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who like guessing games should have plenty to do
already trying to unmask the referees of their own
papers!

Potential Disadvantage 5: There is some increased
editorial burden in changing the cover sheet of the
submitted paper to remove the authors’ names.

As indicated in the Reid Committee Report, this is
only a slight burden that can be transferred to the
contributors of articles, when anonymous refereeing
becomes a journal’s policy. I would just want to empha-
size that the editorial board of The Canadian Journal
of Statistics experienced no difficulty whatsoever in
completing this transfer, and that many psychology
and social sciences journals have successfully operated
under double-blind refereeing policies for much longer
periods of time, not to mention Psychometrika.

In summary, my reading of the situation is that
none of the above constitutes a real argument against
double-blind refereeing. While I appreciate the cau-
tiousness of the IMS Council, and its desire to collect
its own data and proceed to a trial run before full-scale
implementation of this policy in its journals, I would
contend that abundant literature and the experience
of many scientific publications, including statistics
journals, provide ample evidence already that anony-
mous refereeing bears no strong disadvantages and
many potential benefits. One should thus be careful
not to invest too much energy on experimentation.
While the preceding reports both make good sugges-
tions about the design of such an experiment, I am
afraid that too much time and effort may be required
to reach a definite conclusion. It is important to realize
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that for all the extra work such a study will impose
on editorial boards of IMS journals, it is not likely to
prove that the current system is better than double-
blind reviewing. It could only fail to detect bias or
show that it is not statistically significant. Meanwhile,
the potential for bias will always remain.

As I have tried to argue, double-blind refereeing
is a simple, low-cost procedure that neither increases
editorial workload nor reduces referee collaboration in
any significant way. Although it may not be totally
effective in eliminating all possibilities of bias (no proce-
dure could be!), it would at the very least alleviate
perception of unfairness within the statistical commu-
nity. This in itself would be a source of professional
satisfaction and stimulation. But beyond public rela-
tions, the introduction of anonymous reviewing is
likely to put editorial responsibility where it belongs
and to send referees back to their prime duty: the
conscientious, objective assessment of the scientific
merit of research manuscripts. If double-blind referee-
ing could accomplish this, would we not all be grateful
for it?

DISCLAIMER

Although I was a member of the Board of Directors
of the Statistical Society of Canada and an Associate
Editor for The Canadian Journal of Statistics at the
time when its double-blind refereeing policy was adopted,
the opinions expressed herein are mine alone. They
should not be construed to represent in whole or in
part either the official views of the Society or those of
its journal’s present or past editorial board.

other. An often heard argument that is also noted by
the committee is that even if there would be no bias,
it is important to eliminate the perception that there
is. Of course there is something to be said for this, but
on the other hand, our society today is rich in such
perceptions, and one cannot eliminate all of them in a
lifetime. As an onlooker from another continent, I
cannot help noticing a certain similarity to the political
correctness ideology that appears to be so powerful in
the U.S. right now.

The Reid committee has not taken this path and
wisely proposes to carry out an experiment first. This
may indeed produce some interesting facts, but it will
also make the Editor’s life even more miserable than
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it already is. With 400 papers a year, it is really no
joke to spend another 2 hours or so on each paper to
conduct this experiment in a responsible manner.

In the meantime, John Crowley’s committee has
thought a bit more about the experiment. This commit-
tee’s point of view is that the editorial recommendation
of the referee is a more interesting variable to study
than the quality of the referee’s report. Perhaps we
should study both variables. After all, the main com-
plaint seems to be that people get their papers rejected,
and I shall argue below that only negative recommen-
dations in referees’ reports of high quality can contrib-
ute to this.

I realize that these remarks of mine are neither
new nor particularly interesting. If I am to make any
contribution to a better understanding of this issue, I
should perhaps try to explain how a journal like The
Annals of Statistics functions. It seems to me that
many people have a somewhat unrealistic view of this.
Having had the interesting experience of spending
some 30 hours a week editing this journal for 3% years,
I am perhaps well qualified to do so, and it may shed
some new light on the issue we are discussing.

Editorial decisions to publish or to reject papers are
an imperfect business at best. What an Editor can do
is to appoint 30 of the best people that can be found to
the editorial board. Together their competence should
range over the entire field, and ideally their total exper-
tise should be distributed over the field in a way that
will match the distribution of the submissions. Of
course this never works out, so the Editor is continu-
ally faced with the problem that a paper is submitted
that could be handled ideally by Associate Editor X,
but unfortunately this was also true for four earlier
papers during the past month, so X is already badly
overloaded. Associate Editor Y is a reasonable alterna-
tive, but not quite as knowledgeable as X in the area
of the paper. Moreover, Y will start moaning if the
Editor does this to him too often. Of course the Editor
will also make mistakes from time to time and send
papers to the wrong Associate Editor without realizing
that another member of the editorial board would be

much more knowledgeable. Believe it or not, assigning

submissions is one of the Editor’s hardest problems,
and a good deal of time is spent in trying to optimize
this simple decision which is probably at the root of
the majority of editorial errors.

The Associate Editor has a similar problem finding
referees. Good referees are scarce and overworked, and
Associate Editors are continually trying to expand the
group of people they are working with. In fact there
is such a shortage of good referees that I would esti-
mate that about 40% of all referees’ reports are fairly
useless. This is not such a disaster as it may seem,
because the vast majority of bad reports are easily

recognizable. They produce mostly generalities and
little substance, and for the expert it is easy to see
that the referee has not really read or tried to under-
stand the paper. Such reports will generally be ignored
by the Associate Editor and the Editor, and as a result
they do not do much harm. I would not be surprised
if an experiment would show that such referees would
be overly impressed by well-known authors or unduly
critical of less-established ones, but this will not make
much difference for the final editorial decision.

A good referee’s report will comment on the content
of the paper and the way it is written, but will also
evaluate the relevance of the paper. The validity of
comments on the actual content can usually be verified
rather easily and does not lead to wrong decisions very
often. In the rare cases in which a paper is incorrectly
rejected because of wrongly perceived mistakes, the
author will be quick to point this out, and the paper

‘will be reconsidered.

Critical remarks on writing style are much more
controversial. Even though they do not normally lead
to incorrect decisions to accept or reject a paper, they
often infuriate authors. The fact of the matter is that
there is a large amount of bad writing around, and it
comes not only from inexperienced authors. There are
just too many people who are unable or unwilling to
write down an argument leading from A to B, without
getting sidetracked to C, D and E on the way and
messing up the original argument. Then there is a large
group of people who do not bother to explain what
they are doing; others explain too much in a 40-page
paper, with about 5 pages of new content. Happily,
the Annals now encourages informative introductions,
but there is still an upper bound on the amount of
useful information. It is not true that a paper gets
better with increasing length. Economy of expression,
a degree of mathematical elegance and the modesty
not to tell the reader everything you know are often
greater virtues. Because of the pressure to publish, too
few people polish their results a little. Rather than
looking for logical and clear mathematical arguments,
they submit the first, and often laborious, proof that
comes to mind. While this is understandable for new
researchers, it is less so for senior people who are not
as much subjected to career pressure.

When it concerns inexperienced authors, the Annals
has a time-honored policy to try to help a little to
improve the mathematics as well as the style of writ-
ing. The philosophy behind this is simple: it pays to
put this work in early because it will improve the
quality of future submissions by the same author. Of
course most Ph.D. advisors at major universities know
very well what makes a good paper, and it would
be extremely helpful if they would pay a little more
attention to these aspects when a student is preparing
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a thesis or the papers originating from it. The mentor-
ship program proposed by Deborah Nolan’s New Re-
searchers Committee may provide some relief in other
cases. I would hope that it would not be restricted
to women, because non-native English speakers and
graduates from small schools need the same kind of
help too.

It is the judgement of relevance, however, that cre-
ates most of the difficulties. Put inelegantly, it is based
on bias, pure and simple. As long as this is a conscious
bias, it is not necessarily a bad thing: it is also called
the editorial policy of the journal! After all, the Annals
is not supposed to publish everything that is formally
new and correct. An additional criterion is that a paper
should contribute something to the development of the
field. It should contain at least one novel idea that
could potentially advance the subject. Papers that
make only a small technical advance of no great impor-
tance or novelty are not acceptable.

Each of us can point to certain areas in statistics
that have seen vigorous development for many years,
which is slowly coming to an end. Very many papers
may still be written in such an area because grand
traditions do not die easily, but there may be very
little real progress. As the group of people working in
this area shrinks, it also draws together more closely.
After a while it is almost impossible to obtain an
impartial report on a paper in such an area. The in-
crowd will tend to be too sympathetic, whereas the
profession at large may be overly negative. In such a
situation the Editor’s choice of an Associate Editor for
handling manuscripts in the area more or less decides
the fate of a large number of papers.

This is merely an example of a conscious bias which
is presumably introduced after a good deal of thought
and is part of the scientific policy of the journal. There
is no reason to assume, however, that unconscious
biases are not equally, or even more important. Most
of us like the particular area we are working in, and
Associate Editors are no exception to this rule. Some
may be overly sympathetic to papers in their own area
or overly critical of developments in this area that they
do not like for good reasons or bad. Referees have only
a very limited influence on such patterns. In the first
place they are selected by the Associate Editor, and
in the second place the Associate Editor is sufficiently
knowledgeable to recognize bias on the part of the referee
and discount it when making his recommendation.

How about the Editor? Does he or she have any
power once an Associate Editor has been chosen to
handle a paper? Of course the Editor can influence
matters, but there are limitations. If the Editor feels
an Associate Editor is making a mistake, the Associate
Editor’s recommendation will be ignored. However, the
Editor must explain this decision very carefully to the

Associate Editor and discuss things with him or her
to prevent a serious divergence of opinion. You cannot
reverse an Associate Editor’s decision three times in a
row and expect this person to stay on board! Also, the
Associate Editor is the real expert and the Editor will
only be able to challenge his or her judgement in a
limited number of areas. Basically the relation between
Editor and Associate Editor is one of trust in each
other’s intellectual honesty.

The point I hope to have made is that this business
is full of biases that are mainly introduced by the
choice of an Editor, his or her choice of an editorial
board and the Editor’s decision which Associate Editor
to assign a particular manuscript to. Referees are not
a main source of bias, and blinding them is not going
to change very much. Also, bias toward the subject
matter of a paper is very much stronger and has much
more influence on editorial decisions than bias for or
against the author. Conscious subject matter bias is
not necessarily bad: it constitutes the editorial policy
of the journal. It is the unconscious variety that we
have to watch out for.

While explaining these matters, I have probably
reinforced some people’s conviction that this is a dark
and murky area that is occupied by an old-boys net-
work, out to protect its own interests at the expense
of defenseless authors. All I can say is that it is not.
Admittedly, editorial boards do consist of moderately
old boys (and girls) with an average age somewhere in
the forties, but they are not much of a network. There
is no attempt at continuity in the choice of Editors,
and new Editors bring in large numbers of new people
that they think highly of, and whose judgement they
feel they can trust. My own experience is that all
members of the editorial board were acutely conscious
of the dangers of bias and doing their best to keep this
in check. Controversial recommendations were argued
in detail, and difficult decisions were discussed with
individual Associate Editors and among the editorial
board as a whole. If editing a journal remains an imper-

- fect business, this is not because of, but in spite of the

best efforts of a dedicated group of people.

Let me end with some points that are not really
related to the discussion of double-blind refereeing but
have come up in connection with the problems that
young researchers are facing. First there is the some-
times excessive waiting time for a first report on a
paper. This is the Editor’s worst nightmare. Utterly
reliable Associate Editors suddenly “burn out,” and it is
impossible to get anything out of their hands. Usually
prompt referees repeatedly promise reports within a
few weeks and never deliver. By the time this becomes
clear, reassigning the paper means even more loss of
time. Of course, these problems occur mostly with
difficult papers and are unrelated to the name of the
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author. However, young researchers are clearly af-
fected much more than senior ones.

Everybody agrees that such things should not hap-
pen, but I know of no way of preventing them occurring
from time to time. Draconic suggestions like firing
Associate Editors or blacklisting referees the moment
they do not deliver on time, sound fine in theory but
are not realistic in practice. An Editor has to work
with volunteers who are willing in principle to donate
their time and effort, but sometimes just cannot get
themselves in the right frame of mind to do the job. I
believe we all know the feeling.

Another sore point is the often matter-of-fact and
sometimes downright unpleasant tone of referees’ re-
ports that upsets inexperienced authors. Of course
there should be no place for unpleasant remarks in the
refereeing process since the idea is to judge papers,
not people, as I believe Steve Stigler pointed out in
his JASA days. In bad cases, the Editor will edit the
referee’s report before sending it to the author, but
time simply does not permit doing this all the time.
Unpleasant though this is, I am afraid we have to live
with a bit of incivility, and experienced authors know
how to turn this to their advantage by reacting in
an overly polite and reasonable, if somewhat ironic,
fashion. This will alert the Associate Editor to the
problem and put the referee on the defensive.

Of course it is always a good idea to be reasonable
and civil even if you feel that you have been treated
badly and that your best efforts are not getting the
applause they deserve. Like most other people, (Associ-
ate) Editors do not like to be yelled at. This elementary
truth seems to have escaped quite a few authors. A
growing number of them complain loudly about even
the mildest criticism of their paper and the slightest
delay in handling it. This is not helping to smooth
tempers either. Since the set of referees is a subset of
the set of authors, one could hope that the authors
who complain loudest perform better and more respon-
sibly as referees. I have often wondered about this,
but to put it mildly, I have never found any evidence
pointing in this direction.
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