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Abstract: Journal of the Serbian Chemical Society (JSCS).is the scientific
journal of the Serbian Chemical Society and this year is celebrating 85 years of
its publishing and the 80 volume. After so many years of publishing, the idea
of the Editorial Board of the JSCS was to investigate the opinion of the authors,
reviewers and Sub-Editors concerning the journal and whether their evaluation
and suggestions could aid in its improvement. Questionnaires were sent to the
three investigated groups as an e-mail link. The responses were analyzed and
only the most general and the most important.data are presented in this article.
The grades, comments and suggestions showed that most of the contributors
are satisfied with the present handling.and publishing policy of the JSCS, but
certain technical aspects should be improved. After a thorough inspection of
the data, the Editorial Board decided to introduce a fully automatic on-line
system, to speed-up the-peer.review process, to improve the Instructions to
Authors and Reviewer’s Report Form. All these novelties commenced from the
beginning of March2015.

Keywords: peer review; publishing; questionnaire; evaluation

INTRODUCTION

Evaluation of journals, especially the peer review process, has attracted great
attention in the last decade. There are number of scientometric methods, mostly
of the quantitative type, to express the “value” of the journal.l-3 The best known
is the one that measures journal’s impact via the citation index. An intensive
debate on the positive and negative aspects of the journal evaluation via the
impact factor (IF) has been in progress for a long time, but officially the IF has
been recognized as the measure of impact recognition and a tool for journal
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ranking. There are other ways to investigate the quality of a periodical and one
of which is to determine the opinion of associates of the journal.

After so many years of publishing, the idea of the Editorial Board of the
Journal of the Serbian Chemical Society (JSCS) was to investigate the opinion of
authors, reviewers and Sub-editors concerning the journal and to determine
whether their evaluation and suggestions could help in the improvement of the
quality of the journal and the managing process, and raise the prestige of the
JSCS. Prior to this study, an educational article recommending how to write a
good scientific paper was published.® Both scientific and technical aspect were
discussed, as it is equally important to obtain significant research results and to
know how to present them.

Journal of the Serbian Chemical Society, as its name says, is. an official
journal of the Society. The Society was founded in 1897 and its"first bulletin
appeared in 1899.6.7 The Journal was first published in 1930 as the Journal of the
Chemical Society of the Kingdom of Yugoslavia, the name was changed in 1947
to the Journal of the Chemical Society Belgrade and under the present name, it
exists since 1985.7 In this year, the 80t volume of the JSCS'is being published.
All papers are published only in English. There are 12 issues per volume, 10-13
articles per issue and 2000-2200 pages a year: The JSCS is an open access
publication, without page charges and with-on-line submission. It has been
indexed in the Science Citation Index Expanded since 1995, in the category
Chemistry: Multidisciplinary and its last impact factor (IF 2014) is 0.871 (rank
114/157); 5-year IF is 1.009 (rank 105/157)*.

The journal is managed as a nen-profit making periodical by the members of
the Serbian Chemical Society (SCS), who work mostly voluntarily. It is sup-
ported by membership fees, various institutions of the University of Belgrade, the
Ministry of Education, Science and Technological Development of Serbia and
occasionally by sponsors: In.the last five years, 2130 articles were submitted of
which 872 were accepted. During this period, 7 authors complained about reject-
ion of their papers,. 33 withdrew their manuscripts after reviewing and 3
manuscripts were recognized as plagiatorism.

A questionnaire is a widely recognized method to obtain relatively reliable
data on the posed questions and it is used by many publishers. In contrast to the
most publishers who interview the authors of accepted papers, it was decided to
interview all contributors to the publishing process. It was felt that by examining
the entire partnership network, a more reliable overview could be obtained. More-
over, potential authors, a category of researchers whose manuscripts were not
accepted for publication, were also interviewed. In addition, a very important
decision was made by the Editor-in-Chief to publish openly the results of the
survey.

*Data announced in June 2015.
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73 Thus, three questionnaires adapted to suit the three investigated population
74  groups were composed and sent as an e-mail link to all participants in the
75  publishing activity of the journal in the last five years. There were cases when
76  individuals performed two or even all three roles, so they received the appro-
77  priate number of questionnaires. The questions were composed to evaluate the
78  publishing process in quantitative and qualitative ways, both at the level of peer
79  review and managing, and the results obtained are presented accordingly.

80 METHOD AND APPROACH
81 Study population

82 There were three groups of persons involved in the study. In total, 2422 invitations were
83 sent: 13 for Sub-editors, 980 for reviewers and 1429 for authors. Certain number of invitations
84 returned undelivered (80 for reviewers and 170 for authors). The inclusion criterion for the
85 survey was at least one type of activity in relation to the JSCS over a five-year period
86  (November 2009-October 2014).

87 Questionnaires

88 The three questionnaires contained some questions that were the same for all participants
89 and others that were more specific, suitable for the role played by the surveyed persons (see
90 Supplementary material to this Letter). The participants were asked for their academic title,
91 research field, professional background, previous experience in the same kind of activity that

92 was being investigated in the survey, before being asked direct questions about the JSCS. The
93 survey contained two types of questions: those to be @nswered by scaling (from 5, excellent to

94 1, poor) and those to be answered by choosing.offered responses (in some cases more than
95 one response could be chosen). Finally, in the last'section of the survey, the participants were
96 given the opportunity to express their personal suggestions and remarks.

97 The surveys were sent time-shifted: the Sub-Editors first, the reviewers two weeks later
98 and the authors a month later. Two-weeks after the first invitation, a reminder was sent to

99 those who had not responded. The reports were collected and analyzed. The results of the
100 survey offered many more correlations-and conclusions than presented in this paper, but in
101 order not to overload the article, only the most general and the most important data are shown.
102 Thus, the three surveyed populations were analyzed as entire entities.

103 Data analysis

104 Data on questions that were answered by scaling (5-1) are given as an average grade.
105 Data on questions that could be answered by multiple responses were grouped as the
106 frequency of each response and are reported as such (in % of the total number of quest-

107 ionnaires). Suggestions and remarks were grouped according to their similarity and are rep-
108  orted as lists.

109 RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

110 Twelve Sub-Editors responded to the survey (92 % of the interviewed), 309

111 reviewers (43 %) and 511 authors (41 %). Depending on the type of data, the
112 analyzed results are presented graphically (in the case of frequency distributions),
113 in tables (in the case of scaling) or in lists (suggestions and remarks). All surveys
114 were analyzed separately and the results reported by the Sub-Editors are given in
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Fig. 1, Table I and Frame 1, for the reviewers in Fig. 2, Table II and Frame 2, and
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for the authors in Fig. 3, Table III and Frame 3.

A) How do you search for reviewers?
37 responses in 12 results,
more than one response could have been chosen

5

B | ask a colleague whom | know 1

[ 1 ask a colleague who has already reviewed papers fot the JSCS
B | ask a colleague who was the author og the paper in JSCS

11 often find reviewersby using scientific databases (WoS, SCOPUS...)
| often review the papers by myself

[ Other (Overview of the papers in the field covered by the manuscript)

B) How many reviewers do you invite
in the first round?

I one or two
[ three

I four

[ more than four

C) For how many papers do you have to conduct
a second round of invitation to reviewers?

D) For how many invitations for reviewing you
do not receive a response?

B <25 % I < 10 %
[ 25-40 % o [ 10-20 :%
I 40-60 % I 20-40 %
[C160-80 % [C140-60 %
I > 80 % [ > 60 %

E) How many reports do you find inadequate?

. 12 %
[ 3-5 %
I 5-10 %
[C010-15%
I > 15 %

distributions (individual answers).

W

Comment [L1]: The question D should
read “do you” and not “you do”
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JSCS PUBLISHING POLICIES SURVEY 5

TABLE I. Sub-Editors’ responses to questions that were recorded by scaling
Grade

Question 5 4 3 2 | Average

Number of responses grade
Comprehensiveness of the Guide for Authors 4 6 2 0 0 42 - Comment [N2]: Is this term related to
Choice of the questions for reviewers in the form 2 7 3 0 0 3.9 Instructions to Authors and is there any
Communication with the Editorial Office 9 2 1 0 0 4.7 connection to the “Instruction for Authors”

FRAME 1. Sub-Editors’ major suggestions and remarks grouped by topics

1. Introduction of fully automatic on-line system for submission and management of
manuscripts

2. Improvement of the Instructions to Authors (considerable number of inappropriate-figures)

High tendency of potential reviewers to refuse the invitation to review

4. Examination of manuscripts by use of software to detect plagiarism

hed

Sub-Editors were first asked about the procedure they conduct while search-
ing for reviewers and their general opinion on this process. They responded that
they most often find reviewers by using scientific databases (Scopus, PubMed) or
by asking colleagues who they know (Fig. 1A). In thefirst.round, some Sub-Edi-
tors invited only one or two reviewers, whereas, others invited more, even more
than four (Fig. 1B). The responses to this question illustrate the different indi-
vidual approaches of the Sub-Editors to peer review. Six Sub-Editors conduct a
second round of search for reviewers in the ‘case of less than 25 % of the
manuscripts, while another six reported a greater number of papers that could not
be finalized after the first call (Fig..1C)..The number of unanswered calls for peer
review is rather high (expressed.as the percentage of the total number of calls in
Fig. 1D). Sub-Editors found between 1 and 15 % of reviewers’ reports inade-
quate (Fig. 1E), due to a complete-absence of peer review (“publish as is” in con-
trast to other reports that suggested major revision or even rejection) or due to
unprofessional conduct of reviewers (humiliating or malicious attitudes). As for
the quality of the reports in terms of their usefulness to authors to improve the
manuscripts, ten. Sub-Editors evaluated the reports as mostly good, while two
Sub-Editors stated that they receive the same number of good and poor reports.
Responses to this question probably illustrate the different individual criteria of
Sub-Editors. On the grading scale, Sub-Editors valued relatively highly the tech-
nical aspects of the publishing process (Table I), giving an overall average grade
of 4.3. To improve the work of the JSCS, most Sub-Editors suggested a complete
on-line submission and management system (Frame 1).

Reviewers who responded to the survey were from Serbia (43 % of the total
number) and from other countries (57 %, Fig. 2A). Slightly more than half
reviewers defined themselves as chemists (Fig. 2B) and approximately 70 %
were experienced reviewers (Fig. 2C). Reviewers accept to review manuscripts

as it appears on JSCS website? If it is, then
please choose unique term throughout the
paper, maybe the best choice is the term
officially mentioned at the JSCS website.
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149  for the JSCS for many reasons, but the predominant one is the professional ethics
150  of an expert who feels that it is part of his scientific activity (Fig. 2D). Reviewers
151  graded technical aspects of the peer review with an average grade of 4.0 (Table
152 1I). Most reviewers (58 %) either had no additional remarks or expressed an
153  affirmative opinion in a free form of comments and the greatest number of sug-
154  gestions were focused on the introduction of a complete on-line system that
155  would enable easier submission and communication (Frame 2).

A) What is your country of residence? B) What is your main research field?

13 '101098

19 23 14 2 o4

41
134
171

[ Serbia, 43.4 % [ India, 6.15 % I Chemistry, 55.3 %
I taly 4.21 % [iran, 324 % [ Biochemistry, 7.4 % I Materials, 4.5 %
I Spain, 3,.4% [ Greecs, 2.9% [ Metallurgy, 0.7 % [ Biology, 6.8 %
I Croatia 2.6 % HEEE USA, 26 % [ Physics, 1.0 % [ Medicine, 2,3 %
B China, 2.3 % [ Other, 29.4 % I Chemical Engineering, 8.7 % [ Other, 13.3 %

C) How many papers do you review per year? D) What are your reasons to accept to review

for the JSCS?

507 responses in 309 results, more than one can be selected

212

51

144

91

B 0-5-297 %

[06-10-23.5% I Quality and impact of the journal, 28.4 %
I 11-15-18.3 % [ Professional ethics of an expert, 41.8 %
[C116-25-108% I Previous experience as an author, 19.7 %

156 I >25-17.7 % [ impact on the career, 10.1 %

157 Fig. 2. Reviewers’ responses to particular questions expressed as frequency distributions.

158 TABLE II. Reviewers’ responses to questions that were recorded by scaling

Grade
: 5 4 3 2 1 Average
t
Question Share of the number of grade
responses,%
Comprehensiveness of the Reviewer’s Report Form 20 57 23 1 0 4.0
Period given for reviewing 20 51 25 4 0 39

Communication with Sub-Editors and Editor 40 39 18 3 0 4.2
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159 FRAME 2. Reviewers’ major suggestions and remarks grouped by topics (number of
160  individual comments)

58 % of all comments were affirmative +:

1 Introduction of fully automatic on-line system for submission and management 26
" of manuscripts
2. Free access to Scopus or other databases for the reviewers 11
3. Prolongation of the period for reviewing 8
4. Improvement of the Instructions for Reviewers 7
5. Information to reviewers on the final decision on the manuscript 5
6. Introduction of scaling in the Reviewer’s Report Form 4
161 Authors who responded to the survey were from Serbia (30 % of the total

162  number), as well as from the other countries (70 %, Fig. 3A). The affiliation of
163 the authors illustrates the international character of the JSCS. The main research
164  fields of the authors who submit papers to the JSCS were organic chemistry,
165  analytical chemistry, biochemistry and biotechnology, environmental and inorg-
166  anic chemistry (Fig. 3B). Early-stage researchers made up 31 % of all authors
167  and the others were more experienced ones (Fig. 3C). The main reasons for sub-
168  mitting their manuscripts to the JSCS, authors reportas: quality and the impact of
169  the journal, no publishing fee, previous positive experience and the speed of
170  reviewing (Fig. 3D). Grading of the technical-parameters related to JSCS, inc-
171  luding periods for reviewing and publishing, resulted in an average grade of 3.7.
172 As for the suggestions and remarks, besides no additional comments or affirm-
173 ative opinion of 50 % of the interviewed authors, many contributors stated that
174  they would appreciate faster reviewing,and publishing after manuscript accept-
175  ance (approximately 30 % of suggestions). A significant number of authors sug-
176  gested improvement of the Instructions to Authors and reduction of the technical
177  requirements for submission (especially for figures). Additionally, a few authors
178  suggested a more careful choice of reviewers and a few recommended elevation
179  of the criteria for article acceptance.

180 After collection of the surveys, the responses were summarized and anal-
181 yzed. A meeting of the Editorial Board was organized on this occasion and all
182  points were discussed individually. Certain conclusions were drawn enabling a
183  detailed overview of the entire publishing process of the JSCS, which further led
184  to decisions directed at improvement of the process.

185 All participants in the survey, in one way or another, strongly supported the
186  idea of a fully automatic on-line system: a) Sub-Editors in order not to have to
187  remind or thank reviewers by themselves and not to have to archive all reports
188  and letters to authors as their own database, b) reviewers in order to have the
189  ability to quickly review the abstract on-line, to have a direct choice to accept or
190 decline to review and to have access to an on-line Report Form and c) authors in
191  order to facilitate the submission step and to speed-up the reviewing process.
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192 Members of the Editorial Board agreed that a complete on-line system would
193 improve the management of the JSCS and the decision was made to practice
194  exclusively on-line communication from March 2015.

A) What is your country of residence? B) What is your main research field?

[ Serbia, 29.9 % [ Organic Chemistry, 22.3 %
[ India 10.7 % [ Biochemistry and Biotechnology, 9.2 %
I Iran, 18.0 % B Analytical Chemistry, 11.0 %

ina, 9 [ Materials, 9.2 % 32
[T China, 9.8 % 50 15 11g 46

27

92 116 22

. 73
55

[ Romania, 5.9 %
[ Turkey, 4.7 %

[ Electrochemistry, 6.3 %
[ Inorganic Chemistry, 9.0 %
nvironmental Chemistry, 9.2 %
heoretical Chemistry, 5.3 %
Food Chemistry and Technology, 4.3 %
I Cther, 14.2 %

I Brasil, 1.8 %
I Other, 22.7 %

C) How many years have you worked
as a researcher?

115
I 0-5, 8.6 %
[ 6-10, 22.5 %
I 11-15,21.9%
[116-20,176%
[ 21-25, 10.0 %
[C3>25,19.4%

D) What are your reasons to submit a manuscript to the JSCS?
1914 responses in 511 results, more than one can be selected

Impact on obtaining grant or project, 8.2 %*
Impact on the career, 14.7 %*

No fee, §9.9 %"

Open access, 28.1 %*

Speed of publication, 26.8 %*

Speed of reviewing, 38.7 %" |

Quality of reviewing, 32.9 %*

and i 29,0 %*
Recommendation by colleagues, 28.0 %*
Previous positive experience, 41.6 %*

Quality and impact of the journal, 66.5 %*

*Values (%) are relative to the number of responses (511) 6 5'0 160 IE‘:D 250 zéa 0 0

1 95 No of affirmative answers

196 Fig. 3. Authors’ responses to particular questions expressed as frequency distributions.
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197  TABLE III. Authors’ responses to questions that were recorded by scaling

Grade
Question 5 4 3 2 1 Avrzr;lge
Share of the number of responses,% grade
Comprehensiveness of the Guide for Authors 22 41 27 5 5 3.7
Usefulness of the Reviewers’ Reports 19 46 27 5 3 3.7
Period for reviewing 22 36 30 9 3 3.6
Period for publishing 19 38 31 7 5 3.6
Communication with Sub-Editors and Editor 35 37 23 3 2 4.0

198 FRAME 3. Major suggestions and remarks of authors, grouped by topics (number of indi-
199  vidual comments)

50 % of all comments were affirmative +:

1. Speeding-up reviewing and publishing process 150
2. Improvement of the Instructions for authors and reduction of technical 88
requirements for manuscript submission
3. Better choice of reviewers and “blind” review 30
4. Promotion and advertising of the JSCS 15
5. Increasing the number of published articles per year 12
6. Periodical special issues 5
7. Invitation of respectable scientists to write review articles 5
8. Addition of new research fields (chemical education, nano-chemistry, chemistry 5

in agriculture)

200 It was noticed that similar number.of reviewers suggested longer (expected)
201  and shorter (unexpected) period for reviewing which initiated deeper data
202  analysis. Reviewers who were also authots could not separate these two roles and
203  the impression of the author dominated the impression of the reviewer.

204 Authors who suggested-faster publishing do not seem to differentiate clearly
205  between peer review and publishing. Members of the Editorial Board agreed to
206  contribute personally to speed-up the reviewing part by faster communication
207  with (potential) reviewers and/or by increasing the number of initially invited
208  reviewers. It‘is, however, difficult to stimulate researchers to review for the
209  JSCS. Many invited-persons do not respond at all, many refuse, some accept but
210  never send the report and a considerable number of reviewers send inappropriate
211  reports. The reasons for such a situation may be seen as a lack of profession-
212 alism, not very good opinion on the JSCS based on the journal’s ranking and/or
213 prejudices. Potential reviewers from West Europe and North America are among
214  those who most frequently do not respond or decline to review. A similar attitude
215  towards the journal is also valid for the (potential) authors. When nationalities of
216  the JSCS authors were analyzed, it became obvious that contributors from West
217  Europe and North America are rare.

218 The second part of the publishing process, which includes the actual print-
219  ing, can hardly be faster, as there are many accepted papers and the JSCS is
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220  already publishing more articles per year than similar non-profitable journals run
221 by scientific societies. Since accepted papers receive DOI numbers and are avail-
222 able in an on-line version of the journal few days after their acceptance, the print-
223 ing step is not crucial from the point of article visibility by the scientific com-
224 munity. Steps will be taken to see how this part of the process could also be
225  improved.

226 It was interesting to notice that certain number of authors suggested the
227  application of more rigorous criteria for the evaluation of manuscripts. In their
228  opinion, some of the published articles should not have been accepted. Thus; a
229  considerable number of our authors have the potential to produce high quality
230  papers and they will certainly be engaged as reviewers if they agree.

231 Instructions to Authors and Reviewer’s Report form were revised and new
232 versions up-loaded. Moreover, the Editorial board decided to reduce the technical
233 requirements for figures and to make small alterations if necessary without
234 asking authors to do so.

235 For the moment, the comments and suggestions that raised the greatest con-
236  cerns were dealt with and some new approaches applied. Other conclusions that
237  could be drawn from the responses in the questionnaires“and members of the
238  Editorial board will continue to analyze the data; both at the level of the entire
239  journal and at the level of sections run by particular Sub-Editors.

240 The Editorial Board thanks all participants of the survey who have helped to
241  evaluate the publishing process in the Journal of the Serbian Chemical Society
242 and to become aware of the imperfections: It is also hoped that the actions
243 undertaken after the survey will be welcomed by past, present and future contri-
244 butors.

245 SUPPLEMENTARY MATERIAL

246 The questionnaires that the sub-editors, reviewers and authors were requested to fill out
247 OnLine are available electronically from http://www.shd.org.rs/JSCS/, or from the corres-
248 ponding authors on request; as portable document format (pdf) files.

249 Acknowledgment. This survey and article resulted as part of scientific activity in the
250  COST Action TD1306“New Frontiers of Peer Review (PEERE)”.

251 M3BOJ

252 AHKETA O YACOIIHCY ,JOURNAL OF THE SERBIAN CHEMICAL SOCIETY" —

253 OBEJIEXXABAIGE INTAMITABA 80. TOOUIITA

254 OJITULIA HEIIUR! u AEKCAHIIAP TEKAHCKM?

255 ’HHCWmlew 3a upumeny Hykenapue enepiuje (MHEII), Ynueep3uwieii y Beoipagy u ZHHCWmTAyw 3a XeMUujy,
256 wexHomoTujy u memanypiujy, Lienwap 3a enexiapoxemujy, Ynueep3uiuein y beoipagy

257 Yaconuc Journal of the Serbian Chemical Society (JSCS) je Hayuynu yaconuc Cprickor
258 XEeMMjCKOT JpyLITBa U OBe rofiuHe ce obesexana 85 roguHa BeroBor usnaxemwa 1 usnasak 80.
259 roguiTa. ITocne Tonuko roguHa odjap/puBama HAyYHUX PafjoBa, XKeba Y pEJHULITBA je Ouna ga

260 YTBPAM IITa ayTOPH, PELIEH3€HTH U MOJAPYYHH YPEJHHLM MHCIIE O YacOmUCy W ypehuBaukoj
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261 [OJIUTHLHM, ¥ MOTY JIH HUXOBE NPOLIEHE U MPEMIO3H OMOhH Ja ce [eNaTHOCT 4acomuca mo-
262 Sosblla. YIMTHUIY aHKeTe Cy HOCJIATH e-MOMITOM HCIMTaHUIMMa. [JodHjeHH OfrOBOPH Cy aHa-
263 JIU3UPaHHU U OBJe Cy NpHKa3aHU CaMO HAjoNLITHjH YU Haj3sHauyajHUju mojauu. OneHe, KOMeH-
264 Tapu U NpPeJJIO3U Cy IOKa3anu fia je BehHHa yyeCHHKa y MOCTYIKY O0jaB/bHUBama 3aj0BObHA
265 nocrojehM HAaYWHOM paza ¥ ypehHUBaukoM IMOTHUTHKOM, ajld MHCIe W Ja O ce oppeheHH
266 TEXHUUKH JIETA/bU TOCTYMKA MOTIH moJosbiaTd. HakoH carienaBama NOOHjEHHX OAroBOpa,
267 YpenHUIITBO je NOHENo OLIyKy fa yBele BHCOKO-ayTOMAaTH30BAaHW KOPHCHHUYKH CEPBHUC 3a

268 npujaBy ¥ o0pajy pajoBa M Tako ybdp3a IMOCTyNaK peleH3upama M 00jaB/bhBarba, ¥ 1a Mojel-
269  HoCTaBW W NOHATHO MOjacHH YIMYTCTBO 3a ayTope U Peuensentcku ¢opmynap. CBe HaBeneHe
270  HoBuHe cy yBeneHe 1. mapta 2015.

271 (IpumsmeHo 6. mapTa, npuxsaheno 6. anpuna2015)
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