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Introduction 
 
The journal peer review process is one of the most angst-inducing aspects 
of academic life, though, of course, peer review is endemic to the whole of 
academe: e.g. in employment, grant and promotion decisions (Tight 2022). 
Yet it seems to have a particular resonance when it comes to the production 
of journal articles. As a researcher and author, having carefully crafted your 
article over several weeks or more, on your own or with one or more 
colleagues, you send it off to what you believe to be an appropriate journal, 
and wait. It may be rejected almost immediately, or you may be asked to 
revise or re-write it in the light of the reviewers’ comments; and then the 
process starts again. 

The purpose of this short piece is to discuss some of the key issues that 
arise during this process, and, in doing so, possibly also suggest ways in 
which the process might be improved. I would not claim that I have all of 
the answers, but I do think it’s important to openly discuss these matters. 

 

Positionality 

I have to admit right from the start that I have ‘form’ in this area. I have 
been editing academic journals – Teaching at a Distance, Open Learning, 
Higher Education Quarterly, Studies in Higher Education, Assessment and 
Evaluation in Higher Education, Tertiary Education and Management - 
throughout my career. I have had articles published in dozens of journals, 
and have acted as a reviewer for all of those and dozens more. I have also 
edited dozens of books, and currently edit one book series, International 
Perspectives on Higher Education Research, and co-edit another, Theory 
and Method in Higher Education Research. So you may well have ‘suffered’ 
at my hands as reviewer and/or editor – if so, my apologies - just as I have 
suffered at the hands of others. 

 

Existing Studies 
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Twenty years ago, with many years’ experience of the journal publication 
process already under my belt, I decided to carry out a personal test of the 
veracity of the journal article reviewing process (Tight 2003). I had kept 
copies of all of the reviews of the articles I had submitted to journals over 
the previous ten years, together with the decisions taken on them by the 
editors concerned. I went through them, assessing whether the reviews 
were positive or negative in tone, or a mixture of the two. While this was a 
subjective assessment, it was surprisingly easy to do. I then cross-
tabulated the results against the editors’ verdicts, which was typically one 
of four decisions: accept, minor revisions, major revisions or reject. 

The pattern this exercise revealed was quite striking: the relationship 
between referees’ ratings and editorial decisions was far from obvious. 
Highly criticized articles had sometimes been accepted with little or no 
amendment required, while positively reviewed articles were sometimes 
rejected. Clearly, the opinion of one’s peers was not the only factor that 
mattered – other considerations were also in play. Two obvious additional 
factors are the editor’s own opinions and the limitations imposed by the 
amount of publication space available in the journal. 

This topic has also been the subject of more extensive research (Pontile 
and Torny 2015). Peters and Ceci (1982) went as far as resubmitting 
articles they had already published, with minor changes to hide their 
identities, to other journals: while most were rejected, there were no 
accusations of plagiarism (which was, of course, harder to establish 40 
years ago). Many studies have focused on the experience of a specific 
journal or nation (e.g. Atjonen 2018, Falkenberg and Soranno 2018, 
Hewings 2004). 
 
Journal article peer review has also been the subject of large-scale research 
synthesis. Bornmann, Mutz and Daniel (2010) undertook a meta-analysis 
of studies of the journal peer review process, identifying previous 
quantitative studies of the topic and combining their data. They identified 
70 reliability coefficients from 48 studies, which together had examined the 
assessment of 19,443 manuscripts. They found that the inter-rater 
reliability was low: in other words, journal reviewers seldom agreed with 
each other.   
 
This might, of course, be at least partly explained by the relatively simple 
rating scale used by many journals; the accept/minor/major/reject scale 
already referred to. What constitutes major revisions to one reviewer 
might, for example, easily be called minor revisions by another. There are 
also, however, cases where one reviewer recommends that an article 
should be accepted without any further work and another recommends 
rejection. While the obvious response of seeking a third opinion (perhaps 
that of the editor themselves) is pragmatic, it does ignore the underlying 
disparity of judgement. 
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Peer review practices also vary significantly. Hamilton et al (2020) report 
on: 
 

a survey of 322 editors of journals in ecology, economics, medicine, 
physics and psychology. We found that 49% of the journals surveyed 
checked all manuscripts for plagiarism, that 61% allowed authors to 
recommend both for and against specific reviewers, and that less 
than 6% used a form of open peer review. Most journals did not have 
an official policy on altering reports from reviewers, but 91% of 
editors identified at least one situation in which it was appropriate for 
an editor to alter a report. (p. 1) 

 
Thelwall (2023) reports on an analysis of ‘45,385 first round open reviews 
from published standard journal articles in 288 MDPI [an open access 
publisher] journals’, finding ‘substantial differences between journals and 
disciplines in review lengths, reviewer anonymity, review outcomes, and 
the use of attachments’ (p. 299). He found that: 
 

Physical Sciences journal reviews tended to be stricter and were more 
likely to be anonymous. Life Sciences and Social Sciences reviews 
were the longest overall. Signed reviews tend to be 15% longer 
(perhaps to be more careful or polite) but gave similar decisions to 
anonymous reviews. Finally, reviews with major revision outcomes 
tended to be 68% longer than reviews with for minor revision 
outcomes. (ibid) 

 
These analyses suggest that both the practices of peer review of academic 
journal articles and the accuracy of the results may be challenged. Some 
journals do publish explicit criteria, against which they ask their reviewers 
to make their judgements, often on a Likert-type scale of four or five 
options. There are questions, though, about how such criteria and 
instructions are interpreted, and whether they impact upon reviewers’ 
overall assessments. 
 
Another response, however, is to question just how much this matters? 
After all, authors receiving reviews of their work – even when it is rejected 
by the journal in question – are hopefully receiving at least some useful 
advice, which they may use in revising their articles for possible publication 
elsewhere. There are usually many alternative journals available, with 
higher or lower acceptance thresholds, in which publication may be sought. 
We might argue that academic authors simply have to get used to the rough 
and tumble of the article publication process. 
 
It is also possible, in certain circumstances, for authors to negotiate with 
journal editors, and even through the editor with their reviewers, over the 
treatment of their submission after a decision has been taken (Kumar, Rafiq 



4 
 

and Imam 2011). This can work to mutual benefit. Thus, in their study of 
selected science and engineering articles, Kumar et al report that: 
 

Most types of negotiations helped authors to improve presentation of 
their underlying concepts, quality, clarity, readability, grammar and 
technical contents of the article, besides offering an opportunity to 
rethink about several other aspects of the article that they overlooked 
during the preparation of manuscript. (p. 331) 

 
It is, of course, unrealistic in any case to expect unanimity of judgement 
amongst academics. Some may warm to a particular line of argument, 
theoretical framework and/or methodology, while others will be put off by 
or opposed to it. The academic world, at least in research terms, is built to 
a large extent on competition and disagreement. To some extent, reviewers 
might also be said to be acting in a ‘zero-sum’ game; that is, if they 
recommend the rejection of an article they are reviewing, there is 
potentially that much more space available for their own publications. 
 
It would be hard, however, to argue that the academic journal article review 
process works well, for, in addition to taking up an inordinate amount of 
(typically unpaid) time and effort, it causes a great deal of emotional upset 
among those whose efforts are being judged. It may be, of course, that the 
growing moves towards online, open and freely available publication, and 
towards researchers self-publishing their articles on their own websites, will 
go some way towards resolving these issues. Post-publication review, 
whether carried out formally or informally, also opens up the possibilities 
for a greater variety of opinions to be expressed, as well as for more 
engagement between academic authors and their readers. 
 

Some Key Issues 
 
I will now identify and discuss some of the troubling issues with the journal 
peer review process that I have identified over the years. This is a personal 
selection, presented in no particular order. You may have other troubling 
issues or disagree with my assessment – you may even want to respond to 
this article. 
 
 
Black Hole Journals and Editors 
 
The issue which troubles me most is what I call ‘black hole’ journals or 
editors; it’s black hole editors really, as they change with time and the 
experience with a particular journal changes with them. This is where you 
submit an article to a journal and you hear nothing – apart from the 
automatic acknowledgement produced by the system – for ages.  
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You can, of course, contact the editor or administrator to ask what is 
happening, but you will probably just get the standard reply that your 
article is still under review. There is also a risk here that you will irritate 
the editor or administrator, which may impact on their eventual decision.  
 
There is little that you can really do to expedite matters, apart from 
withdrawing your article, which is not always easy to do, and sending it 
somewhere else. I’d certainly advise your colleagues against submitting to 
the journal in question, though, at least for the time being. 
 
Some journals now detail average article turnaround times on their 
websites, which can give authors a little more leverage. 
 
 
Endless Rounds of Revision 
 
A contrasting experience is where the journal you have sent your article to 
is operating at least reasonably efficiently, and you receive the reviewers’ 
comments back and are asked to revise or re-write your article. If you’re 
wise, you take the reviewers’ comments seriously, make appropriate 
changes and/or additions to your article, and re-submit it with details of 
the changes you have made. 
 
The revised article is sent out for review again – perhaps to the same 
reviewers, to new reviewers, or a mixture – and in due course you receive 
their comments, in the light of which you are asked to make further 
revisions to your article. The review/revise/review/revise process may 
stretch over several rounds and last for well over a year. As the author it 
can feel like you are trapped in an endless cycle. 
 
As an editor myself, I think such a process is misguided and unproductive. 
One or two rounds of review and revision should be more than enough to 
reach a decision; academic publications are not meant to be perfect. 
 
 
Always Wanting a Different Article from the One you have Written 
 
This issue relates to how reviewers respond to the article you have 
submitted. At times it can seem that, while they may be interested in and 
engaged with what you have done and have to say, they would rather that 
you’d done something a bit different. They make suggestions for additional 
reading, data collection and analysis which would take your research in a 
different direction, as well as involving significant further work. They may 
also expect their own publications to be referenced. 
 
This kind of response can be very frustrating and difficult to counter. Your 
best option may well be to be open about it with the editor, who may be 
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understanding, or (again) to withdraw your article and send it elsewhere if 
they are not. 
 
 
When Will I Ever Get This Published? 
 
Sometimes when you’ve written something, you know it’s not the best thing 
you have ever written, but still feel that it’s worthy of publication. After all, 
you’ve read plenty of published articles which you did not think were of 
particularly high quality. 
 
But your article gets rejected by the first journal you send it to. You make 
some revisions in the light of the comments received and send it to another 
journal, but it gets rejected again. The rounds of revisions and rejections 
continue, and you begin to despair about whether you will ever get the 
article published. 
 
This issue is a bit like the ‘endless rounds of revision’ discussed earlier, 
except that it involves multiple journals rather than just one. The only 
response I can suggest here is a mixture of faith and persistence. See if 
you can beat your all-time record for the number of journals you’ve sent 
an article to. And try and keep your article up-to-date while the process is 
ongoing. 
 
 
Ways Forward 
 
In addition to being more selective about which journals (or editors) we 
target with our articles, and being more pro-active in withdrawing articles 
that aren’t getting anywhere, what other ways can we think of to improve 
the situation outlined? 
 
One of the key reservations expressed about those who review journal 
articles is their lack of training in the process. Many journals do, of course, 
provide guidance to their reviewers, and editors may engage with individual 
reviewers on particular issues. But editors also need to be careful not to 
expect too much: reviewing journal articles is usually done freely in the 
reviewer’s own time. 
 
General guidance on reviewing is also available in the research literature. 
For example, Chong and Lin (2023) argue that ‘Authors appreciate peer-
review feedback that is precise and detailed, providing specific and well-
justified suggestions that authors can act on… Good peer-review feedback 
does not focus on every single problem in a manuscript, but points out 
major concerns’ (p. 9). Yet, while it is good advice, it is not easy to 
implement. Garcia-Costa et al (2022) examined ‘a sample of 1.3 million 
reports submitted to 740 Elsevier journals in 2018–2020’ (p. 1). They found 



7 
 

that the developmental standards of peer review varied greatly by 
discipline, age and sex of reviewers. They concluded that ‘increasing the 
standards of peer review at journals requires effort to assess interventions 
and measure practices with context-specific and multi-dimensional 
frameworks’ (ibid). 
 
Clearly, there is a great deal more to be done, and the journal article review 
process needs to be taken much more seriously. So what do we do, as 
publishers, editors, reviewers and authors? I will make three suggestions 
in conclusion, without pretending that these provide a complete answer: 
 

• journals and publishers do need to provide basic guidance for their 
reviewers, and monitor how well they follow this; 

 
• while accepting that most journals and their owners cannot afford to 

pay reviewers, the journal article review process (along with many 
other unpaid or poorly paid tasks such as external examining and 
helping to run learned societies) needs to be recognized as part of 
academics’ workload; 
 

• perhaps we need some kind of general academic Hippocratic Oath, 
whereby we undertake to be supportive, as well as critical, of our 
fellow academics and students. 
 

You may well have other thoughts and suggestions, which I would be 
interested to hear.  
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