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WHAT TO EXPECT FROM A REVISION

What does the possibility of revision do to the conference review process? This is a serious question, for
which we do not yet have community consensus. Let me state here the principles according to which we
are trying to operate in PVLDB, with the full recognition that all evaluations are subjective, and therefore
suffer from some variance, in spite of our efforts at having a common shared set of metrics.

As a (very loose) lower bound, a revision process improves upon author feedback used in so many
conferences. Author feedback does indeed provide a channel to correct egregious reviewing errors.
However, authors are incentivized to rebut every criticism, no matter how reasonable, because they have
already submitted something, and acknowledging deficiencies simply increases the likelihood of rejection.
In turn, reviewers take authors’ rebuttals with a big grain of salt. In consequence, author feedback has
little influence on most paper decisions, and I have heard many complaints about this process not
fulfilling its goals from dissatisfied authors who worked hard to create a rebuttal and then felt that it was
not adequately considered by the reviewers.

In contrast, with a revision process, authors can choose to accept criticism and revise their manuscript to
address it. Therefore, they attempt to rebut only a few chosen criticisms that they prefer not to address
for some reason. The result is both better dialog with referees, and an improved manuscript.

I think everyone agrees up to this point in my argument. Divergence begins after this. The fundamental
question is what should be the criterion for a revision request. There are some reviewers who feel this
should be driven by the size of the revision request. My view, and one that I have attempted to follow
this volume, is that the size of the revision, and the time that it may take, is immaterial. A revision
request is appropriate if the deficiency, whether in assumption, in definition, in proof, in experiment, or in
presentation, is fixable in a predictable way. (Sometimes, there may be 2 or 3 alternative ways). On the
other hand, a revision request is not appropriate if the deficiency is one of insufficient novelty or
insufficient technical depth. In short, we want to see papers that are really novel and really deep and
really push the envelope in new ways: if the execution is less than perfect, we will help you with a
critique and opportunity to fix.

I have made the statement from the previous paragraph in many forums. And an unfortunate
consequence is that this has raised author hopes up unreasonably. So let me caution authors that the
additional flexibility offered by the revision process requires that the submitted paper be that much more
exciting to the reviewers. If reviewers rate a submission WR, it may be true that after revision they
would see a manuscript they would rate WA. But that is not enough. I want at least some reviewers to
feel truly excited about the manuscript. I want them to be rating it the equivalent of an A or SA after
revision.

When the revision is submitted, reviewers get the manuscript again for review. They have access to the
original manuscript and the original reviews. They are discouraged from finding new flaws with the
manuscript after revision. So the central question is whether the authors adequately addressed the
shortcomings raised in the first round. (Presumably the reviewers agreed that if these were well-
addressed, the paper would be a good one to accept). Reviewers are forced to rate the manuscript as an
accept or a reject after revision. Nothing would give me greater pleasure than to report that we had a
100% acceptance rate after revision. Unfortunately, that is far from being the case. Occasionally, this is
because the revision request is about justifying some crucial assumption that the authors genuinely are
not able to address. More often, this is because the authors did not take the revision request seriously
enough, and submitted a revision that the referees felt addressed their concerns partially, but not enough
to accept the paper.

In summary, the revision process can be a boon to authors, and is potentially a great mechanism for
avoiding erroneous rejections. However, it comes with higher expectations, and authors should
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remember that their burden after revision is not just to meet a minimum bar but rather to generate
enthusiasm.

H. V. Jagadish, University of Michigan, USA
Founding Editor-in-Chief, PVLDB
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