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Abstract: 

Purpose – This paper aims to look at the Hawthorne effect in editorial peer review. 

Design/methodology/approach – Discusses the quality evaluation of refereed scholarly journals. 

Findings – A key finding of this research was that in the peer review process of one and the same 

manuscript, reviewers or editors, respectively, arrive at different judgments. This phenomenon is 

named as “Hawthorne effect” because the different judgements are dependent on the specific 

conditions under which the peer review process at the individual journals takes place. 

Originality/value – Provides a discussion on the quality evaluation of scholarly journals. 
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Introduction 

Peer review is quintessential in science (Benda & Engels, 2011). Since almost all research articles 

published in journals undergo the peer review process, it is an essential extension of the scientific 

process (Callaham & McCulloch, 2011). “An article in a reputable journal does not merely 

represent the opinions of its author; it bears the imprimatur of scientific authenticity, as given to it 

by the editor and the referees he may have consulted. The referee is the lynchpin about which the 

whole business of Science is pivoted” (Ziman, 1968, p. 148). Peers asked to evaluate manuscripts 

take on the responsibility for assuring high standards in various research disciplines. “Equals active 

in the same field are said to be in the best position to know whether quality standards have been met 

and a contribution to knowledge made” (Eisenhart, 2002, p. 241). Peer evaluation thus entails a 

process by which a selective jury of equal’s active in a given scientific field convenes to evaluate 

scientific outcomes. 

 

In journal peer review, reviewers sought by the editor normally provide the editor with a written 

review and overall publication recommendation. “The editor, on the basis of the reviews and his or 

her own evaluation, decides to reject the submission, seek further review, ask the author to revise 

the manuscript in response to suggestions by the reviewers and the editor, or accept the manuscript” 

(Jayasinghe, Marsh, & Bond, 2001, p. 344). Most of the studies examining the relation of 

reviewers’ (overall) ratings and editors’ decisions on submissions at single journals have found that 

the reviewers’ ratings are highly correlated with the editors’ final decisions (Bakanic, McPhail, & 

Simon, 1987; Bornmann & Daniel, 2008a; Fogg & Fiske, 1993; Lock, 1985; Petty & Fleming, 

1999; Sternberg, Hojjat, Brigockas, & Grigorenko, 1997; Zuckerman & Merton, 1971). That means 

editors render their decisions on manuscripts dependently on the judgments of the reviewers. 
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As a proponent of peer review Abelson writes (1980): “The most important and effective 

mechanism for attaining good standards of quality in journals is the peer review system” (p. 62). 

According to Shatz (2004) journal peer review “motivates scholars to produce their best, provides 

feedback that substantially improves work which is submitted, and enables scholars to identify 

products they will find worth reading” (p. 30). For Shatz (2004) “probably the most frequently 

voiced concern about the peer review system is the potential for bias and lack of objectivity on the 

part of reviewers” (p. 36). Biases enter peer review, when factors that are independent on the 

quality of a manuscript and are functionally irrelevant to research correlate statistically with the 

judgment of reviewers or the decision of the editors (Marsh, Jayasinghe, & Bond, 2008; Weller, 

2002), such as: 

 

 Features of authors, e.g. academic status,  

 Features of research reported in a manuscript, e.g. the sub-field or the statistical significance of 

results, 

 Features of the reviewers, e.g. gender, and/or  

 Features of the journal’s peer review process, i.e. the Hawthorne effect introduced here. 

 

The various overviews of the peer review research literature (see e.g. Bornmann, 2011; de Vries, 

Marschall, & Stein, 2009; Hojat, Gonnella, & Caelleigh, 2003; Martin, 2000; Owen, 1982; Pruthi, 

Jain, Wahid, Mehra, & Nabi, 1997; Ross, 1980; Sharp, 1990; Wood & Wessely, 2003) have named 

up to 25 different sources of bias (especially features of authors) that can potentially endanger the 

fairness of the peer review process. These potential sources of bias can be divided into positive or 

negative biases: “that is, a bias may lead to a more negative evaluation of an article than the referee 

would give were it not for the biasing factor, or it may lead to a more positive evaluation, in which 

case we may speak of a ‘halo effect,’ whereby the quality of a work is exaggerated upward by the 
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appraiser. Or the bias may make no difference: a biased evaluation might be identical with what an 

unbiased evaluation would yield” (Shatz, 2004, p. 36). 

 

The Hawthorne effect – a possible bias in journal peer review  

 

The goal of this paper is to introduce the Hawthorne effect as a phenomenon in peer review which 

can lead to a biased evaluation of a manuscript: One and the same manuscript is differently assessed 

by peers and/or editors in dependence on the environment (i.e., the journal). Originally, the 

Hawthorne effect is a phenomenon of group-based observational studies, which was discovered in 

experiments undertaken in the Hawthorne factories (Illinois, USA). Participants of a study changed 

their natural behaviour, if they knew that they take part in a study and are observed. “Careful 

studies of this wiring group showed marked increases in production which were related only to the 

special social position and social treatment they received. Thus it was the ‘artificial’ social aspects 

of the experimental conditions set up for measurement which produced the increases in group 

productivity” (French, 1953) (cited by Chiesa & Hobbs, 2008, p. 68). The bias is introduced into the 

experiment by certain environmental aspects of the study itself. In the current literature, such an 

influence is named as Hawthorne effect. 

 

In the context of journal peer review, the term “Hawthorne effect” was firstly used by van Rooyen, 

Godlee, Evans, Smith, and Black (1998). They investigated differences in reviewing in dependence 

on blinded (uninformed about the submitting authors) and un-blinded (informed) reviewers. Their 

results show that “there was no evidence of any difference between masked un-blinded and 

uninformed reviewers and therefore no detectable Hawthorne effect” (van Rooyen, et al., 1998, p. 

236). Van Rooyen, Godlee, Evans, Smith, and Black (1998) used the term “Hawthorne effect” to 

describe the influence of the peer review process’ features (i.e., blinded or un-blinded reviewing) on 
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the evaluation of manuscripts which may influence the quality evaluation. In this paper the 

Hawthorne effect is formulated more generally by claiming that the evaluation of a submitted 

manuscript is dependent on the features of a journal’s peer review process: Blinded or un-blinded 

reviewers are one feature of the process which may influence the evaluation. 

 

Pre-publication peer review of manuscripts is generally seen to ensure that only (high) quality 

research is published (either by rejecting or improving sub-standard manuscripts) (Lipworth, 

Kerridge, Carter, & Little, 2011). However, it is not only the scientific quality of a manuscript 

which results in an acceptance or rejection decision, but also journal specific factors. The findings 

of the studies presented in the following show that one and the same manuscript is differently 

assessed by different journals. The studies have investigated the fate of manuscripts rejected by one 

journal and published by another journal. Bornmann and Daniel (2008a, 2008b) could determine for 

the journal Angewandte Chemie that no alterations or only minor alterations were made to 

approximately three-quarters of the rejected manuscripts for publication elsewhere. If general 

quality standards were valid at both journals one and the same manuscript would receive the same 

editorial decision. Since the peer review process of different journals may take a variety of forms 

(because of, e.g., the use of blinded or un-blinded reviewers, the higher or lower reputation of the 

journal, or the disciplinary orientation), the handling of the manuscripts is different. The 

phenomenon of the different handling – independent on the quality of the manuscript – is named 

here as Hawthorne effect because journal specific factors and not the quality drive the editorial 

decision. 

 

The publication of rejected manuscripts elsewhere 
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In journal peer review “a rejection usually does not kill a paper … a rejected paper usually finds life 

at another journal” (Gans & Shepherd, 1994, p. 177). Already in the 1980’s Abelson (1980) 

reported that almost all of the manuscripts rejected by the journal Science were published later in 

other journals. For manuscripts rejected by the journal Angewandte Chemie in the year 1984, Daniel 

(1993) determined a percentage of 71%; for manuscripts rejected by this journal at the beginning of 

the year 2000, Bornmann and Daniel (2008a, 2008b) found 95% published later elsewhere. Other 

studies on the fate of manuscripts rejected by a journal report percentages ranging from 28% to 85% 

(Weller, 2002). The most recent study on the journal Radiology found that 79% of the rejected 

manuscripts were subsequently published elsewhere (Khosla, McDonald, Bornmann, & Kallmes, 

2011). 

 

Some studies on the fate of rejected manuscripts have also gauged the quality of journals that 

accepted rejected manuscripts. In a literature review covering research on journal peer review, 

Weller (2002) cites five studies, (Chew, 1991; Cronin & McKenzie, 1992; Gordon, 1984; Weller, 

1996; Whitman & Eyre, 1985), which have ranked the quality of the rejecting and the later 

accepting journals mostly by means of the Journal Impact Factors (JIF, provided by Thomson 

Reuters in the Journal Citation Reports). The JIF is the average number of times papers from the 

journal published in the past two years (e.g. 2005 and 2006) have been cited in the JCR year (e.g. 

2007). Seven further studies, which are not included in the literature review by Weller (2002), have 

been published by Bornmann and Daniel (2008a, 2008b), Daniel (1993), Lock (1985), McDonald, 

Cloft, and Kallmes (2007), Opthof, Furstner, van Geer, and Coronel (2000), Pulverer (2010) and 

Ray, Berkwits, and Davidoff (2000). In the total of twelve studies, between 0% (Daniel, 1993) and 

70% (Gordon, 1984) of the rejected manuscripts in one higher quality journal could be researched. 

The results of these studies show that rejected manuscripts are frequently published (but not always) 

in lower impact journals. It seems to be that the higher the quality ranking of the rejecting journal is, 
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the lower the chance is that a rejected manuscript will appear in another journal ranked as higher 

quality. 

 

Discussion 

 

The results of the studies investigating the fate of rejected manuscripts demonstrate that in the peer 

review process of one and the same manuscript, reviewers or editors, respectively, arrive at 

different judgments: Many manuscripts that are rejected by a journal (through a peer review 

process) are then accepted by another journal (through a peer review process). This finding 

indicates that manuscript review is not only based on generally valid quality criteria that a scientific 

work can fulfil (acceptance) or not fulfil (rejection); the review (or the outcome of the review) 

seems also to be dependent on journal specific factors under which the peer review process at the 

individual journals takes place (Bornmann, 2008). It is proposed here that this phenomenon is 

named as “Hawthorne effect.” The effect is probably boosted in the current science system through 

the increasing shift of the use of papers as an evaluative measure of scientific performance: 

“Because of the intense pressure to get into a handful of top journals, instead of sending less-than-

ground-breaking work to second- or third-tier journals, more scientists are first sending their work 

to elite publications, where they often clearly don’t belong. Consequently, across the board, editors 

at top-tier journals say they are receiving more submissions every year, leading in many cases to 

more rejections, appeals, and complaints about the system overall” (McCook, 2006, p. 26). 

 

The Hawthorne effect can be aligned with the Oppenheim effect which was introduced by Gorman 

(2007). The formulation of this effect is based on the following incident: “Charles Oppenheim got a 

humbling insight into the reality of academic publishing recently. The professor of information 

science at Loughborough University, a dominant figure in his field, had submitted an article to a 
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respected journal. ‘Some time later a very good friend of mine got in touch with me. This friend had 

been sent my article to referee. He thought that, in all honesty, he could not referee it because we 

were so close and he telephoned the editor to say that he would have to find someone else. The 

editor responded: ‘Don’t be silly, this is Charles Oppenheim. We both know we are going to 

publish it anyway. This is really just a formal exercise, so could you just go through the motions?’ 

Oppenheim chuckles: ‘The editor had kind of given the game away. Now I know I can send him 

any old rubbish and get it in’” (Bunting, 2005). The Oppenheim effect describes the phenomenon 

that the author and not the manuscript itself is the criterion in determining quality to the submission 

and is the base for the editorial decision. 

 

For Cole (1992) the results of peer review studies suggest that the evaluation of scientific work is 

influenced by a complex interaction between (1) universalistic factors, such as scientific merit, and 

(2) social aspects. Cole (1992) assumes that there is no way to objectively evaluate new scientific 

work. In a similar way, Ziman (2000) finds the influence of non-cognitive factors on academic 

cycles of credibility and credit quite substantial in the more highly structured social world of post-

academic science (see here also Lipworth, et al., 2011). Phenomenon, like the Hawthorne or 

Oppenheim effect, should not be a surprise therefore. 
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