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EDITORIAL

Peer Review of Collegiate EMS Scholarly Literature:

'The JCEMS Approach

Brittany J. Dingler, BA, PA-S & Nicholas M.G. Friedman, BA, EMT

JCEMS employs a double-blind peer review process to filter manuscripts for publication. We believe

that the process minimizes bias, promotes fairness, encourages appropriate criticism, and strengthens the

quality of submitted manuscripts.

edicated to the production of quality scholarship in col-
Dlegiate- or campus-based emergency medical services

(CBEMS), JCEMS strives to uphold the most rigorous
standards for peer review. “Peer review” is a commonly-used term
in academic medicine, but there is often confusion regarding what
peer review is and why or how it is conducted. In this editorial, we
will (1) introduce peer review and articulate its importance, (2) de-
scribe the unique JCEMS peer review process, and (3) discuss how
JCEMS seeks to confront the challenges and limitations associated
with peer review.

Introduction to Peer Review

In the context of scholarly literature, peer review refers to the
pre-publication review of submitted manuscripts by independent
subject-matter experts (ie, the “peers”)."? When peer review is con-
ducted properly, reviewers are well-versed in the research methods
described and have a thorough knowledge of the existing body of
literature relevant to the topic. Reviewers rigorously examine a man-
uscript for its quality, accuracy, scope, methodological rigor, depth
of research, originality/novelty, and style/organization. Reviewers
provide journal editors with their opinions regarding whether or
not a manuscript should be published. Reviewers may also provide
recommendations for authors to improve a manuscript prior to pub-
lication.

Peer review therefore serves two broad functions.? First, peer
review aids journal editors in determining which manuscripts are
acceptable to publish."* Manuscript topics and research methods
can be wide ranging — even for a journal focused on a narrow field
—and it would be unreasonable to expect editors to have sufficiently
broad expertise to critically evaluate all aspects of every submitted
manuscript. The input of carefully selected subject-matter experts is
therefore necessary for editors to make informed decisions. In effect,
the peer review process serves as a filter to select manuscripts that
are high quality, interesting, and relevant ie, peer review serves as a
quality control mechanism.! Second, peer review serves to strength-
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Key Points

Peer review refers to the pre-publication review of submitted
manuscripts by subject-matter experts.

The review process serves as a filter for publication and
strengthens the quality of submitted content.

JCEMS employs a double-blind peer review process, in

which neither author(s) nor reviewers are made aware of the

identify of each other.

Given the limitations and challenges of peer review, readers
should always critically evaluate published articles for quality,
accuracy, and reliability.

en the quality of submitted manuscripts."? Authors are often given
the opportunity to revise their manuscript — based on feedback from
reviewers — resulting in a published product that is superior to the
initial submission. For these reasons, peer review remains the stan-
dard for journals that publish scientific research and other scholar-
ly articles, and readers often consider the peer-reviewed status of a

journal to be a marker of credibility.!

Peer review is particularly important for research and scholarship
in the CBEMS community. As we discussed in the inaugural issue
of JCEMS, there is a scarcity of scholarly literature that is focused
on CBEMS.? As a result, the few published articles on CBEMS are
frequently cited in the literature and discussed in practice. Each
submitted manuscript must therefore be critically evaluated to en-
sure its accuracy and reliability. Moreover, CBEMS research may
be conducted by early-stage scholars without substantial experience
in EMS research and scholarly writing. Coupled with the JCEMS
Research Mentorship Program, peer review serves as a tool to pro-
vide developing EMS scholars with guidance in producing quality
scholarship.

JCEMS Peer Review Process

There is a wide diversity of peer review processes amongst scholarly
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journals,' and JCEMS is proud to offer a transparent description of
its own process. For all manuscripts classified as Original Research,
Case Reports, and Reviews, JCEMS employs what is known as dou-
ble-blind peer review.” In brief, each submitted manuscript is re-
viewed by at least two independent reviewers. To promote unbiased
and appropriately critical reviews, neither author(s) nor reviewers
are made aware of the identify of each other — hence the name “dou-
ble-blind.” Additional details on the process follow and are described
in the schematic (Figure 1).

Initial Review

Manuscripts are initially reviewed by editorial staff for relevance to
the collegiate EMS community and suitability for JCEMS. Manu-
scripts may be declined at this stage without further review.

Identification of Reviewers

Each manuscript that fits the scope of JCEMS is assigned to at
least two reviewers — subject-matter experts who do not serve on
the JCEMS Editorial Board or staff. Reviewers are identified based
on established records of expertise in the given manuscript topic, as
often — but not exclusively — evidenced by relevant publications, pre-
sentations, advanced academic degrees, and prior experience as an
editor or reviewer. All manuscripts with a clinical focus are reviewed
by physicians and/or advanced practice providers. In addition, all
original research manuscripts are reviewed by established investi-
gators well-versed in the research methodology employed. For all
manuscripts that present quantitative findings, a focused statistical
review is performed by at least one reviewer with expertise in data
analysis. JCEMS will occasionally invite undergraduate students or
recent graduates to review manuscripts in select cases where the indi-
vidual has relevant expertise (eg, a CBEMS leader who spearheaded
a CPR training program might be invited to review a manuscript
on campus CPR outreach). In practice, it is not uncommon for a
JCEMS manuscript to be reviewed by three or four reviewers, par-
ticularly if a manuscript spans diverse subfields.

De-identification of Manuscripts

Before a manuscript is sent to reviewers, the editorial staff ensures
that the author(s) have removed all identifying details from the man-
uscript; any remaining details that might enable one to reasonably
infer the identity of the author(s) or their institution(s)/organiza-
tion(s) are removed. The anonymity of author(s) is crucial to main-
taining objectivity during peer review — reviewers are expected to
base their evaluations solely on the quality of the manuscript and
research, not on author(s)’ reputation, academic status, gender, race,
country of origin, etc.

Manuscript Review

Reviewers evaluate manuscripts for their quality, accuracy, scope,
methodological rigor, depth of research, originality/novelty, style/
organization, and practical implications for the collegiate EMS
community. Reviewers recommend to the JCEMS Editors that
manuscripts be rejected, accepted pending major revisions, accepted

pending minor revisions, or accepted without revision. If a review-
er believes that revisions are necessary, the reviewer is expected to
provide recommendations for how the author(s) can improve their
manuscript. The JCEMS Editors (ie, Editor-in-Chief and Executive
Editor) and/or Editorial Board members will also conduct their own
review with particular consideration for A) whether the research and
writing were conducted in accordance with ethical guidelines (eg,
was Institutional Review Board approval obtained if necessary) and
B) whether any disclosed conflicts of interest may pose a threat to
the validity of the manuscript.

Initial Decision

The Editors carefully consider the comments and recommendations
of the reviewers. In cases where reviewers' recommendations conflict
with each other — or in cases where aspects of the manuscript are not
sufficiently evaluated — the Editors may request additional reviews.
Once sufficient reviews are obtained, the Editors make an initial de-
cision regarding publication, and authors are promptly notified. It
is exceedingly rare for manuscripts to be initially accepted without
requests for revisions.

Revision, Resubmission, and Continued Review

Authors typically have the opportunity to revise and resubmit their
manuscripts. Minor revisions might include the incorporation of ad-
ditional details, corrections of misstatements, or minor alterations in
the writing, organization, and style. Major revisions might include
the need for additional data, the reinterpretation of findings, signif-
icant additions from the literature, or major restructuring of the or-
ganization. After revising their manuscript, author(s) may re-submit
their work with accompanying replies to reviewers' comments. The
Editors evaluate the revisions and may send the manuscript back to
the original reviewers, or additional reviewers, particularly if ma-
jor revisions were incorporated. It is not uncommon for multiple
rounds of revisions to be requested. The revision, resubmission, and
continued review process will continue until a final decision is made.

Final Decision

The final decision to accept or reject a given manuscript is at the
discretion of the Editor-in-Chief. Manuscripts that are accepted un-
dergo copy-editing and the final edited manuscript is approved by
the author(s) prior to publication.

S

JCEMS acknowledges that many authors may lack experience sub-
mitting to a peer-reviewed journal. New authors should be aware
that their manuscript may not be accepted and that multiple sets
of revisions may be requested. While the process is challenging,
JCEMS is proud to offer authors a high degree of individualized
attention — a rarity amongst scholarly journals. JCEMS provides
authors with extensive guidance throughout the process, including
opportunities to discuss new ideas for manuscripts, informal reviews

TJCEMS readers should note that not all content published in JCEMS has undergone peer review. News pieces and Editorials, as well as articles classified as Perspectives and
Opinions or Advice and Practice, may be reviewed solely by Editors and Editorial Board members. Articles in these categories are designed to present commentary or the personal

opinions of author(s), rather than scientific research or clinical recommendations. In practice, a manuscript in one of these categories would undergo double-blind peer review
in the event that it provides clinical information, a description of a novel program, or in-depth reference to the literature.
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Figure 1. Schematic map of the JCEMS peer review process. Details omitted for clarity and described in the text.

of rough drafts, detailed recommendations to improve content, and
advice on replying to reviewers' comments. The level of attention
that we offer authors reflects our commitment to the education of
new researchers and the development of a scholarly culture within
the CBEMS community.

Challenges and Limitations

DPeer review is rightly regarded as a critical component of academ-
ic publishing, but its challenges and limitations must be acknowl-
edged. First, peer review relies on the contributions of experts, who
are almost always uncompensated.' Identifying suitable experts can
be challenging, particularly if a manuscript discusses a novel concept
or method, or focuses on a niche topic. Suitable reviewers may not
be readily available or have sufficient time to complete an in-depth
review.! In addition, without financial compensation or public rec-
ognition, there are concerns that reviewers may not be motivated to
conduct a thorough review.’

Additional challenges exist surrounding the possibility of bias
in the review process." Even in double-blind peer review, reviewers
may be able to infer the identity of the author(s) or their institu-
tion(s) based on the subject matter, writing style, citations, or other

details — for small fields, the concern is especially relevant.® If au-
thor(s) or their institution(s) are identified, reviewers may bias their
evaluation — positively or negatively — based on characteristics unre-
lated to the quality of the manuscript (eg, prestige of the author(s)’
academic institution or the author(s)” gender).” Bias may also enter
the process without identification of the author(s) or their institu-
tion(s). For example, a reviewer’s evaluation may be consciously or
unconsciously biased by a financial conflict of interest, a personal
belief that conflicts with statements expressed by the author(s), or
a desire to advance their own research careers at the expense of the
author(s). Beyond bias, cases of outright peer review fraud have also
been uncovered in which authors have created fake email accounts
to review their own manuscripts.®

Novel forms of peer review have been developed in an effort to
overcome the challenges discussed. For example, in “open review,”
reviewers and authors are informed of each other’s identities, and
reviewers' names are typically noted in published articles.®” It is
thought that reviewers will be motivated to conduct higher quality
reviews if they will receive recognition and their names will be pub-
licly associated with published work. The natural concern with open
review, however, is that the risk of bias increases with the disclosure
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of authors’ identities. Publicly-identified reviewers may also be hes-
itant to provide negative reviews, even if warranted, out of fear of
retribution or ill-treatment from displeased authors.’

As the Editors of JCEMS, we firmly stand by the JCEMS peer
review process while acknowledging that all forms of peer review
have advantages and drawbacks. We believe that double-blind peer
review minimizes bias, promotes fairness, and encourages appropri-
ate criticism. Despite concerns surrounding the motivation of re-
viewers in many fields, JCEMS is fortunate to be able to draw from
an expanding community of scholars, many of whom have served in
CBEMS organizations. Our reviewers are motivated to contribute
to both the advancement of a growing field of research as well as the
development of early-stage scholars.

Unfortunately, even motivated, experienced, and unbiased re-
viewers with relevant subject-matter expertise may fail to identify
inaccuracies or areas for improvement in a manuscript; conversely,
excellent reviewers may fail to identify the importance or innovation
of a manuscript.' The peer-reviewed status of a JCEMS manuscript
should never be relied on as the sole indicator of its quality, accu-
racy, or reliabilicy. We encourage readers to critically appraise the
work published in JCEMS and, in effect, perform their own review
— readers must determine if the research design, interpretation of
findings, and conclusions are appropriate and actionable. Readers
are encouraged to develop, critique, and discuss the implications of
published work through formal Letters to the Editor, which may be
published in JCEMS, or through informal “comments” on our web-
site. The peer review process should never be considered complete,
but rather a continuous process pre- and post-publication.

Conclusions

The study of peer review is itself an evolving field of scientific inqui-
ry. Researchers are actively investigating methods to improve quality
and equity throughout the process.*'® The JCEMS editorial team
actively follows developments in the science of peer review, and we
are open to modifying our process as new findings reveal opportuni-
ties for improvement.

While the JCEMS peer review process may develop over time,
our commitment to promoting a research culture in the CBEMS
community will remain constant. Peer review serves as a filter for
publication and strengthens the quality of submitted content. Peer
review is one tool in our arsenal to ensure that published CBEMS
scholarship meets the level of accuracy, reliability, and credibility
that the CBEMS community deserves.
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