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Abstract

Background: Scientific reviewing is a voluntary process to
determine if a manuscript deserves publication. REVIEW
means: Responsibly Evaluate, Verify and Improve the manu-
script, Educate the authors and editors, and Weigh your ex-
pert opinion against the submitted work. Provide your re-
view in a respectful, unbiased and timely manner. Review
Methods: Make sure editors know about your willingness to
review and your particular area(s) of expertise. If you find
yourself in a conflict of interest, decline to participate in re-
viewing. If you accept, complete reviews on time. Determine
and rate (1) the methodological validity, (2) originality, (3)
significance of findings, (4) the style and clarity of presenta-
tion and (5) the findings’ interest to the readership of the
journal for which you are asked to review a manuscript. Spe-
cifically evaluate (6) if the results support any claims or con-
clusions made and, most importantly, (7) if the abstract cor-
rectly reflects the full content of a manuscript. Summarize
your review in specific comments to the authors. Make rec-
ommendations whether to accept, revise or reject the man-
uscript to the editor only. Review Results: Start with a brief
summary of the manuscript’s subject, strengths and key
findings/claims. Present your specific criticisms and sugges-
tions in numbered lists for the authors to address. Never use
demeaning and offensive words or sarcasm since, in the first
place, this reflects upon your own ethics and integrity as well

as upon the journal’s. Use a constructive tone, and if you see
any deficiencies, educate the authors in a respectful manner
so that, even if a manuscript is rejected, they will learn from
you, improve the manuscript or conduct a better study in the
future. Also include ratings from 1 to 7 in your comments to
the authors, as far as they are relevant and may explain your
final decision. Conclusions: Judge others as you would like
to be judged yourself. We hope these suggestions serve to
help new reviewers and refresh the willingness of battle-
hardened veterans to continuously serve the medical litera-
ture. Copyright © 2009 S. Karger AG, Basel

For with the judgment you pronounce you will be judged,
and with the measure you use it will be measured to you.
Matthew 7:1-3

But who are the judges?!
Aleksandr Griboedov (1794-1829)

Introduction

It is an understatement to note that reviewing is a
touchy subject. Given the wide range of publications sub-
ject to review, we hope the following suggestions for re-
viewing are understood as guidelines. Although many
reviewers have worked at a high level from the beginning,
the steady increase in submissions forces them to plan
and become a bit more focused. We also provide these
suggestions for future referees of scientific writing.
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If you are thinking about becoming a reviewer, this pa-
per will introduce you to this process and outline some of
the — often unspoken and implied - principles. Senior
members of the scientific community often pass invita-
tions for review to their junior colleagues. Read this paper
if you are faced with your first-time invitation and do not
know where to start or how to express your opinion. If you
are a seasoned reviewer, you may find some validation of
what you are doing or some suggestions to improve your
reviews. In any case, reviewing is an integral part of sci-
entific progress, and we should all contribute to its qual-
ity. The publication of research results — whether positive,
neutral or negative - is an ethical imperative [1]. Review-
ers must always seek ways to improve the manuscript,
help the editors and readership to understand its impor-
tance and generalizability [2], and to determine if it reach-
es the level of priority to be published in a given journal.

In this spirit we propose the time-honored term ‘RE-
VIEW’ as an acronym for: Responsibly Evaluate and Ver-
ify the findings and statistics as much as possible, Im-
prove the manuscript, Educate the authors and editors,
and Weigh your expert opinion against the submitted
work. Reviewers benefit through this process by learning
and becoming better scientists themselves. Reviewers are
often challenged to deal with new thinking, novel data or
innovation, and they have to critically rethink the process
that the authors have gone through and judge the valid-
ity of their findings.

Review Methods

Editors send invitations that inform potential review-
ers about the manuscript title and contents of the abstract
so that prospective reviewers can decide if the manu-
script falls within their areas of expertise. Citing your
particular area(s) of expertise saves editors time and
spares you the disappointment of receiving requests for
subjects that bring you to decline an invitation.

Any conflict of interest (COI) difficult for the editors
to assess in advance is ample reason to decline to partici-
pate in a review. Conducting your own research or being
interested in the same area as the authors of a manuscript
does not constitute a COI. What constitutes a COI is if
you collaborate, or have recently collaborated, with the
authors in research projects or if you, in your own judg-
ment, are unable to take a balanced and unprejudiced
view.

Authors can list suggested reviewers as well as those to
whom the manuscript should not be sent at all. This yields

244 Cerebrovasc Dis 2009;28:243-246

reviews of a quality similar to those that have been writ-
ten by reviewers chosen by editors; however, the authors’
suggested reviewers were more likely to recommend ac-
ceptance [3, 4].

If you already reviewed a manuscript in the same or a
substantially unchanged form for another journal, please
inform the editor in advance and ask for his recommen-
dation on how to proceed. A copy of the previous review
is sometimes more suitable than a second review.

Ifyouagreed to review a manuscript, the authors much
appreciate the timely completion of the assignment, as
you would do as an author awaiting a similar decision.

After considering the manuscript’s appropriateness to
a given journal, determine and rate these self-explana-
tory aspects:

(1) methodological validity,

(2) originality,

(3) significance of findings,

(4) style and clarity of presentation,

(5) interest to readership,

(6) if results support claims or conclusions, and

(7) if the abstract correctly reflects the full content of the
manuscript.

Start with the determination of the findings’ method-
ological validity, novelty and significance. These tasks
contribute to your learning since, as you critically evalu-
ate methods and analyses, you may ‘dig in’ deeper into
specific methodologies, statistics, etc. Stay on top of cur-
rent developments in your area of expertise. We often
look up sources referenced in manuscripts as well as oth-
er papers that may have eluded the authors’ attention.
This helps you to gain a deeper understanding of the
study’s subject and of the progress made in the area, and
to offer any insights useful to the authors in revising the
manuscript. Approach each manuscript with an open
mind. Even if you think you know most of the research
in this area, you may occasionally be surprised by an un-
conventional approach. Even if you disagree with the au-
thors a priori, try to objectively evaluate the strength of
the data and the validity of their conclusions.

Specifically evaluate if the results support any claims
or conclusions and if the abstract correctly reflects the
content of the manuscript. Summarize your review re-
sults in specific comments to the authors and provide a
separate recommendation to the editor whether to pub-
lish this manuscript or not.

Most journals, including Cerebrovascular Diseases,
support a web-based review process with forms that re-
viewers have to fill out. These forms often have struc-
tured questions that help editors to streamline the pro-
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cess and provide some journals with quantifiable results
of your review.

Your suggestions about analytic methods and about
statisticians with expertise in the study’s subject are al-
ways appreciated. In fact, a study suggested that review-
ers who had been trained in epidemiology and biostatis-
tics might provide better quality reviews as judged by the
authors [5]. Younger reviewers tended to provide higher
quality reviews [5, 6], and those spending up to 3 h re-
viewing a manuscript [5]. However, there are no strong
predictors overall to identify those who will provide
higher quality reviews, and the whole process remains ill
defined [6]. Contrary to expectations, an attempt to im-
prove the review skills in a short workshop for active re-
viewers did not yield any desirable results [7].

The comments to the authors are the most important
part of the review process. Assume you write to a colleague
who will find your name at the end of the review, even
though our reviewers are not mentioned that way. Some
authors often believe they recognize certain composition-
al styles and assume the reviewer’s name, even in error!

Be honest and communicate without humiliating the
authors, no matter how wrong or insignificant the results
are in your opinion. Your comments, first of all, reflect
upon you and the journal which asked you to review the
manuscript. Acceptance or rejection is a recommenda-
tion to be communicated to the editors only.

Review Results

Start your comments to the authors with a brief sum-
mary of the manuscript’s subject, strengths and key find-
ings/claims. This section shows that you grasped the con-
tent of the manuscript and realized its significance. Com-
ment positively on the manuscript’simportance, strengths
and generalizability.

The abstract is read more often than the full paper [8,
9] so please comment on its clarity.

If the manuscript seems to be in need of revision, pres-
ent your specific criticisms and suggestions as a num-
bered list for the authors to address. If the authors attend
to all your points of criticism and suggestions, number-
ing will help you to follow as you read their reply. Use a
constructive tone, and if you see any deficiencies, educate
the authors in a respectful manner so that, even if a man-
uscript is rejected, the authors will learn from you, im-
prove it and either submit a better version to another
journal or conduct a better study in the future.

Suggestions for Reviewing Manuscripts

Always check if the research question is clearly stated.
If not, ask for clarification. Examine the study’s methods
in detail to verify if the approach taken is valid. Should
you feel the need to ask the authors for more information,
please indicate if the information has to be inserted in a
revision or directed to the reviewer only in a letter of re-
sponse.

Research has been done on the quality of manuscripts
with masked before-and-after-review assessments [2].
The most substantial improvements were seen in the dis-
cussion of study limitations, generalizations, use of con-
fidence intervals and the tone of the conclusions [2].

Some standard rewriting is sometimes needed, such
as: ‘our study showed ..., as well as advice to the authors
to lucidly summarize their key findings [10]. Ask the au-
thors to shorten the discussion, if necessary. Discussions
(like introductions) are not supposed to be extensive re-
views with numerous references [10]. The discussion is
also the weakest part of the manuscript, so efforts to
prune any digressive and expansive conclusions should
be noted.

Most authors anticipate questions about the limita-
tions of their study, but if not, it is useful that they be
noted in the review. An analysis of a study’s limitations
says something about the authors’ and reviewers’ integ-
rity and scientific approach to the problem. You may sug-
gest to the editor to write a comment or an editorial
alongside the accepted manuscript if you feel that the dis-
cussion of the limitations, significance or impact needs
to be taken further.

For those authors clearly inexperienced in manuscript
composition, advice can be found in the literature [8, 9,
11].

Sad to say, sometimes references are cited erroneously,
even at times the key one(s). A tactful note of the error is
usually sufficient for the embarrassed author. You are not
required to check every reference but a careful look at the
sources and foundation for the arguments is a must.

Journals may have blinded and structured review pol-
icies [12, 13]. In this case, follow the instructions. If a
journal offers an unblinded review, evaluate the fairness
of your contribution to the manuscript as well as any po-
tential bias. Cerebrovascular Diseases and other journals
expect that the authors of a manuscript should acknowl-
edge those who contributed to the study (i.e. the list of
sites and researchers) and those who were helpful to the
authors (i.e. funding agencies, expert consultants and
volunteers). It is also prudent to have disclosures of the
authors’ conflicts of interest [14] so that the study’s find-
ings and interpretation can be put into perspective by the
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readership (this could be part of the editorial office’s re-
sponsibilities with blinded reviews). As an unblinded re-
viewer, you can insist upon a more detailed assessment of
contributors and conflicts. Some journals also require
the authors to disclose the contribution of each author to
the final manuscript, and leading publishers offer criteria
for who should be the authors [15].

Final Suggestions

Partition your review into an introductory section,
major comments and minor comments. This way, it is
easy for the editor and authors to see where the main
problems are and what needs to be done to reach the pri-
ority level for publication. If revision is recommended,
state that you are willing to look at the manuscript again.
In re-reviewing, check if the authors have responded ad-
equately to your comments and if any required changes
have been included in the manuscript (and not only in the
response to the reviewers). Do not bring up any new is-
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