Straub/Editor's Comments

EDITOR’'S COMMENTS
Type Il Reviewing Errors and the Search for Exciting Papers I

In my March 2008 “Editorial Comments,” | indicated that we would take up in greater detail why the top information systems
journals, including MIS Quarterly, are, in my opinion, rejecting so many of the papers they receive and what we can do about
improving this situation. Inthelast issue, | centered this discussion around the concept of reviewing errors, and what they can
mean. Repeated here as Table 1 is agraphical representation of the possible outcomes

Type | problems occur when there is a difference in opinion between the review team and the IS community about the worth of
apublished paper. Theteam (ultimately the senior editor as decision-maker, but with major input from the associate editor and
reviewers) sanctioned the publication, but, in the long term, the community did not value the paper and, therefore, cited it
infrequently. Thejournal may lose reputational capital in publishing weak papers, but the system on thewholeis self-correcting
in that weaker papers are merely not cited as much.

Type |l problems result from another difference of opinion about the quality of manuscripts. In this case, the community would
have responded well to the paper had it been published, but, aas, the review team did not see the contribution in the paper and
so the paper wasrejected. These errorsare moretroublesome because the damage occurs mostly as an opportunity cost. Theonly
way in which anyone would know that an otherwise good paper had been rejected is if it appears in another strong venue, in
particular another top journal. Inthiscase, theoriginal journal haslost the chance to publish what could be ahighly cited paper.?

Why such an emphasison citations? Although there are certainly other waysto judgejournal quality, thisisone established way.
But I think there is greater valuein using citationsto assesswhether journals are succeeding in their primary directive: to publish
good, and occasionally great, papers.

Table 1. Type | and Type Il Errors in Manuscript Reviewing

IS community’s view

Accept paper! Reject paper!

A good paper

!
Accept paper! is accepted

Type | error
Review

team’s view

A weak paper

i !
Reject paper! Type llerror is rejected

1| am assuming that everyone, or nearly everyone, would agree that no field should place an inherently high value on rejecting papers. My senseisthat there are
ways that more papers can meet our high standards, and be legitimately publishable, if we can understand better why papers are rejected.

2| grant that thisis ahighly ephemeral lossin that there are no independent, trusted third parties rendering judgments on the true value of manuscripts. Perhaps
theonly way quality could actually beverified would bein an open marketpl ace of paperswherejournal sbid onthe privilegeto review apaper, anideathat former
AlSPresident Rick Watson floated afew yearsago. In such asystem, the potential value of apaper would bereckoned in the number of bidsthat apaper received
from which journals.
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Table 2. Top 50 Papers in Lowry et al.’s (2007) Analysis of Citations in

Period 1990-2004

MIS Information Management

Top 50 Quarterly Systems Research Science

1-10 2 5 3
11-20 5 1 4
21-30 8 2 0
31-40 3 5 2
41-50 7 3 0
Totals 25 16 9

Thus, the moreimportant reason for stressing citationsisthat they are one established indicator that ajournal has published good
papers, papers that the community hasfound to be useful in subsequent research. Top journals, therefore, seek to bring exciting,
new ideasto the awareness of the community, and the evidenceisthat, indeed, good journalsdo this. To wit, Table 2 shows how
the most cited papers in the 1990-2004 period were distributed amongst MIS Quarterly, Information Systems Research, and
Management Science.

The underlying meaning of citationsisthat researchersread prior research to find key ideasin the works of others that they can
build on or refute. These papers they cite. If anything, the journal copy-editing process reduces the numbers of citations that
authors are permitted, and so authors must focus on which citations have been most influential. These citations are what survive
in the published article.

What isthe bottom line? | am arguing that the job of ajournal isto publish good (and as often as possible, great) papers, and to
hope that these become heavily cited; moreover, this is quite different conceptually from rejecting a lot of papers. Citation
analysis cannot cal culate how many papers are rejected by ajournal but only how many are read and utilized.?

If thisline of reasoning makes sense, then we should be concerned that in the large percentage of papersthat are being rejected,
there are not a significant number that are good, but unappreciated. | am not contending that review teams are not doing a
thorough job. What | am contending is that they may be focusing on factors that are not intimately associated with why a paper
soars above the multitude and achieves the status of at least a“ good” paper. Many times, for example, they focus on methodo-
logical factors rather than intellectual novelty. In short, review teams arein the mental mode of finding reasonsto reject a paper
rather than finding waysto accept apaper. Indeed, aculture of rejection isdeeply set in many of our top journals. Thistendency
to focus on technical issues rather than to relish fundamental ideas has been observed to occur widely in the management
disciplines (see Singh et a. 2007; Swanson 2004).

Beyond what has just been noted, there are a host of reasons why this happens. | will try not to over-generalize, but to anchor
the discussion to what | have observed in my personal experience as SE for Information Systems Research, Journal of the AlS,
and DATA BASE (aswell asMISQ, naturally), and an AE for Management Science. Throughout those years of managing review
teams, | have noticed three powerful tendencies. First, reviewers tend to focus on methodology. Second, the editors (SEs and
AES) are heavily influenced by the reviewer input, often to the point of setting aside their own judgment. And third, editors do
not exert influence and signal their a prioris about the paper to those reporting back to themin the hierarchy. Let me detail each
of these problems after noting, by way of preview, that the solution to this problem, as| see it, is anew, albeit reprised way of
reviewing termed “editorialy directed processing” (EDP).

3 Another caveat to be noted hereisthat papers that are cited may or may not be read, or have their nuances reflected in acitation. Even authors who argue that
ISresearch is not cited as much asit should be (Loebbecke et al. 2007) acknowledge that citation analysisis one of the best ways to determine how influential
isthe research of thefield.
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Table 3. Two Reviewing Approaches and Type Il Errors

Strong
Methodology Published only
under Review Published under either review approach
Good Approach #1
Methodology
Acceptable . .
Methodology Published only under Review Approach #2
Poor
Methodology
No New Ideas Some Incremental Good Ideas Frame-Breaking
Ideas Ideas

Legend: Review Approach #1 (Dominant): Evaluate methodology first, and reject unless at least Good Methodology; then
evaluate ideas and reject unless at least Some Incremental Ideas; Review Approach #2 (Proposed): Evaluate ideas first, and reject
unless at least Good ldeas; then evaluate methodology and reject unless at least Acceptable Methodology.

Dominance of Methodological Considerations in Review Recommendations

It isunhappily the case that many reviewersfocus on methodology nearly to the exclusion of novel ideas. Thisisaspecia varia-
tion of the Typell reviewing error in that good papersare being rej ected because they are not technically perfect even though they
are otherwise interesting or even inspiring. Table 3 shows the dimensions of the problem. As the legend indicates, review
approach #1, which | would posit is the current and dominant reviewing posture in top 1S journals, stresses methodology at the
expense of intellectual content. The grayed out areas represent manuscript acceptances under different conditions. The white
cells represent rejections under all conditions.

Why do | say thisisaproblem? After al, is not methodology acritical element in validating that the science passes muster and
the results are credible? Assuredly.*

But it is one thing to argue that methodology is the sine qua non® in manuscript evaluation and another to argue that if the
methodology is not in the upper range, manuscripts with highly original ideas do not suffice. Let me clarify my argument.
Quality inajournal isreflected foremost in the quality of itsideas (given no poor methods), not inthe quality of itsmethods (given
no poor ideas).

Put straightforwardly, our top journal s should be seeking out exciting research, and if the methodology isminimally “ acceptable,”
the assessment of the intellectual content should dominate the decision. Thisiswhat | characterize as review approach #2 in
Table 3.° In my opinion, the key to citable articles is groundoreaking work. When the work is stimulating but is primarily
building on past work, then it isstill worthy of publication eventhough it will not be cited asmuch asarticlesthat break the frame.

“Let me hasten to add that | have devoted alot of effort over the course of a career in encouraging quantitative researchers to be rigorous in validating their
instrumentation. | do not seethisframing of exciting ideasforemost to be at odds at all with argumentsfor better methods. Recently | heard an economist issuing
achallengeto traditional economic theory on thetopic of creative destruction. His methodology lent weak credenceto histhesis, and was neither strong in itself
nor in the results from the methods. Nevertheless the ideas were so exciting that | can easily see why the work ended up in atop journal in finance/economics.
In short, if the ideas are fascinating or ground-breaking enough, methods that are minimally acceptable should not stand in the way.

SLatin, literally “without which, nothing.”

5The articulation of this approach via Table 3 isthe brainchild of Dr. Dale Goodhue. We are in complete agreement about the preferences expresssed.
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Many editorsalready know and believe these things because they have observed themin practice. And the remaining two points
I would like to make about misplaced democratic sentimentsin the reviewing process and editorial signaling are waysin which
top-notch editors will reassert their views about the worth of papers and reassume their roles as leaders of the field.

Misplaced Democracy Degrading the Reviewing Process

It is perhaps comforting to some when the reviewing processisafairly simple vote-counting system. Reviewers are chosen for
their expertise, after al, and if we weigh their recommendations equally (is this a reasonable assumption, by the way?), then
majority rulewould tell uswhether a paper should continueinthe process or not. Or, in an erawhen the numbers of submissions
to top journals are reaching an Olympic scale, an even simpler decision ruleisthe black ball. One negative vote and the paper
isrejected.

This Weltanschauung begs the real question, however. Who isin charge of the decision-making? Reviewersrender their judg-
ments as recommendations, as they should, but journal s del egate authority to the editorsto accept or reject papers. Notably, not
tothereviewers. If the editors defer entirely to the reviewers, than editors are superfluous. The Editor-in-Chief can count votes
as easily as others, one would hope, and if this were a viable way of finding good papers, we could de-layer our journals, keep
only asingle editor, and reduce the number of eyeballslooking at papers.

So my argument hereisthat editors (which in the case of MISQ includes both SEs and AEs) should be forming their own views
about the paper independent of the reviewers, and, in the long run, their judgment should prevail when there is doubt about the
quality of the paper. Anunderlyinglynchpin of the reasoning hereisthat the appointment of editorsto top journalsisthoroughly
vetted (asit is) and, all things being equal, their expertise should be what is most heavily counted in the review process.

Let me build on what | said in my last editorial about the critical importance of having the right people to direct the editorial
decision-making and EDP, which | remind you, is “editorially directed processing.” Alan Hevner and Chris Kemerer are new
SEsfor MISQ specifically charged with building up the design sciences and economics of | Sareas, respectively. | have complete
faith in their ability to seek out and accept good papersfor MISQ. Equally so, | confidently delegate decision-making authority
to the other new SEs appointed last December. These include, in alphabetical order, Henri Barki, Shirley Gregor, and Joe
Vaacich. Thereisno doubt in my mind that these editors are thought-leadersin our field and are endowed with excellent judg-
ment about the types of papers MISQ should be publishing.

Moreover, these appointments makeit clear that we are seeking out good papers acrossthe board now in the information systems
discipline. For greater diversity, we are developing the areas of design science and the economics of IS, but we want the best
papersin al of the areas that MISQ has traditionally served. Good papers are well cited, and the espoused goal of thejournal is
to seek out work that deals with “the enhancement and communication of knowledge concerning the development of 1T-based
services, management of informati ontechnol ogy resources, and the economicsand use of informationtechnol ogy with managerial
and organizational implications’” (MISQ Website at M1SQ.org).

It would be straining the point to describe the strong AEsthat were either already on our board or that were added last December.
| invite you to visit our Website at M1SQ.org to seethe level of expertise that can be brought to bear to completely invoke EDP.
The essentia point to be made here once again here is that the journal has appointed |eading scholars so they can exercise their
judgment about which papers pass the hurdle of contribution. Assuming | can convince them that review approach #2 is pre-
ferable, they can also be relied on not to overstress methodological considerations when balancing these against substance.

Editorial Influence and Signaling to Reviewers

Bear with mewhilel carry forward thelogic of an editorially directed processto thelogistics of an EDP. Assumethat the editors
reach aconsensus on the worth of apaper and, in general, believethat it passes muster. Indeed, they believe that the paper could,
with revision, make an important conceptual, empirical, and/or theoretical contribution. Aseditorsin charge of thereview team,
it behooves usto communicatethisclearly to thereviewers, keeping to theforethe possibility that thereviewersmay haveinsights
into the weaknesses of the paper that would, in fact, counter the expressed editorial advocacy. In short, reviewers always should
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be encouraged to exercise independent opinions, but whether the problems they identify can beremedied or not isstill left to the
purview of the editors.

If editors do not signal their a prioris about a paper to the reviewers, then the natural inclination of the reviewersisto judge the
paper against very high methodological standards first, which leads them to subsequently have a different, less favorable view
of the overall contribution of the paper.

The reason for appointing veteran scholarsto high editorial positionsisto take advantage of their ability to adopt aholistic point
of view. Theultimate value of agood paper isnot that its methodol ogical rigor is near perfection. What isimportant about good
papers is that they change the way we look at a phenomenon. Scholars who are deeply affected by the work will, no doubt,
strengthen the methodol ogical approach in the course of, naturaly, citing the seminal article.

Benefits to Authors and the Field

Suppose some or many of the mental frames being advocated here were widely adopted at MI1SQ. What isthe likely outcome?
How would this personally affect authors?

Authors would have the benefit of having early editorial advocacy for their papers, or else they would know quickly why their
paper was not being sent out for review (and hencerejected). The single most frequent complaint about top 1Sjournal reviewing
islong delays and the uncertainty this creates for authors. What's more, it was not alwaysthe casein the ISfield. At onetime
a decision for “revise and resubmit” was a strong signal to authors that their paper stood an excellent chance of eventual
publication. Sadly, at some point, both editors and reviewers began hedging their bets and subjecting authors to lengthy and
grueling revisions only to reject the paper in the final analysis.’

Another decided advantage to EDP is that good ideas would not sink as readily as when methodological considerations
predominate. As scholars and authors themselves, editors have often had their own work beset by overly technical reviewers,
and may heed this clarion call for agreater latitude for good ideas.

Thetrade-off isclear enough. Authors may have a unique perspective on an age-old problem, but their methods of attacking the
problem may be lacking. But if the focus is on newness rather than methodology, researchers using the work can adjust the
research artifacts and test theoretical propositions in alternative settings. The same cannot be said, of course, if the paper is
immediately killed and hence beyond salvaging, for agiven journal at least.

Theoutcomefor top journalsis perhaps not asobvious, but if theline of reasoningissound, ahigher percentage of good and great
papers will appear in print, as defined by intellectual content rather than technical achievement. And the citation counts should
go up since the articles in the journal are moving in blue oceans of uncontested space.®

Detmar W. Straub
Editor-in-Chief
dstraub@cis.gsu.edu
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