Rheumatology International (2021) 41:501-502
https://doi.org/10.1007/500296-020-04741-y

Rheumatology

INTERNATIONAL

CORRESPONDENCE

=

Check for
updates

Building trust in journals and in peer review: need of the hour

during the COVID-19 pandemic

Sakir Ahmed'® - Mohini?

Received: 23 October 2020 / Accepted: 26 October 2020 / Published online: 7 November 2020

© Springer-Verlag GmbH Germany, part of Springer Nature 2020

Keywords Peer review - Medical journals - Publishing ethics - COVID-19

We read with interest about the survey carried out by a group
of international rheumatology journal editors [1]. The survey
assessed the opinions of authors, reviewers and other schol-
ars on the impact of the COVID-19 (Coronavirus disease
2019) on scholarly publishing and journal targeting. This
survey has come in a critical time when most journals are
possibly handling a deluge of submissions compounded by
logistics limitation due to the pandemic. Many reviewers
and also editors may still be overburdened by their clinical
duties. Also, a spate of retractions in high-ranking journals
have increased the stress on reviewers and editors as gate-
keepers of science [2].

Though a third of the respondents often targeted local
journals, only half of this number (17% of total) reported
trusting their local society journals! This might have been
made worse by poor previous experiences with possible
predatory journals. Even in the scholarly group surveyed,
16% were not aware of predatory journals. In a previous
survey amongst Indian rheumatologists, the second most
widely read rheumatology journal was the society journal
of the Indian Rheumatology Association (IRA), the Indian
Journal of Rheumatology, just after the Annals of Rheumatic
Disease [3]. We are of the opinion that the trust in a journal
is decided by its reviewers as much as its editors.

“Soft peer review” would lead to damage, including
flawed and biased evidence as well as retractions. The sys-
tem of peer review may not be perfect, but it is indispensable
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[4]. In the survey, a majority (63%) felt that the use of pre-
print servers without peer review would promote pseudo-
scientific and untrustworthy articles. However, peer review-
ers are often blamed for being “too strict” [5]. The editors’
comments are often generic, but the peer reviewers’ words
are personal.

It was motivational to read a recent Lancet editorial
boosting trust in peer review [6]. The Lancet editors have
also recognised the fact that some of us in low-to-medium
income countries are often overwhelmed with clinical work,
and peer review usually has to be done sacrificing our leisure
time or even sleep. It is encouraging to receive apprecia-
tion for this apparently thankless task with initiative such as
Publons and the ‘Peer review week’ held every September
since the last 5 years [4].

Some reviewers are altruistic and par excellent. Some-
times, language leads to misunderstanding, especially with
non-Anglophone writers [7]. At other times, the geopolitical
or epidemiological differences in distant parts of the world
may confuse. Another major issue of contention between
editors and authors seems to be associated with plagiarism.
Novice authors may not be aware that plagiarism is not just
verbatim copy but the appropriation of ideas by various
means without giving due credit [8].

For rheumatology, the Emerging EULAR (European
League Against Rheumatism) Network (EMEUNET) group
has initiated a mentored training programme for learning
the nuances of peer review [9]. We believe that this will go
a long way in strengthening the review quality and building
trust in the process. The process can be further reinforced by
integrating peer review into rheumatology education [10].

We honestly believe all peer reviewers work to improve
the quality of manuscripts and, thus, of science. Authors
sometimes confuse rejection with negativism about their
work. Sometimes it is difficult for reviewers to opine
honestly. Most reviewers still endeavour to use the best
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language. This fosters confidence of the authors in journals
and in the peer-review system at large. However, an ofthand
remark may hurt the very foundations of trust that genera-
tions of peer reviewers and editors have attempted to protect
along with the sanctity of scientific publishing.
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