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Introduction

Peer review is a central pillar in medical research evalua-
tion. Rising numbers of submissions entering the peer re-
view stage, accentuated by both misguided incentives for
many publishers [1] and more recently by commercial pa-
per mills [2], have led some scholars to declare a “peer re-
view crisis” [3, 4]. Scientific journals face difficulties find-
ing peer-reviewers, impacting authors and journals alike
[4]. Consequently, peer review phases take longer, with
journals devoting significant resources to identifying and
contacting overburdened peer-reviewers who have limited
incentives to “squeeze in” another review. For the Dia-
mond Open Access journal Swiss Medical Weekly, obtain-
ing a single review often takes over a dozen reviewing re-
quests. In addition to the peer review issue, focus is being
placed on the quality of medical research and evaluation,
with an increasing number of paper retractions globally
[5]. While reports on poor research conduct and reporting
are decades old, the “scandal of poor medical research” de-
scribed by Doug Altman in the British Medical Journal re-
mains valid 30 years later [6].

“Methods first” workflow

As outlined by our editors-in-chief [7], maintaining high
scientific quality standards for published articles and sup-
porting young researchers are the top priorities for the
Swiss Medical Weekly’s editorial board, which comprises
over 30 academic editors covering all major medical disci-
plines.

Thanks to a grant from the Fondation Leenaards, the Swiss
Medical Weekly has established methods reviews early in
the journal workflow, not only for selected papers after
peer review (as done previously [8]). Every qualitative or
quantitative study that passes the initial assessments by the
editorial office, with checks for issues such as plagiarism,
is first reviewed by a paid methodologist. The method-
ologist assesses a study’s quality, including the study de-
sign, statistics, and reporting according to well-established
guidelines (e.g. from the EQUATOR network [9]). Rec-
ommendations are then made to the editor, and the manu-
script is assigned to the editor-in-chief or an academic ed-
itor. They then decide whether the manuscript is suitable
for peer review or whether it should be rejected, based on
the initial methods review and the editor’s own appraisal.

Unclear or controversial cases are discussed with the edi-
torial board. For borderline cases, authors can revise their
manuscript based on the comments of the methods review-
er, with the aim of sending an improved manuscript to
the peer-reviewers and avoiding redundant comments on
methodology. For manuscripts that directly enter the peer-
review stage, methodological revision points are sent to the
authors later along with comments from the external peer
reviewers. Using this adapted “methods first” workflow,
we have observed several implications for authors, editors
and readers (table 1).

So, what goes wrong and how to avoid it?

At the Swiss Medical Weekly, we analysed the last 50 con-
secutive “methods first“ reviews until April 2024, which
were based on the first submissions of original studies
(table 2). Of these, 13 (26%) had severe methodological
limitations. Eight of these were directly rejected by the ed-
itor (median of one day for methods review; final decision
and comments sent to the author after a median of 8.5 days

Table 1:
Implications of the “methods first” review approach at the Swiss Med-
ical Weekly.

Role Implications

Authors Faster feedback for submissions that would have
been rejected in a standard workflow only after a
full peer review

Certainty that the methodological and statistical as-
pects are double-checked by a methodologist

Comprehensive methods review independent of
the publication outcome with constructive recom-
mendations

Editors/editorial
office

Submissions with relevant methodological issues
can be identified at an early stage

Lower risk that poorly conducted studies are sent to
peer review, allowing for better allocation of editors,
the editorial office and, most importantly, peer-re-
viewer resources

Lower risk that publications must be retracted after
publication for methodological reasons

Readers Certainty that the study methods and statistics
have been checked independently, as many peer-
reviewers focus on the medical aspects

Improved comprehensibility and completeness be-
cause manuscripts are required to follow estab-
lished reporting guidelines

Independent checks that the study limitations have
been clearly outlined and that misinterpretations/
spins [10] are avoided
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Table 2:
Results of 50 consecutive methods reviews at the Swiss Medical Weekly. “Severe issues“ can usually not be addressed as part of a revision and may have severe implications
for a study’s internal validity and interpretability. “Major issues“ can be addressed as part of a major revision. Expert help from a statistician or epidemiologist is often recom-
mended. “Minor issues“ can be addressed as part of a minor revision.

Methodological appraisal Total n Issues with statistical analysis, n (%) Issues with study design, n (%) Insufficient reporting, n (%)

Severe issues 13 11 (85%) 8 (62%) 13 (100%)

Major issues 25 20 (80%) 10 (40%) 25 (100%)

Minor issues 12 9 (75%) 3 (25%) 12 (100%)

No issues 0 0 0 0

Table 3:
Crude decision matrix for reviewers and editors (adapted from Prof. Dr. Manuel Battegay). “Old results” reflect previous research results and knowledge. “New results” are novel
and may contradict previous research results and knowledge.

Valid(ated) methods Unvalid(ated) or unclear methods

Old results Valid, but “nothing new”* Questionable and “nothing new”

New results Valid and “exciting”* Questionable but possibly “exciting”

* Can be part of relevant replication and reproducibility efforts. Study results (e.g., null findings) should not influence reviewer and editor decisions as long as the study uses valid
methods to answer a relevant question.

after the methods review). The remaining five submissions
were with the editor at the time of writing.

Among the 50 submissions, statistical and study design is-
sues were frequent, impacting 75–85% and 25–62% of the
submissions, respectively. All manuscripts had at least a
few reporting issues. Twelve of the 50 submissions (24%)
only had minor issues and were generally of excellent
quality.

Methodological issues can occur throughout the entire
study process and are heterogeneous. This highlights the
importance of the methods first approach in addition to the
standard peer review and more recent developments, such
as preprint peer review platforms [11]. Research methods
are what counts, and if methods are not valid (or not re-
ported in the manuscript), a study can be done for nothing,
as described in table 3.

Authors should consider several straightforward points to
ensure they get it right from the beginning.

Firstly, when planning and designing a study, a biostatis-
tician and/or epidemiologist should be involved whenever
possible. This is rarely done, particularly in observational
research. As a service for the members of the SMW sup-
porting association, researchers from member institutions
can have their study proposals assessed at an early stage by
an epidemiologist/methodological reviewer [12].

Secondly, write a study protocol, even if no ethical ap-
proval is necessary: A missing study/analytical focus is
one of the main reasons for rejections (e.g., p-hacking, hy-
pothesising after the results are known, no clear outcomes).
Primary and secondary outcome measures can be defined
for observational studies as well as for intervention studies.
Explorative studies should not be selectively reported.

Thirdly, get biostatistical support for your analyses when-
ever possible. Not all studies need extensive analyses and
should remain descriptive [8]. Only use more complex
methods with a clear rationale and when simpler methods
are insufficient to avoid analytical overkill. Additionally,
statistical methods have certain assumptions which should
be checked.

Fourthly, take enough time to compose the manuscript,
starting with tables and figures, and follow established

guidelines (e.g. from the EQUATOR network [9]). Avoid
over- and misinterpretations/spins [10].

Lastly, take the revision process seriously and write a com-
prehensive point-to-point reply: Changes to the manuscript
should be clearly described and highlighted in the revised
manuscript. Some authors ignore certain comments of the
reviewers or omit important revision points, which unnec-
essarily prolongs the review process.

If you want to know more about medical research success
criteria from the perspective of a methods reviewer and ed-
itor, the author of this viewpoint has recently published a
pocket guide which addresses these questions in more de-
tail: www.epidemos.ch/get-published. The Swiss Medical
Weekly is always eager to know how our authors can per-
form at their best and where more methodological support
is needed. If you have specific suggestions, do not hesitate
to contact us or to comment in the Op-ed section of the
Swiss Medical Weekly.
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