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Debate on peer review system escalates 
Debates about academic research are continuing in the wake of the first hearing of the Commons Science and Technology Committee’s inquiry into peer review on 4th May. Many submissions voiced concerns about research being distorted by nepotism, unethical reviewers or lack of appropriate expertise. Others raised the need to update the whole process and broaden the pool of reviewers through online reviewing.

The strengths of peer review, says the Academy of Social Sciences in its submission to the Commons inquiry, are that expert reviewers are impartial, familiar with the content and understand the need for rigour. This provides a ‘kite mark’ guarantee of reliability. But one of the weaknesses of the current system is that it can inhibit interdisciplinary work, innovation or any research that takes a divergent view. Furthermore, it can place an undue emphasis on the advancement of academic social science rather than communication with a wider audience.
Crowd-sourced reviewing, where items are simply placed into the public domain with a facility for readers to post reviews and comments as in a blog, raised scepticism and fears that this would encourage frivolous, biased or ignorant commentary. The result could be a deluge of information with very weak quality controls. 

Other concerns by Academy members were that the drive to generate research that is high impact and politically acceptable could compromise work that is more rigorous and scientific, but less headline-grabbing. 

“Research evidence must be trusted if it is to be useful. Without rigorous process and the subjecting those processes to external scrutiny, the findings may well be flawed. Survey sample sizes and their composition may not pass muster for example if they are statistically insignificant or contain inherent statistical bias,” says Stephen Anderson, Director of the Academy of Social Sciences. 
Ends

Further information from:

Stephen Anderson, Executive Director 
0207 330 0898
director@acss.org.uk

Anne Nicholls, Press Officer

a.nicholls@acss.org.uk. Mobile: 07973 491439

Notes to editors

· The Academy of Social Sciences is a membership organization of over 700 academicians and 40 learned societies. Its mission is to promote the value of social sciences in the UK for the public benefit.

· Evidence to the Commons inquiry submitted by the Academy represents the views of both learned societies and academicians with experience as authors and reviewers. To read the full submission visit the website http://www.acss.org.uk
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