AI-generated peer review reports raise concerns over transparency and accountability in scholarly publishing
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A philosophy PhD student in the United States has described receiving a journal referee report that, on later inspection, appeared to have been written by an AI system rather than by a human reviewer. The case echoes an earlier warning from Daily Nous, which in 2024 highlighted a study suggesting that between 7% and 17% of sentences in computer science peer reviews may have been generated by large language models, pointing to a problem that appears to be spreading beyond one field.
The student said the first referee’s comments initially seemed thoughtful and constructive, but that another reader later flagged them as sounding machine-generated. After checking with AI detectors, the student said the text appeared highly likely to be fully AI-written. The concern is not just about tone or style. As the Daily Nous post argues, reviewers who upload manuscripts into chatbots may be breaching journal policies, author confidentiality and, in some cases, copyright and data-security obligations. Oxford Academic, for instance, says reviewers must not upload manuscripts or proposals into a generative AI tool for any purpose.
There is also a sharper issue of responsibility. A journal editor asks a named scholar to assess a paper, not to delegate the task to software. On that logic, using AI to draft a report without disclosure can amount to passing off another entity’s work as one’s own. Elsevier says reviewers should not use generative AI or AI-assisted tools to assist with scientific review, and it further warns that reviewers should not upload their own reports into AI systems for polishing, because the report may itself contain confidential material. Taylor & Francis takes a somewhat more permissive view, saying AI may be used to improve review language so long as the reviewer remains accountable for accuracy and integrity. Academic Medicine has likewise argued that any AI use in scholarly publishing needs transparency, editorial oversight and a firm commitment to confidentiality.
Even so, the practical problem of enforcement remains unresolved. A study in Research Evaluation found that some publisher policies allowing limited AI-assisted polishing of referee reports are difficult to police, because current detectors can misclassify mixed human-AI text as wholly machine-generated. A separate arXiv preprint reached a similar conclusion, warning that existing detection tools are not reliable enough to identify AI use with confidence and that public estimates of AI-written peer review should therefore be treated cautiously. For now, the simplest rule may be the most defensible one: if you agree to referee a paper, you should do the work yourself.
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