Editorial

The Screening Review System:
Fair or Foul?

In March 1992, The Journal of Clinical Investigation (JCI)
moved its editorial offices to La Jolla. This was the outcome of
a nationwide search in which detailed applications were re-
quired of prospective editorial boards. One major issue candi-
dates were asked to confront was the review process. The JCI
had a long tradition of rigorously and completely reviewing all
submissions. However, this was not well suited to the pace of
modern scientific publishing and to the expectation of authors
for more rapid decision making. Furthermore, it was necessary
to deal with the increased volume of submissions, which had
continued unabated since 1989, when several changes were
introduced by the Bay Area editors (1). The challenge was to
develop a new approach which would accelerate the speed of
the review process without compromising its quality, while also
lessening the burden on reviewers. The La Jolla group sug-
gested several changes in the running of The Journal (2), many
of which were subsequently implemented (3, 4). Of all these,
perhaps the most unusual (and consequently, the most contro-
versial) has been the implementation of a novel screening re-
view process for manuscripts (2-4).

The screening review system: how and why? Past editors and
experienced reviewers have indicated that many manuscripts
are recognizable at the outset as having little hope of achieving
priority for acceptance, regardless of their scientific quality. In
principle, it would therefore be best for authors, reviewers, and
editors if such manuscripts could be rapidly and accurately
identified, allowing an early decision. This, however, would
have to be done without compromising the fairness and objec-
tivity that is the cornerstone of the peer review process (5, 6).
Some other prestigious journals were already using a variety of
rapid screening techniques, including informal decision mak-
ing by the editors or formal screening by a special panel of
reviewing editors (7). The JCI board felt that editors of a
broad-based non-specialty journal, however learned and wise
they might be, could not accurately judge the lack of “impor-
tance” and “broad interest” of a submitted article, unless it
happened to fall directly within their own immediate fields of
expertise. Thus, attempts by editors to quickly identify the
“better” articles at the outset could backfire, making The Jour-
nal a home only to fields in which the editors happened to have
an interest.

The JCI editors have therefore chosen to reject without
external review only the small fraction of articles (~ 10%) that
are either (@) obviously deficient in scientific approach or con-
tent or (b) happen to fall directly within the expertise of editors
who can confidently make a prediction regarding its eventual
unsuitability for acceptance (Fig. 1). Such a rejection requires
the concurrence of at least two associate editors and the editor.
All other submissions are sent out to two expert reviewers who
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have agreed to evaluate the work. However, unlike the tradi-
tional process, these reviewers have the option of carrying out a
rapid screening rejection, in place of a full review, on manu-
scripts that are felt to be in the bottom 50% ( The Journal can
eventually publish < 25% of all submissions). To aid this pro-
cess, reviewers are provided with a checklist of potential rea-
sons for an early rejection (Fig. 2), and space to provide brief
remarks, if appropriate. If both reviewers return a screening
rejection, the manuscript is returned to the authors with some
comments regarding the reasons for the rejection. In the event
of a split decision at screening the associate editor handling the
manuscript can cast a deciding vote. In practice the associate
editor usually errs on the side of supporting the authors for a
full review, obtaining a third review if necessary (Fig. 1).

While this form of screening involves more work on the
part of the editorial office and the reviewers, and may take
significantly longer than an “editorial reject,” it has several
advantages, and is potentially fairer. The most important ad-
vantage is that the reviewer, who is an expert in the particular
field, is more capable of rendering a well-informed judgment
about the novelty, long term “importance,” and broad “rele-
vance” of the work at hand. Also, expert reviewers generally
tend to be advocates of their own fields. Thus, a manuscript of
high quality is less likely to be rejected just because an editor
thinks that it is not “hot” or “popular” enough in its message.
Conversely, this approach decreases the likelihood that poorly
performed studies from currently competitive fields (8) will be
given unwarranted attention over superior work from less pop-
ular fields. Further, since each manuscript will have been
screened independently by three individuals (two expert re-
viewers and an associate editor), a single negative opinion at
screening will not prevent a manuscript from eventually being
accepted. There is one important additional benefit that is less
obvious: because the screening review takes less time, this pro-
cess recognizes the heavy burden of unrecompensed time com-
mitment carried by the reviewer. The overall workload of the
reviewers is reduced by this approach, allowing them to deal
more efficiently with manuscripts that do merit complete re-
view. Finally, the initial screening process will not delay the
review of the eventually successful manuscript because it is
already in the hands of the individuals who will provide the full
review. In fact it might actually speed it up, because the require-
ment for immediate screening ensures that the reviewer takes a
first look at the manuscript soon after receipt, rather than plac-
ing it under a pile of other pressing matters. These then were
the theoretical reasons why the JCI embarked upon this novel
approach to screening review. Since such a review process had
never been tried before by any journal, the board felt it was
important to evaluate the positive and negative consequences
of the system at a relatively early date.

The screening review system: analysis of our experience to
date. Overall, many more bouquets than brickbats have been
tossed at the board since the inception of this system, giving the
subjective impression that the experiment has been a success.
The objective assessment of the outcome is by no means
straightforward. This is because almost everyone involved has
a biased view on the matter. As might be expected, most re-
viewers favor the system (because it saves them time and ef-

The Screening Review System: Fair or Foul? 1871



_ Manuscript logged in _____3  5creen by Editor
for P Assignment to Associate Editor

Editorial Reject - agr tby . o
at least two Associate Editors

by Associate Editor

Two 6-7 expert riiewers named
- .
REJECT screening  Office Identifies and malls to
rejects 2 willing reviewers
z
o
3 Screening review( 2-3 days)
REJECT 2
WITH HOPE § One or two
=] screening rejects
[-) Both accept for
PROVISIONAL < |«——— Associate ‘Editor full review
ACCEPTANCE 2
-l
<
g Additional Reviewer?
ACCEPT€—— E
W  |«———— Associate Editor «€— Complete review

Figure 1. The current JCI manuscript review process. See text and
references 3 and 4 for details.

fort), authors who are rejected intensely dislike it, and those
whose papers are accepted are either indifferent to it, or like the
fact that turnaround time has improved. The paradox, of
course, is that there is a substantial overlap between our author
and reviewer databases, i.e., many reviewers are authors and
vice versa. Thus, it became evident that there was little point in
polling authors and reviewers for their opinions on this matter.
However, the Board did survey the opinions of members of the
editorial committee and the consulting editors. Being spread
throughout the world in numerous institutions, these individ-
uals (whose names are listed on the masthead of The Journal)
might also have received unsolicited feedback in one form or
another. Of the Board members who responded to a formal

poll, 88% concluded that the screening review process was a
positive improvement and none indicated that it was worse
than the traditional system. About half the respondents were
also able to specifically comment about secondary feedback
from others. Here too, the majority (68% ) indicated that their
colleagues felt the system was a success, and only 2% reported
strongly negative responses. Thus, from the subjective point of
view, the screening review system appears to have been well
received.

It is possible to obtain objective data regarding the practical
mechanics of the new review process and its outcomes. To do
this, we studied 931 consecutive regular manuscripts (exclud-
ing other categories such as Rapids, Perspectives, and Edito-
rials) that underwent initial peer review from January through
July 1993. As shown in Fig. 3, ~ 11% of these received an early
editorial rejection, and ~ 13% were declined on the basis of
two screening rejects from reviewers. Of the 30% that received a
split decision at screening (one reviewer returning a screening
rejection and the other recommending a full review ), nearly all
were allowed to proceed to full review (i.e., giving the author
the benefit of the doubt). However, as shown in Fig. 4, a
screening rejection by one reviewer pointed to a very high prob-
ability (~ 70%) of rejection (at screening or after full review)
by the second reviewer. Even in the instances where the second
reviewer recommends acceptance, the priority ratings assigned
are often not high. This engenders some confidence in the
screening rejection process. The predictive value of a screening
rejection is further demonstrated by the final outcome: ~ 94%
of all manuscripts that had one such rejection were eventually
declined (see Fig. 3). Of course, it could be argued that the
presence of a single screening rejection in the file might bias the
editors against the manuscript, regardless of the outcome of the
second review. However, against this is the fact that a small but
significant number of such manuscripts were eventually pub-
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Figure 2. The screening review form used by reviewers for initial decisions.
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Figure 3. Initial decisions and final outcomes on 931 consecutive
regular articles. The data are presented relative to the initial recom-
mendations for editorial rejection, screening rejection, or full review.

lished. Thus, a malicious reviewer intent on deliberately sabo-
taging a competitors article cannot be sure that a screening
reject will “blackball” the article. Those who argue that the
screening process still provides an opportunity for such at-
tempted sabotage must realize that the situation would be no
different in the regular review process. Thus, the rare reviewer
who is intent on mischief could accomplish this just as effec-
tively (with more loss of time for the author) by an in-depth
protracted negative review.

What effect has the new review process had on the time
from submission to first decision? As shown in Fig. 5, editorial
rejections were rendered with an average of 8.9 days. This ap-
pears to be a reasonable time frame, since such a rejection
requires the agreement of at least two associate editors, or a
discussion at the weekly editorial board meeting. The small
“tail” in this curve is due to the fact that some editorial rejec-
tions require the additional opinions of a third associate or
consulting editor. With regard to manuscripts that received a
screening rejection (see Fig. 5), the mean time to decision was
31 days, with ~ 80% occurring within 40 days. The small but
very significant tail on this profile is mostly explained by man-
uscripts for which great difficulties were encountered in obtain-
ing willing reviewers (discussed below). It is understandable
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Figure 4. Correlation between first and second reviewer recommen-
dations. The percentages in all of the boxes add up to 100%, and
include all manuscripts from the current set of 931 that received two
separate reviews.
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Figure 5. Days to first decision on 931 consecutive regular articles.
Frequency distribution of time from receipt of manuscripts to mailing
of first decision is indicated for the three categories of editorial rejects,
screening rejects, and full decisions. A few manuscripts that took > 90

days are not shown.

that authors might be unhappy about receiving a “screening
rejection” after more than 40 days have elapsed. However, ask-
ing the late-identified reviewers on such manuscripts to not
avail themselves of the screening option might only delay the
review further, with the same negative outcome being likely.
This relatively rare occurrence remains an unresolved problem
in the present system.

Effects of the new system on the overall review process. With
regard to manuscripts that proceeded to a full review (from one
or both of the reviewers), the time to first decision was spread
over a wide range (see Fig. 5) with a mean of 45 days, and with
> 75% of decisions being rendered by 60 days. While this repre-
sents a substantial improvement over prior years (see below)
the persistence of a small but significant tail beyond 65 days is
clearly evident. The main reasons for these late decisions are
reviewer-related delays. The most common instance occurs
when most or all of the reviewers who are contacted refuse the
opportunity to review the manuscript (this might mean either
that no one is interested in the work, that the work is in a
narrow specialty field with few experts, or that the field of work
is so topical and popular, that all available reviewers are busy!).
In other cases, a reviewer who had originally agreed to review
the manuscript may take inordinately long to do so, or even
change his/her mind about doing the review at all. While the
editorial office makes every effort to avoid these situations,
authors must recognize that the reviewers do a completely vol-
untary and unrecompensed service. Thus, while the editorial
office requests that reviewers be prompt, and reminds them
when they are tardy, it is the reviewer who has the ultimate
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Figure 6. Days to first decision—the overall profile. Frequency distri-
bution of time from receipt of manuscripts to mailing of the first
decision for all 931 regular manuscripts studied in this report (in-
cludes all those presented in Fig. 5). A few manuscripts that took

> 90 days are not shown.

responsibility of responding. In such cases, editors do consider
the possibility that the reviewer is deliberately delaying the pro-
cess for malicious reasons, and may elect to obtain another
review or to review the manuscript themselves—unfortunately
this may result in a further delay.

The institution of this new system and the associated
streamlining (use of overnight mail, fax and full computeriza-
tion) has yielded significant improvements in overall review
time. Fig. 6 shows the overall profile of decision times for the
931 regular manuscripts studied here. The overall average han-
dling time for this group was 43 days, with > 60% of decisions
being rendered in 45 days. It is of note that this average time for
handling is not very far from that predicted for the “ideal”
manuscript, for which every possible step proceeds perfectly
(see Table I). In comparison, average handling time for a com-
parable group of regular manuscripts in 1991 was 51 days, with
only 36% of the decisions being rendered in 45 days (detailed
data not shown). All this may be small comfort to the few
authors whose manuscripts happen to fall into the persistent
tail of the “very late” (> 65 days) category. However, they
must realize that since manuscript handling (like any other
complex process) is affected by many variables, it is unlikely
that this tail will ever be completely eliminated.

A few authors have written to complain that the screening
review system has diminished or even eliminated something
they once looked for from The Journal—detailed constructive
reviews which, even if negative, provided them advice for their
future work. While this is indeed one potential side benefit of
the peer review system, the primary purpose of The Journal is
not to provide authors with detailed feedback regarding the
flaws in their work and advice for future studies. Rather, it is to
attempt to publish the best possible collection of suitable origi-
nal articles following fair and expedient peer review.

No system of peer review can claim to be completely fair,
and this one is no exception. Thus, rebuttals of decisions by
authors are always taken very seriously, and handled in a uni-
form manner outlined elsewhere (3, 4), being discussed in de-
tail by the editorial board, and sometimes generating addi-
tional reviews or opinions from consulting editors. Among the
931 consecutive manuscripts reported on here, 43 negative de-
cisions generated rebuttals. After careful examination, 39 of
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Table I. “Ideal” Timelines for Handling of a Manuscript

Number of days

Step Full decision Screening reject

Receipt and check in
Assignment to associate editor
Assignment of reviewers*

Fax to reviewers

Acceptance by reviewers?

Mail out to reviewers®

Review faxed by reviewers!

To associate editor*
Presentation at board meeting'
Decision letter generated
Decision reviewed and signed
Decision logged and mailed 1
Total time 28 days

_ N = N — e e e

—
—_— ) = B = N e e e e

._.._.._.|

13 days

* Assumes that the associate editor is not away, and that the choice of
reviewers is straightforward.

¥ Assumes that the first two potential reviewers contacted promptly
accept the assignment.

§ By overnight mail. Assumes North American reviewer.

1 Assumes average time to next weekly editorial board meeting.

I Assumes that the reviewers respond within the recommended time.

these rebuttals resulted in no change of the original decision
(strengthening the feeling that the process is generally sound).
However, four rebuttals (~ 10% ) were successful in generating
requests for resubmission, and of these, two eventually resulted
in acceptance.

Conclusions. Based on both the objective facts and the sub-
jective information described above, the editorial board has
concluded that the screening review system is worthy of contin-
uation in its present form. If imitation is indeed the sincerest
form of flattery, it is noteworthy that several other journal of-
fices have inquired about the mechanics of the process, and
that some have actually instituted similar review systems. How-
ever, all editorial boards that choose to try this new process are
well advised to monitor it carefully, and to verify that it does
indeed result in the fairest possible review for each individual
manuscript submitted to them. The JCI board intends to
do so.

Ajit P. Varki
Editor
for the Editorial Board
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