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As new academic journals have emerged in political science and existing jour-
nals experience increasing submission rates, editors are concerned that scholars experi-
ence “reviewer fatigue.” Editors often assume that an overload of requests to review makes
scholars less willing to perform the anonymous yet time-consuming tasks associated with
reviewing manuscripts. To date, there has not been a systematic investigation of the rea-
sons why scholars decline to review. We empirically investigated the rate at which scholars
accept or decline to review, as well as the reasons they gave for declining. We found that
reviewer fatigue is only one of several reasons why scholars decline to review. The evidence
suggests that scholars are willing to review but that they also lead busy professional and

personal lives.

he double-blind peer-review process is an important

aspect of publishing in political science journals.

Therefore, an important task for journal editors is

the identification of appropriate reviewers. Although

reviewing generally is perceived as a vital profes-
sional service, it also is uncompensated and time-consuming.
In the past decade, many journals have witnessed substantial
increases in the flow of manuscripts, and new journals have
emerged. Together, these developments result in an increase
in the number of review requests arriving in a typical scholar’s
e-mail “in-box.”

Therefore, it is not entirely surprising that potential reviewers
identified by journal editors are not always eager to respond pos-
itively to requests to review. The common wisdom among journal
editors is that reviewers increasingly feel overburdened by such
requests—a phenomenon known as “reviewer fatigue.” A recent
task force report published by the American Political Science
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Association (APSA) suggests that “many scholars are over-
whelmed by requests to review,” which has resulted in “declining
response rates [that] pose a threat to the quality of peer review”
(Lupia and Aldrich 2014, 28).

Djupe’s (2015) survey questions the APSA task force’s find-
ings. Here, we empirically investigate the self-reported reasons
for declining to review for the American Political Science Review
(APSR). In the conclusion, we provide nuances to the reviewer-
fatigue argument, speculate about the degree to which our find-
ings generalize, and offer suggestions.

PUBLISHING IN POLITICAL SCIENCE

A number of studies evaluate trends in publishing in political sci-
ence journals (e.g., Breuning and Sanders 2007; Hancock, Baum,
and Breuning 2013; Hesli and Lee 2011; Hesli, Lee, and Mitchell
2012; Maliniak, Powers, and Walter 2013; @stby et al. 2013; Wilson
2014). They address the factors that make scholars productive,
impediments to publishing, and patterns in citation. Miller et al.
(2013) provided valuable advice about the review process, and
Jstby et al. (2013) examined whether published articles reflect
patterns in submissions.

A recent survey concluded that journal editors frequently
focus their requests on a limited range of scholars (Djupe 2015).
In economics, Chetty, Saez, and Sindor (2014) defined “reviewing”
as prosocial behavior, and Djupe (2015) found that political scien-
tists concur. Chetty et al. (2014) also found that incentives facil-
itate the timely completion of reviews. We discuss this issue in
the conclusion to this article. Our study, instead, focused on the
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reasons that scholars give when they decline to review: Are they
overburdened with requests to review?

Additionally, we examined whether women and men behave
differently. Women remain underrepresented in the discipline
(Sedowski and Brintnall 2007) and their work is cited less often
(Maliniak et al. 2013), which may affect the frequency with which
they are identified as potential reviewers. If this is true, then
the women who are identified may face a relatively higher rate
of requests—especially if editors want to ensure that women are
adequately represented as reviewers.

REQUESTS TO REVIEW

This study provides an analysis of scholars who were invited to
review manuscripts submitted to the American Political Science
Review (APSR) in 2013. In 2013, the APSR assigned 893 unique

The data cannot indicate the reasons for non-responses; how-
ever, a request occasionally is sent to an e-mail address that is no
longer in use or invitations generated by the Editorial Manager
system may get caught in a spam filter. Hence, non-responsiveness
is attributable, in part, to the failure of the request to review
to reach the addressee. It is certainly possible that some scholars
choose not to respond to requests, but this is not the only—and,
possibly, not the most prevalent—reason.

Of the almost 83% of scholars who responded to requests to
review, the largest proportion accepted. As shown in table 1, 60%
of the requests were accepted, whereas slightly less than 23% were
declined. When taken as a proportion of the 83% of requests that
netted a response, 72.5% agreed to review and 27.5% declined.
In other words, depending on the preferred denominator, the
positive response to requests to review ranged between 60% and

Of the almost 83% of scholars who responded to requests to review, the largest proportion

accepted.

manuscript numbers, 682 (76.4%) of which were subjected to
review. A small subset went through two or three cycles of review
after receiving invitations to revise and resubmit. These manu-
scripts are counted as separate submissions in the APSR’s annual
report (Ishiyama 2014), but they retain the original manuscript
number with a suffix added. For example, if manuscript oos25
was revised and resubmitted, it then was identified as manuscript
00525R1. We tracked requests to review through all rounds for all
manuscripts initially received in 2013.

Requests to review are standardized e-mails sent through
Editorial Manager. Scholars may accept or decline the request.
When they decline, they have the option to provide a reason;
we coded their reasons.

In total, 4,563 requests to review (i.e., our unit of analysis)
were sent to 3,414 individual scholars in 2013. Almost 96% of the
requests were for original submissions; the remainder were for
revised papers. On average, about 6.7 requests to review were sent
per manuscript.

Women received 30.6% of all requests to review, which sug-
gests that they received requests roughly in proportion to their
presence in the discipline and somewhat higher than the 24.14%
reported for the American Journal of Political Science (Wilson
2014). In 2007, 26% of all political scientists and 36% of those at the
assistant professor rank were women (Sedowski and Brintnall
2007). More recently, the National Science Foundation (NSF
2014) reported that women now earn slightly more than 40% of
the PhDs in political science. The proportion of women in aca-
demia likely will lag behind the proportion of PhDs awarded, but
it is likely to be somewhat higher than the numbers reported by
Sedowski and Brintnall (2007).

Not all of the invited reviewers responded positively and some
did not reply at all. The good news is that 82.8% of the scholars
who received a request responded, either accepting or declining the
invitation. The remaining 17.2% did not respond to our requests
to review. In rare instances, potential reviewers contacted the edi-
torial office outside of the Editorial Manager system regarding
their inability to review and were unassigned by an editor. These
cases are included in the “no response” category.
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slightly more than 70%. Moreover, as shown in table 1, women
and men accept review requests in similar proportions; the differ-
ences are not statistically significant.

The data reported in table 1 use our unit of analysis—that is,
the request to review. If we instead examine the responsiveness of
the 3,414 individual scholars who received the 4,563 requests to
review, we find that 63.6% accepted one or more invitations. The
finding is slightly higher than the positive response rate using
the “request to review” as the unit of analysis. Additionally, 73.3%
of the 3,414 individual scholars received only one request to review,
20.9% received two, and the remaining 5.8% received three or more.
Of the 914 individuals who received two or more requests, 14.1% were
for resubmissions. Editorial Board members also were more likely
than others to receive multiple requests. In summary, most of those
invited to review for the APSR in 2013 received only one request.

Of course, it is easier to choose “accept” or “decline” than to
actually complete the review. Therefore, we examined the propor-
tion of reviewers who completed their review. Table 2 indicates
that the results are positive. The two right-hand columns provide
data for all accepted review requests, including those for revised
manuscripts. If only the requests for initial submissions are con-
sidered, the completion rate is about 1% less, due to the higher
rate on revised papers.

As the data in table 2 show, once reviewers accept, 77.6% com-
plete and submit their assignment. In addition, at the time of the
analysis, there was one outstanding review of a revised manu-
script. The 22.3% who did not complete the review represent two
groups of reviewers. First, on receipt of two reviews that suggest
the editors should decline to publish the manuscript, the editors
evaluate whether a decision can be made. If so, the responsible
editor queries the remaining reviewers via e-mail about whether
they want to complete the review or be relieved of the task. In many
cases, reviewers are happy to have the editor move forward with a
decision. In these cases, the responsible editor “unassigned” the
remaining reviewers, after obtaining their agreement with this
course of action.

Second, some reviewers unfortunately do not complete their
reviews regardless of how many reminders they receive—whether
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Table 1
Acceptance of the Request to Review

WOMEN MEN ALL SCHOLARS
Frequency Percentage Frequency Percentage Frequency Percentage
Accept 827 59.2 1912 604 2,739 60.0
Decline 331 23.7 707 22.3 1,038 22.7
No Response/ Uninvited 238 170 548 17.3 786 17.2
N 1,396 100.0 3,167 100.0 4,563 100.0

Note: Chi-square: 1.062, df 2, p = 0.588.
Numbers may not add to 100 due to rounding.

generated by the Editorial Manager system or personal queries
from the responsible editor. At some point, the editors make a
decision using the submitted reviews or, if that is not possible,
they invite additional reviewers. The latter option lengthens the
time it takes to reach a decision. Fortunately, the data presented
in table 2 show that in the largest proportion of cases, reviewers
complete the reviews that they agreed to do.

methodological classification of a manuscript made a difference.
Both measures use the classifications provided in the Editorial
Manager system and chosen by submitting authors. Those who
are invited to review generally are specialists in the same subfield
and have expertise regarding the methodologies used.

There are statistically significant differences in the propensity
of scholars to respond positively to requests to review across subfield

There are statistically significant differences in the propensity of scholars to respond
positively to requests to review across subfield and methodology.

Our data do not permit us to determine precisely what per-
centage of reviewers who did not complete the review did so
because the editor gave them the choice to “opt out” and what
percentage were simply nonresponsive. We suspect that a sizeable
proportion reflects the former scenario. Overall, then, reviewers
who accept an assignment to review tend to complete it.

Furthermore, women and men are equally likely to complete
the review assignments they have accepted. Table 2 shows that
the proportions of women and men who complete reviews are
extremely similar when considering both initial and revised man-
uscripts. The same is true when only initial reviews are consid-
ered (not shown).

THE IMPACT OF SUBFIELD AND METHODOLOGY

We also investigated whether scholars were more likely to accept
review requests in some subfields versus others and whether the

Table 2

and methodology. Table 3 shows that the acceptance of requests
to review is higher in subfields that scholars traditionally associ-
ate with the APSR (including race, ethnicity, and politics, which
is perceived as closely affiliated with American politics) and
lower for other subfields. The journal’s annual report (Ishiyama
2014) clearly shows a strong trend toward comparative politics,
which currently accounts for about one third of all submissions,
with additional gains in international relations. As perceptions
change, it is possible that the propensity to accept requests to
review also may shift.

Additionally, table 4 shows that scholars respond differently
to requests to review manuscripts using different methodologies.
There is greater variability in the acceptance rate of requests
to review across different methodological classifications than
across subfields. Methodologically, almost two-thirds of review
requests are for quantitative work, which may shape reviewers’

Do Reviewers Complete the Reviews They Agree to Do?

WOMEN MEN ALL REVIEWERS
Frequency Percentage Frequency Percentage Frequency Percentage
Review completed 641 775 1,483 776 2,124 776
Review not completed 185 224 429 224 611 224
Review in progress 1 0.1 - - 1 0.0
N 827 100.0 1912 100.0 2,736 100.0

Note: Chi-square: 2.313, df 2, p = 0.315.
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Table 3

Subfield Classification and Acceptance of
Request to Review

% % % NO

ACCEPT  DECLINE  RESPONSE  TOTAL
American Politics 69.7 15.9 144 1,023
Race, Ethnicity, and Politics 63.3 16.9 19.8 207
Normative Theory 56.5 29.7 137 612
Formal Theory 534 26.0 20.6 204
Other 52.3 244 2338 86
International Relations 57.7 232 19.1 766
Comparative Politics 577 24.3 18.0 1,557
Methods 51.9 24.1 24.1 108
Overall Percentage 60.0 227 17.2 100.0
N 2,740 1,037 786 4,563

Note: Chi-square: 81.416, df 14, p = 0.000.

expectations. Just as reviewers are more likely to accept a request
to review a manuscript in a subfield traditionally associated with
the APSR, they also are more likely to accept requests to review
papers that use methods traditionally associated with it.

SELF-REPORTED REASONS FOR DECLINING TO REVIEW

We now discuss the other side of the issue: those who decline to
review. Table 5 shows that 28.3% of scholars who decline to review
do not provide a reason. The remaining percentage does provide
information, which is categorized in table 5.

We define “reviewer fatigue” as statements indicating scholars
decline because they have other reviews to complete and/or cannot
take on an additional review (this category is in boldface italics in
table 5). This definition seems to come closest to the notion that
scholars feel “overwhelmed” by such requests (Lupia and Aldrich
2014), although we note that the definition may be rather narrow.
In some cases, reviewers mentioned how many other requests
they had received and/or accepted; this number varied. A few

Table 4

scholars commented that our request was the fifth or sixth they
had recently received. In another case, a potential reviewer com-
mented that he or she had accepted one other request and could
not handle a second. Although the former reason was far more
common than the latter, this suggests variability in what scholars
consider a reasonable “review load.”

As is evident in table 5, reviewer fatigue is not the only reason
that scholars decline to review. This reason accounts for 14.1% of
the declines (or 19.7% of those who provided a reason). A larger
proportion of scholars simply state that they are “too busy,”
which is the response of 24.8% of those who declined overall
(or 34.6% of those who provided a reason). We suspect that some
proportion of those who only stated they are “too busy” was due to
a case of reviewer fatigue. Therefore, we also completed the anal-
ysis in table 5 with the categories of “too many invitations” and
“too busy” combined. The resulting combined category accounts
for 38.9% of the decisions to decline a review request (i.e., 42.4%
of women and 37.3% of men). The combined result probably over-
states reviewer fatigue, whereas results for the more restrictive
definition in table 5 likely understate it.

We suspect that the combined category overstates reviewer
fatigue because in cases in which scholars provided additional
details, they mentioned issues such as the need to prioritize their
own scholarship due to impending tenure or promotion decisions,
as well as teaching and related tasks (e.g., grading exams and
papers). For those who provided no information beyond the fact
that they were “too busy,” we simply do not know whether they
had too many review requests or other preoccupying tasks. What
we do know from these data is that many scholars face substantial
workloads and competing demands on their time. This suggests
that reviewer fatigue is certainly not the only reason why scholars
decline requests to review.

The remaining categories all accounted for smaller propor-
tions of the overall decision to decline to review. Some schol-
ars declined because they had previously reviewed the paper
for a different journal. Although this does not automatically
disqualify reviewers who are confident that they can provide
a fair and unbiased review, some scholars noted that they
thought the author deserved to have the paper reviewed by
someone else.

Methodological Classification and Acceptance of Request to Review

% ACCEPT % DECLINE % NO RESPONSE TOTAL
Other 63.9 19.4 16.7 36
Quantitative 62.0 20.2 17.8 2,989
Formal and Quantitative 60.9 23.2 15.9 371
Qualitative and/or Empirical 60.8 21.0 18.2 143
Formal 557 24.5 19.8 192
Interpretive/Conceptual 541 30.7 15.2 784
Small N 417 438 14.6 48
Overall Percentage 60.0 227 17.2 100.0
N 2,740 1,037 786 4,563

Note: Chi-square: 54.049, df 12, p = 0.000.
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Table 5

Scholars’ Stated Reasons for Declining to Review

WOMEN MEN ALL DECLINING SCHOLARS

Percentage Percentage Percentage Frequency
No reason given 273 28.8 28.3 293
Too busy (unspecified or commitments other than reviews) 27.3 237 24.8 257
Too many other review invitations 15.2 13.6 141 146
Not sufficiently expert (in theory, method, or region) 55 9.2 8.0 83
Professional leave or sabbatical 4.8 26 33 34
Previously read or reviewed paper 1.8 3.8 3.2 33
Administrative duties (chair, dean, committee assignments) 1.2 3.8 30 31
Conflict of interest 27 31 3.0 31
Travel (generic, research, vacation) 2.7 31 30 31
Other personal issues (e.g., personal or family member’s iliness) 4.2 24 3.0 31
Journal editor 0.9 Si5 27 28
Other 21 1.8 1.9 20
Maternity or paternity leave 4.2 04 16 17
N 330 705 100.0 1,035
Notes:

Chi-square: 45.850, df 12, p = 0.000.
T-test: 2.003, df 1033, p = 0.045.

Other scholars declined to review due to a conflict of interest.
Although editorial assistants attempt to identify these issues,
itis not always easy to do. The honesty of scholars who decline for
this reason is appropriate and appreciated.

Some commented that they could not complete the review
within a reasonable time due to travel commitments. Because
scholars did not always provide sufficiently detailed information,
we were not able to distinguish reliably between professional and
leisure travel. For this reason, we combined these two categories.

Furthermore, scholars occasionally declined to review because
they had assumed administrative duties. One scholar was facing
a steep learning curve after recently becoming department chair.
Others face personal or family illness or are taking time to adjust
to a growing family.

The “other” category contains comments that did not easily fit
in any of the categories we developed. It included a scholar who
reportedly was leaving academia, another who was retiring, and
one who declined to review because the “abstract suggests a paper
of little interest.”

Table 6

Finally, we mention the scholars who declined to review
because they are journal editors. It is possible that editors per-
ceive a conflict of interest if they anticipate that a manuscript
might be sent to them if it is rejected at the APSR.* The majority
of editors who declined to review, however, did not report this
as their reason. Instead, almost all referred to their workload as
editors, usually citing the number of manuscripts they processed
annually. We are aware that editors face substantial workloads;
however, the loss of their expertise as reviewers is unfortunate.z

There are differences in the reasons given by women and men.
Women were somewhat more likely to state that they were too
busy, had too many requests, or were on professional or personal
leave. Men were somewhat more likely to claim that they did not
have sufficient expertise, had taken on administrative duties,
served as journal editors, or had previously read the paper.

Taken together, the various reasons that scholars report when
they decline to review suggest that they have busy professional
and personal lives. Reviewer fatigue plays a role but is not the
only reason to decline a request to review.

Are Scholars Who Provide a Reason for Declining to Review More Likely to Suggest

Alternative Reviewers?

NO ALTERNATIVE REVIEWER SUGGESTED ONE OR MORE ALTERNATIVE REVIEWERS SUGGESTED TOTAL
No reason for decline 208 (71.5%) 83 (28.5%) 291 (100.0%)
Reason for decline 391 (54.1%) 332 (45.9%) 723 (100.0%)
N 599 (59.1%) 415 (40.9%) 1,014 (100.0%)

Note: Chi-square: 25.976, df 1, p = 0.000.
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Some who declined to review provided suggestions for
alternative reviewers, which is useful and welcome. Table 6
shows that those who provided a reason for declining to review
were more likely to suggest one or more alternative reviewers.
Almost 60% of those who declined to review did not suggest
alternative reviewers.

CONCLUSION

We agree with Chetty et al. (2014, 186) that there is tremendous
value in “studying the peer review process empirically.” Our anal-
ysis is based on data for one journal and one year. Variations exist
among journals and across years in the rate at which scholars
agree to review and then complete those reviews (Djupe 2015).
Whereas scholars may prioritize requests from the most pres-
tigious journals, it also is possible that they are more motivated
to accept requests from field-specific journals in their own spe-
cialty area because they know the field and are more connected
to those journals. This is an empirical question that we cannot
answer with the available data, which are time-consuming to col-
lect (Wilson 2014).

Our findings suggest that reviewer fatigue, as commonly
understood, is not the only reason why scholars decline invita-
tions to review. On the basis of the self-reported reasons, we esti-
mated that between 14.1% and 38.9% of the reasons given are that
scholars have too many requests. The remaining self-reported
reasons show that scholars face many demands on their time.

Although we did not specifically code for it, many of those who
declined indicated a willingness to review sometime in the future.
Our experience is that these scholars often accept a subsequent
request, which is noteworthy. Peer review is an uncompensated
professional service, yet many scholars remain willing to give time
and effort to this task.

Despite their willingness to review, however, there clearly is a
limit regarding the “review load” that scholars can assume. Djupe
(2015, 347, 349) noted that “being asked to review is a function
of reputation” and recommended that journal editors search
“beyond the usual suspects.” Many first-time reviewers are more
likely to accept and complete the task, making it important to
include new PhDs and research-active scholars from a broader
range of institutions. The current APSR editorial team system-
atically seeks to include first-time reviewers and to reduce the
frequency of repeated requests to the same scholars. Various web-
based search strategies—such as searching dissertation databases,
recent conference programs, and recent publications on Google
Scholar—facilitate in broadening the reviewer pool. Additionally,
we used personal e-mails to query reviewers who were late with
their reports from the beginning of our editorial term in 2012
(rather than relying solely on the automated messages generated
by the online submission and review system). Reviewers react
positively to a personal message, which also is suggested by
Chetty et al. (2014). Both strategies require an investment of time
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and effort but have important benefits: broadening the reviewer
pool provides more scholars a voice, and communication with
reviewers improves the efficiency of the review process.

We do not want to minimize the challenges that editors face in
finding a sufficient number of appropriate reviewers for each sub-
mission they receive—that task can be daunting. Yet, our analysis
of the self-reported reasons for declining to review suggests that
tales of reviewer fatigue may be somewhat exaggerated. m

NOTES

1. We thank the anonymous reviewer who asked us to reflect on the reasons that
journal editors decline invitations to review.

2. The APSR editors do not exempt themselves from completing reviews for other
journals, and they appreciate other editors who act likewise.
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