© Academy of Management Journal
2002, Vol. 45, No. 4, 633-636.

FROM THE EDITORS

Deriving Greater Benefit from the Reviewing Process

As an associate editor of the Academy of Man-
agement Journal (AM]), I spend much of my time
studying correspondence between authors and re-
viewers. Through this experience, I have noticed
how the contents of author and reviewer commu-
nications appear to influence publication out-
comes. Often, submitted manuscripts have traits
that are detrimental or beneficial to their accep-
tance prospects. Similarly, characteristics of re-
viewers’ reports can facilitate or hinder conveying
their intended messages to authors and affect
whether the authors respond effectively.

My role in this process is to interpret the com-
munications and make publication decisions.
These decisions are based heavily on the advice
and comments of the reviewers, which in turn are
affected by the authors. My point of view is that I
want authors and reviewers to recognize that their
interactions play a central role in the continued
development of our field. In what follows, I offer
some suggestions to authors and reviewers as to
how they might address some recurring difficulties
that are apparent in their communications with
each other. I hope that resolving these matters will
help to improve the process for everyone and raise
our level of scholarship.

To Authors

As anyone who has submitted work to a journal
such as AMJ can tell you, any number of problem-
atic issues can arise in a manuscript, and reviewers
are usually quite adept at identifying these issues.
However, although a large number of such matters
could be discussed, I will mention only two that are
becoming especially common. The first is what I
call “premature submission” and the second is
“comments and chances.” T suspect that these is-
sues are likely to be confounded with one another.
However, there is merit to be gained by considering
each one independently.

Premature submission. I believe that many au-
thors submit their work prematurely. In my expe-
rience, a lot of manuscripts have superficial mis-
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takes such as typos, errors in citations, missing
tables, and the like. A similar theme concerns how
manuscripts are written. Many are not clear and
concise, and many have flaws in structure and pre-
sentation. Further, some submissions have unclear
research questions, undeveloped theoretical mod-
els, vaguely described methods, and tautological
arguments. What has been most surprising to me is
that both inexperienced and experienced research-
ers exhibit these problems.

The downside of premature submission is con-
siderable: reviewers often conclude that authors
have not exercised due diligence in their work and
develop a skeptical attitude toward their manu-
scripts’ contents. Quite often, reviewers make neg-
ative inferences and extrapolations about the sub-
stance of such work, raising doubts about whether
the studies were done appropriately and whether
the analytical results are accurate. Moreover, au-
thors may be unaware that this process is occurring
because many of these comments are directed con-
fidentially to the editor, rather than to the authors
themselves.

By not presenting the ideas and intended contri-
butions clearly and carefully, authors leave review-
ers with unnecessarily negative impressions of
their submissions. As the impression management
literature has taught us, impressions do matter.
From what I have seen, authors do not need to give
reviewers any additional reasons to challenge their
results.

Comments and chances. Recently I received an
e-mail message from the author of a rejected manu-
script noting that the manuscript had been submit-
ted to AMJ primarily for developmental comments;
if an invitation to revise were issued, then all the
better. But, in the end, the author was concerned
primarily with getting “good feedback” that could
be used to improve the chances of getting the
manuscript published elsewhere.

I sense that this motive may not be uncommon. A
guiding goal of all the Academy’s journals is to
provide constructive feedback that will help au-
thors improve their work, regardless of the publish-
ing outcome. Of course, the fact that most manu-
scripts (more than 90 percent) are rejected is
enough to make any of us less than optimistic about
prospects at AMJ, and it seems reasonable to con-



634 Academy of Management Journal July

clude that all one may get from a submission is
some good feedback.

However, I suspect that this motivation does not
serve the authors or their future submissions well.
It seems that many of the manuscripts submitted
with the comments-and-chances goal in mind are
not very well developed. They may be written well
and may address the most ocbvious problem areas
associated with premature submission. But these
manuscripts still have a rough feel about them: the
ideas are not clearly developed, the contribution is
not explicated convincingly, the argumentation is
not balanced (that is, the benefits and costs of a
relationship are not both addressed)}, the assump-
tions underlying the analysis are not considered,
and so on.

What I see happening is that these types of manu-
scripts are less likely to receive the detailed, nitty-
gritty feedback that is needed to help the authors
develop their ideas to the degree necessary for ac-
ceptance in any high-quality journal. Instead, the
reviewers tend to focus on very general concerns
because the manuscripts are so general in the first
place. Typical reviewer comments include the fol-
lowing: “The research question is unclear,” “The
motivation is not established,” “The concepts are
not defined clearly,” “The hypotheses are not
linked with the theory,” “The study does not pro-
vide a fair test of the hypotheses,” “There are alter-
native explanations of the study findings,” and
“The discussion does not make theoretical sense of
the findings,” to name but a few. Certainly, com-
ments like these are important, but they are not the
kind of specific criticism needed to strengthen an
author’s ideas.

The point is that the comments and chances
strategy can backfire because it does not yield the
specific feedback the authors were hoping for, the
insights they can draw on to improve their work’s
chances at the next journal. Thus, the authors may
not be getting what they really wanted to get in the
first place. The bottom line is clear: the more you

invest in an AMJ submission, the more you will get
back.

To Reviewers

I have noticed two recurring issues in reviewer
reports. The first I call the “breadth versus depth
trade-off,” and the second, the “sink or swim” ap-
proach. Like my concerns pertaining to authors,
these matters may also be interdependent, but there
is value in considering each independently.

Breadth versus depth. Reviewing a manuscript
requires a decision about the breadth and the depth
of the overall assessment. By breadth, I mean the

variety of topics that are addressed, and by depth, I
mean the extent of the evaluation. It is not uncom-
mon for reviewers to focus mostly on one or the
other of these aspects.

It’s easy to see why reviewers often make this
trade-off. They are expected to evaluate a wide
range of issues: research questions and their mo-
tivation; contributions to theory development;
the structure, foundation, and logic of theoretical
models; the internal validity of research designs;
the reliability and construct validity of measures;
the appropriateness of analyses; the presentation
and interpretation of results; and discussions of
implications for theory development and of lim-
itations and overall implications for management
knowledge. In other words, much breadth is
needed. Simultaneously, depth is called for; all
of the topics identified above have many layers,
and for any one of them, a reviewer can ask
detailed questions (for instance, What is new for
theory? Is that interesting—why or why not? Are
the concepts defined? Do the concepts represent
the theory adequately?).

When reviewers address only one of these areas,
they produce either breadth or depth reviews. A
breadth review emphasizes broad concerns; the re-
viewer gives general comments about a manu-
script’s proposed contribution and about whether
its theoretical model is developed adequately and
its research method provides a fair test of the con-
ceptual arguments. On the other side, a depth re-
view typically plunges into the theoretical model
or the research method, sometimes addressing
both, but usually just one. This type of review
focuses on the nuts and bolts of the arguments or
the measures.

Although I appreciate the tremendous service
our reviewers who write either breadth or depth
reviews provide, in the spirit of improving their
contributions to the evaluation process, I will ex-
press my belief that striving for an equal balance
between breadth and depth provides the best re-
views. Such balanced reviews are the most effec-
tive foundations for publication decisions and are
also the most effective means for reviewers to com-
municate their suggestions to authors. In contrast,
if breadth and depth are not balanced, comments
may be too broad to help action editors see how to
assess an author’s ideas, or the comments may be
too specific, limiting editors’ comprehension of the
overall value of a manuscript and its contribution.
For my money, reviewers provide the best evalua-
tions when they balance the breadth and depth of
their reviews equally. With those reviews, they can
more effectively identify the strenglhs and weak-
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nesses of manuscripts and engage the authors in
improving their work.

Sink or swim. There are many schools of thought
regarding the role of reviewers in the publication
process; some writers have seen reviewers as pros-
ecuting attorneys (Pondy, 1995), and others have
seen them as umpires (Meyer, 1995). I have noticed
a different kind of reviewer style: the “mean
coach.” These reviewers’ evaluations focus solely
on problems and offer little in the way of suggested
solutions; it seems the reviewers will let authors
sink unless they can learn to swim on their own.

Far more effective than such sink-or-swim re-
views are reviews that provide insights into how
particular problems might be addressed, even if the
recommended responses require a complete over-
haul of a theoretical model or research design. Of
course, in some cases, an elaboration of solutions is
not feasible, such as when a manuscript does not
contain a theoretical contribution. Clearly, all that
can be said in that instance is that the “contribution
is not developed adequately.” But in many cases,
additional comments can be offered that will help
the authors understand what they need to do to
resolve problems effectively. In these circum-
stances, we ask that reviewers provide the authors
with clear and defined recommendations that will
help them improve their manuscripts and assist in
the continued development of our field.

Also, it is important for reviewers to remember
that their reviews are being read very carefully and
that authors may derive unintended meanings from
their comments. By holding themselves to the same
standards of clarity and organization they hold the
authors to, reviewers can help authors avoid re-
peating mistakes or going down a different, but
wrong, road in future revisions.

Conclusion

An action editor makes publication decisions
in large part on the basis of the recommendations
and comments of reviewers. Given that reviewers
respond to the manuscripts of authors, I believe
that both should take stock of how they approach
their role as communicators. First, of both au-
thors and reviewers, I ask that you focus heavily
on theoretical contribution. Previous researchers
(Daft, 1995) and members of our own editorial
team (e.g., Rynes, 2002) have stated that the na-
ture and extent of theoretical contribution is the
most significant factor influencing the publica-
tion prospects of a manuscript. I strongly encour-
age all authors to articulate the overall contribu-
tions of their manuscripts to theory. Does your
study present new theory? Does it revise or ex-
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tend previous theoretical explanations in an in-
teresting way? If so, how? As for reviewers, I
encourage you to provide additional insights and
advice on how a manuscript’s contributions can
be better explicated.

Second, I suggest to authors that you consider
getting critical peer review of your manuscript
prior to its submission. Ask these “friendly” re-
viewers to really hone in on the adequacy of your
proposed theoretical advance and evaluate
whether it is fairly tested and adequately dis-
cussed. In crafting your manuscript, it may be
helpful to think about AMJ as an institution in the
market for ideas, a market in which you seek to
sell your product. Also, I recommend that you
address basic writing and organizational con-
cerns, so that errors do not distract from your
contribution (see Bem’s [1987] chapter on writing
empirical journal articles for an excellent primer
on this matter). Finally, in the spirit of strategy
and competition, let me invoke the lesson “know
thy rival.” Although reviewers sometimes play
the role of umpire or defense attorney, it is prob-
ably fair to say that their most typical role is that
of prosecutor (Pondy, 1995). Given that reality,
try to anticipate the reviewers’ objections and
preempt them through frank discussion of your
study’s limitations and a clear defense of your
chosen approach. Daft (1995) and Meyer (1995)
should provide you with some insights as to how
your “rivals” might think.

In conclusion, I believe that the contents of
author and reviewer communications influence
publication outcomes. By understanding that
manuscripts can have features that are detrimen-
tal to their publication prospects, authors can
take preemptive steps to improve their manu-
scripts’ odds for success. Similarly, characteris-
tics of reviewer reports can obscure or distort the
messages they want to send an author. Reviewers
can contribute more to the Journal, as well as to
the field, by providing clear and comnstructive
suggestions for improvements in the manuscripts
they evaluate. Both authors and reviewers should
remember that their relationship does not have to
be an adversarial one and that, by working to-
gether, we all extend the quality of our knowl-
edge and our field.

Donald Bergh
Pennsylvania State University
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