such reviews can be established and counted as 
an accredited act ivity. In fact , some publicat ions have 
developed a “ score”  that  weighs a combinat ion-although 
with dif ferent  importance-of quality, number of reviews, 
and t ime spent  in carrying them out . 2 Each reviewer can 
reach an annual score that  automat ically grants the 
corresponding credits for cont inuous educat ion. Evaluators 
can also be rewarded with free access to the j ournal’s 
bibliomet ric search engines or with free subscript ions to 
the publicat ion. Another well-established method to reward 
PR work is to invite the reviewer to write an accompanying 
editorial,  to put  the most  notable aspects of the accepted 
original art icle into perspect ive.2 This seems part icularly 
successful,  as such reviewers are, by defi nit ion, experts on 
the subj ect  and know the art icle in depth so they can easily 
highlight  it s merits and limitat ions. In many count ries, this 
work can also be rewarded with special recommendat ion 
let ters from editors for academic promot ions. Finally, some 
j ournals reward their best  reviewers with specifi c awards 
(elite reviewer), which are offi cially presented at  relevant  
scient ifi c meet ings.2,14

There is st il l much work to do. It  is essent ial for medical 
and scient ifi c societ ies to promote having PR act ivit ies 
adequately recognised as academic merit .  This is t rue for 
both the standards for staff  posit ions and for compet it ive 
promot ions at  university level. Achieving such academic 
recognit ion is the best  way to acknowledge how important  
PR act ivit ies are, so that -together-we can cont ribute to 
maintaining the credibilit y of the scient ifi c process.
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