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‘Peer review’ by EU-ANSA Agencies — a reflection paper?.P:
Preamble: The context and purpose for this reflection paper

The European Code of conduct for research integrity (1) identifies a core set of principles for ensuring
the integrity of scientific endeavours and their appropriate communication to the outside world. These
include, but are not limited to: honesty in communication; reliability in performing research; objectivity;
impatrtiality and independence; and, openness and accessibility. It is also explicitly recognised that the
pursuit of scientific integrity is also dependent on sound policies and procedures, appropriate training and
robust management processes. Intended as a ‘canon for self-regulation’ the code can be viewed as
issuing a challenge for all bodies working with scientific data in Europe to reflect on the appropriateness
of their practices.

This reflection paper can be seen in part as a response to this challenge, specifically through the work of
the European Union agencies network of scientific advice (EU-ANSA). The EU-ANSA is a ‘sub-network’
of the EU Agencies® that have in common the task of providing scientific and technical advice (including
opinions, reports, assessments, guidelines, recommendations and/or other relevant outputs developed
with a scientific method) to EU Institutions, Member States and other relevant audiences. The sub-
network was set up with the aim of fostering exchange of best practice and experience concerning the
‘scientific methods’ they have in common. An EU-ANSA review paper that provides an overview of the
scientific activities of the agencies participating in the network can be found at (2).

The principle of objectivity, enshrined in the European code is elaborated in that: “interpretations and
conclusions must be founded on facts and data capable of proof and secondary review; there should be
transparency in the collection, analysis and interpretation of data, and verifiability of the scientific
reasoning’. This principle is grounded in a core tenet of the scientific approach — that methods and
analysis should be transparent and available for critical scrutiny. One of the main tools used in the
scientific community to achieve this — peer review — is the topic for this reflection paper.

Scientific advancement is based on the accumulation of knowledge over time; and the principle that
scientists should present their results for review by their peers has been a driving force for the
establishment of learned journals from the 17" Century onwards (3, 4). Today, peer review, which can
in simple terms be defined as the independent assessment of the competency, significance and often
originality of a scientific paper or finding, is generally regarded as a necessary prerequisite for the
acceptance of scientific findings (5). The importance of peer review to the international science
community was highlighted by an international study conducted in 2009 which found that the peer review
process was highly regarded by the vast majority of researchers with most (93%) also agreeing that peer
review had ‘improved the quality’ of the last paper they had published (6).

a Authors: William Cockburn (Corresponding author, Head of the Prevention and Research Unit, EU-OSHA), Mike
Catchpole (Chief Scientist, Office of the Chief Scientist, ECDC), Beatrice Comby (Director of Capacity Building,
FRONTEX), Hubert Deluyker (Chair EU-ANSA, Scientific Adviser to the Executive Director, EFSA), Hans-Georg
Eichler (Senior Medical Officer, EMA), Joanna Goodey (Head of Freedoms and Justice Department, FRA), Paul
Griffiths (Scientific Director, EMCDDA), Derek J Knight (Senior Scientific Advisor, ECHA), David Stanners (Senior
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agencies or organizations with which the authors are affiliated.
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It should be noted that peer review is not only important as a quality assurance tool but also facilitates
the acceptance of new ideas by wider society (7) and is relevant to the handling of scientific advice within,
and to, government (8, 9). The topic of peer review and the processes that support it are therefore
important issues for the agencies participating in the EU-ANSA network to consider. This is not only
because the approach is likely to be helpful for ensuring the quality of their scientific work, but also
because it has potential implications for the credibility and impact of its communication, to both the public
and institutional stakeholders.

Developments in information technology and open access publishing, along with the increased pressure
on researchers to publish and the corresponding increase in the volume of scientific output and
associated proliferation of scientific publications, are all drivers of the current debate in this area (10, 11,
12). A number of authorities have noted that whilst peer review may be regarded as a valuable tool to
safeguard scientific standards it is an imperfect one (13). Recent evidence shows that many studies that
pass through the peer review process are not replicable or are methodologically flawed (14, 15, 16) and
this may be a particular problem for some disciplines. This has prompted reflections on: the appropriate
role of the peer review process; how procedures can be strengthened to ensure peer review performs
better (17, 18, 19, 20); and whether new approaches facilitated by new technologies can be helpful (21,
22, 23). Not all these issues are directly relevant to the current use of peer review approaches within the
EU-ANSA context. Nonetheless, following these discussions is important for the network, as
developments in this area may have implications for both future practice and more generally the
assessment of the value of research publications.

This reflection paper is grounded in the rationale that sharing experiences of EU-ANSA members in
complex areas such as this has value, even though the technical disciplines and substantive tasks of the
agencies involved vary considerably. It is not the intention here to review the topic of peer review in any
general sense, although we note that for those wishing to explore this issue in more detail a number of
good web based resources now exist that provide a good point of entry to the subjectef9 . Nor is this
paper intended to be binding or restrictive in any way on the internal process, rules, or procedures used
by the participating agencies for review purposes.

Most of the discourse in the area of peer review takes place within the context of the assessment of
papers for inclusion in scientific journals. There is a need to explore the use of peer review within the very
specific context of the work of agencies providing scientific advice and technical support and identify the
specific challenges of utilising peer review in this environment. The paper provides a reflection on the key
principles applicable to the use of peer review approaches within the context of such agencies. It differs
in a number of ways from the classical peer review in academic publishing. This reflection is also intended
to contribute to an on-going debate on developments taking place within the broader scientific community
in relation to peer review.

¢ http://www.nature.com/nature/peerreview/debate/

f http://blog.scielo.org/en/tag/peer-review/

9 Serving and Strengthening Science: peer review, evaluation, project management, hosting experts. European
Science Foundation (ESF) (2015). Available at:
http://www.esf.org/fileadmin/Public_documents/Publications/Serving_and_Strengthening_Science.pdf
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Peer review within the context of the work of the agencies"

In order to be regarded as useful and reliable, the evidence and advice provided by each of the agencies
in EU-ANSA needs to be of high quality. In line with recent research (24), quality is measured with respect
to four criteria: Saliency or relevance (e.g. to the policy debate in question); Credibility (i.e. underpinned
by science); Legitimacy (i.e. the level of acceptance by the audience); and Accessibility (i.e. results
which are available for scrutiny).

A system that strengthens the scientific quality of agencies’ outputs requires management commitment
as well as processes that are clear, adhered to, verifiable, regularly reviewed and if necessary adapted.
Quality arises out of the design at the outset of an appropriate process for developing scientific advice,
rather than being only verified and fixed at the end. However, within this system, peer review of the draft
outcome of scientific work is recognised as an important part of the process of achieving high scientific
quality.

Hence, EU-ANSA agreed that the use of peer-review type methods for ensuring the quality of scientific
outputs was a topic that should be developed further within the sub-network. It was decided that a
reflection paper should be produced summarising:

. The value of peer review as part of the scientific quality assurance process frequently used
by scientific agencies

. How peer review carried out by agencies differs from peer review in academic publishing

. Common challenges identified in EU-agencies related to peer review processes

. Six ‘guiding principles’ that should be followed to ensure meaningful peer review

This paper sets out the inherent value of peer review and the related challenges, with the aim of
supporting further discussion in EU-ANSA and other fora and providing a road-map for further EU-ANSA
activities in this area. It aims to improve understanding of how the EU-ANSA agencies work and the
credibility of their outputs.

Definition and scope

EU-ANSA understand peer review as referring to the use of experts to check or validate a document or
report to ensure that it is accurate and thorough with respect to its content and objectives, and is based
on a sound methodology. In this sense, it is a scientific and technical ‘quality check’. Peer reviewing
should evidently be undertaken prior to publication, adoption or implementation of research findings.

For the purposes of the work carried out by the EU-ANSA agencies work, ‘peer-review’ does not refer to
formal procedures commonly used by scientific journals that lead to a decision as to whether or not a
paper is worthy of publication, and which typically adopt specific procedures - for example, ensuring that
authors and reviewers do not know each other’s identity (‘blind’ peer review). It rather implies an approach
that seeks comment or validation from qualified experts prior to publication instead of a formal
acceptance, request for changes or rejection. As such, peer review in agencies may be described as a
key step in the process whereby the scientific quality can be checked to ensure the desired levels of
quality have been met prior to publication. Transparency on the comments received and how they were
taken on board would be part of this.

Building on the classic peer review elements concerning the validation of scientific aspects, such as the
design and application of the methodology used to produce the output and the robustness of the

b In this document the term agencies is used in a restricted sense to refer only to those agencies participating in the
EU-ANSA network.
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conclusions drawn; for agencies in EU-ANSA the approach to peer review proposed is to assess outputs
against the four quality criteria of Saliency, Credibility, Legitimacy and Accessibility:

- Saliency
o Check that the original terms of reference have been adhered to.
- Credibility

o Check the accuracy and credibility of the information or data used, for example as
regards the situation at national level.

o Check the appropriateness of the methods used. Validate a new or untested approach.
Check compliance with internal norms and procedures and thus ensure consistency in
methodological approaches across similar scientific outputs.

o Check that underlying assumptions have been clearly explained and uncertainty handled
appropriately. Ensure that the appropriate steps have been taken to reduce or eliminate
bias.

- Legitimacy

o Check on the divergence of the output, either as a whole or in part, from previous
opinions either from the same or other comparable agencies and organisations.

o ldentify gaps in knowledge, assist in its interpretation and help identify a way forward

o Advise on consistency with relevant strategies and policies, and ensure that, where
appropriate, consultation has taken place and the views from all concerned stakeholders
are properly presented.

- Accessibility

o Check that relevant documentation explaining key decisions during the development of
the output are available for scrutiny. Make suggestions to improve the clarity of the
document.

Peer review applies to scientific research deliverables that are intended for official publication by Agencies
as final products. It is not intended to encompass deliverables such as policy papers for conferences or
briefings for key stakeholders, which may be considered as being closer to working papers.

Reviewer selection

The reviewers may be selected specifically for a particular review because of their expertise, or may form
part of an existing group of scientific experts, such as national representatives in an agency network or
the agency’s scientific panels (or scientific ‘committees’) of external experts. It is important that agencies
avoid selecting reviewers who would have a conflict of interest and this is foreseen in each agency’s
policy on conflict of interest. Thus, while a variety of peer reviewers are used in the agencies, what they
have in common is that they are external to, or independent of, the research process that produced the
output being examined.

Public consultation, although sometimes directed at interest groups or other persons with some specialist
knowledge, is considered outside the scope of peer review.

Value

Particularly where findings are sensitive, the peer review process can strengthen the soundness of the
scientific advice and help address potential concerns of bias or other criticisms of the work carried out.

A peer review process also distinguishes agencies that have a scientific remit. In this sense, agencies
such as those in EU-ANSA generally to adhere to scientific principles; for example in how they address
uncertainties and the transparent description and communication of these and of specific risk estimations.



S

ED

Agencies
Network

Challenges

It is important to ensure that the peer review is meaningful and is not reduced just to a formality. Apart
from adding little or no value to the publication, a poor peer review can have a negative impact by creating
a false expectation that content has been checked and validated. The use of standard templates, with a
checklist of issues to be addressed, or feedback tools can help ensure that reviewers perform their task
to a required standard.

Adequate resources need to be dedicated to running the peer review process, so that reviewers are
identified in a timely manner, comments given are acted upon promptly and workloads for all involved in
the process are managed fairly. The reviewing itself can take a lot of time and the compensation or other
motivation of the reviewers is a particular challenge for the agencies, which generally are not able to offer
levels of professional recognition or prestige equivalent to those of scientific journals. Financial
compensation is possible, but may not be straightforward within the rules on budget implementation.
Within these constraints, it is important to address the challenge of motivation for reviewers, such as
through financial compensation and public recognition of their contribution.

In some cases, timing can present a challenge; annual budget cycles may mean that more outputs are
delivered towards the end of the year, leading to an overload of the review process.

Reviewers must give an independent opinion, ideally adhering to principles such as those set out in the
European Code of Conduct for Research Integrity (1). However, the contexts that agencies work in mean
that it is sometimes difficult to ensure this, or to demonstrate it adequately. In particular, it is important to
find reviewers with a sufficient ‘international perspective’ in addition to their national expertise.

Guiding principles

Based on the above considerations, the following guiding principles are proposed, although their
application will vary according to the specific context of each agency.

1. The procedure should be clearly defined

As described above, the term ‘peer-review’ can refer to a range of processes. When used by
agencies, it is important that the main aspects of the procedure are clearly defined to support good
implementation of the process, ensure consistency of application across different agency products,
and create external assurance and buy-in of the process (including, for example, clarity over the level
of formality), which is crucial for achieving legitimacy.

2. Expertise

The quality of a peer review is fundamentally dependent on the reviewers’ level of expertise
appropriate to the material being reviewed. Selection of experts should therefore follow an
assessment of the appropriateness of potential reviewers’ knowledge for the task at hand required to
be able to provide a valid opinion on the publication (including independency).

3. Transparency

If all aspects of the peer review process are clearly explained and are openly available, this will help
demonstrate the credibility of the output and absence of bias of the agency. Aspects that should be
explained include the process for selection of experts (including any measures to ensure absence of
conflicts of interest), the working methods (including financial compensation), and how the outcome
of the peer review procedure is documented. A report providing transparency on the comments
received and how they were taken on board could be developed and made available in the public
domain. This could take the form of a log of suggested changes and revisions implemented.

Ideally the identities of the experts should be made available, but individuals’ rights to data protection
need to be respected.
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4. Resourcing

Adequate resources — mainly in terms of staff time — need to be dedicated by the agency to setting
up and running the peer review process. Experts need to be given appropriate support, the process
needs to be monitored and documented and, depending on the volume of work, this can entail one
or more full time staff. Adequate resourcing is also relevant to the peer review process itself;
depending on the type and length of the document, and the experts’ needs to be given sufficient time
to carry out their review. The resources that the expert is able to dedicate to the review will depend
on whether it is a voluntary arrangement or there is financial compensation. In any case, the workload
must be realistic or the quality of the reviews will suffer.

5. Technical support

A variety of tools are available to support the peer review process. These range from a simple
template for reviewers, to on-line systems that monitor the progress of multiple on-going reviews. The
level of sophistication should correspond to the number of peer reviews undertaken, but at the lowest
level, a common template should be regarded as essential. Examples of templates used in academic
publishing and those that may exist within EU-ANSA, can serve as a starting point for setting up a
new peer review process.

6. Integration

The peer-review process should not stand alone in the agency context, but should be integrated in
the wider quality and performance systems. As such, it will be subject to the same periodic reviews
(and possibly audits) as other elements of such systems. Improvements should be made on the basis
of findings from the reviews and further developments may be considered.

Discussion and conclusions
The proposed approach differs in a number of ways from the classical peer review in academic publishing.

The main goal of the approach to peer-review proposed by EU-ANSA is to ensure the quality of scientific
outputs. For that purpose, it focuses the evaluations on the assessment of quality aspects related to the
linkage between science and policy/decision-making: saliency, credibility, legitimacy and accessibility.
Credibility includes appropriateness of the methodology and robustness of the conclusions (how much
the findings support the conclusions). Novelty and originality aspects, used by scientific journals, do not
apply in this context.

The proposed role of the reviewers is to validate the report, rather than to make a decision on acceptance
or rejection. However, the comments may include the need for a profound revision, short of which the
report should not be issued. Additionally, it is understood that the comments need to be explicitly
addressed and this process needs to be transparent.

Reviewers need to be external to the production of the document but can have link to the agency
producing the report. It could thus be that the reviewers have personal or professional relationships with
the authors and may e.g. have been working with them on other reports. Hence, the importance of
declaring all interests that are relevant for the purpose of the review.

The reviewers are preferably not ‘blinded’. This may raise a concern about reviewers refraining from
giving their frank opinion e.g. for fear of public criticism. However, this needs to be weighed against
sacrificing the transparency of the process and the rapidly developing jurisprudence in this field.

The report also discusses how to engage and motivate reviewers. Ensuring that the peer-review gives
added-value and is not reduced to a formality is a key challenge. One can make the analogy with the
case of reviewing grants, which takes much longer than reviewing a paper. While grant reviewers are
normally paid, reviewers of scientific journals are generally not. When a reviewer is expected to dedicate
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significant effort financial compensation would seem normal. Additional forms of recognition could include
a formal nomination as an agency'’s regular reviewer.

In conclusion, this paper should be viewed as the initiation point for an on-going reflection on the use of
peer review by the ANSA network. The group remains committed to both continuing to share their
experiences of utilising peer review approaches and following closely the debate in the wider scientific
community on this issue.
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