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ERJ peer reviewers: does this pillar of the Journal’s

quality need help?
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T
he European Respiratory Journal (ERJ) has a long history
of success [1]. This success, which has allowed the
Journal to keep its impact factor (IF) above 5 for 5

consecutive years, has been paralleled by the impressive
growth of the European Respiratory Society (ERS) and its
membership [2]. No doubt, a strong society needs a strong
journal.

In order to be effective, each individual manuscript should
have an aim and a perspective. The aims of this Editorial are to
explain to the ERJ readers why peer review is so important to
the determination of Journal quality, and to present our needs
in terms of reviewers’ services. This exercise will be conducted
from a reader’s point of view first, then from an author’s and
the Journal’s.

Any given reader is interested in having the best manuscripts
published in their journal. So, what defines a good manu-
script? The manuscript should contain true data and novel
information, should be easy to read and, ideally, should
provide useful support for the reader’s clinical or scientific
research activity. This means that a careful selection process
needs to be performed at the Editorial level.

For the last 3 years, the ERJ has received an average of .2,000
manuscripts annually, covering all areas of respiratory
medicine. Only 18% of these manuscripts have been published
in the Journal. How is this process organised? Although largely
imperfect, peer review is widely considered to be the best way
of assessing scientific merit [3–5]. A difficult obstacle race with
scrupulous scientific criteria has been designed to select the
best manuscripts; the Chief Editors are responsible for this
process, with the collaboration of the Editorial Board. After
administrative checks performed by the Publications Office,
the Chief Editors perform a first-screening, instantly rejecting
8% of submitted manuscripts. The remaining manuscripts are
electronically sent to the relevant Associate Editor (AE) who
oversees their area of interest for the Journal. The AE performs
a further screening, leading to the rejection of an additional
28% of manuscripts without peer review. The remaining 64%

are sent to expert reviewers for peer review; each manuscript is
sent to two reviewers or more, from different areas in terms of
background and geography. If the peer-review request is
accepted, reviewers have 2 weeks to provide their comments
to the AEs, who, based on at least two expert reviewers’
opinions, formulate a proposal for rejection, revision or
acceptance. This is then discussed within the Editorial Board
and the recommendation is approved/disapproved by the
Chief Editors.

The expert reviewers are, in essence, in charge of assessing the
quality of the manuscript; this includes the amount of novel
information provided, the adequacy of the methods to answer
the question posed in the introduction, the consistency of data
provided, the way the results are discussed, and the correspon-
dence between the evidence provided and the conclusions, both
quantitatively and qualitatively. And last but not least, the
reviewers contribute to improving the way the manuscript is
written, with the readers’ perspective in mind.

The author of an original manuscript has his/her own
expectations. An author’s selection of the journal they will
submit to is based on a number of different criteria, including
the publication’s quality (of which the IF is just one of the
elements) [3], and its average response and publication time.
The aims of authors of grant proposals, oral presentations and
manuscripts also differ. Sequentially, the first wants to obtain
funding, the second wants to convince the audience, while the
third hopes to have their manuscript revised, accepted and
published in a reasonable time.

What is a reasonable time? The reviewer has the previously
mentioned 2 weeks to provide their review, although this
deadline can be extended in individual cases. But there are also
other time considerations: the administrative time (a few days)
at the beginning of the process, the time it takes the AE to
select at least two reviewers, the time the AE takes to propose
the verdict, and the time the Chief Editors need to determine
the final verdict. If the manuscript is subject to revision
(sometimes more than one), additional time is added. For this
reason, the ‘‘response time’’ for the ERJ and other journals can
be as long as a few months.

The ERJ has made a special effort to reduce decision times. The
median time needed to reach a first decision for all manu-
scripts is currently 20 days. For the 36% of manuscripts that
obtain an immediate decision, the usual time necessary for
different members of the Editorial Board to make the decision
to either reject or accept without external reviews ranges from
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1 to 8 days (with the median decision time being ,48 h).
Finally, authors of the remaining 64% of manuscripts that are
sent out to external reviewers, usually receive a notification
from the ERJ’s Chief Editors within 4 weeks (median 27 days,
range 19–43 days).

Should the ERJ wish to grow further, it needs to attract high-
quality manuscripts, select the best from these (which are
likely to be quoted to further increase the IF and the visibility
of the Journal) and do this within the shortest possible time.
The bottleneck of the process is the selection of reviewers. The
more manuscripts we receive, the more reviewers are needed.
The usual, well-known reviewers are subject to burn-out, as
they are literally bombarded by review requests, with many of
them also acting as AEs or reviewers for other major journals.
So the work ERJ reviewers do, on a fully voluntary basis, is
really impressive. In 2010, 1,767 reviewers served the Journal
[6]. But what happens during vacation time, e.g. from the end
of June to early September or from early December to the end
of January? More and more reviewers are overstretched and
decline review requests, obliging the AEs to either find new
reviewers or ask responsive reviewers to do more; meanwhile,
the first verdict time increases.

In order to better understand what can be done to improve the
situation for readers, authors and the AEs, an exploratory
analysis was performed on ERJ Manuscript Central (the
Journal’s online submission platform; http://mc.manuscript-
central.com/erj). The analysis demonstrated the following. 1)
The time necessary to review an article is small and decreases
when the number of manuscripts increases (with a mean
difference of 1.3 days for o15 manuscripts per reviewer per
year). 2) Reviewers who are more prone to decline review
requests take longer to answer. 3) The vast majority of
reviewers perform few reviews, while a relatively small team
(just 245!) perform .15 reviews each per year. This means two
populations of reviewers seem to exist: those who are very
faithful to the Journal, performing many reviews and not
declining, and those who perform few reviews and are more
prone to decline.

Based on these findings, the Journal has committed to
identifying new strategies to attract reviewers. They include
the possibility of awarding reviewers with continuing medical
education (CME) credits granted by the European Board for
Accreditation in Pneumology (EBAP) and giving prizes to the
top performing reviewers (e.g. free registration to an ERS
Congress, a diploma and an invitation to the Editorial Board
Dinner).

In order to enrol new, young and motivated scientists in ERJ
peer review, we plan to publish a roster of young reviewers
who AEs can invite to review on the ERS website.

A special training course for young reviewers has been
organised, in collaboration with the ERS School, and will be

held at the 2011 ERS Congress in Amsterdam. Its aim will be to
provide invited young reviewers with the practical training
they need to perform a quality review for the ERJ. The process
of identifying young reviewers to invite has already com-
menced. In addition, a Lunchtime Symposium session speci-
fically devoted to peer review and aimed at a larger audience
has also been proposed to the Scientific Committee with the
aim of holding this during the ERS Congress in Amsterdam.
The course and symposium have been coordinated with the
training initiatives planned by the ERS School, which are
related to the European MD PhD programme and which also
include a component on peer review [7].

If we want a stronger Journal (and we definitely do!), we need
to be fully committed to supporting it. There are many ways in
which we can all do this. The reader: by reading the ERJ,
advocating for it and looking for new ERS members (with the
senior–junior approach being very important). The author: by
choosing the ERJ for the submission of his/her best manu-
scripts and by quoting all relevant, recent ERJ manuscripts in
their submissions. The reviewer: by accepting review invita-
tions when proposed and by providing quick, high-quality
reviews. In this area, new technologies and on open-peer
review system could also be considered in the future [8]. The
Journal (all of us, who come under the umbrella of the Chief
Editors and Editorial Board): by supporting the initiatives
mentioned above. And last but not least, the ERS: by
continuing its outstanding support of the Society’s Journal.
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