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Interview With Richard Staelin

July 11" 1998, Fontainebleau, France

To learn about his experiences as past Editor of Marketing Science, we
interviewed Rick Staelin. At the INSEAD Marketing Science Conference, we
used a reverse-focus-group-type format with multiple interviewers [co-editors
Shantanu Dutta, Paul Messinger, and Peter Popkowski Leszczyc] converging
with questions on one respondent. Here are excerpts from that conversation.

What made you want to be Editor?

Rick Staelin: A key reason for my taking on
this position was to make an impact on the field. 1
think it is also true for prior editors of Marketing
Science.

My definition of impact is to make papers
more readable, more relevant and more insightful—
getting authors to focus on the key ideas they have, at
times pushing them harder than what they would like
to be pushed. Push a person to their limits to get the
best they can get. You see a paper with potential and
want to improve the paper. However, this can lead to
meddling in the process and may even degrade the
paper. I have been very conscious of this problem and
likelihood of a type 1 or type 2 error.

A number of people have came up to me and said
that they liked the process and the modifications that
occurred during the review process improved the
paper. However, these are usually authors whose
papers have been accepted. One does not hear from
authors whose papers have been rejected. It would be
good to also hear from authors who feel that the
review process was not helpful and may have even
hurt the quality of their paper. I encourage these
authors to send specific comments on how the review
process was not conducive to improving the quality of
the manuscript. Negative feedback can also be helpful
to an editor.

Do you think that authors whose papers
have been rejected would feel free to raise this
issue?

Rick Staelin: 1 can tell you from my
experience that when authors complained about the
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process I never held it against them. I always looked at
their complaints and often put the manuscript back in
the review process. 1 am so deeply involved in the
process that if you ask me who are the people who
complained and the nature of their complaint, I would
not be able to recount much about who they are or the
complaint. It is just that there are so many things to do
that 1 just cannot pay attention to individual
personalities.

Do you have a step by step approach that
authors should take before they submit their
manuscripts?

Rick Staelin: Let me take a broader approach
to address this question. One of the weaknesses of our
profession, unlike economics and finance, is that we
do not normally take papers on “road trips.” In
economics and finance papers have been presented at
a number of workshops at other universities, and they
have had an opportunity to get comments from a
number of peers. In our profession, journals often
receive manuscripts that have not been presented at
any workshops and hence have not had the
opportunity of getting comments from peers. It is
important for all authors to get peer reviews within
their school and/or from other researchers interested in
their area of research. Also, you can send your
manuscripts for comments to outside researchers.
Pick people you know and can ask at a personal level.
If you send it to well-known scholars, remember they
get several manuscripts from others and may not have
time to read your manuscript unless you know them
personally and you can make a personal request.
However, it is critical that you have a peer review and
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possibly a road trip with your paper before you submit
it to a journal like Marketing Science. The likelihood
of papers that have not had any peer review surviving
the review process is, in my opinion, lower than the
average of about 15 percent.

Another issue is the length of the manuscript.
I don’t think that a paper over 60 pages will be
reviewed favorably. On the other hand it is possible to
have 35-40 pages of text and 10 pages of tables, if the
paper is addressing a complex and important topic. I
personally think that one paper which has a lot of
content is better than two light papers. But on the
other hand I had a recent experience where the
author’s original submission made one very good
point and a number of
ancillary points. The
paper was 35 pages, but [
decided that it did not
have content for 35 pages.
It had one very neat point,
and it could be made in 20
pages, and that is what I
suggested, and it is a very
neat paper. The authors
may not be happy at this
outcome but I think the
readers will be.

Finally, the editor
is always worried about
the length to contribution
ratio. So make sure that
you have a favorable ratio.
You want to increase your
chances of getting a
chance to respond which
means trying to get
through the first round
(under my tenure I was
rejecting two thirds of the
manuscript received after the first round). So do not
send the paper till you have had some peer review
and/or road show, to increase its chances.

What should authors do after they receive
the first round reviews?

Rick Staelin: When you get the reviews back,
partition the comments into different groups. Some
reviewers’ comments arise because they are confused
and are seeking clarification. Others will be
extraneous to the paper and may reflect the reviewer’s
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tastes. A third group reflects genuine limitations of
the manuscript and/or suggestions on how to improve
the paper. While you should respond to all legitimate
concems, and try to address them, you should have the
guts to tell the Editor that certain points are extraneous
and not relevant to the point you are making. A
diligent reviewer spends 15-16 hours on a paper. A
diligent area editor spends 8 hrs and a diligent editor
spends 2-4 hours on the paper. The authors, however,
have usually spent far longer in this process, so they
have a right to enter into an intellectual debate on this
review process and not be a sycophant.

The paper should not be written for the
reviewers and the editor. At times I see manuscripts
where authors try to
respond to all reviewer
comments, and, in the
process, the paper becomes
harder to read. Write a
letter to the editor: say that
it should not be passed on
to the reviewer, and
mention why you are not
addressing all the points.

Having said that,
all reviewer comments
contains some information.
If the reviewer is confused,
the readers may be
confused. So look at the
reviews carefully to see if
you have confused the
reader.

After having
looked at the reviews
carefully and [having]
thought about them, if you
feel that you should
communicate with the
editor before you proceed, then do so very clearly and
precisely. [Use] not more than 3 pages, and preferably
a page. Email the editor and/or write to the editor, but
do not call up the editor. Often you are fighting over
one or two points. If you are fighting over 10 points,
the paper is either in real trouble or you may have not
fully grasped the reviewer comments.

If you really believe that the review process
has come to the wrong conclusion on one or two key
issues which can be addressed or need clarification,
then write an unemotional letter specifying them to the
editor and the reviewer and they will respond.
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Should the reviewer responses be long or
short?

Rick Staelin: Oh, short. When I see a thirty page paper
with a forty page reviewer response, I throw up.
About two to three pages [is sufficient]. A reviewer
might write 3-4 pages, but when you think what was
reviewer B really concerned about—maybe he was
worried that you did not incorporate competition or
unobserved variables—then just take these two key
issues and address them in detail.

A good response to the reviewer is to say,
reading your comments, these 2 or 3 issues seem to be
the major concemns. Then there may be a bunch of
other smaller issues which you can say were handled,
or refer to the page where addressed. Sometimes
certain reviewer comments may no longer be relevant
since you have cut back that section.

Sometimes reviewers may not be convinced
about certain derivations, [how should authors
respond]?

Sometimes reviewers have concern about
some derivation. In that case you can provide a
special technical appendix for the reviewer. However,
with Mathematica and other such programs, it may
become less and less relevant to ask for such details,
since we should assume that the derivation is done
correctly, or checked through Mathematica.

But it is incumbent on the authors to make clear
all the steps, so as to make replication easy. For
anything published in Marketing Science, readers
should assume that the technical details are not wrong.

Empirical analyses are often different, and
often difficult to check, [what issues arise then]?
How about requiring authors to provide the data to
make replication easy, as is often the case in
statistics journal?

Rick Staelin: With the large data set and the
specific programs which are written for them,
especially ones with unobserved heterogeneity, it
would be very difficult to check. Those programs are
often very user-unfriendly. It is an issue, but in the
short run we cannot get it checked before publication.
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Should we require that authors provide the
programs or the data they have used to the review
process?

Rick Staelin: The former is necessary. The
authors have to make clear what programs they are
relying on and the details. With respect to data, often
the data is confidential and has been disguised and the
editorial process has allowed them to do so. So if we
insist on data specifics, we may not get manuscripts
that are dealing with interesting and relevant questions
to marketers. So I think we have to allow this for now.

During your tenure did you feel that there
were topics that were important, but for which you
did not see enough papers?

Rick Staelin: There were a series of papers
where my initial reaction was to reject the paper
because the papers were clearly below the standard of
Marketing Science. However, the topics were really
relevant. There were approximately 10 papers where |
said to the authors that I really like the topic, and that I
was giving them a second chance. Of those, 2-3 were
published, so clearly the Area Editor and the Editor
were proactive and helped facilitate a process that led
to a publication. I guess that is the prerogative of the
Editor.

I couldn’t say that we ignored topics during
my tenure . . . . I am surprised that in this conference
there is no session on managerial decision-making for
organizations. There is a special issue on Managerial
Decision-Making, so we will see what comes of it.

Do you think that some of these papers that
you were more proactive on will have an impact
and also generate new research areas?

Rick Staelin: It is a bit early [to tell], but we
are seeing some of these papers referenced now.
Going back to the issue of impact, the reason I played
a more pro-active role in the review process was to
ensure that each of those published by Marketing
Science would have an impact. If I just wanted to be
efficient, then I could have just followed up with
reviewers and area editors to keep the process moving
and accepted papers if we had enough of a reviewer
buy in.

I think that by taking a proactive stance and
looking for important papers and helping to improve
the readability of each paper by providing specific







