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This article brings to light the actual evaluation practices of reviewers when assessing quali-
tative manuscripts. The authors conducted the first empirical research entirely based on
reviewer reports for a journal on management sciences over a 28-year period. Content analy-
sis of 474 reviewer reports written by 56 reviewers identified 19 critical points and 10 cri-
teria, making up a synthetic table of 190 possible cells, 51 of which proved to be actually
used by reviewers. These findings are then compared with the quality criteria identified in
the extant U.S. literature. Comparison reveals some shared quality criteria but also throws
new light on a number of discrepancies. Analysis over time shows marked evolution from
emphasis on internal validity criteria over the first 10 years toward emphasis on external
validity criteria in the past 10 years. Factors ensuring reliability and replicability of the

results of this research are discussed at length.

Keywords: academic review process; qualitative content analysis; implicit criteria;

method; replicability; validity

he object of this article is to identify the pattern of criteria used by reviewers when
they are called on to judge qualitative manuscripts. The methodology employed is

based on the content analysis of 474 reports written by 56 reviewers over a period of
28 years at a European journal. Nineteen themes or key points, referred to here as
“critical points,” and 10 quality criteria were inductively developed. These themes
are compared to the dimensions identified by several U.S. commentators on what
makes good qualitative research (e.g., Gephart, 2004; Locke & Golden-Biddle, 2002;
Suddaby, 2006). This research is specifically devoted to the empirical identification
of what criteria were actually used (although implicitly) to judge qualitative manu-
scripts. Furthermore, it identified some interesting findings for qualitative reviewers
and editors. It showed that some dimensions identified through comparative analysis
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are not found in the American literature, that some reviewers changed their criteria
over time, and that most of the critical points/quality criteria remained nevertheless
stable over time. This article provides the first empirical look at what qualitative
reviewers use (the “intangible cues’; Daft, 1995) in judging qualitative manuscripts
and consequently is an important contribution to our knowledge in that area.

Given that there is no a priori evaluation grid of quality criteria for qualitative
research articles at the studied journal entitled Sciences de Gestion—Management
Sciences—Ciencias de Gestion (RSDG), the research question is: What implicit criteria
are actually used by reviewers in their evaluations of articles employing qualitative
research methods submitted to the journal? Our explanatory hypothesis (Peirce, 1903)
is that it is possible to bring out implicit criteria through a rigorous content analysis of
a large number of reviewer reports written by a significant number of diversified
reviewers. This hypothesis can be broken down into several questions that oriented our
content analysis:

e What are the critical points that attract the attention of reviewers?

e What are the actual quality criteria implicitly used by reviewers in their evaluation, which
were written without recourse to an a priori grid of explicit criteria?

e Have reviewers systematically used or, on the contrary, only partially used a set of quality
criteria? Are homogeneity or dispersion observable in the practices of the different
reviewers?

e Do the criteria resorted to differ with the admissibility categories of articles: admitted ““as
is,” minor modification, major modification, rejected?

e Does observation reveal a certain stability of criteria over time or, on the contrary, a signifi-
cant evolution over the long period of reviewer reports under study?

e Are the critical points and quality criteria evoked in recent American literature identical to
those of reviewers at the European journal? What are the differences?

e Is the method followed in this study replicable to other journals, in the perspective of a
cautious generalization?

We thus embarked on an in-depth study of implicit criteria actually used by reviewers
in their written reports. We analyzed the content of these evaluations written for articles
submitted to RSDG since its creation in 1978. This substantial body of raw data, made up
of 969 reviewer reports, is, in our opinion, an original means by which to detect the quali-
tative criteria actually used, beyond normative discourses on what ‘“‘authentic” criteria
should be. This article deals exclusively with the reports on articles employing qualitative
methodologies.

Following a study of recent American literature on qualitative criteria in qualitative
research, the empirical material processed for this article will be presented. A detailed
explanation of the content analysis method that we designed and applied will be discussed
and compared with methods of two recognized authors in content analysis (Krippendorff
& Neuendorf). Finally, we will present and analyze the results obtained, namely, the qual-
ity criteria that emerged. We will compare them with the criteria proposed in U.S. litera-
ture. We conclude this article with a discussion on the interpretation and analysis of our
findings and their limits.
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Quality Criteria in Qualitative Research

A survey of recent literature published in the United States on qualitative research
indicates a fairly wide consensus among American scholars for major criteria to be used
in reviewing qualitative research papers. Gephart, Lee, Golden-Biddle, and Locke, for
instance, insist on the necessary link that should be established between criteria actually
used, on one hand, and theoretical developments and methodological processes, on the
other (Gephart, 2004; Lee, 1998; Golden-Biddle & Locke, 1997). A precise definition of
the analytical methods and procedures should be expanded on (Aguinis, 1993; Daft,
1995; Easterby-Smith, Thorpe, & Lowe, 2002; Gephart, 2004; Hammersley, 1992; Lee,
1998).

Qualitative research should be clearly focused and the key concepts used should be
properly defined and explained (Daft, 1995; Gephart, 2004; Lee, 1998). It should be possi-
ble to assess ‘“‘how the data were used to generate key conceptual categories” (Suddaby,
2006, p. 640). Daft (1995) significantly underlines the necessity to categorize our review-
ing criteria, as does Lee (1998), to attain some sort of common identification principles
(Daft, 1995) in well-written scholarly papers (Sutton, 1997).

Data collecting and recording are to be made clear so as to ensure traceability (Gephart,
2004; Lee, 1998; Seale, 1999). Data by itself has no meaning; it must be infused with
meaning (Boje, Oswick, & Ford, 2004; Callon & Latour, 1991; Gephart, 1988; Lee, 1998;
Weick, 1989). What Daft calls “insufficient rationale design” sums up a recurring defi-
ciency in qualitative papers. “The researchers’ theoretical sensitivity”” and “the skill with
which they combine literature, data and experience” (Suddaby, 2006, p. 640) should be
taken into consideration (Glaser & Strauss, 1967).

Our objective, which is to elicit implicit criteria from reviews of qualitative papers,
may be in keeping with what Daft (1995) calls “intangible cues” (p. 165). He finds them
instrumental in the acceptance or rejection of papers, without giving any further explana-
tion. We believe they probably belong to the implicit criteria we attribute to the specific
idiosyncrasy of the reviewer.

Even though American commentator dimensions were not used in our content analysis
(see Method section), we present them in Table 1, for the sake of comparison.

Empirical Research Material

As empirical material for our research, we have chosen reviewer reports on articles sub-
mitted to a peer-reviewed journal on management sciences. RSDG, first published in 1978
and without interruption ever since, is neither dominantly quantitative nor dominantly
qualitative as it was meant by its cofounders, the world-renowned economist Frangois
Perroux and Henri Savall, to be ecumenical. Focusing our research on one journal alone
may appear restrictive. Our findings could therefore be considered as partial, but in our
opinion, the data collected on reviewers’ implicit criteria, as well as on the reviewers
themselves, indisputably form a solid basis on which to work.



(panu1juos)
SSaIppe ued Apnis Y} Jey)
187 d Lo1 d e d 09% 'd  QInje1dy| oy} ur BUNOR[ © 0} Funulod
g¢ d c9¢ d 681 d pL1d oo d S[BOS [oIeasar as102I1d
JX1U0D)
sure[qoid a[puey 0)
¢91 d e d UoIyM Ul SAem mau Suneurwn[|
AIO3Y) M3U JeIdUAT 0)
Jo wapqoud [eLeSeuew JoUnSIP
Lozd  9oIqeL cerd vL1°d oot -d B 9AJOS 0] SPUSUT [[OIL3SI Y I,
gc'd 9orqer ¢or-d/osd 891 'd 0%9 d 09t d $1doouoo jo osn astoald
juowdoreaap remdoouo)
A3ojopoyowt
78 d vL1d o9y d Q) UO PIIID SAOUIRJAI [BONLID)
QoY Yy
9 9Iqe L, AN UO PO SAOUAIVJAI [BONIID)
Q) yoreasal pue Aydeidorqiq
16c°d  9oqel ogd cregd 681 d vL1d o9 d U92M1q UONIAUL0I JIdI[dXH
MITAQI AINJBIANT]
gIz'd  99lqeL vig'd 1L1d  681°d sspd ASoopoyow Y} JO 9OUBAI[Y
S)[NSaI pue ‘poyjowr
gLz d ¢rgd Lo1'd 681 °d 0v9 d vLrd Lopd ‘A1091) UGIMIBQ ADUBISISUOD)
867 °'d 99IqeL co¢d/zizd ssaoo1d yoreasar oy jo 1031y
sy00foxd yoreasax
6Sy d 3uro3uo ur poppaquid 1oded
s1seq [en}daouod 1o [eO132I0Y ],
(00T suodoy (2000) (¥002) (S661) (v xsuuy (6661) (9002) (L661) (8661) (¥007)
‘9661) DASYJo jopuendN  jropuaddiry  yea  ‘6661)  °[EdS Aqeppng 0] oo eyden
1oprez  sisAeuy RILEN % IPprd-uspjoD

2 [[eARS JUSUOD)

3IN)BIANIT AY) 0) SUIPIOIIY YOIBISY dAneen() 10j eI Aend) Jo dqe], daneredwo)

I d1qeL

513



(panujuos)

s61 d

¢gzd  99IqeL 16d zicd

grzd  99IqeL osd ¢rgdygrd

9 919eL

96 d

Iv1d 917 d

zord

9 919eL

yer-d 0sd

L1 d

691 d

161 d
161 d

061 d

161 d

061 d

061 d

9¢9 d oLd

9¢9 °d

9¢9 d erd
9t d
¢9d

9¢9 d

¢d

9L1d
gL1d

gLrd

gLrd

GL1d

eIep proy pue sjuowdojorop
20112109y} UAIMI2q AFeur]
(Ay11qeooen) synsal
9y Jo ursLIo y) Jo uonedyLe[)
sisA[eue 10J
samnpadoid ay) Jo SJUN0IJE I8
sisA[euy
UOT)O[[0J BIep ) JO
pue Apnis 10J 1918w J03[qns
JO uoTOI[as Yy I0J pasn
BLIILIO QU) JO SJUNOIIL IBI[D)
Mmara Jo syutod Juarejyip
Sunuesaidar vyep Suimoys
SOLI0S
uewny Surjodwod £oAuo0d vleq
arnpadoad
BJep pIOJI 3Y) JO UONBIYLIR]D
EJep JO pury
9y pue UISLIO 9Y) JO UOTIBOYLIR[D
eleqg
JUSUN TUIUIOD
oynualos 10y Ayoedes s Joyny
pIey ayj ut
9rdoad oy 03 se [[om Se sIopeal
Y} 0] J9yjeW JeY) SANSSI FUIPOR],

gsy 'd
09t 'd

86y -d

09t 'd

091 d

suodoy  (200T) (¥002)
DSy Jo JiopuonaN Jjropuaddrry
SIsA[euy

licili(vg)

«(¥00T

‘9661)

eplez
2 [[eAS

(S661) (V xouuy (6661)

yed

‘6661)
oeag

(L661)
o0
% 2IPPIg-Uep[oD

(9002)
J[eas  Aqeppns

(8661)

997

(¥002)

yreyden

(panunuo))
13IqeL,

514



(panuijuod)

9 °lqeL £9¢ d 9.1 d SIWI] JO UOISSNISI(]
(1oneWr 300[qNs PIIM
drysuoneyaz oy ‘rernonaed ur)
[OIB3SaI o) U0 QOUANJUT IoY

191 d os d 1zd 161 d vrd  op9-d Gr1d IO SIY PauTWeXd JAYOIBaSAI Y[,
suoneordwi [euonerado
pUE SUONEPUAUWIIOIT
19¢'d  99[qeL ¢o¢ d 6d 9.1 d JO 9OUBAS[QI pUB UOIIBOYLIB]D)
S)[NSI Ay JO
9 9[qEL €9¢ d o61d ¢pd co1d 9.1 d SISA[RUE PUE UOISSNOSIP [2INII)
sSurpuy
sped  goquer 91 °d grd zird gL1'd 19y d o jo Sutueawr Ay Sunen[eaq
uorssnosIq
sjuedronred a3 03 JueAd[OX
65z d 161 'd 6d e d pue 9[qisudyaidwod sisA[euy
sjuedronred oy
ysed 161 d 6d gL1d Aq Apms ayy jo uoneneay
1z°d 9L1d SBIQ JUNOJSIP 0] S[0JIU0D)
sisayjodAy jo uoneneAs pue
z11d c1ed 161 d ge'd  ggo-d G/1'd 091 'd  juowdopoaep Jo eLIILID FUNUASAIJ
UOTJBOYLIOA
SISATeUR JUIUOD
sd ¢rgd 8¢9 d oy jo Arenb ot Sunorde
SISA[eue 119y} pue elep
ggd 061 d 9¢9 d 9L1°d gy d 3y} UGaMIOq UOTIDUNSIP IED])
(P00 srodoy (2002 (#002)  (S661) (V Xduuy (6661) (9002) (L661) (8661)  (¥002)
‘9661)  OASY Jo JopuenaN jjropuaddiry e ‘6661)  °rees  Aqeppng RS o017  ueyden
oprez  siskfeuy BILEN % 2IPpPIg-Usp[oD
2 [[eARS  JuayuUO))
(panunuo))

| CLAR

515



"UOT1)d3s UOISSNISI(J 99S "B

661 d

rpe d

ceed

L1¢d

9 91qeL

991qeL

€9¢ d

g1 d

¢gd

691 d

081 d
e d

181 d

oL1d

6L1d

081 d

z61d

161 d

61 d

9z d

6d

ygd

o9 d
v01 d

vpd

¢ed ov9d

9L1d (o9t d

09t -d

09t -d

96 d

GLrd oopd

gLrd

9L1d

09t d

uoISN[ou0d
Ay} JO 9OUBAQ[AI puUE AJLIB[D)
2IMONISOIORU UO UOTIBIUIIUOD)

91819338 X9 ], USQ0p JoyIne Ay} pue

‘a[qissod se as1ou09 se st soded oy,
SULIUISUAIAA0 ON
SIOpEBAI SIT
Sredrouewa 03 Apnys oy Jo Aoede)
[oIeasar aAneInuEnb
Sunen[eAd I0J SULIOU 9} JOPISUO))
9[4S 2ATORINY
Py ay) ut
I9yoIeasa1 oy jo uonedronied oy
soaoid jey) Aem e ur pajuasald eleq
UOT)BIURSAI
POIOPISUOD SINSST [BITYYT
SIOMIIARI A} 0} SUTUA)STT
Aqremgeu uadix
01 1duosnuewr oY) SUIMO[[Y
93pa[mouy] SLIDUAS JO UOTINGLIUOD)
SUOTSTOAP
[eo13ojopoyou Jernonted jo
soouanbasuod Ay} Jo ssouareme
QATIEONPR UE SUT)RI)SUOWI(]

(P00T
‘9661)
JopIeyZ

suodoy  (2007) (¥002)

DASY Jo yiopusnaN jpropuaddiry
SIsA[euy

2 [[BARS  JUIUOD)

(S661) (v xouuy (6661)

Jed

‘6661)
Jeas

(L661)
Y00
% 2IPPId-Usap[0D

(9002)
o[eds  Aqeppng

(8661)  (+002)
997 ueyden

(ponunuo))
[ dlqeL,

516



Savall et al. / The Emergence of Implicit Criteria 517

The Research Corpus

Qualitative research articles account for 48% of all articles submitted for publication to
the journal since its creation. The articles published so far address strategic management
(36%), financial theory and management (22%), human resource management (14%),
methodology and epistemology (10%), accounting theory and management (7%), market-
ing (5%), information systems management (5%), and industrial systems (1%).

Given the ecumenical nature of the journal, the editorial advisory board is made up of
56 reviewers so as to represent a wide variety of problematics, methodological options,
paradigms, epistemological preferences, and institutional membership. Every field of
specialization is represented by 2 to 10 members of the board. The corpus is made up of
reports written in French. Articles written in English and Spanish and reviewed by
English-speaking and Spanish-speaking reviewers since 2004 were not included in
the content analysis we carried out, which eliminates the bias connected to linguistic
interpretation.

From its inception, the reviewing policy of the journal editors has been to require at
least two double-blind reports for each submitted paper from members of the editorial
advisory board designated according to their specialization, with the essential objective
of providing genuine pedagogical contributions to scientific dialogue between authors
and reviewers. As Golden-Biddle and Locke (1997) aptly put it, “Engagement with the
manuscript seems to predispose reviewers to want to become involved with, and to
actively participate in, directing the revision of the work™ (p. 99). RSDG reviewers
provide a perfect illustration of this engagement, because they deem it their responsibi-
lity not only to assess the article but to make substantial comments, thus enriching the
authors’ contributions with a variety of standpoints. The editor’s constant preoccupation
is to avoid any distortion in reviewer reports, attributable to the fact that “qualitative con-
tributions run the risk of being evaluated by reviewers resorting to quantitative methodol-
ogy” (p. 74).

To make sure the reviewing process is efficiently carried out, a modification-control
procedure is initiated when the authors submit their revised article, according to a modus
operandi fairly similar to Organizational Research Methods proceedings. Each author is
requested to return the revised version of his or her article along with a chart displaying a
checklist of all remarks, comments, and suggestions by reviewers and a checklist of
amendments by the author with their precise location in the article. Conflicts or tensions
between reviewers inevitably arise. It behooves the editor to make the final decision and
notify the authors. This notification is usually aligned with the most demanding of the
reviewers. This explains why the average frequency of publication was 2.5 years over the
first 20 years.

The object of this research is twofold: to identify the acceptance or rejection criteria
applied to qualitative articles and to examine the specific nature of the implicit methodolo-
gical and epistemological criteria presiding over the reviewer’s final decision (Daft’s
intangible cues). The considerable time span covered by the journal was a decisive factor
in selecting the research material because it enabled the apprehension of any changes in
the criteria actually used by reviewers over the years.
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Method

Codification of Material

All the reports have the same structure: descriptive information followed by a freely
composed text exposing the reviewer’s appreciations without criteria explicitly defined a
priori. Every report includes the following descriptive information, which is codified to
permit ulterior analysis:

e the article’s proposed title, replaced by an article code;

e the names of the two reviewers, replaced by a reviewer code;

e the management domain in which the article was classified by the reviewers, according to a
preestablished list of 13;

e the reviewer’s recommendation for the article, according to a four-position scale: admitted as
is, minor modification, major modification, or rejected; and

e the final decision of the journal’s editor, following examination of recommendations sub-
mitted by the two reviewers,! on the same scale as above.

Reports do not include confidential appreciations that would be exclusively addressed to
the editor.

The content of each reviewer report is made up of sentences composed by the reviewer
in response to an open indication: “Detailed comments are indispensable. Please adopt,
whenever possible, a formulation that will make it possible to transmit comments to
the author (reviewer is anonymous) without requiring ‘translation’ by the editor of the
Journal.”

Content Analysis Method of Reports

A sequential model, depicted in Figure 1, starting with specific reviewer reports and
working toward a generic model, was used.

Content Analysis of Reviewer Reports

Content analysis requires reliable techniques (Krippendorff, 2004). We endeavored to
ensure such reliability through the following protocol, the essential stages of which are
summarized below.

Reviewer reports were analyzed by a team of researchers directed by the first two
authors of this article, responsible for the conception and supervision of content analysis.
The two coders have several years of content analysis experience, and both carried out
concomitantly the content analysis of the same 30-report subgroup during the exploratory
phase. The start of the analysis included selecting the significant quotes maintained in the
specific wording of each reviewer that express, more or less explicitly, a positive or nega-
tive critical appreciation of the article. Each of the two coders thus entered all the
sentences that he or she judged relevant, each sentence being coded with reference to three
elements: number of the article, number of the reviewer, and number of sentence order
inside the report.
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Figure 1

The Sequential Process of the Content Analysis

519

Archival research for the 474 reviewer reports on qualitative
articles

1%t Stage
Explication of criticalpoints

Selection of significant quotes in a sample of 30 reports ‘

v
Formulation of 1% version of nomenclature of 15 critical
points structured into a tree of themes / subthemes

v

Selection of significant quotes in 444 reports ‘
v

Entered into the APEC software program |
v

Edition of quotes classified by critical point |

v

2" Stage
Formulation of generic ideas and
classification among the critical points

Formulation of key ideas (see Table 2) |

Elaboration of the final nomenclature of 19 critical points
structured into a tree of themes/subthemes/sub-subthemes
(see Table 3)

v

Formulation of idées-forces (pivotal ideas) by grouping key
ideas (see Table 7)

v

Test (mirror effect) with 2 reviewers and 14 reports

v

Calculation of the frequencies of key ideas and idées-forces
(pivotal ideas) by APEC software (see Table 4)
v

Edition by APEC software of the final tree: 19 themes
(critical points), subthemes(idées-forces+frequency), and

sub-subthemes (key ideas + frequency)

31d Stage
Explication of the 10 implicit quality
criteria that emerge from reviewer reports

Formulation of implicit criteria (bottom-up) |
v

Grouping implicit criteria into 10 generic criteria (see Table 5)|

4th Stage Development of the matrix of 190 pairs (critical points and
Analysis of evaluation practices among quality criteria) (see Table 6)
feviewers Mapping out the 51 pairs implicitly used by reviewers
(see Table 6)
v
Study of the dispersion among reviewers and stability of
criteria over 28 years!
v
sthg tage Comparison of critical points and quality criteria

Discussion and comparison with the
explicit criteria in relevent U.S. literature

Time
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Example: 69804, “You should have taken advantage of comparisons between typical case
study methods and narrative research methods,” a: 698, r: 034.

This sentence concerns article number 698 submitted to the journal; it is an exact quote
from the report written by reviewer number 034 and represents the fourth sentence (04) of
significant appreciation selected from the body of the reviewer’s report.

The first author compared the work of the two coders and selected quotes from the first
30 test reports, based on those proposed by the two coders. In most cases, the number of
quotes selected from each report represented the addition of the two coders’ proposals.
Thus, the number of significant quotes from reviewer reports corresponded with an aver-
age five key ideas per report.?

A meeting with the researchers made it possible to formulate precise coding instructions
for the ongoing work. Suddaby (2006) aptly advocates the necessity of a clear articula-
tion of the “process of data analysis, including coding techniques and category creation”
(p- 636). After reading the significant quotes from the first 30 test reports, the researcher
supervising content analysis selected 15 keywords representing the critical points extracted
through content analysis from the reports on evaluated articles. These 15 keywords made
up the first version of the nomenclature of critical points.

Instructions provided to coders thus became more precise than they were during the
exploratory phase: The selection of significant quotes should, henceforth, be made in
reference to the 15 keywords of the previously identified critical points, or eventually by
identifying significant ideas not using these keywords but that contribute to completing
the first nomenclature of 15 critical points, structured into a tree of themes and subthemes.

The two computer specialists in the research team, who have for many years maintained
an expert-system software application for performing dysfunction diagnostics in organiza-
tions (Buono & Savall, 2007; Savall, Zardet, & Harbi, 2004), completed the first applica-
tion of the analysis program ‘“Academic Publication Evaluation Criteria” (APEC), a
provisional tree that corresponded with the initial 15 critical points. Table 3 presents the
final version, which includes 19 critical points, after analysis of the entire corpus of 474
reports.

The 444 remaining reports were then divided among the coders who selected the signif-
icant quotes from the appreciations and entered them into the APEC program. This
enabled editing all quotes of quality expressed by reviewers in their spontaneous, specific
wording and classifying them into themes and subthemes according to the nomenclature
of critical points. Through verification of the classification of significant quotes within the
critical-point nomenclature, some final corrections were made.

Quotation excerpts from reports, corresponding to 235 article projects employing a qua-
litative methodology, were thus coded, entered, and classified according to the provisional
tree of themes and subthemes. The entire corpus of material was then classified according
to the critical points, without interpreting, at this stage, the meaning of quotations.

The following stage included formulating (generic) key ideas of appreciations of the
quality of the submitted articles. The coders were asked to propose a first expression of
these (generic) key ideas, based on a study of the meaning of each significant quote. This
entailed, on the basis of highly contextualized knowledge, the formulation of generic ideas
that could be reused in other contexts, such as other articles, other reviewers, perhaps even
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Table 2
Example of the Creation of a (Generic) Key Idea
Theme Methodology (see Table 4)
Subtheme Methodological choices (see Table 3)
(Generic) key idea Unclear explication of methodology and methodological choices (see Table 6,
cell C6)
Quote 1, a: 106, r: 005  “The practical details of the research carried out are not precisely articulated.”

Quote 2, a: 116, 1: 006 ~ “The problematics is not clarified, i.e., the objective pursued and the method
employed are not explicitly stated.”
Quote 3, a: 149, 1: 006  “No information regarding the research method is provided.”
Quote 4, a: 427, 1: 009  “Specify the nature of your methodological choices.”
Quote 5, a: 550, 1: 031  “Very little information is provided on the methodological aspects of the research.”
Quote 6, a: 552, 1: 029  “The methodology and findings of the prior research upon which this article
is based are not properly accounted for.”
Quote 7, a: 698, 1: 034  “You should have taken advantage of comparisons between typical case
study methods and narrative research methods.”

other journals. The key ideas were created and entered into the APEC program, inserted
between the critical-point tree and the significant quotes initially expressed by each
reviewer. For example, seven significant quotes from seven reports on different articles
(106, 116, 149, 427, 550, 552, and 698), written by six different reviewers (005, 006, 006,
009, 031, 029, and 034), were classified under the same (generic) key idea, “unclear expli-
cation of methodology and methodological choices™ (see Table 2).

Three types of significant quotes appear in appreciations of one critical point and one
quality criterion:

e A positive appreciation, for example, ‘“The article deals with an important topic.”

e A negative appreciation, for example, ‘“The thesis presented is not original.”

e A recommendation, which we usually equate with an implicitly negative appreciation, for
example, “Define the problematics more precisely.”

For a given theme, subtheme, and quality criterion, positive key ideas (e.g., relevant pro-
blematics) and negative key ideas (e.g., problematics devoid of interest) were formulated.

At the end of this content interpretation and analysis operation on significant quotes, the
“translation” of all significant quotes into key ideas was verified and corrections were pro-
posed to coders. This eliminated redundancy and resulted in more precise and better-adapted
keywords that would facilitate reading by coders and analysts. This work of controlling qual-
ity, coherency, and homogeneousness of analysis was carried out four times over the course
of the period of reviewer-report content analysis, which lasted 4 months.

A test was carried out with the participation of two reviewers who represented 14 dif-
ferent article reviews produced over the 28-year period. The test compared the classifica-
tion of significant quotes extracted from the reviewers’ reports by coders, using the
software program (critical points and generic key ideas), with what the reviewers had
originally written in their reviews.

Idées-forces (pivotal ideas) were then formulated, based on all key ideas, each idée-
force being devised to synthesize all key ideas of a given family (see Table 7).



522 Organizational Research Methods

Finally, a qualimetric approach, which is a hybrid between qualitative and quantitative
approaches (Savall & Zardet, 2004), enabled calculating the frequency of key ideas and
idées-forces (pivotal ideas). It is possible to measure the frequency of expressions at each
level of the tree: themes, subthemes, sub-subthemes; calculating the frequency of idées-
forces; and key ideas made it possible to identify the most frequent appreciations.

Fundamental Principles of Content Analysis and Their Application in Evaluating the
Quality of our Analysis

To evaluate the rigor of our method and benchmark our respective criteria, we used the
norms recommended by Krippendorff (2004) and Neuendorf (2002). These recognized
authors in content analysis emphasize the fact that the content analysis process includes
the contribution that content analysts make in selecting what counts as content (Krippen-
dorff, 2004; Neuendorf, 2002); thus, there is no right way to define a construct, and every
researcher is “‘the boss™ (Neuendorf, 2002, p. 50).

The robustness of content analysis depends on two major quality criteria: the reliability
of the techniques used and the validity of the results. With reference to the content analysis
we practice, we think we have established protocols that ensure the reliability of the analy-
sis (Krippendorff, 2004). Stability over time is monitored by the computer system that
memorizes the nomenclature of themes, subthemes, and key ideas, permitting future
researchers to use the same nomenclature, thus reducing the subjectivity of each analyst.
Careful attention was devoted to the reproducibility of the process by means of a precise
protocol for coding, classifying, and formulating key ideas. The protocol was defined, writ-
ten out step by step, and transmitted to different researchers, each one with several years of
experience in the domain. They worked as a team under the responsibility of one of the
authors of this article who supervised the entire content analysis phase, then the interpreta-
tion of the findings. As for the database, it was established and has been operated since
1978 by the person in charge of the journal’s copy desk, thus totally independent from us.

The validity of our findings perhaps calls for more precise comments (Krippendortf,
2004). Facial validity and social validity seem satisfactory to us, from our viewpoint, in
light of the results obtained and the evolution of evaluation practices they have incited.
With regard to empirical validity, it would probably prove worthwhile to pursue our inves-
tigations by collecting new data from reviewers, after presenting them, in “mirror effect,”
with the results derived from their own reports. These research tracks are developed below.

Types of Results Derived From Content Analysis

The software program APEC enabled us to draw up a nomenclature of critical points
and quality criteria actually used by reviewers and a detailed list of all (generic) key ideas
and associated quotes. It contributed to highlighting convergent key ideas common to
several reports and key ideas specific to a given report, to test hypotheses of criteria con-
vergence or dispersion. Various sorting methods (by article, review, or management
domain) made it possible to test dispersion among reviewers for a given article, to check
the stability of evolution of criteria over a long period, and to check discriminating criteria
in a given domain. But this goes beyond the scope of our objective, which is to elucidate
the implicit quality criteria in use relative to qualitative management research.
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Findings

The Implicit Criteria That Emerge

Content analysis brought to light two essential dimensions: the critical points (which
designate the content areas of an article) and the actual quality criteria. Study of the mean-
ing of sentences contained in the reports enabled us to pinpoint the critical points on which
reviewers spontaneously express appreciations, positive or negative. Then, by studying the
nature of reviewers’ appreciations, we progressively identified the real quality criteria. For
example, with regard to the problematics of an article (critical point), appreciations emer-
ged relevant to its originality, its relevance, its explications, its justification, and its delimi-
tation. These five quality criteria can, in turn, be broken down by the positive or negative
appreciations, expressed in the form of (generic) key ideas.

Theoretically, one could consider, through logico-deductive reasoning, that each critical
point can be evaluated in terms of each quality criterion identified, according to a double-
entry table where all cells could be filled by a reviewer. In reality, the criteria actually
used by reviewers are fewer than the entire group of all possible criteria. This is due to the
fact that reviewers, not having a normative evaluation grid with a list of criteria and scale
of appreciations, spontaneously stress the criteria that appear essential to them. We
present below the critical points identified and then the quality criteria actually used by
reviewers.

The Critical Points for Evaluation of Qualitative Articles

Nineteen critical points emerged from the analysis of the entire corpus of reports. They
are presented in Table 3.

Of course, in a given report, the reviewer expresses himself or herself referring to only
part of these 19 critical points and never makes a systematic evaluation of all points. The
critical points about which reviewers most often express themselves are 7 in number out
of the possible 19 points: problematics and research issue (A), methodological choices
(O), state of the art and bibliographical analysis (H), theoretical and conceptual analysis,
mobilized concepts and theories (I), positioning with respect to the research question in
academia (M), generic knowledge elicited (N), and field materials (J).

The expression of reviewers, all articles and all periods combined, is distributed in
roughly balanced fashion among the different families of critical points (see Table 4).
Note that the critical points were then structured into seven families of critical points
through a bottom-up content analysis process: problematics and hypotheses (A+B), meth-
odology (C+D+E+F), bibliographical references and state of the art (G+H), theoretical
and conceptual analysis (I), field work and method of exploitation (J+K), findings
(L+M+N+O+P), and rationale and conclusions (Q+R+S).

Identification and Definition of Quality Criteria for Qualitative Research

In studying the nature of reviewers’ critiques for each report, we first classified their cri-
tiques into one of the 19 critical points and then identified a (generic) quality criterion.
Through incremental procedure, and after much trial and error, 10 actual quality criteria
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Table 3
The 19 Critical Points for Evaluation of Articles Submitted to
Sciences de Gestion—Management Sciences—Ciencias de Gestion (RSDG)

A problematics and research issue
B research hypothesis(es)
C methodological choices
D epistemological choices
E underlying ideologies
F methodological process
G bibliographical materials and references
H state of the art and bibliographical analysis
1 theoretical and conceptual analysis, mobilized concepts and theories
J research field materials
K field investigation method, exploitation of materials and data
L interpretation
M positioning with respect to the research question in academia
N generic knowledge elicited
o recommendations and operational implications
P discussion, critical analysis of findings, and exposition of limits
Q communication capacity (of the article)
R guiding thread, line of reasoning, outline
S conclusion and loop back to title
Table 4
Distribution of Reviewer Comments Among
the Seven Families of Critical Points
Total 100.0%
Problematics and hypotheses 16.6%
Methodology 9.3%
Bibliographical references and state of the art 17.0%
Theoretical and conceptual analysis 6.4%
Fieldwork and method of exploitation 17.2%
Findings 20.4%
Rationale and conclusion 13.1%

emerged, either through identification of a keyword employed by the reviewer that we had
established as a criterion or through proximity of meaning. We present below the semantic
proximity and classification we implemented.

Example: The significant quote from report number 211, “Subject of current interest, origi-
nal approach,” was processed as follows:

e Classified in critical point A problematics and research issue,
e Linked to two quality criteria: relevance (‘“‘current interest””) and originality (‘“‘original
approach”).
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Table 5
The 10 (Generic) Quality Criteria

Rigor

Formulation

Coherency

Originality

Relevance

Explication

Positioning

Contribution

Rationale

Delimitation

This scientific quality criterion applies to the degree of semantic precision, the
meticulous conduct of the methodological process, and the in-depth treatment of
the theoretical concepts mobilized. Through proximity of meaning, we associated
superfluous theoretical detours, digressions, and useless rhetoric.

Rigor as applied to the form, to the writing, and to the choice of words with incidence
on the clarity and readability of the publication.

This criterion refers to the articulation between several critical points in the article. Thus,
explication of the connections between the research issue, the methodology chosen,
and the results obtained makes up a criterion of coherency. In the literature analysis,
superficial recourse to concepts poorly integrated into the demonstration is another
criterion of coherency. Through semantic proximity, we associated the critiques
expressed in terms of dispersion or heteroclicity, as well as tautological reasoning.

This criterion refers to innovation on the part of the researcher in terms of
problematics, literature analysis, and fields chosen; in contrast to practices
of replication and standardized research.

Reviewers evaluate here whether the chosen problematics are relevant, either in terms
of their current interest or in terms of their usefulness for research or business
practices, or whether the scope of results is promising. Relevance also applies to the
methodological options, the problematics and concepts chosen, and the methods
of investigation chosen.

Numerous criticisms address insufficient explication on the part of the author, lack
of traceability in his or her research, and whether this pertains to the problematics,
the hypotheses, the methodological options, the concepts, or the operational or
managerial recommendations.

Reviewers expect an article to adopt a position with regard to the relevant
environment, the economic and social context, the existing literature, or empirical and
fieldwork data. We classified here through proximity the criteria of anchorage and
contextualization of the research.

Is the publication, with regard to one or two critical points, a contribution and
value-added for the academic community? Or, is the article’s contribution, in terms of
contributed knowledge or synthetic value-added of the literature, significant?

Reviewers are interested here in the justification of the findings presented by the
outline and structure of the article, the demonstrative reasoning used, and the
argumentation chosen. The conclusion is essentially a loop back to the title; it also
pertains to this criterion.

Reviewers are concerned here with evaluating whether the problematics, the object,
and the theoretical framework are sufficiently circumscribed, delimited, and focused;
whether the researcher’s openness is sufficient or excessive; and whether the
criteria of completeness, density, and concision of the article are satisfactory.

The 10 quality criteria that emerged from this iterative, bottom-up, content analysis pro-
cess are of equivalent value, in terms of the overall objective of quality in qualitative
research. These criteria are therefore given in random order in Table 5.

Quality Criteria Actually Used by Reviewers

The 19 critical points and 10 quality criteria potentially represent 190 pairs of “quality
criterion per critical point,” through systemic crossing on a double-entry table of 19 lines
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of critical points and 10 columns of quality criteria. However, in practice, the study of the
corpus of reports shows that only a subset of 51 critical points of quality criteria were
selectively used, consciously or not, by the reviewers of the articles submitted to the jour-
nal, in the form of positive or negative remarks. Table 6 shows the synthetic results of
quality criteria employed, in reality, by reviewers.

At the intersection of a line and a column, one or several appreciations appear, usually
in the form of pivotal ideas (see section “Content Analysis of Reviewer Reports™), mostly
negative or subject to qualification. Table 7 was elaborated through bottom-up inductive
analysis leading to the identification of several key ideas whose combination brings to
light an idée-force. The latter features at the intersection of one critical point and one qual-
ity criterion.

The quality criteria most frequently used are, in the following order (see Table 6), rele-
vance (used in 393 reports out of 474), explication (314), contribution (287), positioning
(108), delimitation (107), rigor (104), originality (76), formulation (66), rationale (61),
and coherency (43). The first three criteria (relevance, explication, contribution) are used
in a high proportion of reports: 393, 314, and 287, respectively, out of a total of 474. Con-
versely, certain critical point/quality criterion pairs are only used in two or three reports
(see Table 6).

These results show that reviewers endeavor to evaluate, on one hand, the internal validity
of the research (explication—delimitation—rigor—formulation—rationale—coherency)
and, on the other hand, its external validity with regard to the academic community and,
perhaps as well, toward management practitioners (relevance—contribution—positioning—
originality). Concerning the criterion of explication for validity, for example, reviewers emit
critiques on the lack of explication touching 12 critical points (cf. Table 6): problematics,
unformulated implicit hypotheses, insufficient explication of the methodological choices,
the epistemological choices, the author’s underlying ideologies, the concepts mobilized,
relationships between the theories and the authors on the studied theme, the research terrains
used, the concrete method applied to fieldwork material, the author’s contribution with
respect to existing work, the managerial implications of the research, and the limits of the
research and of the reasoning.

We analyzed the four categories of reports—as is (W), minor modification (X), major
modification (Y), and rejected (Z), hereafter designated as W, X, Y, and Z—to compare
the frequency of each pair (critical point/quality criterion) and to highlight significant
differences. The examination of frequencies for each category showed some results that
were foreseeable. Thus, half of the appreciations (25 cells out of 51) were consistent and
mainly concerned relevance, explication, formulation, contribution, and rigor, because
their frequency increases from category W through category Z when the appreciation is
negative, and decreases in the opposite case.

Examination also showed surprising results. The same frequency of appreciations for
all categories (W, X, Y, and Z) revealed a lack of sensitivity on the part of reviewers to
those criteria when frequency was very low (one report per category). When frequency
was higher and identical for all four categories, the results revealed neutrality with regard
to the decision proposed by the reviewer. Thus, those criteria had no incidence on the
decision proposed by the reviewer. This last case concerns the criteria unclear explication
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Table 7
Example of Idée-Force (Pivotal Idea) Formulation
Through Grouping Together Key Ideas

Five key ideas emerged from the analysis of significant quotes:

1. Explicitly state the source of the problematics and their mode of emergence.

2. Justify that the studied problematics are situated within the field of management sciences.

3. Expose the upstream problematics.

4. Situate with regard to important recent developments in the discipline and to empirical work by other
authors (or point out their verified absence).

5. The stakes are unclear with regard to the nature of the article (Research? Pedagogy? Report on an
intervention in an enterprise?).

They are then encapsulated within an idée-force, ““origin of the problematics and positioning insufficiently

justified,” mentioned in cell A7 of Table 6.

of methodology, rigorous conduct of methodological process, and hypertrophic state of
the art.

Other results are even more surprising or atypical, such as more frequent negative
appreciations for “as is” articles than for “rejected” ones or, on the contrary, more fre-
quent positive appreciations for “rejected” and “major modification™ articles than for “as
is” or “minor modification” articles (e.g., low value-added and implication of results;
absence or lack of fieldwork; missing bibliographical references; origin of the proble-
matics insufficiently justified; lack of methodological contribution; incomplete literature
survey; insufficient positioning with respect to literature; rigorous, relevant treatment in
the theoretical reflection; interesting problematics; relevant choice of terrains; significant

value-added of theoretical and conceptual approach; high synthetic value-added).

Convergence and Specificity of Quality Criteria Made
Evident by the Literature

In light of the state of the art presented at the beginning of this article and of the results
obtained through content analysis of the reviewer reports, it is interesting to ask whether
our study sheds new light and converges with the authors chosen to represent the literature
on qualitative research methodologies. For the analysis that follows, we are obliged to
pose two hypotheses: on one hand, that all critical points and all quality criteria are
equally important and, on the other hand, that most readers are familiar with the literature
we have chosen to study. Thus, the sum of all criteria is presumed to be an implicit model
in the mind of the reviewer.

Results Converging With the Literature

We reexamined the quality criteria identified in the literature in light of our findings. In
particular, we measured the number of critical points per quality criteria mobilized in the
literature to determine if they were superior, inferior, or equivalent to our own findings.
We furthermore determined the proportion of converging and diverging results in the
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literature with our own findings. Then, we attempted to appreciate each criterion’s degree
of “density” (i.e., the proportion of each criterion in the entire group of all critical points).
This enabled us to identify the critical points and quality criteria most often mobilized by
RSDG reviewers or, on the contrary, by the authors studied in the literature. Convergences
apply to approximately one third of the results (18 common points out of 51).

This reveals that the common criteria most often mobilized on the same critical points
are, in the following order:

the explication (6 common points): of key concepts (Gephart, 2004), of research goals
(Gephart, 2004; Lee, 1998), of the outcomes and their implications (Gephart, 2004; Lee,
1998), of their recommendations and implications related to issues in management (Golden-
Biddle & Locke, 1997), of the researcher’s operational method in the field (Gephart, 2004;
Golden-Biddle & Locke, 1997; Lee, 1998), and of empirical and fieldwork material (Locke
& Golden-Biddle, 2002; Seale, 1999);

the relevance (2 common points) applied to the problematics (Golden-Biddle & Locke, 1997)
recommending tackling research issues and problematics of interest to both universities and
practitioners, to methodological choices (Daft, 1995; Gephart, 2004; Seale, 1999), to the bib-
liographical choices in reference to the studied subject (Daft, 1995; Gephart, 2004; Seale,
1999), and to the findings and conclusions presented (Seale, 1999);

the rationale (2 common points) concerning the storyline and demonstration logic and the line
of reasoning that should be clear for the reader (Daft, 1995; Gephart, 2004; Golden-Biddle &
Locke, 1997);

finally, five criteria with one single common point among the studied authors: the delimita-
tion and completeness of the bibliographical references (Lee, 1998), the contributions and
value-added of the theoretical and conceptual analysis (Gephart, 2004; Locke & Golden-
Biddle, 2002), the originality of the problematics, which could entail solving a distinct
managerial problem identified or bringing insights to new ways of approaching problems or
generating new theory (Gephart, 2004; Golden-Biddle & Locke, 1997; Lee, 1998), the
coherency of the researcher’s positioning and scientific commitment (Seale, 1999), and the
rigor of the theoretical and conceptual analysis, in particular the definition and explication
of key concepts (Gephart, 2004; Rynes, 2004).

Quality Criteria Proposed by the Literature but not Identified in our Report Analyses

Nine criteria proposed by the literature are never found in our content analysis of
reports.

1.
2.

SNk w

Inscribe one’s research in a long-term program (Daft, 1995).

Show that one is conscious of the consequences of one’s methodological choices
(Gephart, 2004; Seale, 1999).

Allow one’s manuscript to ripen naturally (Daft, 1995).

Listen to one’s reviewers (Daft, 1995; Golden-Biddle & Locke, 1997).

Take into account the ethical questions (Lee, 1998; Seale, 1999).

Introduce data that attest to the researcher’s presence in the field (Gephart, 2004;
Golden-Biddle & Locke, 1997; Lee, 1998).

Do not allow the description of the methodology to become overly important (Gephart,
2004; Lee, 1998).
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8. Develop an analysis that is comprehensible and significant for the participants of the
study (Golden-Biddle & Locke, 1997; Seale, 1999).
9. Obtain validation of the study from the participants (Lee, 1998; Seale, 1999).

The authors of this article, as teacher-researchers and, as such, directors of research and
participants in the reviewing process of articles submitted to European and American jour-
nals other than RSDG, consider that these criteria, with the exception of point 7, are entirely
relevant as shown in Table 1. They use them on a regular basis in their evaluation work
(Savall & Zardet, 2004). Concerning point 7, our experience has shown that the most fre-
quently encountered problem is insufficient, and not excessive, methodological explication,
taking into account that we are equally demanding in terms of the relevance of the findings.

Thus, we recognize the influence that may have exerted the explicit or implicit model har-
bored by the researchers who constructed the model of content analysis used in this article.
Certain critical points (such as underlying ideologies and guiding thread, line of reasoning,
outline) were included in the content analysis nomenclature even though they were rarely
used by reviewers. Nevertheless, this content analysis method enables us to avoid a great deal
of bias in report analysis, by adopting a bottom-up, iterative process. If it is true that certain
outcomes of the corpus analysis surprised us, with regard to certain points for which we
anticipated finding more critical appreciations, then again comparison with the studied litera-
ture brought to light that we share numerous criteria present in the literature, for we use them
in our practice of article review for European and American journals. The quality criteria
most often mobilized in the literature are relevance (7 critical points out of 19), explication
(6/19), rigor (6/19), delimitation (5/19), and formulation (5/19).

In addition to these common points, the criteria that were more stressed by the literature
than those revealed by our study are rigor (6 additional critical points), formulation, deli-
mitation (4 additional critical points), and contribution and implications of the research
(3 additional critical points). The greater importance lent to those criteria is perhaps attri-
butable to the more normative character of the articles and monographs we chose to study
in the literature. Indeed, those publications are more useful as recommendations for
authors in qualitative research and their goal does not seem to be the study of actual eva-
luation practices of reviewers.

Criteria Used by Reviewers and Rarely Highlighted by the Literature

Our analyses detected six criteria used by the reviewers that were not highlighted in the
literature. They are ideologies of the article’s author, methodological process followed,
quality of bibliographical analysis, interpretation made by author, author adopting a posi-
tion concerning the state of the issue, and generic knowledge elicited. However, with
regard to the critical point N generic knowledge elicited (see Table 6), which is a contribu-
tion and value-added, one could question whether they are assimilated to the notion of
“reproducible results” proposed by the studied literature. The quality criterion explication
is applied to six more critical points in our study of reviewer reports than in the literature;
the criterion contributions to five additional criteria; the criteria relevance, coherency,
positioning, and delimitation to three additional critical points. Reviewers of RSDG attrib-
uted more importance to those criteria.
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Discussion

Critical Analysis of the Findings

A significant result is the dispersion of reviewers concerning the criteria and the critical
points mobilized. In the entire corpus of 474 reports, emanating from 56 different
reviewers over a long period, very few points of convergence are to be found among the
reviewers, and even fewer points of strong convergence for the same reviewer over time.

Several explanations are possible. On one hand, reviewers had no stabilized evaluation
grid in their minds, explicit or implicit, when they evaluated an article and thus followed
their reflex of focusing attention and expression on the critical points and quality criteria
that were particularly striking, either for their high quality or, on the contrary, their weak-
nesses. First, reviewers, over the course of their cognitive progression, endeavored to
selectively identify, on one hand, the article’s strong points and, on the other hand, its
principal weak points. Our critical analysis also shows that rather than using all the critical
points and all the quality criteria, reviewers focus on certain critical points and certain
quality criteria when highlighting the positive or negative points of the articles they
reviewed. Table 6 displays the 51 cells most often used by reviewers out of the 190 possi-
bilities. Moreover, if one examines the 51 cells in closer detail, in terms of frequency, one
cannot help but notice that 22 are sparsely used (in only 2 or 3 reports), which brings to
question the degree of interest of reviewers for those criteria. Furthermore, instability
of criteria used over time by the same reviewer can be interpreted either as instability
resulting from an implicit evaluation grid or as the evolution of the criteria considered
important in the eyes of the reviewer, with regard to his or her personal evolution and pro-
fessional experience, a learning-curve effect. Thus, among reviewers with the most
experience, 28 years of reviewing articles for the studied journal (RSDG), the following
evolution appeared:

e more internal validity criteria: coherency, explication, literature review, and so on at the
beginning of their career (1978-1987);

e more external validity criteria in the third decade, 1998-2005: relevance, value-added, posi-
tioning, and so on.

This evolution could correspond with an evolution in the conception of management
research on the part of professors in the second part of their careers, and/or to the maturity
of the discipline of management in the history of social sciences.

To better understand the implications, evaluate the robustness, and appreciate the phe-
nomenon of quality criteria emerging over time, we conducted a comparative study of
reviewer reports over the course of three consecutive periods, deriving the idées-forces for
the periods 1978-1987, 1988-1997, and 1998-2005. The most striking outcome is that 44
idées-forces out of the total 51 were common to the combined three periods, that is, they
appeared in the first period 1978-1987 and were maintained over the course of the two
following periods. In contrast, three specific idées-forces disappeared in the following two
periods. They concerned two positive idées-forces—well-adapted method and relevant
analysis of results—and one negative idée-force—lack of semantic precision. However,
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they represented less than 5% of reviewer expression over the period 1978-1987. Simi-
larly, in the second period, 1988-1997, two new positive idées-forces appeared and
disappeared in the third period: rigorous conduct of the methodology and relevant bib-
liographical references. They appeared in less than 5% of the reports. In the third period,
no new idées-forces appeared.

One can conclude that certain hardcore criteria exist, which we referred to above as
“critical points/quality criteria pairs,” used by the entire group of reviewers over a long
period of time and despite the growing number of reviewers: 20 reviewers from 1978 to
1987, plus 17 new reviewers from 1988 to 1997, plus 19 new reviewers from 1998 to
2005. This illustrates the principle of generic contingency (Savall, 2003; Savall & Zardet,
1996), where contingency factors (numbers of reviewers, a given historical period, the
evolution of the number of reviewers per domain, etc.) did not prevent the creation of
quality criteria generic hardcore for qualitative research.

With regard to the proportion of key ideas per critical points during the three periods,
one also remarks that the critical points maintained their importance, with only minor fluc-
tuations. The volume of key ideas and number of criteria used by the reviewers remained
stable over the course of the three periods concerning the critical points: problematics,
bibliographical references and state of the art, theoretical analysis, field material, and
methods of exploiting field. It increased concerning the critical points research methodol-
ogy and findings. The critical point R guiding thread, line of reasoning, outline was the
only one whose frequency decreased. It went from 15% to 9%, whereas critical point P
findings and limits went from 13% to 16%, and critical point C methodological choices
went from 4% in the first period to 10% in the second and third periods. According to us
(see first page of Discussion section), the marked increase in references to critical point C
testifies to the greater and greater attention paid by RSDG reviewers to the proper articula-
tion of methodology as a quality criterion of articles.

Our study revealed another interesting aspect of reviewer practices. Fewer evaluation
criteria were employed to recommend articles for admission “as is” and for ‘“‘rejection.”
Reviewers mobilized substantially more criteria to justify decisions for ‘“minor modifica-
tion” and “major modification.”

Limits of the Findings

This study is based on a large volume of homogeneous material, for the format of
reports and the instructions given to reviewers have remained stable over the entire period
studied, from 1978 to 2005. Full-text archival preservation and inscription in a chronologi-
cal logbook of all articles received, all designated reviewer reports, their recommendation,
and the editor’s final decision have provided optimal methodological conditions for ensur-
ing the homogeneousness of the data being processed.

The first major limit of this research probably stems from the fact that work was
focused on one single journal, with specific objectives with respect to other European and
American journals. It is a multidisciplinary journal in management sciences, welcoming
articles from all other subdisciplines in management (strategy, finance, human resources,
accounting, marketing, etc.), in addition to articles specialized in epistemology and on
qualitative and quantitative methodology. Although the number of reviewers had regularly
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increased over the long period, attaining today 56 reviewers for articles employing quali-
tative methodologies, all of whom are solicited at least once a year, it would be interesting
to conduct a comparative study of other journals. Another more realistic and modest
approach could be to conduct interviews of reviewers of RSDG to evaluate whether their
assessment practices differ when they consider articles for other academic journals.
Indeed, RSDG is recognized for its high quality standards. It should be kept in mind that
only 8% of articles are admitted as is; major modifications are required for 56%; minor
modification for 26%; and 10% are rejected. Thus, the limit to one single journal could, it
would seem to us, be surmounted through further research.

The second limit concerns the form of the empirical material analyzed. Indeed, the
material is made up entirely of documents written by reviewers without explicit a priori
criteria and is thus selective with respect to the multitude of ideas that reviewers have in
mind when they evaluate an article. The free-text part of the report, from one to two pages
long, should be considered a synthesis, and thus a selection of priority points in the eyes
of the reviewer. Hence, these texts contain a portion of non-dit (unvoiced comments). This
term refers to appreciations that are not stated or not made explicit by reviewers, either for
lack of time or for reasons related to the dissemination of written reports that might have
led them to silence or attenuate certain criticisms. This interpretation is supported by the
relatively low average number of five appreciations per report that are significantly differ-
ent in nature.

The third limit could stem from the provenance of reviewers. These are essentially
European reviewers, marked by a tradition of qualitative research that is probably bet-
ter established and more widespread than in the United States. Furthermore, North
American influence on management research in Europe introduced quality criteria in
European reviewer reports that are probably not found among North American
reviewers. For example, with regard to the critical points relevance and delimitation of
bibliographical references, the following comments appear: (a) ‘“lack of reference to
French-speaking authors,” (b) “lack of reference to English-speaking authors,” and
(c) “excessive English-speaking references.”

This contingent character stems from the provenance of the reviewers. However, an
in-depth examination of the detailed results of the content analysis permits us to confirm
that the presence of contextualized key ideas does not exceed 1.5%. The reproducibility
outside of Europe of the results obtained inside the European context would merit a com-
parative study with American or Asian reviewers. In the meantime, we may point out that
since the inception of our content analysis, the authors of this article have organized in
Lyon, France (Savall, Bonnet, & Péron, 2004; Savall, Bonnet, Zardet, & Péron, 2007),
four international conferences bringing together more than 900 contributions in partner-
ship with the Academy of Management (Research Methods Division, 2004 and 2007,
Social Issues in Management Division, 2005, and Organizational Development and
Change Division, 2006). The relevance of the interpretation grid of the 19 critical points
and the 10 quality criteria can thus be considered as confirmed.

The fourth limit of our findings is inherent to bias introduced by the method of content
analysis used. Content analysis is sometimes disturbed by semantic ambiguity in the terms
employed by the reviewers. For example, the word field takes on various significations,
often implicit, among the different reviewers. For some reviewers, field designates an
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enterprise where the researcher was physically present, conducting interviews, participat-
ing in meetings, and so on. For others, field designates data, most often qualitative
data, collected through a medium (questionnaire, Internet), without the presence of the
researcher in the enterprise nor his or her direct contact with the actors of the enterprise.
The implicit model of the authors of this article, teacher-researchers in management and,
as such, themselves directors of research and reviewers for other journals, probably influ-
enced the structuring of critical points and quality criteria, resulting perhaps, in certain
cases, in a hypertrophic or, on the contrary, atrophic representation of certain criteria.
Indeed, the method of elaborating key ideas authorizes, in certain cases, a double interpre-
tation due to semantic proximity of certain keywords.

Let us cite two examples: the critical point E underlying ideologies formulated in the
thematic nomenclature as “explication of ideologies” was encountered in only very few
reviewer comments. Is it relevant to maintain this critical point? We think it is, insofar as
it represents, in our eyes, an authentically critical point that corrupts the epistemological
quality of publications on management and social sciences (Perroux, 1970), and we fully
assume this part of subjectivity inherent in the content analysis. The second example
concerns the quality criterion rigor, which we identified because the keyword rigorous
regularly appears in reviewer appreciations. However, one could consider that explication,
coherency, and rationale are three characteristic qualities of rigor. Thus, it is probably a
more synthetic quality criterion than the other three, yet at the same time, less precise
under the pen of reviewers.

Finally, a limit to our findings results from the absence of a “mirror effect” (Savall &
Zardet, 2004) of all reviewers reacting to the obtained analysis of their reports. We have,
however, selectively performed this test on two reviewers. The dispersion and the incon-
sistent frequency of critical points/quality criteria pairs (see the 51 cells of Table 6) sug-
gest the following hypothesis: the distribution and frequency of appreciations would
probably have been different if reviewers had had at their disposal the grid of 19 critical
points and 10 quality criteria because report content would probably have been rendered
more homogeneous.

Conclusion

Following the discussion of our findings and their implications, we may once again
underline what is the novel contribution of our study, as compared to what is typically
admitted as reliable criteria for judging the quality of qualitative research. In contrast to
the normative approach of our American colleagues, our research is the first and only
empirical study of the implicit criteria actually employed in reviewer practices.

The content analysis of 474 reviewer reports on articles using qualitative methodologies
written by 56 diversified reviewers identified 19 critical points, of which 8 are particularly
mobilized by RSDG reviewers in their evaluations, and 10 actual quality criteria related to
weaknesses detected by the reviewers, 3 of which are very frequently used (relevance,
explication, and contribution).

Not all of these critical points and quality criteria are systematically mobilized by
the reviewers. Reviewers use only certain critical points and certain quality criteria,
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sometimes to indicate the article’s major shortcomings, sometimes to highlight its positive
qualities. This is clearly visible in the 51 cells actually used by reviewers out of the 190
possible cells of Table 6. Furthermore, among the 51 cells actually used, 22 were only
rarely used (in only 2 or 3 reports), revealing a certain degree of indifference to those
criteria on the part of reviewers. This accounts for the dispersion of reviewers, probably
due to the fact that they had no preestablished evaluation grid at their disposal.

Most of the critical points and quality criteria have remained stable over the course of
the 28-year period of reports on qualitative research. However, a marked evolution can be
observed from emphasis on internal validity criteria for the first 10 years toward emphasis
on external validity criteria in the past 10 years.

Out of the four admission categories (as is, minor modification, major modification,
rejected), we noticed that for articles admitted “as is” or “rejected,” reviewers resorted to
fewer quality criteria to sustain their judgment.

This article explains with precision the content analysis method used. The method is
replicable and could be reproduced by other journals if one wished to generalize (external
validation) the results obtained for RSDG.

The comparison with extant literature reveals that some major quality criteria are
shared: explicitness, relevance, and rationale. In fact, our analysis shows that 18 criteria
out of the 51 mentioned in Table 6 feature both in U.S. literature and in RSDG reports.
Nine criteria mentioned in U.S. literature never appear in the studied reviewer reports. Six
criteria used by those reviewers are never mentioned in U.S. literature.

The limits of our study stem from the inevitable subjectivity of our content analysis and
the fact that our study is based on a single European journal (Kwesiga & Pattie, 2000).

An important question is raised concerning the use of the results of this research: What
status is to be attributed to the grid of the 19 critical points and 10 quality criteria? Is it a
tool, to the degree that the objective could be systematizing the usation of these criteria
or, on the contrary, could it be construed as simply a reference framework permitting an
autonomous, flexible use by reviewers, who could mobilize only the variables that seem
the most relevant to them? The answer corresponds to a choice of editorial policy by jour-
nals and can depend on the epistemological position that has been adopted vis-a-vis stan-
dardization versus flexibility, as a factor for improving the scientific quality of articles.
We leave this question open to debate.

Notes

1. A third opinion was solicited in seven cases of qualitative articles.

2. The entire corpus of reviewer reports contained 1,559 idées-forces (pivotal ideas) and 5,234 quotes,
among which featured 2,376 insightful reviewer appreciations and 2,858 key characteristics describing
domain, type of research, and so on.
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