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Introduction: Securing peer reviewers for scholarly manuscripts is essential to journal operations but has
become increasingly challenging. Previous PRIMER data suggested that reviewer responsiveness has
been declining, and we examined whether this decline persisted over time.

Methods: We conducted a retrospective secondary analysis of reviewer invitation outcomes for all
research manuscripts submitted to PRIMER from 2017 to July 31, 2025. Only invitations for research
briefs (n=2,951) across 459 manuscripts were analyzed. Data were extracted from the ScholarOne
editorial database. x? tests compared acceptance rates over time. Fixed-effect binary logistic regression
controlled for individual reviewer behavior to assess linear trends in invitation acceptance and review
completion rates.

Results: Invitation acceptance peaked at 56.14% in 2020, then declined to 35.71% in 2024 and 38.58% in
2025—the lowest since journal inception. Logistic regression revealed a significant negative annual trend
(OR=0.656, P<.001). Review completion rates declined from 89.31% in 2021 to 76.19% in 2025 (OR=0.707,
P<.001). Late review rates ranged from 11.97% (2021) to 18.09% (2018) with no significant time trend.

Conclusion: Reviewer responsiveness to PRIMER invitations has continued to decline, both in accepting
invitations and completing reviews. If similar patterns exist across journals, innovative strategies to
recruit, engage, and incentivize reviewers will be necessary to sustain peer review in its current form.

Introduction

The peer review process is one of several steps contributing to the integrity of scholarly publications.! While it
is subject to criticism,2 expert peer review helps identify methodological flaws, biases, and ethical concerns,
helps ensure scientific findings are presented with appropriate context, and helps reduce the likelihood of
publishing poor-quality data or erroneous conclusions. Beyond serving the public in this way, peer review also
benefits the reviewers, discipline, and academic community.”® Some reviewers may grapple with feeling (or
actually being) underqualified to offer comments, which may limit willingness to serve,* but there is ample
guidance available on how to conduct a peer review.3°

The peer review system is dependent upon voluntary reviewers. Increasing clinical productivity demands,
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increasing volume of both journals and manuscript submissions, and reviewer burnout may be contributing to a
relative decline in available reviewers.®’ The availability of peer reviewers is a potentially rate-limiting step in
the editorial process,® and increasingly, journals are struggling to find peer reviewers. This has been true at the
Peer-reviewed Reports in Medical Education Research (PRIMER) journal. To characterize this trend, we
periodically conduct and report an internal analysis of the rates at which reviewers accepted and completed
invitations to review, and have previously found and reported reduced reviewer responsiveness.®'? In this study,
we sought to further characterize reviewer behavior in the current context, including rates of agreement to peer
review, review completion rates, and timeliness of reviewer responses.

Methods

Study Design and Data Source

We conducted a retrospective analysis of reviewer invitation outcomes for PRIMER from January 1, 2017 to
July 31, 2025. We extracted data from the journal’'s manuscript submission database, ScholarOne. Only
invitations to review research manuscripts were included. Nonresearch manuscript invitations (editorials,
special papers, methodological briefs, professional development perspective pieces, and letters to the editor)
were excluded, as were invitations to conduct reviews of revised manuscripts, as reviewers for nonresearch
papers are chosen with different criteria, and several of these categories were new to the journal at time of
analysis. Additionally, invitations to review revised manuscripts are typically sent to the same individuals who
reviewed the initial submission.

Each line of the data file included data linked to an invitation to review a manuscript. Data included manuscript
ID; dates of submission, invitation, acceptance of invitation, and final disposition; as well as reviewer details. All
reviewer-identifying information was converted to a nonidentifying code in the analytic file before any further
procedures. As a quality assurance project at the journal that utilized anonymized peer review records, this
project was determined to not meet the definition of research by the Institutional Review Board of Upstate
Medical University.

Statistical Analysis

Key outcome variables included

¢ Acceptance rate: Percentage of invitations accepted.
o Completion rate: Percentage of accepted invitations with review completed.
o Timeliness: Percentage of completed reviews returned late.

We used contingency tables with x2 to compare invitation acceptance rates between years. Fixed-effect binary
logistic regression models controlled for individual reviewer behavior to assess linear trends in acceptance and
completion rates over time. Statistical significance was defined as P<.05. Data cleaning and table generation
steps were performed in Microsoft Excel. All statistical analysis was performed in SPSS v.31.

Results

We identified a total of 2,951 discrete invitations to review 459 manuscripts. Acceptance rates increased from
44.69% in 2017 to a peak of 56.14% in 2020, before declining to 35.71% in 2024 and 38.58% in 2025. The
logistic regression model showed a significant negative linear trend (OR=0.656 per year, P<.001). Among
accepted invitations, completion rates (including both on-time and late reviews) decreased from a high of
89.31% in 2021 to 76.19% in 2025 (OR=0.707 per year, P<.001). The proportion of reviews returned late ranged
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from 11.97% (2021) to 18.09% (2018), with an overall mean of 14.83%. No significant trend in timeliness was
detected (OR=.973, NS). Counts and percentages are displayed in Table 1. Linear trends are displayed in Figure
1.

Discussion

Our findings confirm that declines in reviewer responsiveness at PRIMER have continued since our last
analysis. Declines were observed both in the willingness to accept invitations and in the completion of agreed
reviews. The timeliness of completed reviews, however, remained relatively stable.

Several factors may contribute to these trends, including increasing demands on faculty time, reviewer fatigue,
and competing professional and non-work-related priorities. There has been a 20% increase in the number of
new journals over the past 10 years, which has significantly increased demand for reviewers.'"12 In discussion
with other family medicine journal editors, our observed declines are consistent with those seen at other
journals, suggesting systemic challenges in sustaining the peer review process.

Editing manuscripts for medical journals can be an intimidating task that may prevent many clinicians from
engaging or learning this valuable skill. Many reviewers are invited through collegial relationships or as
perceived topic experts, both of which are strategies that often yield a small number of reviewers who review
multiple manuscripts for a given journal. In recent years, efforts at training family physicians to be confident
and effective reviewers have aimed to increase the number of available reviewers. Within the US/North
American Family Medicine specialty journals, such efforts include the Society of Teachers of Family Medicine
(STFM) Medical Editing Fellowship,'®14 the American Board of Family Medicine (ABFM) Research and Editing
Fellowship,'® and the Dr Jay Siwek Medical Editing Fellowship through the American Academy of Family
Physicians.'® Journal editorial teams have also presented workshops on reviewing manuscripts at national
family medicine educational and research conferences. Such sessions serve as both educational events and
reviewer recruitment opportunities. However, the impact of reviewer training remains questionable.’”

To remain sustainable, journals must develop editorial practices that address the challenge of reviewer
recruitment, including adopting innovative strategies that both incentivize and support reviewers. Recognizing
and rewarding reviewer contributions—whether through formal acknowledgment, professional development
credits, or public recognition—can enhance motivation and engagement.’-'® Implementing reviewer
development programs may help cultivate a more skilled and confident reviewer pool, especially among early-
career researchers, students, trainees, and others new to academics. Exploring alternative peer review models,
such as learner-mentor paired reviews,'® may help new reviewers develop the requisite skillset, expertise, and
perspectives to review and support sustainable solutions to decrease reviewer fatigue. Journals representing
specific disciplines and specialties may also explore ways to partner with department chairs to create models
that provide a time allocation within departments as “service,” or create mentoring models for junior reviewers
as part of a scholarly development process. We recognize that protected time may not be an option for all
departments and other creative solutions may emerge, such as working with emeritus faculty or others who
may be interested in developing new peer reviewers.

Limitations

Our analysis reflects data from a single journal in the discipline of family medicine focused medical education,
which may limit generalizability. This study was also not designed to explore the why of peer review invitation
acceptance and completion. We hope to follow up with a multijournal analysis in the future and to continue to
monitor trends, and explore both reasons and solutions for the why. Ongoing monitoring, phenomenological
exploration of the reasons behind this trend, testing of new incentives, and re-evaluating the peer review
process for opportunities to improve, are examples of further steps.

primer-9-59 30of7



Conclusion

In this analysis of peer-review trends in the journal PRIMER, we found that both acceptance and completion
rates of peer review invitations are declining. The current analysis documents what most editors know - it is
getting harder to recruit reviewers. Addressing these issues will help our current academic publishing model
survive as a means to communicate scientific and academic knowledge.

Tables and Figures

Table 1. Reviewer Invitation (Requests) Outcomes at PRIMER for Original
Research and Learner Research Manuscripts, 2017-First Half of 2025

Percent
Year or: l:gzl?:\:v a';lr‘en;getza al;t;:;;gntto o;‘l :g\r/‘ilt)es\l;s c(?)"fntrt,:g;id Nl;:;ger Pel ;(::nt
requests review review completed agreed)
2017 226 101 4469 81 80.20 12 14.81
2018 228 112 49.12 94 83.93 17 18.09
2019 175 92 52.57 77 83.70 12 15.58
2020 228 128 56.14 105 82.03 13 12.38
2021 329 159 48.33 142 89.31 17 11.97
2022 428 213 49.77 171 80.28 22 12.87
2023 372 154 41.40 139 90.26 22 15.83
2024 560 200 35.71 170 85.00 30 17.65
2025* 381 147 38.58 112 76.19 19 16.96
All time 2951 1325 44.90 1106 83.47% 164 14.83

*Data through July 31, 2025, representing a partial year. A small number of review invitations (<10) were in process at time of data query had not yet been completed.
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Figure 1: Linear Trends in Reviewer Invitation Acceptances, Completions (of Those
Accepted), and Late Completions, at PRIMER Journal, 2017-2025 (First Half)
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