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What is the peer-review system? 

It is the process of subjecting an author’s work to the 
review of peers who are experts in the same field in 
order to spot any mistakes or bias and to ensure the 

quality of scientific research



The peer-review process

• Central to the scientific community

• 2 major goals
– Gatekeeper of the scientific publications

– To improve the quality of manuscripts

• Its efficacy is still a topic of controversy



Peer reviewers

• Assisting editorial decisions
• Helping to improve the quality of a manuscript

• Online survey of over 11.000 researchers
conducted by Publons

• 39,4% of survey respondents have never
received any peer review training

• 35,8% have just self-selected some readings

• 80% of respondents believe that more training
is needed and it would positively impact on the
overall efficacy of the peer-review process



Interventions to improve the peer-review
process

• SR and meta-analysis of interventions to improve
the quality of the peer review
– Only 22 reports of RCTs
– Only 7 were published over the last 10 years
– Urgent need to clarify the outcomes, such as the peer-

review report quality



Objective

Ultimate goal: to develop and validate a new tool to 
assess the quality of peer review reports 

1. Methodological
Systematic Review

2. International Online 
Survey

3. Development and 
validation of a new tool



Methodological Systematic Review

Aim: To identify and describe existing tools for
assessing the quality of peer review reports in
biomedical research

Methods: Methodological systematic review by
searching MEDLINE, EMBASE and The Cochrane
Methodology Register as well as Google® for all
reports describing a tool for assessing the quality of a
peer review report in biomedical research.
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Results

• 24 tools: 23 scales and 1 checklist
• 6 tools consisted of a single item enquiring into the

overall quality of the peer review report and 18 had
several items ranging from 4 to 26

• None of the tools reported a definition of ‘quality’
• Only 1 tool described the scale development and 10

provided measures of validity and reliability
• 5 tools were used as an outcome in a RCT
• Classification of the quality components from the 18

tools with more than one item into 9 main quality
domains and 11 subdomains
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International Online Survey
Aim: To better understand the perspectives of biomedical
editors and authors towards peer review reports quality

Participants:
Biomedical editors

– BioMed Central (BMC), British Medical Journal (BMJ), Wiley
and European Association of Science Editors (EASE)

– Snowballing

Corresponding authors of articles published in Medline
over the last two months from the top 30 biomedical
journals with higher impact factors
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Questionnaire

• Participants were asked to:
(i) comment on a preliminary definition of peer-review 
report quality
(ii) rate the importance of 20 items commonly used to assess 
the quality of peer-review reports using a 1-5 Likert scale
(iii) mention any other items that were not included in the 
previous list



Preliminary Results

• The survey has been launched on 7th of November
• Data for the preliminary results have been retrieved

on the 11th of December (N=329)
• Survey is still ongoing
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Preliminary results
Participants characteristics



Preliminary results
Editors characteristics

N=115 (on the 11/12/2018)



Preliminary results
Authors characteristics

N=214 (on the 11/12/2018)



Preliminary results
Definition of peer-review report

quality

• We defined peer-review report quality as:
“to what extent the peer-review report helps editors to 
make a fair decision and authors to improve the quality

of the submitted manuscript”

• 84% of editors and 83% of authors agree with this
definition



Preliminary results
Rating of items to assess the quality of peer-

review report



Preliminary results
Rating of items to assess the quality of peer-

review report



Conclusions

• Several tools are available to assess the quality of
peer review reports

• The development and validation process is
questionable and the concepts evaluated by these
tools vary widely

• The perspectives of biomedical editors and authors 
towards peer review reports quality does not differ 
greatly  



Thank you for your attention!
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