
Referee Report

The first referee report is coming up, it is due February
15th at 5pm

For the first part of today’s lecture we’re going to talk
about what a referee report is

We’ll discuss how the publication process works in
economics, how I write referee reports, and how you
should write your referee report (which is not the same
as how I write mine)

The key details are contained in a handout posted on
our Blackboard site (and handed out)
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From Idea to Publication

Here is the basic timeline of an economics paper:

1 Come up with the idea, gather data, run regressions,
gather more data, run more regressions . . .

2 Write up a working paper version of the paper

3 Present at conferences, workshops and seminars, do
more analysis and rewrites based on feedback

4 Polish the paper

5 Send the paper to the best journal you think it has a
chance out

6 Hopefully receive referee reports and a chance to revise,
if not return to step 4

7 Do everything the referees ask for and send it back to
the journal

8 Repeat steps 5 and 6 until acceptance or rejection

9 If rejected return to step 4
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From Idea to Publication

economics publishing process 951

Fig. 1.—Mean submit-accept times for papers in top general-interest journals

II. The Slowdown

This section documents the gradual but dramatic increase in the amount
of time between the submission of papers to top economics journals
and their eventual acceptance. A large portion of the slowdown is due
to journals’ requiring more and larger revisions.

A. Increases in Submit-Accept Times

Figure 1 graphs the mean length of time between the dates on which
articles were initially submitted to several journals and the dates on
which they were finally accepted (including the time authors spent mak-
ing required revisions) for papers published between 1970 and 1999.3

3 The data for Econometrica do not include the time between the receipt of the final
revision of a paper and its final acceptance. The same is true of the data on the Review
of Economic Studies for 1970–74. Where possible, I include only papers published as articles
and not shorter papers, notes, comments, replies, errata, etc. The series from the American
Economic Review and the Journal of Political Economy are taken from annual reports and
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From Idea to Publication
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TABLE 1
Mean Submit-Accept Times at Various Journals

Journal

Mean Total Review Time in Year

1970 1980 1990 1999

Top Five General-Interest Journals

AER 13.5* 12.7 21.1
Econometrica 8.8† 14.0† 22.9† 26.3†

JPE 9.5 13.3 20.3
QJE 8.1 12.7 22.0 13.0
REStud 10.9† 21.5 21.2 28.8

Other General-Interest Journals

Canadian J. Econ. 11.3* 16.6
Econ. Inquiry 3.4* 13.0
Econ. J. 9.5* 18.2†

Internat. Econ. Rev. 7.8† 11.9† 15.9† 16.8†

REStat 8.1 11.4 13.1 18.8

Economics Field Journals

J. Appl. Econometrics 16.3† 21.5†

J. Comparative Econ. 10.3† 10.9† 10.1†

J. Development Econ. 5.6†‡ 6.4† 12.6† 17.3†

J. Econometrics 9.7† 17.6† 25.5†

J. Econ. Theory .6† 6.1† 17.0† 16.4†

J. Environmental Econ. and
Management 5.5† 6.6† 13.1†

J. Internat. Econ. 8.7* 16.2
J. Law and Econ. 6.6* 14.8
J. Math. Econ. 2.2†‡ 7.5† 17.5 8.5
J. Monetary Econ. 11.7† 16.0†

J. Public Econ. 2.6†§ 12.5† 14.2† 9.9†

J. Urban Econ. 5.4† 10.3† 8.8†

Rand J. Econ. 7.2* 20.0 20.9

Journals in Related Fields

Accounting Rev. 10.1 20.7 14.5
J. Accounting and Econ. 11.4† 12.5† 11.5†

J. Finance 6.5* 18.6
J. Financial Econ. 2.6†‡ 7.5† 12.4† 14.8†

* Date from Yohe (1980) pertain to 1979 and probably do not include the review time for the final resubmission.
† Does not include review time for final resubmission.
‡ Data for 1974.
§ Data for 1972.

an initial decision letter at the top five general-interest journals.7 At
Econometrica, the mean first-response time in the late 1990s is virtually
identical to what it was in the late 1970s. At the JPE, the latest figure is
about two months longer than the earliest; this is about 20 percent of
the increase in review times between 1982 and 1999. The AER shows
about a one-and-a-half-month increase since 1986; this is about 15 per-

7 The precise definition varies from journal to journal. Details are given in the figure
legend.
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From Idea to Publication

956 journal of political economy

TABLE 3
Revisions at the QJE

Year of Publication

1940 1950 1960 1970 1980 1985 1990 1995 1997

Mean submit-accept
time (months) 3.7 3.8 3.6 8.1 12.7 17.6 22.0 13.4 11.6

Mean number of
revisions .6 .8 .6 1.2 1.4 1.5 1.7 2.2 2.0

Mean number of
revisions before
acceptance .4 .1 .2 .5 .8 1.0 1.7 2.2 2.0

Mean author time
for first preac-
cept revision
(months) 1.4 2.1 2.0 2.1 3.0 4.2 3.6 4.1 4.7

submit-accept times.10 The second row of table 3 shows that the mean
number of revisions authors made was roughly constant at around 0.6
from 1940 to 1960 and then increased steadily to a level of about 2.0
today. The QJE used to categorize responses to initial submissions into
four groups rather than three: “accept-but-revise” was a separate category
that was more common than “revise-and-resubmit.” Before 1970 “revise-
and-resubmit” seems to have been used only in exceptional cases. For
example, only five of the papers published in 1960 had received a revise-
and-resubmit.11 The third row of table 3 illustrates that the increase in
revisions is even more dramatic if one does not count revisions made
in response to accept-but-revise letters.

The sketchy information I have obtained on revisions elsewhere sug-
gests that the QJE’s pattern is not atypical. The unpublished 1960 Econ-
ometrica annual report reveals a process similar to the 1960 QJE’s: 45
acceptance letters were sent in 1959, and only four papers were returned
for revision.12 Marshall’s (1959) discussion of a survey of the editorial
policies of 26 journals never mentions the possibility of a revise-and-
resubmit but does mention that authors are frequently asked to revise
papers upon acceptance. As for the QJE’s current practices being typical,
I know that articles published in Econometrica in 2000 were, on average,

10 The fact that it took only three to four months to accept papers in the 1940s seems
remarkable today given the handicaps under which the editors worked. One example is
that requests for multiple reports on a paper were done sequentially rather than simul-
taneously: there were no photocopy machines, and the journal had to wait for the first
referee to return the manuscript before sending it to the second.

11 Twelve papers were accepted on the initial submission and 11 initially received an
accept-but-revise. The 1970 breakdown was three accepts, 12 accept-but-revises, nine revise-
and-resubmits, and one reject (which the author protested and eventually was overturned
on his third resubmission).

12 The four revise-and-resubmits in 1959 followed four in 1958 and two in 1957. In 1955
and 1956, however, the average was 12 per year.
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From Idea to Publication
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The Referee Process

Peer review at economics journals is intended to
accomplish two things:

Ensure the technical correctness of articles
Ensure that articles significantly add to our body of
knowledge

The referee assesses a paper both for correctness and
for the novelty and size of its contribution

The referee relays this assessment to the editor

The referee also prepares a report for the authors,
summarizing the paper and highlighting its strengths
and weaknesses

This report typically contains suggestions for improving
the paper
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The Referee Process

Now let’s look at some sample referee reports and talk about
what I expect in your reports.
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