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Peer review is one of the primary mechanisms for safeguarding
the integrity, credibility, and advancement of knowledge in
our field. By subjecting research to critical evaluation from
disciplinary peers, it is meant to uphold standards of method-
ological rigor, originality, and theoretical contribution (Resnik
and Elmore 2016 ) and to sustain trust in psychological science.
Yet, despite its centrality, scholars rarely receive formal training
in how to review, which can make the process feel arbitrary,
subjective, or unfair. In developmental psychology, peer review
practices today are often communicated informally via peer
networks. This manuscript aims to provide a practical guide to
promote greater consistency and transparency in peer review. It is
not a policy statement from Developmental Science , but a resource
for the field that offers orienting principles for conducting robust
and equitable peer review. 

1 The Importance of Peer Review 

For researchers, peer review is both a professional obligation
and a cornerstone of scientific dissemination. As summarized in
Figure 1 , it is an integral component of the publication process.
When done well, it not only evaluates the scientific merit of
manuscripts but also serves as a form of guidance, helping
authors, especially early-career scholars, improve their work and
increase their chances of publication (Mayer et al. 2024 ). Peer
review also gives reviewers a view “behind the curtain” of cutting-
edge research, methods, and theoretical perspectives, broadening
their scholarly horizons. At a time when peer reviews are increas-
ingly hard to secure, supporting and expanding the reviewer
pool is a critical priority. The goal of providing discipline-specific
scaffolds, such as this guide, is to facilitate participation in peer
review. 
© 2026 John Wiley & Sons Ltd. 
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In many instances, scholars are informally educated on peer
review techniques and do not receive formal training. The lack
of formal preparation for peer review creates a paradox: it is
one of the most important responsibilities in academic life, yet
is typically learned and refined through “on the job” training
and trial and error. Graduate training emphasizes research 
design, methodology, and publication, but rarely offers systematic 
guidance on how to evaluate others’ work in ways that help
bring it to publication. Defining what constitutes an effective
review and how to apply such standards consistently is, therefore
a priority for the discipline. In the next section, we outline the
anatomy of a constructive peer review (summarized in Figure 2 ).
Rather than advocating for every review to include all proposed
elements, our goal is to provide a set of considerations that may
help strengthen the rigor, constructiveness, and equity of peer
review. 

1.1 Constructive 

Peer review should be fundamentally helpful to authors, regard-
less of a manuscript’s final decision. Its core purpose is to improve
scholarship, not to discourage participation, punish risk-taking, 
or undermine authors’ confidence or alter career trajectories. 
A constructive review offers clear, accurate, and actionable 
guidance that supports improvement of the work, regardless of
whether it is ultimately accepted, revised, or rejected. Specific,
balanced, and instructive feedback encourages authors to stay 
engaged and contribute to the discipline’s long-term growth 
(Javed et al. 2024 ), whereas reviews that are dismissive, vague,
or harsh can drive authors, especially early-career scholars and
those from underrepresented backgrounds, away from scientific 
participation (Aly et al. 2023 ). Reviewers thus shape not only
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FIGURE 1 An example of the lifecycle of a submitted manuscript. 
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individual papers but also engender a broader culture of mutual
respect that strengthens academic discourse. 

1.2 Structure 

A well-structured review begins optionally with a brief summary
of the manuscript, followed by clearly labeled major and minor
comments. The summary, if provided, can range from 2 to 3
sentences to 1 paragraph. The summary does not form part of
the content of the review and primarily signals to the author that
the reviewer has read and understood the paper. The substantive
content of the review (major and minor comments) follows.
Major comments should address the most consequential issues
for the paper’s contribution and credibility, such as the clarity
of the research questions, methodological soundness, integration
with relevant literature, and validity of the conclusions. Minor
comments can then focus on more local concerns, including
clarity of expression, small clarifications, typographical errors,
and refinements to figures or tables. 

Separating substantive concerns (e.g., problems with logic, anal-
yses, or interpretation) from stylistic or formatting issues helps
authors prioritize revisions and can be especially important for
authors writing in a non-native language or dialect and/or early
career scholars. Additionally, minor concerns can obscure major
concerns: it may be challenging to identify major issues if stylistic
issues, such as exposition, are unclear. In general, however, a clear
structure, consisting optionally of a summary, and proceeding to
major issues, then minor issues, provides a clear roadmap for
revision and reduces confusion for authors. 

1.3 Internal Consistency 

Internal consistency within a review is critical in enabling an
author to craft an effective response. In many psychology jour-
nals, authors receive reviewers’ comments, an editorial decision
2 of 6
letter, and the final disposition of their manuscript, but not
the specific recommendation (e.g., accept, minor/major revision, 
reject, reject and transfer) made by each individual reviewer.
This can create confusion when the tone of the reviews appears
positive, but the editorial decision is negative. To minimize this
confusion, the substance and tone of a review should clearly
align with the reviewer’s overall recommendation. Doing so helps
editors make coherent decisions and enables authors to interpret
feedback, prioritize revisions, and judge whether resubmission 
(to the same or a different journal) is worthwhile, thereby
promoting transparency and fairness. Consistency is equally 
important across rounds of review. When evaluating a revision,
reviewers should explicitly build on their earlier comments and
assess how effectively authors have addressed them. Introducing
entirely new foundational criticisms at a later stage should be
reserved for concerns that genuinely emerge from the revised
manuscript and thus were not identified earlier. This approach
reinforces trust in the process, respects authors’ efforts, and keeps
peer review oriented toward improvement. 

1.4 Specificity 

Specificity in peer review is helpful to authors. Vague or gen-
eralized comments can leave authors uncertain about how to
revise their manuscripts effectively. A reviewer who writes that
“the discussion is unclear” or “the analysis needs improvement”
without elaboration provides little guidance for meaningful 
revision. Conversely, when reviewers anchor their feedback in 
explicit references to sections, arguments, page and paragraph 
numbers, or methodological details, they enable authors to 
make targeted improvements. High-quality reviews balance cri- 
tique with actionable suggestions, allowing authors to build on
strengths and address weaknesses in concrete ways (Lovejoy et al.
2011 ). When ambiguity arises, proactive communication between 
authors and action editors can be invaluable. Action editors
can (and should) clarify journal expectations, provide guidance 
on how to frame critiques as appropriate, and help reviewers
Developmental Science, 2026
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FIGURE 2 Components of a positive peer review. 
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strike the right balance between rigor and constructiveness. By
seeking clarification, reviewers and editors model a collaborative
approach that strengthens the peer review process. 

1.5 Tone 

Tone is central to effective peer review and strongly shapes how
authors experience the process. While reviewers must be honest
and rigorous, the way feedback is delivered determines whether
it is received as constructive guidance or discouraging criticism
Developmental Science, 2026
(Chong and Lin 2023 ). Harsh, dismissive, or sarcastic language
can undermine authors’ confidence, stifle innovation, and even 
discourage early-career researchers and scholars from historically 
underrepresented groups from remaining in the field (Aly et al.
2023 ). Conversely, when the tone is collegial and encouraging,
authors are more likely to see reviews as an opportunity for
growth and development (Lovejoy et al. 2011 ). Grounding cri-
tiques in evidence from the manuscript and avoiding personal
or judgmental language reinforces the reviewer’s role as an
impartial advisor rather than an arbiter of worth. Reviewers
should also be mindful of the boundaries of their role. They
3 of 6
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are tasked with evaluating and advising, not dictating outcomes
or substituting their judgment for that of the editor. This issue
is particularly salient considering disciplinary power dynam-
ics, where established scholars may unintentionally adopt an
overly authoritative stance that frames their preferences as non-
negotiable. A measured, professional tone communicates respect
for authors, acknowledges existing hierarchies, and reinforces the
collaborative nature of peer review. 

1.6 Vigilance Over Bias 

Bias in peer review can take many forms, from preferences
for familiar theories and methods to more subtle influences of
institutional affiliation, career stage, or homophily. Even well-
intentioned reviewers may unconsciously favor work that aligns
with their own agendas or discount manuscripts from less visible
or lower-resourced settings; in extreme cases, they may even
appropriate ideas that compete with their own and/or those that
they feel are better conceptualized than their own. Vigilance
against bias, therefore, requires reviewers to reflect on how their
perspectives and positionalities shape their evaluations and to
take deliberate steps to mitigate these influences. For example,
Draper et al. ( 2023 ) highlight how biases in peer review dispro-
portionately marginalize research on developmental psychology
from the Majority World, where most of the world’s children live,
contributing to chronic under-representation. Biases linked to
geography, race, and institutional power create an uneven playing
field and distort the empirical record by excluding scholarship
that reflects the diversity of children’s experiences. Because such
biases often operate subtly, conscious attention to bias on the
part of the reviewers, along with editorial vigilance, is essential.
Reviewers should also feel free to acknowledge when they are
unfamiliar with a particular context, locale, or population; this
transparency helps action editors weigh a review and determine
whether additional expertise is needed. By examining both
potential biases and the limits of one’s expertise, the field can
better guard against reinforcing inequities in representation and
perspective. 

1.7 Expertise and Integrity 

Conscientious reviewers are mindful of their own limits of time,
expertise, and of potential conflicts of interest. Accepting a review
is a professional responsibility and should only occur when the
reviewer has sufficient expertise and capacity to provide thought-
ful, thorough feedback. If a manuscript falls outside a reviewer’s
knowledge or competing obligations prevent adequate attention
to the review, the most responsible course is to decline upon
invitation so the editor can recruit someone better positioned to
evaluate the work, or if faced with time constraints, to request
an extended timeline prior to accepting the review. Conflicts
of interest are equally crucial. These may involve personal
relationships, direct competition, financial interests, or strong
professional rivalries. “Hijacking” a manuscript by steering it
toward tangents or insisting on extensive citation of one’s own
work beyond what is genuinely warranted is an undesirable
and unprofessional practice (Shashok 2008 ). Reviewers should
be transparent about any circumstance that might compromise,
4 of 6
or appear to compromise, their impartiality and should decline
when such conflicts arise. 

1.8 Relevance 

Peer review requires reviewers to evaluate manuscripts against 
the boundaries of the field, not merely against the boundaries
of their own knowledge. This distinction is crucial: a paper
should not be judged negatively simply because it extends
beyond the reviewer’s immediate expertise. Instead, reviewers 
have an obligation to engage with the field, which may be more
relevant in very rapidly evolving areas such as developmental
neuroscience or the impact of AI on developmental processes.
This does not mean mastering every adjacent domain nor does
it require omniscience, but it does mean making a genuine effort
to understand how the manuscript aligns with current debates,
methodologies, and findings; if the paper is too far afield, the
assignment should be relinquished early in the process. 

1.9 Timeliness 

Timeliness is a critical but often underemphasized element of
high-quality peer review. Although reviews are often slightly 
delayed, significantly delayed reviews can have implications 
for the authors. In particular, timing is crucial for early-career
researchers who rely on timely publications for hiring, tenure,
or grants. Prolonged timelines also disrupt editorial workflows, 
frustrate editors and contributors, and may deter authors from
submitting to the journal in the future (Drozdz and Ladomery
2024 ). At the same time, timeliness must be balanced with quality:
the goal is careful feedback delivered within the requested
timeframe, not a rushed assessment. As a reviewer, it is important
to attend to deadlines in invitations to review and to liaise
with editors if a delay is anticipated. Once assigned a review,
reviewers are encouraged to engage proactively with editors if
they face unforeseen time constraints that cause unexpected 
delays. Open communication with editors about constraints 
allows for adjusted expectations or reassignment when necessary. 
In this way, timeliness supports mutual respect, maintains trust
in the process, and preserves both the credibility and efficiency of
peer review. 

1.10 Place-Centeredness 

Place is an often overlooked but critical dimension of peer review.
Reviewers bring not only disciplinary expertise but also assump-
tions shaped by their institutional and geographic contexts. Open
science illustrates this clearly. Practices such as preregistration
and use of open repositories are more readily adopted in well-
resourced settings with reliable digital infrastructure, stable 
funding, and strong peer networks. They may be far less feasible
for scholars working with limited internet access and institutional
support for open science (Bezuidenhout and Chakauya 2018 ;
Singh 2024 ). Reviewers should therefore avoid projecting their
own priorities and resources onto authors, especially those 
from underrepresented or resource-constrained environments. 
Demanding strict adherence to context-dependent practices can 
inadvertently marginalize valuable scholarship. More broadly, 
Developmental Science, 2026
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FIGURE 3 A summary of how to engage with AI in peer review. 
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as the field scales up its standards and expectations, calibrating
expectations to opportunities and resources that are available at
the site of a study is important. In this way, a review that is
sensitive to the resource constraints of authors helps to diversify
and expand the empirical landscape and to fold in research that
is often under-represented and from relatively under-resourced
environments. A place-centered approach encourages openness
and methodological clarity while acknowledging structural dif-
ferences across research settings. This is not about lowering
standards, but about calibrating expectations so that peer review
remains rigorous and more equitable across diverse global con-
texts and successfully incorporates the research that our field
seeks to represent in the service of a more global science. 

2 AI and Peer Review 

First and foremost, reviewers should always consult and adhere
to the specific journal policy on AI use in peer review. Reviewers
are ethically and professionally responsible for the content of
their reviews. Reviewers should not rely on AI tools to con-
duct the substantive intellectual work of peer review. The core
Developmental Science, 2026
responsibilities of reviewing—evaluating the clarity and rigor of 
the research question, the appropriateness of the methods, the
validity of the analyses, the strength of the evidence, and the
contribution to the field—require the reviewer’s own expertise 
and judgment. Delegating these tasks to AI (e.g., asking an
LLM, such as ChatGPT, to “review this paper” or to generate
the main critique) risks inaccuracies, unexamined biases, and 
present breaches of confidentiality all of which undermine the
integrity and accountability of the review process. Critically, even
submitting a manuscript to cloud-based AI may violate author
confidentiality. 

When allowed by journal guidelines, AI tools may be used in
limited ways, for example, to polish wording, check grammar, or
improve clarity of a review that the reviewer has independently
authored. However, AI should not be used to generate substantive
content, synthesize arguments, or formulate recommendations 
in a review. Any use of AI must preserve the confidentiality of
the manuscript and should not substitute for the reviewer’s own
scholarly assessment. Figure 3 summarizes how reviewers can 
and cannot engage with AI in peer review at present, assuming
compliance with journal policies. 
5 of 6
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3 Conclusion 

Peer review is a necessary system that reflects the values, prac-
tices, and priorities of the scholarly community that sustains it.
Articulating in specific terms what makes for a good peer review
is an important component of the process. In codifying commu-
nity norms for developmental psychology, our goal is to create a
transparent set of criteria for peer review. A robust system of peer
review is rigorous but also collegial, constructive, and oriented
towards encouraging scholarly growth and development. 
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