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ABSTRACT 

Peer review is part of the bedrock of science. In recent years the focus of peer review has shifted 

toward developmental reviewing, an approach intended to focus on the author’s growth and 

development. Yet, does the focus on developing the author have unintended consequences for the 

development of science? In this paper, we critique the developmental approach to peer review 

and contrast it with the constructive approach, which focuses on improvement of the research. 

We suggest the developmental approach, although with laudable aims, has also produced 

unintended consequences that negatively impact authors’ experiences as well as the quality and 

meaningfulness of the science published. We identify problems and discuss potential solutions 

that can strengthen peer review and contribute to science for a smarter workplace. 
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Developmental Reviewing: Is it Really Good for Science? 

We portray peer review to the public as a quasi-sacred process that helps to make 
science our most objective truth teller, but we know that the system of peer truth is 
biased, unjust, unaccountable, incomplete, easily fixed, often insulting, usually ignorant, 
occasionally foolish, and frequently wrong. 

--Richard Horton, former editor-in-chief of The Lancet (2000) 

Overview 

Concerns about journal peer review (the act of knowledgeable colleagues assessing 

scholarship prior to publication) are nothing new. The above quote dates to 2000. Everyone has 

heard of and shared horror stories about bad experiences with reviewers (and action editors). 

Moreover, articles articulating problems with the review process have been published in journals 

for years (e.g., Ellwanger & Chies, 2020; Tennant et al., 2017). However, most appreciate the 

important intended role that peer review plays in the scientific process to the extent that it helps 

ensure the quality and integrity of published research. 

The current system of double-blind peer review (i.e., the identity of both the author and 

the reviewer are hidden) used within the field of industrial-organizational (I-O) psychology has 

been in place for decades. Within I-O, most of the attention on peer review in recent years has 

focused on ways to ensure our science is more open and robust and on elimination of 

questionable research practices (QRPs) (e.g., Banks et al., 2016; 2019; Butler et al., 2017; Grand 

et al., 2018; Kepes et al., 2022). For example, authors are increasingly asked to include their data 

and analysis code so that reviewers can check for anomalies. Some journals have innovated to 

include multiple types of submissions such as results-masked review (i.e., reviewers evaluate 

manuscript without being shown the results and discussion) and registered reports (i.e., study 

design, methods, and proposed analyses are submitted for review prior to data collection) (e.g., 

Journal of Business and Psychology, Journal of Vocational Behavior). Although more evidence 

is needed to demonstrate which of these practices, and to what extent, yield improvements to the 
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science, most agree that efforts to reduce fraud and improve transparency are beneficial to the 

integrity of science.  

Over the last decade or so, another trend that has taken hold that that has received less 

attention and scrutiny is the ethos that reviewers be “developmental” in their reviews (e.g., 

reviewer guidance for Journal of Applied Psychology, Academy of Management Review). 

Although well intentioned and with several desirable elements, we suggest that there are 

potential harmful effects on science associated with the developmental review approach. In this 

focal article we consider how this approach has the potential to modify what we research and 

publish as I-O psychologists and how it may impair perceptions of justice among authors. In 

doing so, we identify several concerns and offer potential solutions, including renewed focus on 

the research (constructive) rather than on the author (developmental), in the sections that follow. 

We preface these comments by noting that the views expressed in this focal article do not 

represent those of the current journal. Nor do our views reflect upon or represent the journals 

with which the authorship team serve in roles as authors, reviewers, or action editors. We also 

acknowledge that many of the concerns we raise are applicable to peer review in general and not 

isolated to the developmental approach to peer review. However, we contend that the 

developmental approach primes a different mindset among reviewers that serves to exacerbate 

many of the concerns that exist and therefore merits scrutiny.  

Developmental Reviewing 

The term developmental reviewing means different things to different journal editors and 

reviewers (e.g., Saunders, 2005; Ragins, 2018).  Most recently, Ragins (2015) clarified and 

shifted the definition of developmental reviewing from reviewing that “focus[es] on the work” 

toward reviews that also offer “learning and growth opportunities for the author, the reviewer, 
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and our field” (p. 2). Her editorial further elaborates that “we develop the work by developing 

the author” (p. 1), and that developmental review can “help authors discover the gems in their 

work, gain new insights, find their voice and contribution, … and develop their capacity and 

willingness to contribute to and engage in the field” (p. 2). We suggest that the focus, approach, 

and tone associated with developmental peer review as defined by Ragins (2015) differs from a 

constructive approach, which focuses more explicitly on providing critiques and suggestions for 

the manuscript (e.g., Feldman, 2004). We outline these differences in Table 1. 

We address what we believe are implications for the shift to developmental reviewing. 

Few would argue with the notion that reviewers should be kind and constructive in their reviews. 

Moreover, there should be no room in the review process for hostility. However, does the focus 

on developing the author (rather than on developing the research) have unintended consequences 

for the development of science? Does it result in improvements in the science? In the sections 

below, we discuss how developmental reviewing may undermine author expertise; reward A 

while hoping for B; draw attention away from accuracy, validity, and fraud; serve to maintain the 

status quo; and increase reviewer burden. 

Undermining Author Expertise 

The developmental perspective assumes that authors are junior to the field and should be 

mentored by the reviewers. Reviewers are elevated to the status of mentor and sometimes 

seemingly assume the role of senior coauthor. In the spirit of “developing” the authors, the 

reviewer may feel empowered to treat them as more junior collaborators, requesting and even 

insisting on consequential changes based on their own subjective perspective to the study 

framing or analysis.  
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Consider the experience recounted by Roberson et al. (2024) in their commentary on 

publishing a DEI article—a research topic in which the authors have exceptionally deep 

expertise. In the decision letter, their action editor noted that they were “blessed by two 

experienced, thoughtful, and developmental [italics added] reviewers who studied your 

manuscript very carefully” (p. 261). Roberson et al. (2024) noted that the suggestions were 

instructional in slant and that the tenor of the feedback was that the “reviewers not only had a 

better command of the diversity literature than the authors but that the authors lack a knowledge 

of scholarly writing and therefore must be offered didactic instructions on how to craft a 

manuscript” (p. 263). The editor appears to convey a belief that it is the reviewers’ role to 

instruct the authors on how to think about the topics they are researching. 

Unfortunately, this is not an isolated incident. During the preparation of this manuscript, 

one of the authors received a six-page, single-spaced review on a revision. The letter included 

many detailed suggestions for how to write individual words, sentences, and sections and 

approach revisions in a way that aligned with the reviewer’s own work. These detailed comments 

were peppered with well-meaning positive commentary that took on a mentoring tone, assuming 

the author needed to be taught how to write and conduct research. In fact, the Academy of 

Management checklist (Academy of Management, 2024) includes detailed reviewer guidelines 

(including videos) on developmental reviewing seemingly entrenched in a similar perspective. 

Take for example the following advice:  

Try to make your revisions developmental. The goal is to develop authors as well as 

evaluate their work. Losing someone who might subsequently contribute greatly to 

management learning and education research, but was dissuaded by a caustic or overly 
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critical review process as they are beginning to learn to conduct research [emphasis 

added] in this area is not ideal. 

Note the mindset that the author is new to the research process. As a result of the expectation that 

reviewers provide extensive feedback, focus on suggestions, and inform the authors how the 

reviewer might approach the research, detailed and long reviews become, “this is how I would 

have done this research” rather than engagement with the research as conducted. At its worst, 

this practice can result in “a manuscript that its author may not have intended to write, 

expressing in someone else’s language thoughts the author may not have intended to convey, 

under a title the author may not have selected” (Bedeian, 1996, p. 315). 

Aligned with this experience, in a study of authors of articles published in Academy of 

Management Journal and Academy of Management Review, more than one third of the 

participants reported that they were treated like an inferior by an editor or by a reviewer, and 

over half felt that an editor regarded the reviewer’s knowledge on the participant’s manuscript as 

more important than their own (Bedeian, 2004). We do not intend to suggest that the proponents 

of developmental reviewing are in favor of reviewer ghostwriting or that they espouse 

condescending attitudes toward authors (see Lepak, 2009; Ragins, 2015). Nor do we infer that 

experienced scholars cannot learn from the review process. However, the developmental 

approach mindset encourages reviewers to adopt a “let me teach you” stance that assumes 

primacy of the reviewers’ experience and skills over that of the manuscript authors. This stance 

is especially questionable when considering that manuscripts today are typically authored by a 

team of scholars who possess varied skillsets and an accumulation of experience. In a study 

concerning ethics of peer review, the two most common problems reported were reviewer 

incompetence (61.8%) and reviewer bias (50.5%) (Resnik et al., 2008). The elephant in the room 
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is that the authorship team could be (and often is) far more versed in the content area of the 

research than the reviewers.  

Mismatch between help provided and needed help/KSAOs is further problematic when 

factoring in the powerful position of the reviewer (Bedeian, 2004; also recognized in Ragins, 

2015). The reviewer as mentor model inherently places more weight, value, and power in the 

reviewer’s words and expertise relative to that of the authors. This weight may in fact be 

inappropriate and at worst can damage the quality of the work and/or diminish the authors’ voice 

(Bedeian, 2004). As we know from the “unhelpful help” literature (Dalal & Sheng, 2019), this 

mismatch between the help/KSAOs provided and help/KSAOs needed can have negative effects 

on author motivation and attitudes and be perceived as condescending, the opposite of the 

encouraging and motivating goals of developmental reviewing (Ragins, 2015). 

Rewarding A, While Hoping for B 

We suggest developmental reviewing contributes to a misalignment between the 

objectives of science and reviewer motivations. Developmental reviewing centers attention on 

developing authors rather than on developing the paper through identification of high-quality 

research that makes a meaningful contribution to knowledge. For example, “best reviewer” 

awards are determined based on criteria such as timeliness, number of reviews completed, and 

thoroughness of the reviews. That is, rewards are not based on the behavior that we should most 

desire, accurately identifying research that advances the field (Kerr, 1995).  

Rater motivation theory suggests raters will be motivated to rate accurately if rewards 

exist for accurate ratings and if the possibility of receiving rewards is correlated with rating 

accuracy (Murphy & Cleveland, 1995). No such rewards exist in developmental peer review. 

There is no standard for accuracy. Moreover, viewing the reviewer as a benign mentor of the 
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research perhaps makes us more likely to forget that reviewer guidance can be idiosyncratic, and 

that not all guidance is in the service of good science. Further, we contend that little has been 

done to acknowledge and grapple with bias and inaccuracy as part of the review process, which 

should be central to the objective of publishing meaningful science. 

In addition to no standard for accuracy, there is no accountability for (in)accuracy among 

reviewers. As assumed developmental experts, reviewers are not explicitly asked to justify or 

substantiate requests. Editors may rate reviewers, but these ratings are not accessible even to 

reviewers themselves, and ratings may be based on inadequate criteria. Editors may also provide 

feedback to reviewers, but, to our knowledge, this is rarely done in practice. As is well 

documented in the performance appraisal literature, lack of justification and accountability 

reduces accuracy (Levy & Williams, 2004; Mero & Motowidlo, 1995). Without required 

justification or feedback on review accuracy, reviewers are not held responsible and may be 

unaware of the degree that their assessments are accurate.  

Due to a focus on developmental reviewing, reviewers (and editors) may expect lengthy, 

critical reviews for all papers, even submissions that are of outstanding quality, motivating 

reviewers to extend the length of their reviews. Evaluating an outstanding paper as such with 

minimal commentary may be construed as “nondevelopmental” by an action editor who is 

looking for more comments as a signal of thoughtfulness and material for a decision. 

“Developmental” inherently assumes change is necessary. Reviewers who at first blush have 

minimal comments might be especially critical (nitpicky) to ensure they meet “developmental” 

review expectations and be perceived as conscientious reviewers.  

Inattention to Accuracy, Validity, and Fraud 
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Related to the misaligned incentives above, developmental reviewing also has potential to 

center reviewer attention on developing authors rather than on ensuring that the results in the 

paper are accurately computed and reported, interpreted validly, and, at a minimum, free from 

fraud and misrepresentation. As the epigraph to this article alludes, public beliefs about peer 

review center on its purported role in ensuring that published results are accurate, valid, and free 

of fraud or misrepresentation. For people outside of academic settings, “peer reviewed” is often 

regarded as akin to a golden seal of approval indicating that the contained work has been 

“vetted” and deemed correct. Despite this perception, cases of fraud, misspecified analyses, 

inaccurate reporting of results, and other sources of invalidity are not uncommon (e.g., Engber, 

2024; LeBreton et al., 2009; Lee, 2024). For example, a review of 25 years of papers in leading 

I-O psychology and management journals that employed confirmatory factor analysis, one of our 

fields’ most popular statistical methods, found that results tables include mathematically 

impossible values with alarming frequency (Credé & Harms, 2015). In the authors’ experience, 

reviewers rarely appear to spend much, if any, time checking results for accuracy or even 

plausibility. Even when data and code are supplied by authors, it is unclear how often reviewers 

actually open these files, review them, or verify their correctness.  

We believe that the lack of attention to ensure basic validity, accuracy, and truthfulness in 

science is driven in part by an overemphasis on developmental reviewing and lack of review 

standards specifically focused on basic verification of reported results. For example, review 

guidelines or checklists rarely include instructions to validate results reported in text, tables, or 

figures. Many reviewers appear to accept reported numbers in papers at face value without 

verifying they are accurate, or even possible. Indeed, three of the four criteria that comprise the 

reviewer checklist for Academy of Management Journal are dedicated to innovation, novelty, 



DEVELOPMENTAL REVIEWING        11 

and contribution, whereas only one of four criteria speak to evaluation of methodological rigor 

(internal, construct, statistical conclusion validity). Emphasizing criteria such as novelty or 

storytelling in an environment in which the opinions of reviewers are given preeminence in their 

role as “developers” amplifies the subjective elements of the review process.  

Maintaining the Status Quo 

As I-O psychologists, we are instructed early in our training that overemphasizing 

conformity can prove perilous for innovation. Unfortunately, some of the unhealthier aspects of 

the current approach to developmental reviewing are almost certainly preventing evolution of our 

science. The processes of becoming reviewers, editorial board members, and editors is largely 

one of socialization, wherein certain values are identified, recognized, promoted, and rewarded. 

For more objective elements, this often produces better research. For instance, explicitly 

identifying questionable research practices as unethical and socializing them as such facilitates 

peer reviews aimed at minimizing the occurrence of these behaviors in papers published in our 

discipline. In this case, socializing reviewers toward conformity produces a desired outcome 

(Banks et al., 2016).  

Unfortunately, however, this process is equally applicable to more subjective elements, 

thereby coinciding in far less desirable outcomes—especially when reviewers are expected to 

develop authors to think as they do. For example, reviewers frequently recommend particular 

analytic methods (such as mediation analysis) that are popular, even when they are not 

appropriate for the study under review. As a more pernicious example, white racial superiority 

was the generally accepted scientific standard in the Journal of Applied Psychology in the early 

20th century (and was likely treated as such by reviewers), but there has been considerable 

softening of this stance over time, and papers are now routinely published that reflect a greater 
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openness to beliefs of racial equality (Roberson et al., 2017). This naturally occurring evolution 

of thought is slowed or outright thwarted if the default assumption in the peer review process is 

that the gatekeepers (reviewers) are inherently correct in their perspectives and authors are 

inherently wrong. We may literally be slowing progress unnecessarily by promoting the belief 

that reviewers know best and are responsible for compelling authors to embody their beliefs 

about what to examine and how to execute and describe these scientific investigations. In such 

instances, inertia becomes entrenched, the status quo remains unchanged, and progress is halted.   

Increasing Reviewer Burden 

Reviewer burden is a well-known problem throughout the sciences (Ellwanger & Chies, 

2020). The developmental approach asks reviewers to not only identify concerns but also to 

“take the next step in focusing the authors and helping them move forward with their work” 

(Ragins, 2017, p. 573). Research from the mentoring literature shows that providing 

developmental guidance to colleagues is time consuming, requiring ample interaction and clear 

communication between the mentor and the protégé (Eby et al., 2013). Similarly, Ragins (2017) 

states developmental reviewing means having a “dialogue” or “conversation” with the authors, 

which requires time and mental investment. Performance appraisal research and practice has 

long noted the difficulty associated with dual roles of both developmental coach and evaluator 

(Meyer et al., 1965; Murphy, 2008), yet the developmental approach expects this of journal 

reviewers. 

Certainly, asking reviewers to engage in this developmental dialogue requires more of 

their time and other resources. As we noted above, it is likely that reviewers are compelled to 

write longer and longer reviews in the spirit of being developmental, increasing the burden on 

both reviewers and responding authors. We suggest that developmental reviewing is further 
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extending conversations across review iterations (third, fourth, and fifth revisions) based on the 

artifice of developing the authors. Yet there is no evidence that the time and energy spent on 

developmental (as opposed to constructive) dialogue is in fact worthwhile or that it results in 

scientific gain. We question if reviewers find being developmental improves the experience and 

meaningfulness of their work (as suggested by quotes in Ragins et al., 2017). We also note that 

with the open science movement and the inclusion of online supplemental materials, there is 

even more material for reviewers to review, further adding to reviewer (and author) workload. 

Finally, as a field we have seemingly forgotten about guidelines that encourage reviewers to be 

brief (typical recommendations are 1.5–2 pages, although Academy of Management recommends 

2–4 pages). 

From Developmental to Constructive Reviewing 

The call for developmental reviewing emerged with admirable aims: to make the peer 

review process friendly, positive, encouraging, and to increase learning and knowledge for all 

(Lepak, 2009; Ragins, 2015). We argue these well-intentioned directives have perhaps gone too 

far, unevaluated and unchecked. Above, we detailed concerns associated with the focus of 

developmental reviewing. In the following section we provide ideas for how the review process 

may be improved. Note that these ideas are presented as a basis for exploration. Although not all 

may be universally desirable or feasible (indeed there are varying opinions among the authorship 

team), and there may be incompatibilities and contradictions in some of these suggestions, they 

are intended to serve as thought experiments to stimulate discussion and reflection on review 

practices. Additionally, our suggestions aim to curb undesirable aspects of developmental 

reviewing or refocus toward a constructive reviewing approach; yet, these same suggestions are 
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broadly applicable to resolving other issues in the review process (e.g., power imbalance, 

fairness). Table 2 provides a summary.  

Redistribute Power in Peer Review  

Under the current system, the individual who has the most to gain or lose from the 

process (the author) has limited input or agency. Power imbalance in the review process has 

tipped too far toward reviewers, chipping away at author agency over their own ideas. Such 

concerns have been voiced decades ago (see Bedeian, 2004) and are even explicitly warned 

against in Ragins’s (2015) editorial defining developmental reviewing. However, they appear to 

have gone unheeded. In an effort to increase author agency, we suggest consideration of the 

following ideas: 

• Involve authors in the evaluation of reviewers. Although the practice at some journals is 

for editors to rate reviewers, authors are typically not provided with the opportunity to 

evaluate the extent that the reviewer provided fair, accurate, and helpful feedback. Just as 

we do with ratings of other types of service providers, such as restaurants, hotels, and 

rideshare drivers, provide authors with the opportunity to rate the reviews received. Make 

the overall average rating of reviewers of each journal available to the authors.  

• Consider innovations that make the peer review process more procedurally just for 

authors. Authors should be entitled to a rigorous review process in which the reviewer 

has the competencies required to understand the complexities and nuances of the work 

being evaluated (Bedeian, 2008). Moreover, clear appeal and rebuttal processes should be 

outlined with each decision letter. Each journal should have transparent appeals criteria 

and a process that can be found on the journal website. Develop an author bill of rights 

(e.g., that the peers who review have the expertise to do so; Clair, 2015). 
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• Empower authors at the time of the submission to decline having graduate students 

involved in the review of their paper. Notably, this change would still enable graduate 

students to serve as reviewers but also empower authors to decline such for their 

particular paper. Currently, authors don’t know if the person who reviewed their paper is 

a second-year graduate student versus a person with decades of experience on the topic of 

their research. We are aware of journals that regularly have doctoral students act as the 

reviewers of record and those that encourage junior scholars to serve as co-reviewers. We 

have an obligation as a community of scholars to develop and train those who are 

inexperienced to become high quality reviewers, but given the career stakes for those 

submitting the work for journal peer review, we encourage additional means of training. 

This could include workshops at conferences. Doctoral training consortia tend to focus on 

publishing but to our knowledge provide little discussion or guidance on conducting peer 

review. 

• Allow authors to choose the type of review they would like to receive (e.g., constructive 

versus developmental). Reaction to developmental reviewing may differ depending on 

experience and career stage. Journals could define the default level for a review comment 

(grad student, early career scholar, expert).  

• More vigilance is needed on the part of the editor to not overly rely on reviewers and to 

guard against their own set of motivations and biases that may infiltrate publication 

decision making. Editors can play a role in curbing overzealous developmental reviewers 

who assert subjective views and demands onto the review process that remove author 

agency. One way to ensure this is to formally restrict reviewer involvement. For instance, 

reviewers see the original manuscript but are only privy to the response letter(s) after the 
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first round of review. This would lessen the load on reviewers, minimize their impact on 

the process, and place the emphasis on decision making back on the editor where it 

belongs. This would also have the benefit of reducing workload and burden on reviewers 

for subsequent rounds of revision.  

• Given the lack of agreement and subjectivity in reviews, reviewers should not have to be 

100% satisfied before an editor decides to accept a paper. The goal of peer review as a 

process should not be to satisfy the reviewers; the goal should be to address fundamental 

issues related to the quality of the science. These are not the same thing.  

• Just as authorship teams often include individuals with different skillsets, recruit 

reviewers for specific tasks in the review process. Whereas one or two reviewers might 

be instructed to focus broadly on the paper, other reviewers could be instructed to 

specifically evaluate the quality of methods (with specific expertise sought for critical 

study aspects, such as systematic reviews) and accuracy of results, including rerunning 

analyses and methods to detect errors and fraud. Although statistical reviewers are 

common in some fields, such as medicine, such roles are rare in organizational sciences 

journals. In one of the author’s personal experiences, a recommendation that reviewer 

teams that involve review of systematic reviews and meta-analyses should include a 

librarian with expertise in information retrieval was met with skepticism and a dismissal 

that “such a librarian could not comment on the theory or rest of the paper.” Asking 

reviewers to focus on specific aspects of the paper could reduce workload for individual 

reviewers and help to ensure that reviewers focus on aspects of the paper for which they 

have expertise.  

Increase Accountability and Transparency 
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The peer-review system operates under the premise that reviewers are motivated to 

produce accurate and objective reviews. We need to grapple with the fact that reviewer 

evaluations may be motivated by a variety of factors and that reviewer feedback does not always 

improve scientific quality. The peer-review process could be altered to increase transparency and 

accountability among reviewers and editors. To meet this need, we propose consideration of 

several possible strategies:  

• Just as there has been a movement toward greater transparency in research, we advocate 

for greater transparency and accountability associated with the review process. This may 

include more open practices such as publishing the name of the action editor on each 

published article. Reviewer comments could be open and part of the record. That is, 

publish reviewer comments, editor decision letter(s), and author responses as a 

supplemental file that accompanies each published article.  

• Maintain and publish reviewer-related statistics. Just as journals should be transparent 

about rejection rates and time to decision, metrics such as average length of reviews (i.e., 

2 pages versus 5 pages), average author ratings of reviews, and potentially journal inter-

reviewer reliability could be tabulated and made available to potential authors. We also 

echo suggestions made by Avery et al. (2022) to publish decision statistics by keywords, 

geographic location, and so forth to provide more accountability and transparency to 

authors. Internal to the journal, data should be readily available as to each reviewers’ 

recommendation tendency statistics. Some reviewers are at baseline more lenient/harsh 

than others. This type of information can be used to help inform action editor reviewer 

selection and manuscript decision making.  
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• Reinforce journal guidelines at regular intervals. Regular communication to editorial 

board members is rare. Many journals have annual meetings in which statistics and 

information about journal operations are shared and suggestions for reviewers may be 

conveyed. Similar types of information may occur through periodic email 

communications. However, corralling reviewers to review with journal guidelines in 

mind (e.g., reviews should average 2 pages and 10 points rather than 5 pages and 25 

points), to refrain from suggesting QRPs, and to focus on the issues on which the editor-

in-chief wishes to be focused (e.g., empirical contributions are welcome without strong 

theoretical motivations) requires continual communication and reinforcement (e.g., 

through feedback).  

• Criteria used to select members of the editorial board of a journal could be included on 

the journal website. What minimum standards are required? Does the journal permit 

graduate students to serve as reviewers? We concur with Schoen (2020) who noted that 

we need to “have serious conversations about what it means to be a peer” (pp. 41–42). As 

I-O psychologists we would recommend that any organization be explicit as to the 

minimum knowledge, skills, and abilities one needs to qualify for a job. The same should 

be true for reviewers who are tasked with gatekeeping our science. In addition, journal 

action editors should be prepared to justify their selection of reviewers for a manuscript. 

Given the importance of reviewer selection to editorial boards and in manuscript 

assignments, it is shocking that there is so little work evaluating and innovating this 

aspect of the peer review process. 

• Action editors should take into account the expertise level of the reviewer and apply firm 

limits on how much reviewer input is weighed in the decision process. Reviewers who 
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have general expertise can provide a useful perspective, but their input should be 

appropriately calibrated. And ultimately, action editors need to take responsibility for 

evaluating the manuscript themselves, setting revision requirements, and making 

acceptance decisions. Reviewers should be consulted for input, not positioned as arbiters, 

and action editors should be held accountable for the evaluation process, accuracy, and 

validity of the articles they accept and reject.  

Use our Science to Improve the Review Process 

Just as studies are being conducted to evaluate different open science practices that may 

improve our science (e.g., preregistration; cf. Devezer et al., 2021), we advocate for modeling, 

experiments, and research on the practice of peer review. We can use our science on performance 

appraisal, motivation, and selection to examine factors such as bias in review and reviewer 

training, reviewer motivation, development of criteria for evaluating reviewers, and reviewer 

selection to improve peer review. Biomedical fields have conducted and evaluated the impact of 

interventions intended to improve quality of peer review for publications (see Bruce et al. 2016 

for a review). Notably, they found that training workshops, mentoring (peer reviewers discussing 

their review with a senior peer reviewer), and checklists did not impact peer review quality. 

Open peer review and addition of a statistical peer reviewer were found to increase quality. To 

build evidence-based changes to the peer review process, we propose: 

• Develop programs of research focused on ways to improve the accuracy of the peer 

review process. This could include experimental studies that compare different reviewer 

instructions (e.g., take a developmental approach versus a constructive approach) or 

studies that compare different reviewer comment formats. Another idea may be to 
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compare the reviews of humans versus AI for perceived accuracy and fairness, with raters 

blind to as how the reviews were generated.  

• Developmental reviewing is founded on ideals of creating encouraging, helpful systems 

that retain talent and ideas. Research that studies the implications of peer review practices 

for reviewer attitudes (e.g., occupational commitment, turnover intentions) and self-

concept (e.g., occupational self-efficacy) would help to meet this aim. For example, how 

do reactions of authors differ when reviewers are instructed to be developmental versus 

constructive in their review and remarks? How accurate and fair do they perceive each of 

the two conditions? Such research would necessarily need to take intersectional personal 

and professional identities into consideration.  

• Create clear guidelines for reviewers that differentiate between methodological or 

statistical errors versus subjective assessment. Editors too need to recognize the elements 

of reviewer comments that are subjective (e.g., contribution, novelty, compelling writing, 

specific design or analytic choices) versus those that involve rigor or clarity (e.g., 

internal, external, construct, and statistical validity; lack of consistency or precision). 

Consider new formats for reviewer comments and decision letters that recognize and 

bring to the surface this distinction.  

• Develop a better way to document and quantify reviewer expertise. Currently, journal 

administrative systems consist of a list of reviewers who have self-reported their content 

areas of expertise. There is no standard other than self-report for documenting expertise. 

More objective ways of identifying the competencies of each reviewer should be 

identified and implemented. For example, instead of relying on author self-reported key 

words, perhaps manuscripts could be submitted to AI systems through which the key 
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areas of expertise needed to review the manuscript are extracted. Such systems could 

better guide the selection of reviewers. 

• Develop novel, effective tools to select reviewers. The size of journal editorial teams has 

grown considerably. For example, as referenced in Allen et al. (2014), in 2003 the Journal 

of Applied Psychology had seven action editors and 83 editorial review board members, 

in 2009 there were 11 action editors and 192 board members. The 2024 numbers are 16 

action editors and 300 editorial board members. In 2003, Personnel Psychology had two 

action editors and 47 board members and in 2011 the numbers grew to five action editors 

and 91 board members. The 2024 numbers are seven action editors and 192 board 

members. Certainly, there is a need for an increased supply of editorial decision makers 

and reviewers to meet the increase in number of journal submissions. However, the larger 

pool of editors and board members also creates risk that editors will be less familiar as to 

reviewers’ competencies and expertise, creating more error in matching reviewers to 

papers. We also question if reviewer editorial boards of today represent the same degree 

of scholarly expertise as the reviewer pool of a decade ago, and if editorial practices have 

adjusted to changing reviewer landscapes. More evidence-based ways are needed that go 

beyond the simple systems currently in place for selecting reviewers to ensure each 

manuscript receives a quality review.  

• Explore how AI can be used to improve the peer review process. Discussions are already 

being had as to how AI may be incorporated into the review process (see for example, 

Sabet et al., 2023). Could I-O psychology be at the forefront of finding ways to 

implement AI to improve peer review and reduce human burden? For example, could AI 

be used to match reviewers to papers? Publishers could develop their own algorithms 
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(based on AI or other approaches) to preserve research integrity and detect 

inconsistencies. AI agents might be trained and deployed for specific purposes, such as 

detection of numeric inconsistencies and mismatches between methods and results 

sections, recommendations for clarifying text narratives, and detection of image and other 

data manipulation. Given known biases in AI and limited capabilities to understand 

context and perform real critical evaluation, we do not recommend that AI agents be used 

as a reviewer in their own right, but there are specific tasks where AI models can usefully 

complement human reviewers or perform tasks that human reviewers find difficult. 

Critically, any use of AI should be subjected to rigorous testing prior to operational use.   

Reduce Waste in Peer Review 

We need to make a concerted effort to reduce waste in terms of resources such as time and 

effort. As a field, we are expending enormous time and effort reviewing, responding, re-

reviewing, re-responding, and so on. This cycle may be repeated at multiple journals prior to 

publication. Response letters that are longer than the article, having the same piece of work 

reviewed again and again, conducting a second, and third study to fulfill the idiosyncratic whims 

of Journal X reviewers/editor only to be rejected. This need not be the way we ensure high 

quality science. The current system is breaking. System level change is needed. We propose the 

following review policies and processes: 

• Make all final decisions at the second round for most articles until there is evidence that 

doing so is detrimental to the science. This doesn’t mean that further revision cannot be 

made beyond two rounds, but authors should know that their article is accepted for 

publication prior to putting in further time, effort, and often financial expense to make 

third, fourth, and so on revisions. 
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• Develop a “review commons” that includes partnership between journals who agree to 

consider papers without repeating peer review (upon approval of the author). Some 

publishers (e.g., Springer) have implemented a journal transfer desk that aids in 

resubmitting a paper to another journal within their system, but the editorial process 

begins anew (https://www.springernature.com/gp/authors/transferdesk). Initiatives such 

as Review Commons (https://www.reviewcommons.org) and Peer Community In (PCI; 

https://peercommunityin.org) have also been developed to separate peer review from 

specific journals or publishers also have value in streamlining the review process and 

helping it to focus on practices that advance science.  

Recalibrate What Is Valued in the Peer Review Process 

Although not solely a function of the developmental peer review approach, overall, we 

believe the current state of the review process has pulled I-O psychology away from our core 

values as a field. For I-O psychological science this means conducting research designed to 

address applied problems, intervention studies, and collaborations with practitioners and 

communities. Over a decade ago, Ryan and Ford (2010) stated that there had been a shift in the 

center of gravity of I-O psychology. Based on bibliometric analysis, Allen (2015) remarked that 

our science was increasingly contributing less to psychology and more to management and 

business. Evidence suggests that shift continues. The reflections of prior editor-in-chiefs of 

Personnel Psychology that appeared in the 75th anniversary issue (2023) are instructive of the 

shift that has occurred (Erdogan et al., 2023). Paul Sackett, who served as editor from 1984–

1990, noted the journal had a distinct focus and that criteria for publication included “immediacy 

of implications for personnel practice” (p. 2). Ann Marie Ryan, who served as the editor from 

2002–2007, reiterated that the journal was known for its focus on applied work stating, “When 

https://www.springernature.com/gp/authors/transferdesk
https://www.reviewcommons.org/
https://peercommunityin.org/
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people bemoan the relevance and usefulness of academic journal publications, I point back to 

when we specifically encouraged and prioritized publishing work that was on pressing applied 

problems and of high practical utility” (p. 6). Mike Campion, who was editor 1990–1997, 

lamented the fact that, “We no longer have a preferred publication outlet for accumulating the 

important and well-conducted research in practice. This is a problem for an applied science, and 

it widens the unnecessary science–practitioner divide” (p. 4). There is a need for I-O 

psychologists to recalibrate and recapture our values as a larger field. What actions can we each 

take as authors, reviewers, and editors to strengthen our rigor as well as to return I-O psychology 

to its roots as an applied science that addresses meaningful issues that pertain to work and 

workers? It is up to each of us to change the narrative so that rigorous, programmatic, practical 

research is not devalued relative to novel, interesting, bold research. To this end, we suggest:  

• Revisit and codify intended audiences for published work. How do we recenter I-O 

psychology values in journals that publish our work? Who is our research intended to 

satisfy and impact: society or business school deans?  

• Dedicate space within top outlets to currently undervalued contributions (direct and 

independent replications, papers that focus on practical contributions). Solicit articles 

with this emphasis and assign editors/reviewers who will appreciate these aims.  

• Focus the review process more on potential for societal impact and less on storytelling.  

Conclusion 

Our goal for this paper was to discuss ways to move the peer review process from 

didactic, subjective, and potentially harmful to helpful, objective, and respectful. Although we 

believe in the spirit of the intent of developmental reviewing, as is often the case when changes 

occur to a system, we also believe that there have been downstream unintended consequences 
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that are detrimental to I-O psychological science. As noted by Bedeian (2003), editors and 

reviewers hold considerable power over the “intellectual vitality and future development” (p. 

332) of a discipline as well as the careers of individual scholars. We can each take actions as 

authors, reviewers, and editors to strengthen scientific rigor as well as to produce science that 

makes a difference. Our hope is that this focal article spurs commentaries that provide actionable 

suggestions and motivation for positive change.  
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Table 1 

 Differences Between Constructive and Developmental Peer Review 

 Constructive Developmental 
Focus Manuscript-centric: How to improve the 

current research 
 

Author-centric: How to improve the current research and 
the researcher 

Suggestions Improve the quality of the research Improve the researcher’s knowledge and skills while also 
improving the quality of the research 
 

Approach Provide clear, actionable, and fair feedback to 
improve the manuscript’s contribution, 
methodological rigor, and clarity 
 

Nurture the scholarly development of the author through 
provision of learning-oriented feedback 

Tone Professional, objective, supportive 
 

Encouraging, focus on learning and growth, didactic 

Example 1: 
Comments are from two 
different reviewers, 
commenting on the same 
issue within the same 
manuscript  

I noted a couple limitations in your data, 
including the number of journals and the time 
period. How did you choose the [number] 
journals searched? You seem to be missing 
some key journals here and I’d urge you to 
review your list. I’d expect a full review of 
the Financial Times list of journals or some 
other reasoning for why you picked your 
journals to review. Perhaps there are other 
journals that are more open to [review topic] 
that were omitted from your search (e.g., 
Organization Science). Relatedly, Why did 
you only look at the past [number] years? 
This choice seems arbitrary and you might be 
missing key information if you look back 
longer. 
 

In my prior review’s comment 5.11, I had challenged you to 
explain the odd timeliness of your review of 
papers…. Because I’ve published a few systematic reviews 
of my own, I’m really sympathetic to the challenges of 
presenting a defensible review upon which to anchor your 
work’s guidelines. In trying to publish these 
works, the solution I’ve always mobilized was to update to 
the most recent year the empirical basis (and 
all analysis and results) of the review: So yes, this meant 
reanalyzing new data every time, and I was 
doing this at each R&R round up to the point where the 
work was conditionally accepted. I am thus very 
mindful of the efforts needed to mobilize this approach. But 
then again, you took 10 months to return this 
paper back to [journal], no?… Though I get that this might 
not change your [conclusions], I maintain 
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that your work’s aura of high quality and rigor rests on the 
convincingness of your empirical bases.  
[Emphasis added. The full comment is the length of a 
single-spaced page.] 
 

Example 2: 
Comments are from two 
different reviewers, 
commenting on the same 
issue within the same 
manuscript  

The overall structure and logic of the three 
studies require greater clarity. The paper 
comprises three studies, but the connection 
among them is not well articulated. For 
instance, what is the logical connection 
between Study 3 and the two preceding 
studies? How does Study 3 serve the overall 
research purpose of the article? To improve 
coherence, I'd recommend that the authors 
better clarify the core research question of 
the paper, the logical linkages between the 
three studies, and how each study contributes 
to addressing the research question. 

In terms of the authors aims, they have three quite 
dissimilar studies.  … I always appreciate Colquitt and 
George's (2011) position on this point, where they suggest 
that determining the "scope" of a project is one of the most 
important decisions in writing a paper (and a difficult one). 
Sometimes it makes sense to expand the scope of an idea 
(such as introducing [construct]) and present a far-reaching 
set of hypotheses (as is the case here). At other times, a 
paper can make a bigger contribution by delving more 
deeply into a less expansive theoretical model and better 
develop the individual parts. … I also find this paper as a 
valuable resource in thinking through this issue (McNamara 
& Schleicher, 2024). 
[The full comment is the length of ¾ of a single-spaced 
page] 
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Table 2 
 
Summary of Suggestions 
Suggestions 
Redistribute power in peer review 

• Involve authors in evaluating reviewers. 
• Ensure a fair and procedurally just review process; include clear appeal and rebuttal 

mechanisms. 
• Allow authors to decline graduate students as reviewers if desired. 
• Give authors a choice in the type of review they receive (constructive vs. developmental). 
• Focus reviewers and editors on fundamental issues related to the quality of the science. 

 

Increase accountability and transparency 
• Increase transparency by publishing reviewer comments, editor decision letters, and 

author responses. 
• Maintain and publish reviewer-related statistics, including review lengths and inter-

reviewer reliability. 
• Regularly reinforce journal guidelines to reviewers and editors. 
• Clarify criteria for editorial board selection and reviewer expertise requirements. 
• Editors should calibrate reviewer input appropriately and ensure they take 

responsibility for final decisions. 
 

Use our science to improve the review process 
• Conduct research on peer review processes using I-O psychology principles (e.g., 

performance appraisal, motivation). 
• Develop programs of research to improve the accuracy of the peer review process. 
• Create clear guidelines differentiating subjective reviewer opinions from objective 

methodological critiques. 
• Implement better ways to document reviewer expertise beyond self-reported 

knowledge areas. 
• Explore the use of AI to support peer review (e.g., reviewer-paper matching, fraud 

detection, statistical checks). 
• Examine how peer review impacts reviewer attitudes and engagement with the field. 

 

Reduce waste in peer review 
• Make decisions with regard to acceptable by the second review round when possible. 
• Develop a “review commons” where journals collaborate to avoid redundant peer review. 
• Reduce excessive revisions and unnecessary re-review cycles to increase efficiency. 

 

Recalibrate what is valued in the peer review process 
• Recenter I-O psychology journals around applied, practical research rather than 

novelty-driven work. 
• Dedicate journal space for replications, practical research, and studies with societal 

impact. 
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