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• Academic reward structures and hierarchies 
are ensconced in peer review. 

• Quality exists, even if it is often difficult to 
define. 

• Serves gatekeeping and gestational functions. 
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• “Courageous risk-takers” vs. “lazy 
conformists.”  

• Innovation/priority: Being the first to claim a 
new idea or empirical turf is the coin of realm 
in science.  
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• Even though many people in organizations 
desire innovation, their behaviors often belie 
this outwardly stated preference. 

• Scholarly gatekeepers harbor conservative 
preferences and reinforce the status quo 
(Bourdieu, 1988; Lamont, 2009).  

• Normal science (Kuhn, 1962) is productive!  
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• Survivor Biases 
• Psychological Resistance to Uncertainty 
• Gatekeeper risk-aversion (Errors of omission 

vs. Errors of commission). 
• Core Generalist Journals (like ASQ) have a 

mission to reach disparate audiences. 
• Many scientific articles are ghostwritten by 

editors/reviewers. 
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Orienting Questions for Research 

• Are different kinds of research treated and 
changed differently via the peer review 
process?  

• Do less conventional contributions face a 
more arduous peer review process?  
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• Survey first authors of ASQ articles 2005-2009. 
• 52 Responses (67% Response Rate) 
• 37 also sent the first draft of their eventually 

published paper. 
• Bibliometric and Textual Comparisons of Initial 

Submissions to Published Articles. 
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Methods 

• Main independent variable is the orthodoxy of 
a manuscript. This is measured in 3 ways: 

• Author Characterization 
• Bibliographic Orthodoxy 
• Textual Orthodoxy 
• More common words/citations in the ASQ 

canon denote higher degrees of orthodoxy. 



Self-Reports of Conventionality 

Table 1b - T-Tests of Article Conventionality and Peer Review Arduousness 
  ASQ Revisions Reported Criticisms Reported Changes 

Test/Combine Existing Perspectives(s) (N=33) 1.88 3.42 3.41 
New/Challenge Perspective (N=16) 2.25* 3.81* 3.94* 

+ p < .10; * p <.05; ** p <.01; *** p <.001 (two-tailed tests). 
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T-Tests of Article Conventionality and Peer Review Arduousness 

  
ASQ 

Revisions 
Reported 
Criticisms 

Reported 
Changes 

Test/Combine Existing 
Perspectives(s) (N=33) 

1.88 3.42 3.41 

New/Challenge Perspective 
(N=16) 

2.25* 3.81* 3.94* 

More subversive articles faced 
more arduous peer review. 



Text Orthodoxy and Arduousness 

Correlations between Word Orthodoxy in Initial Submissions and  
Peer Review Arduousness 

ASQ 
Revisions 

Reported 
Criticisms 

Reported 
Changes 

Initial Frequency in ASQ Corpus of 
Top 10 Words 

-0.18 0.13 0.02 
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Top 50 Words 
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Relationship Between Word Orthodoxy in 
Initial Submission and Manuscript Changes 

Prior to Publication (r =-0.53) 
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Revisions, Criticisms and Changes in Administrative Science Quarterly Articles by Author and Paper Characteristics 
  Revisions Criticisms Changes 

  Model 1 Model 2 Model 4 Model 5 Model 1 Model 2 Model 4 Model 5 Model 1 Model 2 Model 4 Model 5 

AUTHOR CHARACTERISTICS                         

Institutional Rank of Highest Ranked Author 
-.005    
(.006) 

-.009   
(.006) 

-.006 
(.009) 

-.002   
(.008) 

-.002   
(.005) 

-.004   
(.005) 

.005    
(.007) 

.005     
(.007) 

.008    
(.006) 

.004    
(.007) 

.014+ 
(.008) 

.015+   
(.008) 

Past ASQ Publications of Most Experienced 
Author 

-.048    
(.041) 

-.078+ 
(.046) 

-.056 
(.048) 

-.020   
(.047) 

-.022   
(.037) 

-.028   
(.038) 

.004   
(.037) 

.009    
(.038) 

-.015   
(.043) 

-.038   
(.044) 

.007   
(.043) 

.026    
(.043) 

ARTICLE CHARACTERISTICS                         

Article Challenges Existing Paradigm   omitted       omitted       omitted     

Article Offers New Paradigm   
.045   

(.501) 
      

-.759+ 
(.416) 

      
-1.236* 
(.481) 

    

Article Combines Existing Paradigms   
-.520   
(.450) 

      
-.821* 
(.378) 

      
-1.243** 

(.438) 
    

Article Tests/Extends Existing Paradigm 
  

-.570   
(.458) 

      
-1.201** 

(.383) 
      

-1.417** 
(.439) 

    

Bibliographic Orthodoxy (Initial Submission)     
-.034 
(.040) 

      
.000   

(.031) 
      

-.008 
(.036) 

  

Text Orthodoxy (Top 50 Words - Initial 
Submission) 

      
-.002* 
(.001) 

      
-.000   
(.001) 

      
-.001   
(.001) 

                          

Constant 
2.251*** 

(.211) 
2.716**
* (.0441) 

2.576**
* (.404) 

4.141**
* (.862) 

3.642*** 
(.196) 

4.525*** 
(.366) 

3.493**
* (.344) 

3.662*** 
(.724) 

3.422*** 
(.234) 

4.628*** 
(.424) 

3.406**
* (.397) 

4.344**
* (.786) 

R-Squared .033 .117 .058 .163 .009 .203 .020 .017 .053 .241 .099 .135 

N 52 49 37 38 47 47 34 35 48 48 35 36 
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No major author effects. 
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Less orthodox text begets more revisions. 
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Post-Publication Citations/year by Paradigm Identification (Relative to "Offers new perspective") 

  Citations/year Std. Dev. 

Tests or extends a perspective (N = 15) -7.46* 3.18 

Combines two or more perspectives (N = 18) -6.74* 3.97 

Challenges a perspective (N = 5) -3.20 4.32 

Constant 13.38*** 2.42 

R-Squared .131   
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How do different types of articles fare? 

Post-Publication Citations/year by Paradigm Identification (Relative to "Offers new perspective") 

  Citations/year Std. Dev. 

Tests or extends a perspective (N = 15) -7.46* 3.18 

Combines two or more perspectives (N = 18) -6.74* 3.97 

Challenges a perspective (N = 5) -3.20 4.32 

Constant 13.38*** 2.42 

R-Squared .131   

More conventional articles 
have lower variance in citation 
outcomes. 
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Results Summary 

• Less conventional articles faced more 
revisions, criticisms and changes. 

• Articles tend to be revised in a conventional 
manner; not necessarily conservatively. 
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Implications 

• Is academia risk-averse? 
• Incentives for pursuing different types of 

work.  
• How effective are the gestational functions of 

peer review? Are they worth the costs? 
• Are most new ideas bad ideas? 
• Is homogenizing manuscripts a good thing? 

 
 



Future Work 

• Study of rejected articles.  



STUDY TWO:  
Measuring the Effectiveness of Peer 

Review in Elite Medical Journals 
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Methods and Data 

• 1,008 submissions to Annals of Internal 
Medicine, British Medical Journal and The 
Lancet. 

• 772 Desk-rejected, 174 rejected after peer 
review, 62 published. 

• 819 submissions were eventually published 
somewhere. 
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Methods and Data 

• Important to analyze rejections and 
acceptances separately to avoid Matthew 
Effects. 

• Journal impact factor correlated 0.54 with 
citations received. 

• Dependent Variable: Citations received. 
• 2 quality control filters: Editorial desk-

rejections and peer reviewers. 



Rejections  

• Desk-rejections (N=571) averaged 69.8 
citations vs. 94.7 for articles sent for peer 
review prior to rejection (N=187; p <.01). 



Rejections  

• Desk-rejections (N=571) averaged 69.8 
citations vs. 94.7 for articles sent for peer 
review prior to rejection (N=187; p <.01). 

• Logged citations: Desk rejections averaged 
3.44; 3.92 for peer reviewed rejections (p 
<.001). 
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• Desk-rejections (N=571) averaged 69.8 
citations vs. 94.7 for articles sent for peer 
review prior to rejection (N=187; p <.01). 

• Logged citations: Desk rejections averaged 
3.44; 3.92 for peer reviewed rejections (p 
<.001). 

• 12 of the 15 most highly-cited manuscripts 
were desk-rejected. 



Accepted Manuscripts 

• Published articles without a “reject” 
recommendation (N=30) averaged 162.8 
citations, compared to 115.2 for articles with 
one “reject” recommendation (N=21; p < .10).  



Accepted Manuscripts 

• Published articles without a “reject” 
recommendation (N=30) averaged 162.8 
citations, compared to 115.2 for articles with 
one “reject” recommendation (N=21; p < .10). 

• Small N; second filter level.  



Fates of Accepted vs. Rejected Manuscripts 



Fates of Accepted vs. Rejected Manuscripts 

• Mean percentile of acceptances: 71.9 
• Median percentile of acceptances: 79.4 
• 25th percentile: 53.3 
• 75th percentile: 91.2 
• Least-cited acceptance: 17.1 percentile 
• Most-cited acceptance: 98.2 percentile 





“We thought the manuscript provided only modest 
amounts of new information. We weren't convinced 
that the findings had strong implications and would 
change practice.” 



1st Rejection: “Still a small study. Questionable 
generalizability. Not a real priority for us. Can go to 
specialist journal.” 



2nd Rejection: “The major weakness is that the 
author(s) did not clearly define [redacted]. There are 
concerns about the rationale and methods used for the 
case control study. These are serious enough problems 
to merit rejecting the manuscript.” 



“Wow, this is eye-opening.” “We realize that many of 
the reviewers’ comments were positive.” “We thought 
that the manuscript provided only modest amounts of 
new information.” 



“Another chapter in the [redacted] story.” “The thing 
missing here is a real outcome.” 



“Wish they had compared it to [redacted] as well as to 
placebo.” “Well-done study. I don't doubt its validity. 
Seems like a “me-too” study.” 



“This is a new [redacted] for a well-established theme. 
Better in specialist journal.” 



“The findings seem very unsurprising and are 
descriptive only.” 



“Interesting, but clinical evidence is speculative.” 



Associate Editor: “Prevalence survey…finds there is a 
lot of [redacted] about. We don't want this, do we?”  



Associate Editor: “Prevalence survey…finds there is a 
lot of [redacted] about. We don't want this, do we?”  

 Editor: “No.” 



“I don't think they provide enough evidence for 
[redacted]. May be appropriate for [specialist, lower-
ranked journal].” 



“Not novel enough for us.” 



“Appears to have been a very incomplete sample. 
Associations found are wholly unoriginal and unsurprising.” 
“I'm unpersuaded by their arguments. It says nothing more 
interesting than there's a lot of [redacted] about.” 



“Small study. Non-clinical end point.” 



“Descriptive Study. Not really that novel.” 



Most Common Justifications for Rejection in Top-15 Articles 

Lacking Novelty 7 

Methodological Problems 4 

Magnitude of Results Too Small 4 

No reason given 3 

Insufficient Data/Evidence 2 

Speculative Results/Questionable Validity 2 
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Justifying Rejections 

• Importance of perceived novelty, theoretical 
impact. 

• Akerlof, Granovetter, Yalow, J.K. Rowling…are 
rejections of outstanding work more the rule 
than the exception? 

• Or, is “exceptional” work more ordinary than 
often assumed? 
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What are publishing “mistakes”? 

• Ionnadis (2005): Publication system tends to 
validate false positives, a tendency that highly 
selective journals may be particularly prone to 
(Brembs et al., 2013).  

• Heightened scrutiny may be needed to 
counterbalance incentives favoring publication 
of results that `no one has seen before.’  

• Low inter-rater reliability: Should editors tap 
disparate reviewers? 



Two Recent Examples of Mistakes 



Backlash to Publishing Mistakes 





LaCour Scandal 



• Are polarizing or 
controversial 
articles mistakes 
or virtues for 
scientific journals 
and communities? 
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• McAfee (2014): “Journals that do not 
occasionally reject classic articles will publish 
manuscripts of lower mean quality.” 

• Schrodt (2010): “With a few exceptions, peer 
review keeps junk out of the journals. But 
does so at the cost of biasing the system to 
publishing safe, predictable, incremental, 
lowest common-denominator articles.”  
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The Value of Citation Analysis 

• Are citations always an indicator of quality? 
• Contagion often more driven by social forces 

than quality. 
• “Low Church” niches outside of elite journals? 
• Still, citations matter: Impact factors, status, 

journal revenues linked to receiving cites. 
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CONCLUDING THOUGHTS 

• Peer review adds value, but… 
– Tendency towards conservativism in gestation, if 

not also gatekeeping. 
• Is this necessarily a bad thing? 

– Many successful articles are rejected. 
• Is this due to value-maximizing tradeoffs? 

– Possible problems working at the right tail of 
quality. 
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FURTHER ISSUES 

• What are the tradeoffs between errors of 
omission and commission? 

• Polarizing versus less controversial articles. 
– Are publishing the Hurricane PNAS piece, or 

rejecting “The Market for Lemons” 
necessary evils? 

• Do low acceptance rates squeeze out 
innovation? (Alberts et al., 2014) 

• Elite journals in a schizophrenic position. 
 



Good peer review will limit mistakes and 
improve published works. However, given the 

uncertainty of science, optimizing decisions must 
be made regarding publishing errors of omission 

and commission. These strategic/evaluative 
cultures determine the science that is published. 



Thank you!  
 

Questions, Comments: 
ksiler@gmail.com 

 
Twitter: @KyleSiler 

 

mailto:ksiler@gmail.com
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