
Reviewing and being in a program committee
A Short and Partial Guide

This (very) short and partial guide aims at sharing some useful references and tips to be a con-
structive reviewer.

Why?

There are many reasons, and you can read what e.g. the Journal of Public Health Research, Elsevier
or Wiley think about it. In short, reviewing let you

1. Learn about recent trends in your field,
2. Give back to your community,
3. Network.

Yes, it is voluntary, and yes, it is actually free labor for editors that (sometimes) make huge benefits
(cf. “The Cost of Knowledge”), but it is also a cornerstone of scientific progress.

How Do I Volunteer?

Generally, you don’t.

There can be, in some rare cases, the possibility of self-nominating yourself to be part of a program
committee (as PLDI Research Artifacts did), but generally, a program committee member will
reach out to you directly, because they know you, because your work is referenced in the work they
need to review, or because your name was recommended to them.

How Do I Review?

There are three excellent sources to learn more about this process [[1];Cormode2008;Knuth1996
Sections 15 and 16], and I believe that they give better advises than I ever could.

If you prefer a “short, list-style” type of advises, then I believe all the tips in this twitter thread
are relevant:

Summarize first. � Begin by summarizing key ideas/contributions of the paper, even
if it is not required to do so. Don’t copy-paste the abstract. This is useful for
committees/editors to get context, and for authors to identify and resolve misun-
derstandings.

spots.augusta.edu/caubert/misc/review/ Page 1 of 3

https://www.jphres.org/index.php/jphres/benefit_r
https://www.elsevier.com/reviewers/role
https://www.wiley.com/network/researchers/being-a-peer-reviewer/why-do-reviewers-review
http://thecostofknowledge.com/
https://pldi22.sigplan.org/track/pldi-2022-PLDI-Research-Artifacts#Info-for-Reviewers
https://twitter.com/nmwsharp/status/1491528553766305801
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Let authors explain their work their way. � Sometimes others will use different termi-
nology to describe their work than you would use. As long as they are not strictly
technically wrong, it’s their right to do so, respect it! At most, passively suggest
other descriptions.

Make the follow-up discussion easy. � If you are critiquing, or asking questions which
need a response in a rebuttal, put them in a clear, numbered list of < 4 points
near the end of the review. Distinguish them explicitly from smaller nitpicks and
asks, typos, etc.

Don’t write reviews at the last minute. � If you agree to review, immediately budget
some time to do so. Put it on your calendar! I like to write my reviews over at
least 2 sittings, because sometimes opinions shift when you sleep on them.

Avoid borderline, unsubstantial reviews. � If you do not express any opinions, you are
wasting everyone’s time with your review! Find something to latch on to and give
concrete feedback about.

Don’t be afraid to have an opinion. � As an early-career scientist, it’s easy to think
your opinions are probably wrong. But you were asked to review because someone
wanted your opinion! Express it and defend it! Conversely, always be open to
changing your mind.

Never be selfish. � I shouldn’t have to say this, but never treat reviewing as an oppor-
tunity to advance your own work. Doing so hurts us all, and embarrasses yourself.
Only bring up your own work if it is truly technically relevant (which it sometimes
is).

Look for reasons to accept papers. � Science is rarely perfect; procedural mistakes
happen. Ask, could someone benefit from reading this? Is there something in-
teresting to build on? Is it exciting? As long as a paper is not strictly technically
wrong, imperfect is okay.

Remember the human. � If you are giving negative feedback, imagine a grad student
reading it who has poured their heart and soul into the project. Always include
some positives. Use wording like “this submission does not do X”, rather than “the
authors do not do X”.

What Should I Do if I am a PC Member?

Celebrate! And then, read a bit more about that process, probably [2].

How Secretive Should I Be?

That is a difficult question, very field- and seniority-sensitive, I believe. There are legal obligations
that you should revise, of course, but whether it is acceptable to ask high-level questions about the
papers to colleagues or not is, as far as I know, a very personal matter.
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Miscellaneous

• Download a pdf version of this page.
• Contact: caubert@augusta.edu
• Created with debian, pandoc and latex.
• All my documents are under Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License.

Sources are available upon motivated request.
• You will need a pdf reader to consult some of the documents: I recommend choosing an

open-source pdf reader.
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