Episode 6: Peer review - Interview with Associate Professor T J Thomson

0:00
Welcome to RMIT University Library's podcast that aims to provide a space for teachers, researchers and students to share their thoughts on the latest issues that matter to the university community and the library.

0:15
In today's episode, we explore the necessary and occasionally nerve wracking practice of peer review in research writing and academic publishing.

0:23
We talked to Associate Professor Dr TJ Thomson, a researcher in visual communication, whose recent work explores the world of peer review.

0:31
Our discussion covers the history and purpose of peer review, some productive ways of thinking about the peer review process both for research writers and reviewers, and some ideas for improving this process and the skills needed to both give and receive peer review well.

0:45
We acknowledge the people of the Woi wurrung and Boon wurrung, language groups of the Eastern Kulin nations on whose unceded lands we're broadcasting from.

1:01
We're here today to talk about peer review and maybe in particular some of the research that you and some colleagues undertook about the peer review process in academia.

1:09
And I want to come to some of the findings of that research.

1:12
But could we start with the basics?

1:15
How would you describe the peer review process and its significance for scholarly research and writing?

1:21
So peer review is kind of a broader form or a more particular form of evaluation.

1:26
And you're going to find evaluation in all sorts of places in your life, personally and professionally.

1:31
So you might have a boss to evaluate to you.

1:32
You might have peers who you evaluate.

1:34
You might have subordinates who you evaluate.

1:37
You'll have, you know, governments evaluate projects to see who gets money.

1:40
Lots of evaluation happening out there in the world.

1:43
And in the kind of academic context and scholarly publishing context, you also have peer review as well.

1:49
Could you maybe offer, and I know you do this in the paper that we'll talk about a little bit, could you offer a little bit of a history of peer review?

1:56
Sure.

1:56
Yeah.

1:57
So peer review has been around in one form or another for hundreds of years.

2:01
It kind of got its origin in Europe where you had academic journals where you had editors try to do a bit of gatekeeping to see what type of letters and scholarship should reach other people in the community and which should not.

2:15
So there has always been kind of a gatekeeping role to peer review, try to keep higher quality ideas in and you know, trying to put to the side ideas that hadn't been tested yet or hadn't been gotten consensus or whatever it was in terms of, of quality.

2:30
So it's been around for for hundreds of years.

2:31
The concept, the, the actual term peer review is more recent that originated in the 70s.

2:37
So in the last, you know, 50 years or so with actual term peer review and scholarly associations and publishers kind of define it as independent review of scholarship.

2:47
So the independent part is really important.

2:49
You want to have someone you don't know or doesn't have a conflict of interest with you evaluate your research and tell you what are the merits of it, what are the strengths, but also what are the drawbacks, the weaknesses, the flaws.

2:59
And in the various evolutions of peer review over history as you understand it, what impact do you think it has had on researcher behaviour?

3:09
Where has it maybe most changed researcher behaviour?

3:12
Yeah, good question.

3:14
If you kind of think back about the history and development of peer view, one kind of trend I might mention is from my understanding, peer view used to be very unstructured.

3:25
So it used to be just kind of here's a blank page, a blank slate.

3:29
Would you kind of comment on the article, the scholarship, the study, and let us know your thoughts about it?

3:35
So really a lot of scope, a lot of room to take the review wherever you want to as the reviewer.

3:40
And then over time, we've seen a bit more of a trend toward having more structured reviews.

3:45
So instead of it being this open slate kind of blank canvas, we're starting to see reviewing criteria come about.

3:51
So they'll say, you know, can you comment please, on the theoretical depth or sophistication?

3:55
Can you comment on the research method can you comment on the ethics of the review process, the formatting, the style of writing, all the different things perhaps might be part of a explicit criteria.

4:04
Whereas, you know, in the olden days you kind of had a lot more latitude and a lot more freedom what you addressed.

4:10
So that's one kind of trend we can observe.

4:11
We can talk about the kind of pros and cons of that.

4:14
But in general, the kind of effect that peer review has had, ideally it, it helps the best ideas get to the top and helps the the important discoveries, the innovations, the inventions be out there more widely.

4:28
It gives people confidence that what has been assessed and evaluated is quality.

4:32
It has some reliability, it has some transparency, some some trustworthiness.

4:35
And those are really important things because we use peer-reviewed research to make decisions in all sorts of ways as individual students and academics, but also, as you know, governments, policymakers, NGOs, they use peer-reviewed research to make decisions.

4:46
And so if they can't trust the outputs, we have a really big issue there.

4:50
And I guess what you were saying there about the ways that peer review has changed is really interesting too, that notion of them becoming more structured.

4:59
I'm interested to know whether in your understanding that's sort of across the board in different disciplines or whether that's more likely to occur in certain disciplines than others or certain types of journals over others.

5:11
I think it's very valuable.

5:12
The editor in chief has a lot of scope and autonomy with how the journal is run.

5:17
In my experience.

5:18
I was a associate journal editor for eight years myself.

5:21
And so the editorial team, the editor and their colleagues really do have the ability to choose how the journal runs, all the processes of the journal, how much kind of structure they impose versus how much autonomy agency they allow their viewers to have.

5:35
So it really that's been on the individual editorial team.

5:38
Those teams can change, you know, sometimes as often as a few every few years.

5:42
Sometimes they're more long standing editors who might have editorship for a decade or more, but it really isn't often times imposed by the publisher or by a society or association.

5:51
It usually is just up to the purview of the editor, which is good if you want to make changes quickly and nimbly, but also can be a little bit problematic and challenging because you don't have the standardisation across journals or fields or disciplines. It is very much kind of up to the individual purview of individual people.

6:08
And I guess that speaks back to that notion you were talking about, about being able to trust the research and that that being one of the motivations for peer review.

6:18
But the criteria for that trust can be quite varied, I suppose.

6:22
Yeah, Or even absent.

6:23
And so from what I've read and seen in my own experiences, I think having some structured criteria for reviewers is a good thing.

6:30
If you give folks just a blank slate, they can comment on one thing and not another.

6:34
They can pick and choose what to comment on.

6:36
They can focus more on kind of style versus substance, but if you kind of have a more systematic approach to reviewing where you say we'd like you to comment on these five things, then at least everyone's getting a fair go.

6:45
They're getting attention on those five things equally.

6:48
Whereas if you give them that open slate, they can choose, you know, I want to focus on one thing or focus on 10 things.

6:52
So some people who might might get more scrutiny, people might get less scrutiny and that really is a lot more subjective.

6:57
Now, as humans are all subjective naturally, you can't only all subjectivity, but I think having some structural criteria helps level the playing and feel a little bit, make it a little bit more fair to the people who are getting their reviews so that you have more or less as as much as you can help it, the same process for every person.

7:12
You mentioned a couple of things there that were problems or challenges in peer review.

7:17
Could I ask you to sort of expand on that a little bit?

7:20
What are some of the problems or challenges that you have come across in in your research about peer review?

7:26
Yeah, let me start by by sharing 2 experiences I've had with peer review.

7:30
And then you can kind of zoom out and talk more broadly about challenges.

7:33
My first experience with preview was when I was a master's student, I just kind of finished my thesis and I was keen to try to get it published if possible.

7:41
So I took the, you know, 30-40 thousand word thesis, tried to condense it down into a 9000 word or

7:46
so article sent it out for peer review.

7:49
It was really actually a smooth process.

7:51
The editor was really responsive.

7:53
It was reviewed efficiently in a matter of weeks or months.

7:57
We got, I think, an RNR, so revise and resubmit.

8:00
They asked us to do a few changes.

8:01
We did the changes, it got published in a top quartile journal.

8:04
So it was a nice, easy, smooth process for the first time, which I think is really, really a lovely first experience to have, but I know it's not the case for a lot of people.

8:14
The peer review process can be so variable.

8:16
There's so many different variables that affect what goes on in the peer review process.

8:19
The outcomes are not uniform.

8:21
Acceptance rates are very low oftentimes.

8:23
So a lot of people have these horror stories of, of waiting, you know, months and months and months and years even sometimes to get their work assessed and they come back with the outcome.

8:32
And it's, it's not the outcome they want.

8:34
And they've just spent, you know, months or years waiting for a review to try to get the thing published.

8:38
And then all the time kind of goes to waste.

8:40
The research gets less relevant perhaps as it ages.

8:42
Lots of issues with with peer review not being efficient.

8:45
So my first experience was really kind of smooth and simple and good.

8:48
And I'm really grateful I had that experience.

8:50
But when I started doing a PhD a few months after that first experience, I submitted another piece for review.

8:56
And then I kind of got my little horror story with that one.

8:59
I waited 32 months for one article to get reviewed and get feedback.

9:04
As a PhD student, you know, that's, that's such a long time, that's, that's, you know, more than 2/3 of a candidacy if you're doing a three year programme.

9:11
And so increasingly we're being expected to publish not just as academics, but also as students.

9:16
And if you can be more competitive with publications, you can hopefully get a get a job and a better job, hopefully.

9:22
So to have something out there hanging for 32 months, it's just so crushing for an early scholar or a student.

9:29
And I, I'd sent follow up notes and some of those were were ignored and there were probably some issues there with with the process, how that was managed.

9:35
But I guess one kind of take away from that is if you can and try to diversify, not have all your eggs in one basket.

9:41
If you can have a few things on the go.

9:43
So it's not just one kind of thing that your whole future and career's riding on.

9:47
So you can say, OK, I'll something have two or three different articles under review.

9:51
That's probably a good strategy because it can be such a variable process.

9:54
There's some good tips there.

9:55
Actually, I've heard some horror stories like that as well.

9:59
And some of the other horror stories that we hear about a lot and that are kind of jokes sometimes within the academic world are peer reviewer 2.

10:08
So I wonder if you have any comments about that phenomenon where someone gets feedback eventually or even if it's quickly and in a peer reviewer 1 is glowing and has lots of supportive feedback and peer reviewer 2 is exactly the opposite and maybe has a whole bunch of unhelpful feedback.

10:25
I think one thing that's really important to think about is your mindset.

10:28
And when I was first starting out as a, as an early academic and a PhD student, I kind of thought about peer review as being, being a battle.

10:36
And it was kind of, you know, combative mentality.

10:38
It was kind of like, I want to make my argument to the editor.

10:41
I want to convince the editor that I'm right and I can give all these great reasons and, and citations and evidence for why I'm right.

10:46
And I'm going to, you know, pit the editor against reviewer 2 and try to win my battle through words and through evidence and citations.

10:52
That was my mentality.

10:53
And over time, as I've done more research, as I've gotten things published, as I've been to the reprocess more so then editor myself, I've kind of come to reflect on how unhelpful that mentality was.

11:04
And even if you have people who are perhaps, you know, mean spirited or who don't have the best intentions at heart, who do seem a bit critical and not very constructive, If you can try to think about them as they're investing time to try to help you or your paper get better.

11:19
Even if they can be critical and maybe not as diplomatic as you'd like them to be.

11:22
If you think about it, as you know, hey, if I'm going to be at a pub talking my research with someone, I can imagine the reviewers as people, my mates at the pub.

11:30
Can I put myself in that mindset, thinking about what kinds of things feedback are they giving to me?

11:34
Are they offering me?

11:35
How can I try to take on board whatever I can to make the paper better?

11:39
How can I be respectful and and kind and collegial interacting with them, responding to them, how I write, that kind of thing?

11:44
I think shifting that mindset from from being combative to being more collegial, thinking about it as these are some of my peers or mates that I'm trying to talk about my research with is a really helpful

11:53
kind of shift, mind shift, I think that that I'd advocate for.

11:56
Yeah.

11:56
And that speaks to another question that I've got here for you, I think, which is what are the benefits of peer review for research writing and for individual researchers?

12:05
It can be so many different benefits.

12:07
It can be hopefully for all research, you know, an improvement in how the method is done, perhaps how the method is articulated, the research results, the clarity of them, the presentation results.

12:17
It can be so many different things.

12:18
That's kind of the challenge and the joy of peer review, is that it can cover so many different aspects.

12:22
And that's also I think why we need this as more standardised ways of kind of putting parameters on what is peer review and what should it cover?

12:28
What should it not cover?

12:29
Some people spend a lot of time saying, OK, you've been missing comma on page 4.

12:32
You have this thing that's not capitalised on page 5.

12:35
Is that kind of review, that kind of feedback helpful to the author?

12:39
Is that someone else's job?

12:40
Is that something that perhaps should be done after acceptance or after a decision is made?

12:44
If it does go to acceptance, maybe that's part of the publishers copy editing job perhaps.

12:49
So I kind of think about, you know, what is my role compared to other parts of the process that's I'm good to keep in mind.

12:55
You mentioned earlier, what are some of the the problems with peer review.

12:59
I can expand upon that too and just kind of zoom out a bit as well.

13:02
I think one of the pressing problems is peer review's under a massive amount of strain right now and it has been for a while.

13:08
I think it was intensified through COVID in the pandemic, but really just a lot of strain facing the peer review process.

13:14
We have a lot of expectations as academics and students to publish.

13:18
Those expectations are increasingly present.

13:21
We're getting more and more pressure to publish.

13:23
Universities like to have research that helps the rankings, so you get that pressure to publish from the universities.

13:29
You have lots of PhD students being admitted and going through programmes and graduating as PhDs.

13:34
So you have this workforce out there that's doing a lot of work, producing research, but you don't have the same amount and level and volume of the community that's assessing the research.

13:44
In Australia and a lot of other places, we have a lot of reliance on casual staff.

13:48
So they're getting paid just to do an hour of marking or an hour of research assistance or an hour of teaching.

13:53
They're not getting paid to do peer review.

13:55
And even for ongoing staff members who have a little bit more security with their jobs, you still get many more requests and you can accommodate in your workload for the kind of service category of your workload.

14:05
So you're getting this massive amount of requests, you know, I might get a few every week and you just can't respond to all of them.

14:11
So you have to be really strategic about what you respond to.

14:13
But that speaks to a broader structural issue of we have a lot more stuff that's being produced and fewer people who can assess it.

14:22
That's contributing to longer time frames.

14:24
We have AI also in the mix as well.

14:27
It's easier now to write things and even to assess things using AI and publishers have started to come in with some guidance around whether that's appropriate.

14:37
We can talk more about that if that's of interest, but things are getting easier in terms of writing and and using tools to evaluate, but the time's not getting increased considerately.

14:48
That's really interesting.

14:49
And so I know that I've had the experience of being approached to be a peer reviewer for things that are just very tangentially related to research that I have been involved in publishing.

15:01
So it's really not my area of expertise, so that's what I'll respond with.

15:05
But that seems to happen quite a lot.

15:06
Do you think that that is part of what the outcome of this pressure on peer review is?

15:11
Yes, definitely, definitely.

15:12
So people are looking more widely for different types of slows who can respond, not just relying on, you know, the the ongoing academics with the professorial titles and the full time roles, but also looking at PhD students or even sometimes masters and, and honours degree students.

15:26
So looking kind of down the academic career ladder for the younger emerging voices and that's good to engage them and involve them, but to an extent.

15:34
And that's something something I think that can be be part of the, the HDR training process.

15:38
So maybe you do ask your supervisor to invite you on to do a peer review with them where they share the peer review or the submission with you.

15:46
They, you read it independently, They read it  independently.

15:49
You compare notes, you say, here's what I think is, is the merits and the drawbacks of

15:52
the article, you'd have a conversation with your supervisor.

15:55
You can acknowledge that the supervisor asked someone else to help with the peer review and acknowledge that as part of the process to be transparent about it.

16:00
And then you kind of combine your your thoughts and send that feedback on to the reviewer.

16:04
You get those nice two perspectives.

16:05
Now it might be two different disciplinary perspectives, might be two different perspectives based on culture or nationality or what else you bring to the table.

16:12
It can be nice to get different vantage points and perspectives involved in the process.

16:15
But if you don't have the disciplinary expertise, you don't feel like it's in your wheelhouse and you're being asked to review something that can be scary because you can have people who aren't qualified to review assessing things, evaluating things, and then making decisions on things that they really have no kind of responsibility to making decisions for.

16:31
Do you think that that outcome that you just described is, is common?

16:36
Yes, unfortunately, because of the range of, of journals that are also proliferating.

16:40
So you get, you know, more academics, more PhDs graduating.

16:42
You also get more journals that are springing up left, right and centre.

16:46
And this have varying levels of quality and prestige.

16:50
Some of them are, you know, lesser in quality and editorial ethics and, and processes that kind of thing.

16:56
And so you, you can get a very wide range of who can be a reviewer, not a lot of thought oftentimes into that process, just kind of looking, the systems often times will recommend people based on keyword searches.

17:07
So say, you know, this person has the keywords in their profile, so they might be relevant, but it could be that they're relevant in terms of topic, but not in terms of methodology, maybe they're qual and you're quant or that kind of thing.

17:16
So there are issues with being too loose with the reviewer selection I think.

17:20
When you're talking there and talking about how someone might end up providing feedback on something they're not really qualified to do or to provide feedback on, that leads me to wonder, I guess what are the benefits for the reviewer of a peer review and are there any motivations for doing that process that a little bit dubious at all?

17:45
That's an excellent question.

17:46
Right now the majority of peer reviews aren't paid, so it's unpaid volunteer labour.

17:51
Some academics do get some kind of small workload allocation for the labour, but mostly it is unpaid and you have the the review being done and being solicited through these publishers that often times have quite ridiculously high profit margins.

18:05
The big 5 publishers have profit margins between 30 and 40%, which is just insane compared to like a local mom and pop owned cafe that has a profit margin of 3.5%.

18:16
Those profit margin differences are just insane.

18:18
So some really select bespoke journals, I'm thinking some of from Harvard, for example, pay peer reviewers.

18:25
They actually say we're going to give you some money to do peer reviews.

18:27
That has a really big impact on how fast you can do peer review, how efficient you can be, the quality of peer reviews.

18:33
You get a lot more buy in if you can put some money behind it and say we're going to pay you to do this peer review.

18:38
Some people might be attracted by that and have perhaps less than altruistic motives for taking on peer review.

18:43
But that's I think the minority of cases because majority of peer reviewing is unpaid volunteer labour.

18:48
You have other kind of systems like Publons that try to give people recognition, public recognition, while still protecting the anonymous nature of much of peer review.

18:56
So you can say, you know, I've, I've done, you know, 12 publication reviews this year.

18:59
I can show you that my Publons profile.

19:01
So for some people that might be a motivation and it might be that their institution is encouraging them to get more experience doing public peer review.

19:07
And if they can document that and certify that, that might be of interest the institution.

19:11
But I think, yeah, we, we do have responsibilities, reviewers to ensure that we have the chops and qualifications to do the reviews we're asked to do.

19:18
And sometimes it's, it's not necessarily malice or Ill intent on the reviewers part.

19:23
I think sometimes it comes down to the the abstract.

19:26
This one little part of the paper, usually about 200 words or so is so important.

19:32
And often times it gets the short end of the stick.

19:35
You kind of spend months and months and years working on the paper.

19:37
You develop it beautifully, you hope and you think and you kind of leave the effort to the last minute, chop something up really quick with abstract to send it off.

19:45
And that's the thing that the reviewers are are using to decide whether they will accept or reject the invitation to review.

19:51
And often times there's limits in what you can do in 200 words to get across everything that your study has done.

19:57
But often times, even with those limits, you can try to be systematic in what you address in the abstract.

20:01
So trying to say, you know, is this a qualitative or quantitative submission?

20:05
Is it empirical or is it conceptual?

20:07
Is it based on a particular part of the world does it use particular research methods?

20:12
What kind of, you know, sample, if any, is involved?

20:14
What kind of size of the sample?

20:16
What are your indicative findings at this point?

20:18
If you can try to get some of that detail in, it helps the reviewers be able to make a more informed decision about whether they have the capacity and the disciplinary knowledge to accept and do a good job with their review process.

20:30
And ultimately, if the research does then go on to be published.

20:34
The abstract is also what people who are doing literature searches are reading too.

20:39
So it, yeah, writing an abstract is actually a bit of an art really, isn't it?

20:42
It is.

20:43
And like you said, people who are reading to do literature reviews look at the abstract.

20:47
People who don't have institutional subscriptions to access the articles might just look at the abstract and try to cite just based on the abstract alone.

20:54
So if you can put a few findings in the abstract, you might get a citation just by what you put in the abstract.

20:58
Not with people who have access, with without.

21:01
For people who don't have access to the the full journal article, the abstract is yeah, really important.

21:05
So then what are the benefits for a peer reviewer?

21:09
What's what's a reason to say yes, yeah, yeah.

21:12
To to reviewing someone's paper?

21:15
Yeah.

21:15
I think for a lot of people, one of the the nice benefits and the biggest benefits of accepting A peer review is staying abreast of the latest scholarship.

21:24
So you you get so busy teaching and in your own kind of bubble with your own research that it can get isolating and it can get a bit hard to stay up to date with what's happening in the field, either in your field or in other parts of the world in your field.

21:37
So it gives you this nice window into what else is happening out there in the broader world, which is a lovely opportunity to have.

21:43
And so you can kind of say, OK, I can put aside a bit of time and see what's happening in my field in this particular area or this part of the world.

21:51
And you get it kind of a sneak preview of what is happening out there, hopefully on the cutting edge of your discipline.

21:55
So that's a really nice compelling way to look at the peer review process.

21:59
It's also just I think part of your responsibility. If you're putting things out yourself for peer review that you want others to look at, you should also take some responsibility for taking on enough reviews so that you have that equilibrium maintenance system ideally.

22:11
So if you're putting out maybe say 5 papers a year, hopefully you're you're taking on at least 10/12/15 reviews so that you can get that equilibrium depending on if people are asking for two or three reviews per per submission.

22:21
So some of the questions I have next are about improvements in the peer review process.

22:25
And I'd like to also come back to that idea that you mentioned about having HDR's potentially share peer review with their supervisors as a way, as a form of training in this, in this practice.

22:38
I guess knowing that I'm going to go in that direction.

22:41
Is there anything else from your research that you would like to share at this point?

22:46
Yeah, yeah, just a few things.

22:47
So I should just acknowledge that the research that we're talking about has been Co authored with two of my colleagues, doctors Leslie Irvine and Glenn Thomas from QT in Queensland.

22:57
And the kind of study we did was trying to look at the peer review process by analysing a year's worth of peer reviews.

23:05
So most people, if you are taking on five or ten reviews a year, you have a little bit of a sense of the review process through those experiences, but you don't get that nice macro eagle eye in the sky perspective on peer review like you're if you are a journal editor or if you have access to their views themselves.

23:21
So we got a journal editor to agree to give us de identified anonymized copies of a year's worth of reviews from a journal.

23:28
We tried to look at those years worth of reviews to see what kind of patterns and insights we could ascertain from the data.

23:35
And I think we found that maybe 30 or 40 different issues that our viewers identified with the work, the critiques, the issues they were identifying, there was a 30 or 42 different unique issues.

23:44
I think the top five here.

23:46
I can just ***** in for us here.

23:47
Most common issues in the peer review process from this research #1 insufficient engagement with literature.

23:54
So there wasn't enough kind of delving into the, the foundational scholarship and literature.

24:00
It was kind of just saying, here's what we're talking about.

24:02
Here's the topic and moving on to the methods.

24:04
Here's how we we tried to advance this this work.

24:06
So not kind of building enough on previous scholarship was 1 issue and sorcery insufficiently before the claims.

24:11
Another issues not having kind of citations and evidence for each claim you make in the paper, which is oftentimes an issue that students have and they'll need to be academics.

24:19
Just kind of saying trust me, I I'm writing it to believe me, but not putting in the source and evidence to let people kind of on their own go back and see who said that how do they say it what kind of conference we have in in person saying it is is accurate that kind of thing.

24:33
Questions about paper structure being inappropriate was the third issue not really being clear what the rationale for studying a topic.

24:39
So that's kind of So what or so so why question not interesting that sufficiently and having either missing a problematic research questions was also a really common occurrence from that research.

24:48
What I thought was also really interesting from the, the study was that 2/3 of the reviewers and 2/3 of the reviews themselves were only focused on identifying problems, only kind of being nitpicky and just saying this is an issue, this is an issue, this is an issue.

25:02
And only one third of their views were about trying to provide guidance or solutions or options for, OK, this is an issue.

25:10
But here's how you might consider responding.

25:14
And I think that's really also important.

25:15
So it's not just about having standardisation and criteria around, yes, comment on these five things, but also giving reviewers a sense of, at this journal, we see ourselves not just as critics saying everything that's wrong about the paper.

25:28
This is all the critical things we can say.

25:30
We also find it very important perhaps to say that we also find ourselves as as not as critics, but also as guides.

25:36
And you don't necessarily need to be prescriptive and say you must do XY and Z steps to fix these issues, but you could say, have you considered XY and Z?

25:44
Have you considered this theory?

25:45
It doesn't have to be that you use this theory, but this might be a helpful jumping off point if you're not familiar with this theory.

25:50
This could be a nice, beautiful way to integrate and to resolve some of the issues and kind of critical feedback that I'm giving you.

25:56
So from what we've seen, reviewers tend to see themselves more as the critics, not as much as the guides.

26:02
We would hope that we could have a little bit more balance there.

26:05
And we think that journals can encourage that kind of explicitly by saying, you know, as you're commenting on issues one to five, can you also think about the the ratio and the proportion between identifying criticism and trying to offer support for how to proceed?

26:18
That I guess kind of leads to my questions about some of the recommendations that you and your Co authors might have about improvements in that process and improvements in teaching people how to do peer review well.

26:34
I think part of it is trying to be more standardised.

26:37
So instead of it being arbitrary and subjective and just saying come on, whatever you like.

26:40
Having some criteria, trying to help reviewers see their role more clearly.

26:46
So being more explicitly talked about earlier.

26:48
Easier role as a reviewer, picking up missing commas and capitalization issues.

26:52
Or is that someone else's role?

26:53
Being really clear about the roles and how you see yourself as a review.

26:55
I think we can give people more clarity around that and I think that can help the review process.

27:00
Again, just back to my experience as a PhD student, thinking about peer review as as a battle and trying to be combative in that mindset.

27:05
Is that the best and most appropriate mindset to have?

27:08
So if you try to have some conversations, and it doesn't have to be like like live interactive conversations, it can be just a bit of written text that helps contextualise your mission as as a journal.

27:18
What you might consider your role, your reviewers roles are those kind of things I think can be articulated in writing.

27:23
It doesn't have to be a live class if you can't have, you know, communities of practise and and classes, not going to think that's great.

27:30
I went to a university that did have not a full semester long class, but had one class out of semester long length programme on peer view or we looked at peer views, we unpacked them, we picked them apart.

27:40
We learned about how a senior professor would respond to a peer view they received.

27:44
That was a really useful experience.

27:46
So I think if you're not getting it in your your classroom, where else you're going to get it.

27:49
If journals can provide a little bit more structure around what's expected, how to respond, how to be a better peer reviewer, I think everyone wins.

27:56
Like is there a role for universities to offer some guidance, I guess, on peer reviewing as a process and how to do it well for the academics that are employed there?

28:09
I would say absolutely yes.

28:10
Universities care about the research outputs, but you don't get the outputs until you go through peer review.

28:15
And so you can't ignore and forget and minimise the peer review process because it is so essential to getting that outcome that you want to get down the track.

28:23
So I think yes, invest more in in training and resources around peer viewing.

28:27
That's important.

28:28
Just today even that I received a, a second round revision of an article I've reviewed previously.

28:35
And I got the opportunity invitation to review it again a second time with, with revisions.

28:39
And the author basically just said, thanks for your comments.

28:42
I've updated the paper, here's the new paper.

28:44
And I was really kind of frustrated with that response because I'd already invested all these hours going through and, and making all sorts of detailed comments and feedback for the author to consider.

28:54
And now they're asking me to just start again from scratch and review the whole thing again.

28:58
What would be really a lot more productive and helpful is if they say kind of point by point, you asked for this, you mentioned this, you suggested this, I responded in this way.

29:05
So kind of a table or a point point response is really kind of expected and standard in a lot of journals, but people don't know that often times and journals don't necessarily tell people to do that.

29:14
Often times this is I think the case in this journal that was not explicit kind of structure around when you do get feedback, don't just say thank you for the feedback.

29:22
I've updated the paper, here's the new paper.

29:24
Say here's point A, here's my response to point A, here's point B, here's my response to point B.

29:29
Just getting that kind of socialisation of the process into more people's heads is an important part of the process, I think.

29:36
And do you think there are any specific supports that a university library might offer?

29:41
I sure do, yes.

29:42
One of the good things I think about what age we're in, even though there is a lot of kind of been counting in, in metro cessation and that kind of thing, for better or worse, there's also more transparency around things as well that come with those metrics.

29:56
So what we've seen in the last 2-3 years or so is journals being more transparent and explicit and public facing around things like here's the time from submission to first decision, giving us more sense of stats that are helpful and we're trying to decide is journal AB or C better to submit to?

30:15
We can look at those stats and say, OK, this one tends to be quite efficient with peer review over overall on the on the average in the long term, This one seems to take six months on average.

30:24
This one seems to take two years on average.

30:25
And it might be that you do want to sometimes target the the longer reviewing journals if they are really prestigious in your field or it would help you in some way.

30:34
I'm just not the case of always saying target the quickest reviewing journal, but knowing more about the stats is really helpful.

30:40
So I think university libraries, for example, could perhaps, if they have the capacity and, and will and desire, aggregate some of those stats and say for different clusters, different disciplines, you can do it individually for yourself and look up, you know, journal AB and C.

30:53
But we can give you at a, at a glance for your field, you know, the average view of time for the field in 2020, you know, 6 for the most recent year.

31:01
We can give you these aggravated stats.

31:03
That'd be a really helpful thing, I think for researchers.

31:05
I think also looking and seeing, you know, what is the best practise guidance for peer review wouldn't give some resources saying these, you know, 3 to 5 to 10 things are really important parts of peer review.

31:16
Ensure that you're paying attention to them as you are either giving peer views or receiving peer review feedback.

31:21
So I think putting to some, some resources on that could also be really helpful.

31:24
I think some things for us to potentially take on in our MIT university library.

31:29
Is there anything else that you would like to add?

31:32
Maybe just kind of thinking into the future?

31:35
We mentioned a lot of peer review is unpaid.

31:37
We mentioned very few journals pay for reviews.

31:41
I think that's something we should try to advocate for more as academics and students is scholarly associations and publishers make quite insane profit margins.

31:51
Can they invest in that insane profit margin into the quality of their viewing and into the quality of the the scholarship that results in those reviews?

32:00
I would say they could do much more to do that.

32:03
So I think a bit of advocacy there around where and how journals invest.

32:08
The profit margins they have is really kind of relevant and pressing.

32:12
If you know really high prestige places like Harvard can do it.

32:16
I think your other big 5 publishers can also do it as well.

32:20
Some journals don't pay as much attention to rigour and ethics interview process.

32:26
If you are a commercial publisher, sometimes you can be more driven by profit than by ethics and quality and that kind of thing.

32:33
And that can impact individual outputs, but also the the reputation and the lifespan of the entire journal.

32:38
We've had journals that have folded because they have just been very commercially driven.

32:42
They've been focused more on money than on quality and that's caused the entire journal to collapse.

32:48
So I think advocating for how resources are used and allocated is one thing.

32:54
I think also, just as academics and people in universities, can we try to think about service and engagement and labour and, and rewarding that a little bit more.

33:02
So often times when you go for promotion, for example, they say, OK, talk about your grants, tell me about your outputs.

33:06
What have you published?

33:08
They don't often times give them that as much or enough attention to what are you doing for the, the scholarly community?

33:14
How are you engaging in that scholar community?

33:16
How are you contributing it to it?

33:18
You know, how much are you doing?

33:18
Are you doing, are you doing an equivalent amount to get that equilibrium set?

33:22
That's an important question.

33:23
I think people should be asking if you are, you know, line manager or promotion committee member, how much service and engagement are you doing as well as how productive are you and how much money are you bringing in?

33:32
What you're suggesting there kind of speaks to, I guess, a, an underlying philosophy of what peer review is and what it's for, which I'm going to try and put words to.

33:41
And I'd be interested to hear what you have to say, which is that this is about that collegiality that you spoke about at the beginning of this interview.

33:51
Peer review is trying to you can extend what I'm trying to say here.

33:57
Yeah.

33:58
The reason for peer review is to build community and collegiality and in essentially to forward good quality research.

34:06
Absolutely.

34:06
Yes, yes.

34:07
And I think on that, maybe just one other thing to think about and to to mention is, is, is tone and how important tone is.

34:13
You can say the exact same feedback in different ways with different tones.

34:17
And even if if you're writing rather than speaking, how you come across in writings oftentimes very different than speaking, but thinking about your tone, I think is really important.

34:26
So, so some of the best reviews I've gotten have been reviewers who have said, you know, I'm trying to purchase in a collegial spirit.

34:33
I really appreciate the the topic that you're focusing on.

34:36
My goal is to try to, you know, help you develop this paper as best as I can.

34:39
Take what you will, leave it.

34:40
You won't.

34:41
I'll leave it to editor decide if you've done enough.

34:43
But I think that's a really nice mentality to have a nice kind of tone that they've used to to convey their message.

34:48
I think also, in addition to everything else we're thinking about doing and putting on our shoulders, academics, thinking about telling how you come across is really important, too.

34:55
Yeah, great.

34:56
That seems like a really nice place to end the interview, actually, unless you have anything else you'd like to add before I do.

35:02
It's been fabulous chatting with you.

35:03
Sophie, thank you for having me on.

35:05
Thank you so much for talking to us today.

35:06
My pleasure.

35:07
Thank you.

35:09
Thanks, Sophie.

35:10
And TJ, what a great chat about the importance of peer review as well as its challenges and opportunities.

35:16
We'd like to thank Associate Professor Doctor TJ Thomson for making this episode possible today.

35:21
We'd also like to acknowledge the people who worked on this episode, Sophie Langley, Sam Stolke, Keely Chapman, and myself

35:28
Steve Tapping, you've been listening to the RMIT University Library podcast.

35:32
Thanks for listening.
