1.1

1.2

1.3

1.4

"/"(‘i,ﬂi“\\

Ps

J Aggg Editorial Note: We Need to Recognise
~%~~" that Peer Review is Central to the

‘Social Contract’ of Academic
Citizenship

Flaminio Squazzoni!

L Department of Social and Political Sciences, University of Milan, via Conservatorio 7,
20122, Milan, Italy
Correspondence should be addressed to flaminio.squazzoni@unimi.it

Journal of Artificial Societies and Social Simulation 28(1) 6, 2025
Doi: 10.18564/jasss.5614 Url: http://jasss.soc.surrey.ac.uk/28/1/6.html

Received: 22-01-2025 Accepted: 24-01-2025 Published: 31-01-2025

Abstract: When submitting a manuscript to JASSS, authors should be aware that the quality of the feedback
they will receive on their manuscript depends on the voluntary work of the editors and reviewers, and that a
fair distribution of this collective effort is essential for the sustainability of peer review. This editorial note aims
to make explicit certain reciprocal obligations that characterise the social contract of academic citizenship on
which any journal depends. It announces new initiatives to motivate reviewers in times of increasing demand.
Although we compete for resources, prestige, and reputation, we should also cooperate to maintain important
public goods, such as editorial work and peer review. The combination of editorial responsibility and decen-
tralised, inclusive and constructive peer review is the main raison d’étre of academic journals. This function is
central to credibility and trust in science.
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Journals Under Pressure

These are challenging times for academic journals. Perverse incentives and rankings that favour quantity over
quality, and the race to disseminate papers quickly in a hyper-competitive academic environment, are putting
journals under pressure. More submissions mean more editorial work, more responsibility for higher rejection
rates, and typically fewer reviewers available per manuscript.

Vitek Tracz, one of the most visionary and influential scientific publishers, chairman of a company that con-
trolled more than 250 biological and medical journals and a radical voice of the open science movement, argued
that journals are dysfunctional gatekeepers of the scholarly publishing system, defending their power over the
dissemination of scientific knowledge with the ‘rhetoric’ of editorial quality and peer review (Rabesandratana
2007). Others have argued that there is little empirical evidence of any value added to manuscripts during the
editorial process (e.g.,|Smith|2006; note, however, that there is recent research showing positive effects of the
editorial process on manuscript development; cf.|Bianchi et al.|2022}|Garcia-Costa et al.|2022).

If thisis true, then given the availability of preprint archives, we should either abandon the old idea of academic
journals filtering publications, or restructure their function as curators of material previously published else-
where. Recently, new models of scholarly publishing have been explored that transform the role of journals into
decentralised, collaborative platforms for scholarly communication, leading to critical debate (see the recent
case of e-Life being suspended by Web of Science as its editors no longer make rejection/publication decisions;
Brainard|2024).

This debate also touches on the governance and control of journals. Forexample, in the current debate between
advocates of open science and the for-profit journals that dominate the publishing industry, journals and peer
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review are often portrayed as instruments of the hegemony of the latter, which would resist the new impetus
of decentralised online preprint platforms that call for a new, more transparent governance of the publishing
industry (Brembs et al.[2023).

While there is much to be gained from the coexistence of preprints and journals, and the diversity of journal
governance systems must always be encouraged, the real point is that the academic context seems to have
undergone an implicit change in the old ‘social contract’ that dominated the pre-Internet era, where editors
and peer reviewers were the dominant figures. Authors have now reclaimed their core rights to publish their
work online, wherever they want, against any barriers imposed by editors and peer reviewers. Journals are
often seen as unfairly delaying authors’ publication and adding excessive financial and human costs of editing
and reviewing to the publication process.

The JASSS Vision

As an independent journal since its launch in 1998, now owned by the European Social Simulation Association
(ESSA) but with full autonomy, JASSS continues to believe that scientific progress and public trust in science
still depend crucially on the traditional function of journals in shaping the academic standards of judgement
and research. This requires the organised interaction of the three key figures: authors who adhere to the best
scientific standards; editors who are responsible for maintaining these standards and thus protecting the pres-
tige of their journals; and peer reviewers, who provide feedback to improve authors’ manuscripts and are key
to promoting innovative, rigorous and replicable research.

This triadic interaction inevitably implies asymmetries of interest, especially in contexts that encourage authors
to compete for publication and do not provide robust incentives for reviewers to respond to editorial requests
and ensure timely and constructive reports to authors. As exemplified by the business model of predatory jour-
nals, which have created a collusive equilibrium between editors, reviewers, and authors in order to speed up
the publication process at the expense of quality (Seeber|[2024), these asymmetries can only lead to benefi-
cial outcomes if there is an appropriate organisational context that ensures responsibility for decision-making,
while achieving a balance between interests (i.e., those of editors, reviewers and authors) and different values
(e.g., quality, efficiency, fairness).

We at JASSS continue to believe that journals are the most appropriate context for this responsibility to play its
beneficial role in the service of the scientific community. Responsibility means responsible people with clear
roles. This has always been one of the main raisons d’étre of academic journals: to share the evaluation effort
across the community of experts, while being responsible for the quality of publications (Fyfe et al.[2020). By
selecting the most innovative and rigorous publications in a given field, journals help to disambiguate signals
about quality standards for the benefit of all scientific stakeholders, including learning signals for students and
early-career researchers.

However, the context is working against the sustainability of peer review and independent journals. While the
financial sustainability of our journal is not in question, thanks to author contributions, the voluntary work
of editors and board members, and low in-house editorial costs, it is increasingly difficult to find reviewers to
review manuscripts as academics are busy with their own work, grant applications and (increasing) adminis-
trative duties. Despite being a specialist journal for a relatively small, presumably cohesive community, JASSS
is no exception: whereas in 2014, before | took on editorial responsibility, we were used to inviting an average
of 3.9 reviewers per manuscript and receiving an average of 2.4 review reports back, in 2024 | invited an average
of 3.5 reviewers per manuscript-to avoid excessive review requests-and received an average of only 2 review
reports back, despite a 45% increase in desk rejection rates in 2024 compared to 2014. We now have fewer
reviewers per manuscript, although we have reduced the demand on reviewers by reviewing a much smaller
proportion of manuscripts. In addition, the average time for reviewers to report has increased from 20 days in
2014 to 31 daysin 2024.

These are not dramatic figures, and we believe that these results are largely driven by our editorial decision
to focus our reviewers’ efforts on manuscripts that are initially sufficiently relevant and rigorous. On the other
hand, we would prefer being less selective, minimising editorial desk rejections and giving chances to everyone
to benefit from being reviewed by our reviewers. We will continue to discuss internally this decision. However,
given that peer review is a common good that requires reviewers to bear individual costs for the benefit of
others (i.e., editors and authors) in the presence of weak extrinsic rewards, we believe that the long-term sus-
tainability of our journal requires us to (re)emphasise the implicit ‘social contract’ that supports the existence
of academic journals. Beyond the norms of merit, universalism and disinterested criticism, journals can only
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exist if reciprocity (i.e., spending time reviewing other people’s manuscripts as others have/will do for yours) is
respected. Indeed, the sustainability of any academic journal depends on its capacity to encapsulate normative
expectations and obligations of academic citizenship and organise them productively to serve its readers.

Supporting and Rewarding Peer Reviewers

There is a debate about how to increase the value of peer review by providing better incentives for academics
to devote time to reviewing compared to other more rewarding activities, including increasing its importance
in promotion and proposal evaluation (e.g., Verissimo & Roberts|2013; Mulligan et al.|2013} Aczel et al.[2021).
A journal cannot do much to shape the institutional structure of academic incentives, but these are some ini-
tiatives that we plan to implement starting this year to improve the quality of the service we provide to our
reviewers.

First, in order to support reviewers, especially early career researchers, we will improve our peer review guide-
lines, provide information material and promote training initiatives on peer review (e.g., conference tutorials,
training schools). This should also help to inform about the best peer review standards also researchers who
do not have adequate support in their home institutions.

Second, in order to reward reviewers for their important contribution to the journal, we will conduct regular
internal analyses of reviewer engagement, including the perspective of authors, and monitor more systemati-
cally reviewer activities by using advanced evaluation tools (e.g., Bianchi et al.[2019). Those with outstanding
records will be invited to join the editorial board of the journal (if they are not already members). The top 5
reviewers (according to internal statistics and editorial assessment) will receive a certificate with gift from the
journal (e.g., a €100 online voucher and/or journal merchandising). The award winners will be announced on
the journal’s website and social channels at the beginning of each new year. As the impact of these rewards
on reviewers is still controversial (e.g., Yu et al.| (2024)), we will maintain anonymity and confidentiality if re-
quested, monitor the effect of these rewards on reviewer behaviour and consider other initiatives if the effect
is null or even negative.

While more draconian initiatives have often been considered, such as delaying the processing of manuscripts
from authors who have not previously cooperated as reviewers (Hauer & Fehr[2007), we believe that positive
incentives are more consistent with the institutional framework of peer review, which is based on voluntary
cooperation by all involved, than negative incentives, such as sanctions.

Conclusions

The ‘social contract’ behind academic citizenship is relatively simple: although academics compete for re-
sources, prestige and reputation, they should also cooperate to maintain important public goods such as edi-
torial work and peer review. All forms of social organisation require the establishment of norms that avoid ex-
ploitation and promote cooperation. These are often based on simple rules of (direct and indirect) reciprocity
that typically underpin the existence of any social institution, especially those based on voluntary cooperation.
This is also the case for peer review.

In these times of change and public debate about journals, platforms and academic governance, let us all re-
member these few norms for the benefit of academic institutions and their maintenance. With this editorial
note, our journal commits itself to promoting and defending these norms. We believe that they are more im-
portant than journal governance, types of peer review models, and publishing models, which are often at the
centre of the debate?!.
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Notes

1Forapossible outlet to comment on this editorial, share ideas and contribute to the debate, please consider
submitting your comment to The Review of Artificial Societies and Social Simulation at this link: https://rofa
sss.org/. RofASSS rapidly publishes comments on all aspects of social simulation in a citable format without
fees or a paywall.
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