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Where Is the Value in Peer Reviews?
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Authors need to view reviewers’ comments not as judgments about the value of their
work, but as good data about potential readers of their articles. The editorial review pro-
cess does have deficiencies, the most serious being that reviewers should decide what arti-
cles warrant publication. “Peer review” should mean that reviewers and authors are
indeed peers. However, editors typically act as if reviewers have more competence and
more valid opinions than authors, and as if they themselves have the wisdom and knowl-
edge to impose constraints on manuscripts. Empirical evidence indicates that editorial
decisions incorporate bias and randommness. However, authors need to persuade potential
readers to read their articles and that authors’ideas and theories are plausible and useful.
Authors must adapt their manuscripts to readers’ perceptual frameworks. Nevertheless,
authors should remember that editors and reviewers are not superior and that the ulti-

mate decisions about what is right must come from inside themselves.
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MY GOLDEN RULE

Many years ago, when [ was a junior instructor and
had been receiving editorial feedback for only a cou-
ple of years, I formulated a rule for myself. This rule
has subsequently proven to be very valuable to me,
and so some years ago, I began to call it my Golden
Rule. The rule states:

No reviewer is ever wrong!

Why is this rule valuable? Well, the main reason is
that it makes an assertion that seems patently ludi-

crous and bizarre. Obviously, any human being, even
an editor or reviewer, may err. Sometimes editors or
reviewers make comments that appear stupid, or they
recommend changes that are misguided or unethical.
Occasionally reviewers seem arrogant, disrespectful,
evennasty. So to declare that reviewers’ comments are
never wrong might appear irrational, but this appar-
ent irrationality draws attention to a more fundamen-
tal truth: Every editor and every reviewer is a sample
from the population of potential readers. Indeed, a
reviewer is likely to be an unrepresentative sample in
that reviewers probably read more carefully than do
most readers, and almost every reviewer plows
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through an entire manuscript instead of giving up in
disgust or boredom after only a few pages.

The central purpose of my Golden Rule is to compel
me to regard reviewers’ comments not as judgments
about the value of my research or the quality of my
writing, but as data about the potential audience for
my articles. If a reviewer interprets one of my state-
ments in a different way than I intended, other read-
ers, possibly many other readers, are likely to interpret
this statement differently than I intended, so I should
revise the statement to make such misinterpretations
less likely. If a reviewer thinks that I made a method-
ological error, other readers, possibly many of them,
are also likely to think that I made this error, so |
should revise my manuscript to explain why my
methodology is appropriate. If a reviewer recom-
mends that I cite literature that I deem irrelevant, other
readers are also likely to think that this litcrature is rel-
evant, so I should explain why it is irrelevant. In gen-
eral, I should attend very carefully to the thoughts of
anyone who has read my words rather carefully. These
are much more realistic data than the polite but super-
ficial comments of close colleagues, who may have
read my manuscript hastily and who do not want to
hurt my feelings. Good data about readers’ reactions
are hard to obtain, and good data can never be
“wrong.”

My Golden Rule does not assert that I should
always follow reviewers’ advice. Absolutely not!
Their advice derives from their interpretations of
what they thought [ was trying to say, which may not
be what I actually intended to say. What reviewers
advise often conflicts with advice 1 get from col-
leagues, so I have to decide what advice is more use-
ful. Most of the time, reviewers’ advice also conforms
to widely accepted beliefs about proper methodology,
which, in my experience, are often incorrect. Indeed,
there would be no point in doing research if all wide-
spread beliefs were reliably correct.

Current editorial practices do have serious defi-
ciencies, and the main deficiency, I believe, is the
premise that reviewers should decide what articles
should be published. The act of rendering judgment
creates a hierarchical relation between a reviewer and
an author that benefits neither of them and that may—
likely does—keep innovative research from appear-
ing in prestigious journals. Even when a reviewer
intends to say “perhaps this might be a useful sugges-
tion,” the author is likely to hear “do this or we will
reject your manuscript.”
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“Peer review” should mean that reviewers and
authors are indeed peers. However, editors typically
act as if reviewers are more competent than authors
and as if reviewers’ opinions have more validity than
authors” opinions. Editors also typically act as if they
themselves have the wisdom and knowledge to
impose constraints on manuscripts. Such behaviors
create power differences that not only contradict the
concept of peer review but also invite reviewers and
editors to indulge their idiosyncrasics. As lLord
Acton’s hoary dictum implies, editorial power tends
to corrupt, and absolute editorial power. ... Very few
editors or reviewers remain able to refrain from think-
ing, “I could say this better,” “I see a more interesting
problem,” and “I could design a better study.”

Before, during, and after my period as the editor of
Administrative Science Quarterly (ASQ), the journal
sent every accepted manuscript to a botanist for copy-
editing. ASQ employed this botanist as a way to fur-
ther its effort to communicate to an interdisciplinary
audience, the premise being that a management arti-
cle that a botanist could understand would also be
understandable to a wide varicty of readers. Over
time, however, the botanist increasingly made imperi-
ous and detailed demands of authors and increasingly
expressed disdain for authors” own writing. We some-
times received complaints from authors who were
protesting the botanist’s style preferences or the tone
of the botanist’s remarks. A crisis occurred when the
botanist wrote on the manuscript of a very famous and
distinguished author, “This looks like the ramblings
of a senile old man speaking before a Rotary Club!”
Thereafter, with cvery copyedited manuscript sent
back to authors, I attached a letter explaining (a) that
the copyeditor was a botanist, (b) that ASQ used a bot-
anist to copyedit precisely because the botanist might
not understand nuances and jargon, and (c) that the
author was free to ignore the botanist’s suggestions
and comments because they were merely suggestions.
Of course, L also told the botanist what I was saying to
authors. The botanist’s comments developed a differ-
ent tone, and we never again received a complaint
from an author, yet it appeared that authors were
following the botanist’s suggestions more thoroughly
than before.

TWO PERSONAL EXPERIENCES

Two storics exemplify some issucs with peer
review asjournals now use it. The first story illustrates
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the dependence of reviewers’ evaluations on their per-
sonal frames of reference. The second shows the ran-
domness inherent in editorial decisions.

In 1999, I participated in a 5-person committee that
chose the winners of the Academy of Management’s
William Newman Award for the best paper presented
at the annual meeting that was based on a recent doc-
toral dissertation. Each division could nominate only
one paper, so each of the nominated papers repre-
sented very high quality according to the values and
norms of the division that nominated it. Ten divisions
submitted nominations. The papers reflected the
diversity of the Academy’s divisions; and likewise,
the committee members represented diverse method-
ological and topical interests. Each committee mem-
ber rated three papers as “high,” four papers as
“medium,” and three papers as “low.” Nine papers
received “high” ratings from at least one committee
member, and nine papers received “low” ratings from
at least one committee member. The difference was
small between the highest average rating and the low-
est. As a result, the committee members inferred that
the ratings had not really identified an ordering of
shared beliefs about quality but rather echoed the
mutually inconsistent beliefs of the committee mem-
bers. Seeing no way to resolve our differences, and
feeling some guilt because we were not recognizing all
forms of excellence, we made the award to the three
papers with the highest average ratings, three being
the maximum number of awards we were allowed to
make.

When I became the editor of Administrative Science
Quarterly, my predecessor gave me a thigh-high stack
of manuscripts that were awaiting review. He said he
had sent no manuscripts out for review for several
months because he thought I would like to have a low
backlog of accepted articles. Embarrassed that so
many authors had been waiting so long for feedback, I
weeded out the obviously inappropriate topics and
then sent manuscripts to hundreds of reviewers. At
that time, ASQ was seeking to encompass all aspects
of management, so the manuscripts and reviewers
were quite diverse. After 2 or 3 months, L had received
more than 500 pairs of reviews. The property of these
reviews that struck me most vividly was their incon-
sistency: A surprisingly (to me) small fraction of the
reviewers agreed with each other. Counting an
“accept” as 1,a “revise” as 0, and a “reject” as -1, [ cal-
culated a correlation. It was 0.12. Given the large sam-
ple size, this correlation was statistically significant,
but it was practically insignificant. It was so low that

knowing what one reviewer had said about a manu-
script would tell me almost nothing about what a
second reviewer had said or would say.

I also observed that about 25% of the reviews rec-
ommended accept, about 25% recommended revise,
and about 50% recommended reject. If any two
reviews are utterly independent, the probability of a
manuscript receiving two accepts should be about
25% x 25% = 6%, and the probability of a manuscript
receiving two rejects should be about 50% x 50% =
25%. The remaining 69% should receive mixed
reviews. These frequencies are close to the ones I expe-
rienced as ASQ’s editor. I responded by accepting the
6% that received two accepts, rejecting the 25% that
received two rejects, and soliciting revisions from the
69% that received mixed reviews.

BEYOND MY PERSONAL EXPERIENCES

Was my experience atypical? Acceptances are prob-
ably less frequent and rejections more frequent than I
observed. Table 1 shows the frequencies with which
reviewers for four journals recommended accept,
revise, or reject.

Studies of peer review in psychology and sociology
suggest that agreement between reviewers is low
throughout the social sciences. The Consumer Psy-
chology division of the American Psychological Asso-
ciation ran a contest that resembles and differs from
the William Newman Award. The division set out to
choose the best paper submitted to a meeting, using 10
former presidents of the division as raters. Bowen,
Perloff, and Jacoby (1972) observed the ratings and
found that the coefficient of concordance among raters
was only 0.11. As was the case for the Newman
Award, all these papers were ones that someone
deemed excellent; however, unlike the Newman
Award, these papers all fell into a common topic
domain where norms should be rather uniform.

Cicchetti (1980) reported the highest interrater cor-
relations that have been published. He examined
reviewers of manuscripts submitted to the American
Psychologist and calculated several interrater correla-
tions that fell between 0.52 and 0.54. However, when
he repeated this study 1 year later, the interrater corre-
lation dropped to 0.38.

Later, Cicchetti (1991) reported interrater kappas
for 10 psychological and sociological journals, which
ranged from 0.21 to 0.44.° Interrater kappas were
somewhat lower for the various criteria that the jour-
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Table 1
Frequencies of Recommendations by Reviewers

Academy of Journal of

Management Personality & American

Journaland  Social Psychology ~ Psychologist
Review' (Scott, 1974)  (Cicchetti, 1980)

Accept 13% 9% 19%
Revise 34% 25% 18%
Reject 53% 66% 63%

nals asked reviewers to consider; these ranged from
0.07 to 0.37. Although a few authors and editors have
speculated that interrater agreement tends to be
higher where journals have narrower foci, the evi-
dence for this notion is weak.

Low agreement between reviewers is also an issue
in the medical sciences. For instance, Cicchetti (1991)
reported interrater kappas for six biomedical journals
that ranged from 0.26 to 0.37. Rothwell and Martyn
(2000) reported much lower interrater kappas for two
neuroscience journals. In journal A, the accept-reject
kappas averaged 0.08; and in journal B, these kappas
averaged 0.28. These journals also asked reviewers to
rate the priority that a manuscript should have. In
journal A, the priority kappas averaged -0.12; in jour-
nal B, these kappas averaged 0.27.

Gottfredson (1978), Gottfredson and Gottfredson
(1982), and Wolff (1970) found that reviewers for psy-
chological journals agree rather strongly with each
other about the properties that manuscripts ought to
exhibit. Unfortunately, reviewers do not agree
strongly when asked about the properties of specific
manuscripts; the correlations range from 0.16 to 0.50.
Gottfredson (1977, 1978) found that reviewers do dis-
tinguish between the quality of a manuscript and its
probable impact on its field, however reviewers’ rat-
ings of impact correlate only 0.14 with later citations.
In fact, the practical correlation is nil because review-
ers’ ratings of impact correlate 0.03 with later citations
for most articles. The 0.14 correlation occurs because a
few articles receive high impact ratings from
reviewers and also many later citations.

Mahoney (1977, 1979) submitted five manuscripts
to 75 people who had recently reviewed for the Journal
of Applied Behavior Analysis. The manuscripts were
nearly identical except that some of them reported
negative results, some positive results, and some
mixed results. Mahoney chose reviewers who were
likely to prefer positive results, and indeed the
reviewers did generally give higher ratings of scien-
tific contribution to manuscripts that reported posi-
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tive results, and the reviewers were much more likely
to recommend acceptance or minor revision of manu-
scripts that reported positive results. The interrater
correlations were 0.30 for recommendations about
publication and ratings of scientific contribution, but
close to zero for ratings of methodology, relevance,
and the quality of discussion. Yet the ratings of meth-
odology correlated 0.94 with recommendations about
publication. It appears that reviewers criticize the
methodology of studies that contradict the theories
they prefer, and they applaud the methodology of
studies that support the theories they prefer.

Other studies have also reported reviewers’ biases.
Mahoney, Kazdin, and Kenigsberg (1978) found that
reviewers are more likely to render favorable opinions
about manuscripts that cite in-press studies by the
manuscripts’ authors. Nylenna, Riis, and Karlsson
(1994) found that reviewers give higher ratings to a
manuscript in English than to the same manuscript in
the author s native language. Horrobin (1990) is one of
several authors who has complained that reviewers
with investments in prior research impede the publi-
cation of innovative research, with one result being
that more innovative research tends to appear in
lower-status journals. Ellison (2002) found that review
processes of economics journals take longer when
manuscripts fall into editors” areas of specialization,
possibly because the editors do more nitpicking.

Ellison (2002) also observed that reviews were tak-
ing about 12 to 18 months longer in 2000 than in 1970.
He attributed this slowdown to (a) manuscripts grow-
ing longer, (b) manuscripts having more coauthors,
and (c) increasing focus on publishing in a few very
prestigious journals. Ellison estimated, however, that
these factors accounted for less than one half of the
slowdown that has occurred, and he turned up no evi-
dence that published articles had significantly higher
quality in 2000 than in 1970.

Perhaps the most discussed and controversial
study of peer review was the one by Peters and Ceci
(1982), who resubmitted 12 articles to the journals that
had published them just 18 to 32 months carlier. All 12
journals were highly regarded ones, and the articles
had originally been written by authors from presti-
gious psychology departments. However, the
resubmissions bore fictitious authors” names and
return addresses at obscure institutions. The submis-
sions went to 38 editors and reviewers. Three of these
editors or reviewers detected that the articles had
already been published, which cut the sample to nine
articles thathad 18 reviewers. Sixteen of the 18 review-
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ers recommended rejection, and the editors rejected
eight of the nine articles. The most prevalent reasons
for rejection were “serious methodological flaws,”
including inappropriate statistical analyses and faulty
study design.

WHY DO THESE STATISTICS MATTER?

Of course, everyone who has submitted several
manuscripts to journals has experienced inconsistent
reviews, and every academic has heard many stories
about the inconsistent reviews received by colleagues.
Nevertheless, such experiences inevitably leave us
wondering if we are the unfortunate ones, if others of
more talent and greater skill receive helpful, positive
reviews.

Statistical studies put our individual experiences in
perspective and provide credible evidence that we are
not the only ones who must deal with conflicting
demands, many of which seem to be ill founded. With
rare exceptions, the data indicate that there is little
agreement among reviewers. Agreement between
reviewers is especially low concerning specific prop-
erties of a manuscript, and somewhat higher for rat-
ings of scientific contribution and their recommenda-
tions about publication. However, the correlations are
very low between reviewers’ ratings of scientific con-
tribution and later citations of published articles, so
there may also be low correlations between reviewers’
recommendations about publication and manu-
scripts” contributions to knowledge as appraised by
readers generally.

So how should one react? Ata social level, the spec-
trum of reactions has been remarkably wide, as dem-
onstrated by the numerous commentaries accompa-
nying the articles by Cicchetti (1991) and by Peters and
Ceci (1982). Peer review arouses very diverse emo-
tions, beliefs, and ambitions. It angers, it reassures, it
intimidates, it tramples egos, and it puffs them up. For
some, peer review demonstrates the vacuousness and
unreliability of social science; for others, the substance
and reliability of social science. Responses range from
abstract to quibbling, from idealistic to pragmatic,
from outraged to philosophical (Baumeister, 1990;
Bedeian, 1996a, 1996b; Holbrook, 1986).

Harnad (1986) observed that attitudes toward peer
review depend on whether people believe that most
published research is “significant and essential” or
“neither significant nor essential.” However does not
this phrasing implicitly understate the role of social

construction? It is people, acting collectively, that
determine what is significant and essential. Processes
of communication, social influence, and consensus
building transform the insignificant into the signifi-
cant, the inessential into the essential, the irrelevant
into the interesting, perceptions into facts, conjectures
into theories, beliefs into truths. For instance, Davis
(1971) analyzed the properties that help sociological
contributions to attract attention and to exert influ-
ence. He inferred that such contributions have presen-
tational ingredients that create tension in readers and
make the topics seem “interesting.” Faddishness is
also involved: Meehl (1991) noted that psychologists
have lost interest in older theories.

Disagreements about what is significant and essen-
tial play quite important parts in the development of
widely shared perceptions and beliefs. Kuhn (1970)
argued that some scientific fields develop for long
periods around stable paradigms that determine the
criteria for choosing problems and the methods of
research. A new paradigm does not emerge until
doubt about the existing paradigm grows strong and
spreads widely. Such is not the world of management
thought, however. In the social and economic sci-
ences, including management, paradigms are multi-
tude, vague, and ever changing. Researchers do not
behave as if agreements exist about some beliefs and
perceptions being correct. Almost every researcher
discards prior findings and proposes new laws, and
minor revisions of existing theories get distinctive
names and attract enthusiastic adherents. Conse-
quently, the research process tends to follow dialectic
trajectories: A new assertion elicits a contrary asser-
tion; indeed, merely stating a hypothesis may be suffi-
cient stimulus to elicit a contrary hypothesis. The
ensuing debates often yield syntheses that combine
the opposing hypotheses in more complex frame-
works; such integration expands perceptions. How-
ever, until such syntheses occur, the proponents of
alternative viewpoints continue to quarrel about ter-
minology and methodology and to spurn each other’s
manuscripts. Partly because researchers have not
agreed about what they know, knowledge has not
accumulated, and today’s theories work no better
than do those of 50 years ago (Webster & Starbuck,
1988).

The statistics about acceptance rates and reviewers’
inconsistent opinions also support a basic truth: Every
manuscript can be said to deserve rejection. Every
manuscript contains poorly phrased statements.
Every manuscript fails to mention some relevant liter-
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ature. Every manuscript makes arguments that could
be more cleanly reasoned. Every theory overlooks
some potentially important contingencies. Every
design for a study has defects. All data have limita-
tions and defects. Every analytic technique makes
unrealistic assumptions. Every useful study demon-
strates its own inadequacy by revealing aspects of the
studied situation(s) that the researchers did not antici-
pate. One finding of every empirical study is that the
rescarch could have been done better.

HOW SHOULD WE DEAL WITH IT?

So, we can interpret the inconsistency of reviewers’
opinions as evidence that social science is progressing
normally and also as reason to place our own judg-
ments alongside or ahead of the judgments of review-
ers and editors. Nevertheless, we still have to cope
with muddled and hostile environments for our
research.

Peter and Olson (1983) contended that social scien-
tists should view research as “the marketing of ideas
in the form of substantive and methodological theo-
ries” (p. 111). Authors need to win audiences for their
work—to persuade potential readers to read their arti-
cles and to convince actual readers that the ideas and
theories in articles are plausible and useful. Social sci-
entists who believe they have something valuable to
contribute have to be willing to persuade others of this
value; and to do that, they must adapt their manu-
scripts to the perceptual frameworks of potential
readers.

For example, an author’s taking credit for ideas
makes writing less persuasive and reduces the ideas’
influence on readers. Highly persuasive writing gives
rcaders the impression that what they are reading
makes such perfectly good sense that it expresses their
own thoughts. When authors refer explicitly to them-
selves by saying “I,” “we,” “us,” “my,” or “our,” they
remind readers that they are reading the authors’
ideas, not the readers’ own idcas and, consequently,
make it more difficult for readers to perceive the ideas
as their own. Authors who want their ideas to have
wide influence have to give their ideas away. After
reading our manuscript “Camping on seesaws”
(Hedberg, Nystrom, & Starbuck, 1976), a reviewer
said, “This is so obvious that I can’t figure out why no
one has said it before.” Although I thought the
reviewer intended this remark as criticism, 1 smiled
with satisfaction.

Starbuck / VALUE IN PEER REVIEWS 349

In addition, if authors want innovative ideas to
receive wide acceptance, they need to frame their
innovations to make them acceptable to as many read-
ers as possible. People generally resist radically new
ideas that devalue their current beliefs, whereas they
welcome incrementally new ideas that enrich their
current beliefs (Normann, 1971). Thus, authors can
increase acceptance of their innovations by portraying
them as being incremental enhancements of wide-
spread beliefs, however doing this makes the idcas
less radical and less interesting. The essential skill is to
present interesting enhancements, not obvious ones.

Peter and Olsen (1983) discussed several product
attributes that may make theories more marketable,
advocate test-marketing theories, and advisc authors
to evaluate alternative distribution channels and
alternative pricing policics. The reports we receive
from reviewers can help with all of these issucs.
Reviews implicitly identify some product attributes
that impede acceptance of our theories, signal the
likely appropriateness of specific distribution chan-
nels, and point out elements of manuscripts that make
them expensive from the viewpoints of some readers.
Of course, one should also seek such information by
presenting research seminars and soliciting feedback
from colleagues, and it makes sense to do these things
before submitting manuscripts to journals.

During my term as editor of Administrative Science
Quarterly, only about one half of the authors whom |
invited to revise actually submitted revisions that dif-
fered noticeably from the earlier manuscripts. The
other one half either submitted very superficial revi-
sions or took their manuscripts elsewhere. Thus,
authors’ motivation and belief in their work play large
parts in determining whether their manuscripts make
it into print. Some authors respond to negative feed-
back by withdrawing or refusing to comply, whereas
other authors respond by demonstrating persistence
and some degree of compliance. Although noisy and
inconsistent environments pose challenges, ambigu-
ity creates opportunities for authors to engineer suc-
cess through persistence, adaptation, symbolic
behavior, and intelligent marketing.

Although those who seek success as social science
researchers should observe and adapt to the consum-
ers of their work, researchers dare not depend on edi-
tors and reviewers to tell them whatis right. Research-
ers should regard editors and reviewers as peers, not
as betters. If one tries to follow his or her inconsistent
advice slavishly, onc is going to say and do some very
silly things. The ultimate decisions about what is right
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must come from inside oneself, expressing one’s own
expertise, way of thinking, and ethics.

NOTES

1. Statistics for the Academy of Management Journal and
Academy of Management Review are taken from 1996 reports
by Angelo DeNisi and Susan Jackson.

2. Kappa is a coefficient that represents the consistency
with which nominal variables were classified on repeated
occasions. Like a correlation coefficient, kappa ranges from
-1 to +1, and it equals zero when there is no consistency.
Fleiss (1981) argued that kappas over 0.75 indicate agree-
ment stronger than chance; Gardner (1995) recommended
that one should not analyze data further unless kappa
exceeds 0.70; and Landis and Koch (1977) offered the recom-
mendations in Table 2:

Table 2

Kappa Value Interpretation

Below 0.00 Poor

0.00 to 0.20 Slight

0.21 to 0.40 Fair

0.41 to 0.60 Moderate

0.61 to 0.80 Substantial
0.81 to 1.00 Almost perfect
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