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Executive summary 

Peer review is an important method of research evaluation, and it seems that the only ade-
quate way to evaluate SSH research involves some form of peer review. Even if bibliomet-
rics and other quantitative ways of evaluation may provide information on some aspects of 
SSH research like productivity and publication strategies of research units, metrics-based 
indicators should be used with caution in SSH due to low coverage of SSH fields in the 
standard publication databases and a mismatch between dimensions of quality as defined 
by peers and standard bibliometric indicators. Still, peer review faces many issues and chal-
lenges. This report identifies the challenges particularly relevant for the SSH, such as dif-
ferent and thus often conflicting research paradigms or epistemological styles of reviewers 
and applicants or authors; difficulty in many SSH disciplines to define and evaluate re-
search methodology compared to STEM disciplines; the lack of the idea of linear progress 
and a much longer time span necessary to evaluate academic impact of publications; the 
diversity of publication outputs and specific importance of books or monographs; the im-
portance of local languages; challenges related to recent developments in research and its 
evaluation related to growing interdisciplinarity and the Open Science agenda. To this, the 
general challenges of peer review are added, such as the risk of gender bias, conservative 
bias, workload for all parties involved. 
The report concludes that peer review fulfils different functions and that peer review prac-
tices not only need to acknowledge different disciplinary particularities but also their eval-
uative context. Rather than playing metrics and peer review off against each other, the focus 
should be on their optimal use and combination within different evaluation situations. This 
is especially important when it concerns the SSH because the disciplines falling under this 
umbrella term share the concurrency of different paradigms and a context-dependent, 
sometimes interpretative mode of knowledge generation and the use of a wide range of 
dissemination channels. This leads to a particular challenge regarding the burden of re-
viewers because SSH disciplines often act in a local context in national languages and in-
clude small disciplinary communities. 
The SSH disciplines should develop their own ways to adequately evaluate their research, 
and peer review takes an important part in that. The past has shown that automatically 
copying evaluation procedures from STEM disciplines did not always work out well. How-
ever, the SSH community is well resourced to analyse and remediate the current tensions 
in research policies between funders’ expectations of societal impact and the value of aca-
demic autonomy, between the ambition of mainstreaming of SSH research and the care for 
specific SSH methods and practices, and not least the threatened legitimacy of science in 
the post-factual society. The task of the SSH community should not only be to defend the 
integrity of scholarly disciplines, but to contribute to the development of new practices of 
research assessments that may build bridges between different communities of researchers 
and between the world of research and society at large. 
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Practices of peer review in the SSH I: A systematic review of peer review cri-
teria 
%\�6YHQ�(��+XJ��0DUHN�+RáRZLHFNL��/DL�0D��0LUMDP�Aeschbach & Michael Ochsner 
,QWURGXFWLRQ 
&ULWHULD� DUH� DQ� HVVHQWLDO� FRPSRQHQW� RI� DQ\� SURFHGXUH� IRU� MXGJLQJ�PHULW��7KLV� LV�ZLGHO\�
acknowledged in the literature on peer review. Yet pertinent literature reviews and com-
pendia do not mention or only briefly discuss peer review criteria. To address this research 
gap, a systematic review of studies on peer review criteria has been conducted. The review 
focused on the most fundamental question in any evaluation: what criteria are employed in 
WKH�HYDOXDWLRQ"�7KH�V\Vtematic review was restricted to the two most common forms of 
SHHU�UHYLHZ�� WKH�DVVHVVPHQW�RI�PDQXVFULSWV�VXEPLWWHG�WR� MRXUQDOV�DQG�WKH�DVVHVVPHQW�RI�
JUDQW�DSSOLFDWLRQV��7KH�REMHFWLYHV�RI�WKH�UHYLHZ�ZHUH��D��WR�LGHQWLI\�VWXGLHV�WKDW�GHYHORS�RU�
derive criteria inductively,8 (b) to determine how many of these studies focus on the social 
sciences and humanities, and (c) to provide a taxonomy of criteria. In the following, pre-
OLPLQDU\�ILQGLQJV�RQ�REMHFWLYHV��D��DQG��E��ZLOO�EH�UHSRUWHG��0HWKRGRORJLFDO�GHWDLOV�DQd 
ILQDO�UHVXOWV�ZLOO�EH�SXEOLVKHG�LQ�VFKRODUO\�MRXUQDOV��+XJ�	�$HVFKEDFK��������+XJ et al., 
in prepration). 
3UHOLPLQDU\�ILQGLQJV 
Twelve studies on grant review criteria and twice as many on manuscript review criteria 
were identified (see Table 1). While the first inductive study on manuscript criteria (i.e. 
%RQMHDQ�	�+XOOXP��������GDWHV�EDFN�WR�WKH�WLPH�ZKHQ�PRGHUQ�SHHU�UHYLHZ�HPHUJHG��VHH�
%DOGZLQ��������������0R[KDP�	�)yfe, 2018), the first study on funding criteria was only 
carried out in the 1990s (i.e. Hartmann, 1990). Most studies have examined criteria in the 
medical and health sciences and the social sciences. Studies on other fields are scarce and 
there are no studies on manuscript criteria in the natural sciences and in engineering and 
technology. A possible explanation for the latter could be the fact that all studies on man-
uscript criteria were done by “insiders” (i.e. researchers examined the criteria employed in 
D�MRXUQDO�RI�WKHLU�RZQ�ILHOG���6LQFH�TXDOLWDWLYH-inductive approaches are not in the (standard) 
repertoire of researchers in the natural sciences and in engineering and technology, it is 
unlikely that criteria are inductively studied in these fields. The systematic review showed 
that manuscript criteria are mainly examined with data from actual reviews and comments. 
,Q�FRQWUDVW��GDWD�FROOHFWLRQ�PHWKRGV�VXFK�DV�LQWHUYLHZV��VXUYH\V�DQG�WKH�'HOSKL�PHWKRG�DUH�
as important as actual reviews in studies on grant criteria. 
  

                                                 
8 While an inductive approach generates criteria from empirical data, a deductive approach employs theoret-
ically determined or otherwise predefined criteria. The very first studies on peer review criteria employed a 
dHGXFWLYH�DSSURDFK��H�J��&KDVH��������)UDQW]���������7KH�V\VWHPDWLF�UHYLHZ��KRZHYHU��GLG�QRW�IRFXV�RQ�WKH�
oretically derived or otherwise predefined criteria but on inductively and empirically established criteria, 
which were, for example, based on quality conceptions of scholars or on actual comments of reviewers. 
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Table 1. Characteristics of studies that develop or derive peer review criteria inductively 
(preliminary data). 
 Studies on manuscript 

review criteria 
Studies on grant re-
view criteria 

Total number of studies included in the review 24 12 
Publication year of studies   
First study 1978 1990 
Latest study 2018 2018 
Median 2004 2007 
Number of studies analysing criteria in the   
Natural sciences – 2 
Engineering and technology – 2 
Medical and health sciences 8 8 
Agricultural sciences 1 – 
Social sciences 14 4 
Humanities 2 3 
Data collection   
Interview, survey, Delphi method, etc. 5 7 
Actual reviews and comments 19 5 
Number of criteria per study   
Minimum 8 7 
Maximum 223 66 
Mean 44 26 
Median 19.5 21 

Studies on manuscript criteria on average report more criteria than studies on grant criteria 
(44 and 26, respectively). In particular, while the study that reports the most grant criteria 
(Pollitt et al., 1996) lists 66 criteria, there are six studies on manuscripts that list more 
criteria. For example, Campion (1993) lists no less than 223 criteria for reviewing research 
articles in applied psychology. A possible reason for this difference could be the strong 
improvement focus of the manuscript review process, which could promote more detailed 
comments of reviewers or prompt authors of studies on manuscript criteria to perform more 
fine-grained analyses. If, however, one ignores the studies that report a large number of 
criteria (i.e. those larger than the median), a similar pattern emerges: 50% of the manuscript 
and grant studies report 8 to 19 and 7 to 21 criteria, respectively. 
3UHOLPLQDU\�FRQFOXVLRQV 
$OWKRXJK�WKHUH�DUH�WHQV�RI�WKRXVDQGV�RI�SXEOLFDWLRQV�RQ�SHHU�UHYLHZ��VHH�%DWDJHOM et al., 
2017) and although criteria are an essential component of any evaluation process, there are 
only very few studies that focus on criteria peers actually use or prefer. In particular, 24 
inductive studies on manuscript review criteria and 12 inductive studies on grant review 
criteria were identified in the systematic review. With respect to research fields, the sys-
tematic review showed that most studies analysed criteria in the medical and health sci-
ences and in the social sciences. These findings suggest that there is a need for more studies 
on peer review criteria in general and more studies on the natural sciences and humanities 
in particular. In addition, future studies should develop a comparative perspective to im-
prove the understanding of the commonalities and peculiarities of the evaluation cultures 
of different fields and disciplines. From a practical standpoint, studies on peer review 
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criteria are relevant as they contribute to increasing the transparency of peer review pro-
cesses and they support early career researchers in learning the basics of peer assessment. 
5HIHUHQFHV 
References with one asterisk (*) indicate studies on manuscript peer review, references with two asterisks 
(**) indicate studies on grant peer review. 
**Abdoul, H., Perrey, C., Amiel, P., TubDFK��)���*RWWRW��6���'XUDQG-=DOHVNL��,���	�$OEHUWL��

C. (2012). Peer review of grant applications: criteria used and qualitative study of 
reviewer practices. PLoS ONE, 7(9), 1–15. https://doi.org/��������MRXU�
nal.pone.0046054 


$OEHUV�� &��$��� )OR\G�� 5��*��� )XKUPDQQ��0�� -���	�0DUWLQH]�� 5�� 6�� �������� 3XEOLFDWLRQ�
FULWHULD�DQG�UHFRPPHQGHG�DUHDV�RI�LPSURYHPHQW�ZLWKLQ�VFKRRO�SV\FKRORJ\�MRXUQDOV�
DV�UHSRUWHG�E\�HGLWRUV��MRXUQDO�ERDUG�PHPEHUV��DQG�PDQXVFULSW�authors. Journal of 
School Psychology, 49(6), 669–689. KWWSV���GRL�RUJ���������M�MVS������������ 

*%DNDQLF��9���0F3KDLO��&���	�6LPRQ��5��-����������0L[HG�PHVVDJHV��UHIHUHHV¶�FRPPHQWV�
on the manuscripts they review. The Sociological Quarterly, 30(4), 639–654. 
KWWSV���GRL�RUJ���������M�����-8525.1989.tb01540.x 

%DOGZLQ�� 0�� �������� ,Q� UHIHUHHV� ZH� WUXVW"� Physics Today, 70(2), 44–49. 
https://doi.org/10.1063/PT.3.3463 

Baldwin, M. (2018). Scientific autonomy, public accountability, and the rise of “peer 
UHYLHZ´� LQ� WKH� &ROG� :DU� 8QLWHG� 6WDWHV�� Isis, 109(3), 538–558. 
https://doi.org/10.1086/700070 

%DWDJHOM��9���)HUOLJRM��$���	�6TXD]]RQL��)����������7KH�HPHUJHQFH�RI�D�ILHOG��D�QHWZRUN�
analysis of research on peer review. Scientometrics, 113(1), 503–532. 
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11192-017-2522-8 

*Becker, B. (1991). The quality and credibility of research reviews: What the editors say. 
Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin, 17(3), 267-272. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/0146167291173006 

*%RQMHDQ��&��0���	�+XOOXP��-����������5HDVRQV�IRU�MRXUQDO�UHMHFWLRQ��$Q�DQDO\VLV�RI�����
manuscripts. PS: Political Science & Politics, 11(4), 480–483. 
https://doi.org/10.1017/S1049096500004844 


%RUGDJH��*����������5HDVRQV�UHYLHZHUV�UHMHFW�DQG�DFFHSW�PDQXVFULSWV��The strengths and 
weaknesses in medical education reports. Academic medicine, 76(9), 889–896. 
https://doi.org/10.1097/00001888-200109000-00010 

*Campion, M. A. (1993). Article review checklist. A criterion checklist for reviewing 
research articles in applied-psychology. Personnel Psychology, 46(3), 705–706. 
KWWSV���GRL�RUJ���������M�����-6570.1993.tb00896.x 

Chase, J. M. (1970). Normative criteria for scientific publication. American Sociologist, 
5(3), 262–265. 

*Chong, C. (1994). Editorial: We aim to publish – QRW�WR�UHMHFW��Canadian Journal of Plant 
Science, 74(4). KWWSV���GRL�RUJ���������FMSV��-120 

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0046054
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0046054
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jsp.2011.10.002
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1533-8525.1989.tb01540.x
https://doi.org/10.1063/PT.3.3463
https://doi.org/10.1086/700070
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11192-017-2522-8
https://doi.org/10.1177/0146167291173006
https://doi.org/10.1017/S1049096500004844
https://doi.org/10.1097/00001888-200109000-00010
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1744-6570.1993.tb00896.x
https://doi.org/10.4141/cjps94-120
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&RQLDP��'����������6\VWHPDWLVLQJ�System: one reviewer’s analysis of the review process. 
System, 39(4), 539–553. KWWSV���GRL�RUJ���������M�V\VWHP������������ 


'DIW��5��/� ��������:K\�,�UHFRPPHQGHG�WKDW�\RXU�PDQXVFULSW�EH�UHMHFWHG�and what you 
can do about it. Publishing in the Organizational Sciences, 164–183. 
https://doi.org/10.4135/9781452240466.n14 


'D\�� )�� &��� 6FKULJHU�� '�� /��� 7RGG�� &��� 	�:HDUV�� 5�� /�� �������� 7KH� XVH� RI� dedicated 
methodology and statistical reviewers for peer review: A content analysis of 
comments to authors made by methodology and regular reviewers. Annals of 
Emergency Medicine, 40(3), 329–333. https://doi.org/10.1067/mem.2002.127326 


'LFNHUVLQ��.��� 6VHPDQGD�� (���0DQVHOO�� &���	�5HQQLH�� '�� ��������:KDW� GR� WKH� -$0$�
HGLWRUV�VD\�ZKHQ�WKH\�GLVFXVV�PDQXVFULSWV�WKDW�WKH\�DUH�FRQVLGHULQJ�IRU�SXEOLFDWLRQ"�
'HYHORSLQJ� D� VFKHPD� IRU� FODVVLI\LQJ� WKH� FRQWHQW� RI� HGLtorial discussion. BMC 
Medical Research Methodology, 7, Article 44. https://doi.org/10.1186/1471-2288-7-
44 


(]HDOD��&���1ZHNH��,���	�(]HDOD��0����������&RPPRQ�HUURUV�LQ�PDQXVFULSWV�VXEPLWWHG�WR�
medical VFLHQFH�MRXUQDOV��Annals of medical and health sciences research, 3(3), 376–
379. https://doi.org/10.4103/2141-9248.117957 


)LVNH��'��:���	�)RJJ��/����������%XW�WKH�UHYLHZHUV�DUH�PDNLQJ�GLIIHUHQW�FULticisms of my 
paper!: diversity and uniqueness in reviewer comments. American Psychologist, 
45(5), 591–598. https://doi.org/10.1037/0003-066X.45.5.591 

)UDQW]��7��7����������&ULWHULD�IRU�SXEOLVKDEOH manuscripts. Personnel and Guidance Journal, 
47(4), 384–386. KWWSV���GRL�RUJ���������M�����-4918.1968.tb02944.x 

*Gogolin, I. (2011). European Educational Research Quality Indicators (EERQI). Project 
final report. http://eerqi.eu/sites/default/files/Final_Report.pdf 



*XHW]NRZ��-���/DPRQW��0���	�0DOODUG��*�����������:KDW�LV�RULJLQDOLW\�LQ�WKH�KXPDQLWLHV�
DQG� WKH� VRFLDO� VFLHQFHV"� American Sociological Review, 69(2), 190–212. 
https://doi.org/10.1177%2F000312240406900203 

Hartmann, I. (1990). Begutachtung in der Forschungsförderung: die Argumente der 
Gutachter in der Deutschen Forschungsgemeinschaft. RG Fischer. 



+DUWPDQQ�� ,��� 	� 1HLGKDUGW�� )�� �������� 3HHU� UHYLHZ� DW� WKH� 'HXWVFKH� )RUVFKXQJV-
gemeinschaft. Scientometrics, 19(5–6), 419–425. 
https://doi.org/10.1007/BF02020704 


+HVWHUPDQ�� &�� 0��� 6]SHUND�� &�� /��� 	� 7XUQHU�� '�� 3�� ��������Reasons for manuscript 
UHMHFWLRQ� DIWHU� SHHU� UHYLHZ� IURP� WKH� MRXUQDO� KHDGDFKH. Headache: The Journal of 
Head and Face Pain. https://doi.org/10.1111/head.13343 

*+HZLQJV�� 0�� �������� $Q� µLPSRUWDQW� FRQWULEXWLRQ¶RU� µWLUHVRPH� UHDGLQJ¶"� $� VWXG\� RI�
HYDOXDWLRQ� LQ� SHHU� UHYLHZV� RI� MRXUQDO� DUWLFOH� VXEPLVVLRQV�� Journal of Applied 
Linguistics, 1(3), 247–274. https://doi.org/��������MDO�Y�L����� 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.system.2011.10.018
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