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Editors are from Mars, Referees are from Venus, and 

Authors are from Earth



American Physical Society (APS)

A non-profit organization, governed democratically by its 
members (founded 1899)

Main activities:
1. Research publications

2. Meeting organization

3. Member representation

4. Public outreach

Advance and diffuse the 
knowledge of physics

Some numbers: (FY 2008 figures)
~ 200 employees  [College Park (HQ), Ridge (Ed. Office), Washington]

more than 47000 members

Total revenue: $44.6 M   Total expenses: $44.8 M

Research publications revenue: $35.7 M  expenses: $29.5 M



American Physical Society (APS)

Physical Review A: atomic, molecular & optical physics
Physical Review B: condensed matter
Physical Review C: nuclear physics
Physical Review D: particles & fields
Physical Review E: plasmas, fluids, statistical, many-body & biophysics
Physical Review STAB*: special topics: accelerators & beams

Physical Review Letters:  all topics in physics
Reviews of Modern Physics:  all topics in physics

Bulletin of the APS:  abstracts of papers for meetings
APS news:   news of the APS
Focus*:    publications of special interest

*online only

Physical Review STPER*: special topics: physics education research

Physics*:   highlighting content from Phys. Rev.



Physical Review and Physical Review Letters 
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Some statistics…
Submissions

“An extrapolation of its present rate of 
growth reveals that in the not too 
distant future Physical Review will fill 
book shelves at a speed exceeding that 
of light. This is not forbidden by 
relativity, since no information is 
conveyed!”

(Rudolf Peierls, 1961 ?)

Need for (rigorous) selection !



More Statistics…



PRL Receipts by Geographic Region 
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PRL Acceptance Rates by Geographic Region 
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Acceptance Rates 
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The Peer Review Process



Authors
Want to publish

Referees
May have personal interest

Editors
Want to ensure quality publications

READERS !?



Review process at Physical Review

peer review

internal review (by editor)

review by Editorial Board Member (EBM)

Appeal to Editor in Chief
(procedural only)

Appeal to Editor

3rd round (if needed)

2nd round

1st round

New paper



Time to send new paper to first referee 
(Aug 2009)



Time to send decision to author after report(s) arrived
(Aug 2009)



Average time from submission to acceptance



Average time from submission to acceptance

!"#$%&'()*#+,'(%-*."(/%01$%.$2"$3%+.'&$))%

456678%

6%

56%

96%

:6%

76%

;66%

;56%

;96%

;:6%

<=>% <=?% <=@% <=A% <=B% <=C%

D"01%$-"0'.)% D"01%E*01'.)% D"01%.$F$.$$)%



Before submission …

•Decide what journal and section the work is suitable for (different journals, and different 
sections within a journal, have different criteria!)

•breadth (specialized audience vs general audience)
•importance 
•format (length limit?)
•subject matter (look at your references!)

•Familiarize yourself with your “target journal”
•read the journal!
•read the journal’s instructions (both those for authors and those for referees...)
•check out whether there are some helpful editorials

•Carefully prepare your manuscript
•language
•clarity of figures and presentation

•Write a cover letter (e.g. if you request priority treatment)



A new paper …

Editors scrutinize:

• Subject matter 

 - appropriate? 

 - too applied? 

 - too mathematical?
• Abstract, introduction,  conclusions

 - clear message? 

 - new and significant physics?
• References 

 - too few? 

 - too old? 

 - parallel submissions cited or omitted
• Cover letter (if any)
• Overall quality of presentation

 - figures

 - clarity

 - language



Referee selection…

We look for referees in 
• references (authors of, referees of)
• keyword search in APS database for referee expertise
• keyword search in APS database for manuscripts (active/published/rejected)
• keyword search in other databases for manuscripts (SPIN, NASA, Google, etc.) 
• mental database 
• suggested referees

We generally avoid
• undesirable referees
• coauthors (current or previous)
• Referees at same institution as authors
• acknowledged persons
• Direct competitors (if known)
• busy referees (currently reviewing for PR/PRL)
• overburdened referees (> 15 mss/past year)
• consistently slow referees (>8 weeks to review)
• Referees who consistently provide poor reports 





The role of the Referee…

Characteristics of a good report
• timely (inform us if you cannot review)
• give a clear recommendation (structure your report)
• substantiated arguments (e.g. if you say results are not new give at least one reference)
• reasonable level of detail
• no remarks that are personal, polemic, self-serving, etc.

Editorial processing / evaluation of a report
The editors may
- edit a report for cause (e.g. if too antagonizing)
- withhold a report (happens rarely)

The editors have access to all information pertinent to reports, i.e. 
- experimentalist or theorist referee
- how close is the referee’s expertise to subject matter of paper reviewed
- referee’s experience
- referee’s record as an author
- referee’s record (easy/tough, often overruled,…)
- etc
=> Editors assign different value/weight to each report (i.e. they evaluate reports) 



Resubmission…

Number One Rule: 
Once you get the report(s) on your manuscript, 
sleep over it! Try to get into your groundstate! (or 
as close to it as possible…)

No matter how unfair, biased or idiotic the report seems to you, a calm reply 
is always best!

The referee might see your response, insulting her/him will not help you.

The editor has chosen the referee, and has considered the report suitable for 
transmission to you. Questioning this as obviously wrong is also not helpful.

An additional alternative referee may read your response. (S)he might feel 
for the “fellow referee”, remembering own bad experiences from the past.

Two More Rules: 

•Rebuttals longer than the paper itself are suspect

•Sometimes, rebuttals or explanations given in the cover letter belong 
in the paper



Frequently made arguments that aren’t arguments...

This subject is very important, so you should publish my paper.

right!

Papers are of broad interest if they report a substantial advance in a 
subfield of physics or if they have significant implications across 
subfield boundaries. Is this paper of broad interest? My answer is: 
the subject has broad interest, but NOT the results.

The referee found no mistake, (s)he only said it is not interesting.

Two referees recommend publication, only one does not.

Many papers on this topic have been published in PRL, see ....

Correctness is not sufficient for publication.

So what? Look at what the referee said. It is the content of a 
report that matters, not the vote.

So, enough already. This is an argument against publication, not 
for publication...



Resubmission…

Characteristics of a good resubmission
• think about the report first before you reply to them
• give substantiated arguments if you don’t agree with some ref. suggestions
• respond to all comments and criticisms



Some Recent APS Projects



...new services for authors...



...new services for referees...

• One-time recognition of outstanding referees

• Modeled after APS Fellowship
– Certificate and Pin

– Recognized during awards ceremony

– Listed in journal and on APS webpage

• Focus on timeliness and quality in addition to quantity of reports

• Initially about 500, then about 100/year

• APS membership not a criterion



...new services for readers...

Topical cross-journal RSS feeds

highlighting of selected articles



...and new content.



...and new content.
What?

Trends
- giving an overview over a “hot” field (“minireview”)
- written by experts in the field
Viewpoints
- comment on a paper recently published in PR (like “News and Views”)
- describe to a non-expert why the paper is interesting and important
- written by experts in the field
Synopses
- short summaries of recently published papers
- written by editors

Why?
We publish about 18000 articles each year
==> We want to show you the articles you “cannot afford to miss”
Some articles are important, but highly technical and accessible only to 
experts
==> We want to explain to a non-expert (but professional physicist) what 
these articles are about and why they are important





FEEDBACK

Thank You!


