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Aim of the article: Tooutline the peer review processin a research context, and using feedback
constructively

The essentials
What is peer review in research?

Peer review is essential in the process of ensuring excellent and high quality research. Peer review is
the process of assessing the scientific quality of aresearch proposal, research report and/or paper by
an independent expert, usually anacademic or clinical expert. For example grant applications
submitted to the National Institute of Healthcare Research are sent to arange of independent
reviewerswho work in thefield and patient and public service users, who evaluate the proposed
study. Reportsfrom reviewersinform the funding decision by the panel.

Why is peer review important?

Peer review is acentral component of healthcare and professional practice, and can include:

e Self-regulation processfor maintaining professional registration: for example the revalidation of
nurses with the Nursing Midwifery Council requires confirmation to practice by another qualified
nurse;

o Evaluation of the standards of patient of care by agroup of professionals suchthe Care Quality
Commission; Review

e Scholarly activities which could include critical appraisal of textbooks and journal articles
suitability for publication;

e Researchreviewsincluding research proposal and grant application, research ethics committee
reviews and outputs from research such as journal articles.

In the broadest sense the purpose of peer review aims to maintain professional standards, improve
quality of care and practitioner performance. Inaddition, in the research setting the peer review
process ensures resources only support robust and viable research proposals, and addsto the
credibility of research accepted for publications. The process of designing research studies includes
receiving feedback from peers, service users, funding bodies and ethics committees, which contribute
to developing robust research. Fromanindividual perspective constructive feedback can; facilitate
increased self-awareness, be alearning opportunity, motivating, and provide guidance for future
development plans.



What influences reviewers’ judgements of research?

Funding bodies and journals will have criteria that reviewers use to make judgements about the
importance and relevance of the study to patient care, the appropriateness of the research designand
methods (Box 1) (National Institute of Health Research (NIHR) Reviewer Assesanent Form:
guidance for providing areview (professional contributors), 2016).

Box 1: Key areasthat peer reviewers consider when evaluating research

Research proposal Journal articles

At a glance: how important is the project, can theteam At a glance: is thearticle well written, in the
deliver the project, can the organisation support the journal style andwill it engagethe reader? Are
project? there any significant flaws in the research design

. . and lication of themethods? How doesthe
* Isthis research timely? stud?/pa%d to or advance knowledge?
* Isthejustification for theresearch clear and doesit . .

identify agap in the evidence? ¢ Isthetitle representativeof the study presented?
¢ Isthe abstract structured appropriately for the

* |Is there coherence between the design and methods, .
journal?

and are the methods appropriate and adequateto
enable the research question to be answered?

Is the study rationale clearly presented and the

+ Isthe plain English summary written at theappropriate background literature adequately summarised?

level for alay personto understand?

Is the study design appropriateand methods

+ Aretherecruitment strategies appropriate and will they clearly outlined?

minimise bias? * Has the sample been adequately explained?

» What are theethical implications of the project and « Havethe findings been clear stated?

how will they be addressed? . .
_ _ .  Does thediscussion researchers place the
* Has there been meaningful public patient engagement? | findings within the context of other related

« How will the project benefit patients care? research and/or current policy directives?

; ) Havethe strengths and limitations of the
.

Isthe project value for money r ch utlined”
» Arethe findings Iiker to berelevant toclinical

practice? « Aretheinmplications for practice clearly

presented?
* Is the dissemination plan included and feasible?

Responding to review comments

Peer review should not be punitive; critical feedback which praises but suggests improvements or
highlights potential concernsis animportant learning opportunity and can lead to developing amore
robust research proposal or lead to a better quality article. Box 2 suggests some waysto act on
feedback to enhance your research or article. Additional tips canbefound in the resources provided at
the end of the article.

Box 2: Strategiesfor responding to feedback constructively

+ Thank the reviewer: evenif you are disappointed and do not perceive comments are justified,
something can always be gained from reviewer comments

« Highlight any good and useful points made by the reviewer
« Summarise key points in away that is meaningful to you
« Accessand utilise any resources suggested, a broader perspective can enhance a study

+ Do not be worried about disagreeing with the reviewer aslong asthe reasonis justified — use




moderated language and not an aggressive tone

K ey messages

e Peer reviewing is essential in research to ensure patient and public safety.

o Peer reviews provide abenchmark for a consistency in the quality of research undertaken
e Peerreview is usually aconfidential process

¢ Responding to peer review can enhance the quality of the research proposal/paper

Geek speak

Peer review: insimple termsis the evaluation of your work by one or more people of similar
competence or who have expertise in the same area of practice.
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