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PLANET OF THE APES 

 

As an experimental hybrid between a conference and a journal, VLDB employs associate editors who 

operate differently from similar roles in more traditional venues.  The VLDB associate editor is akin to an 
associate editor of a journal, and a meta-reviewer, or area chair in a conference, but different from each. 

The exact actions have varied over time, as the PVLDB workflow is fine-tuned, and different structures 
have been tried. The main tasks of the Associate PVLDB Editor (or APE, for short), are to assist in the 

allocation of reviewers to papers, and to oversee the path from reviews to decision. 

 
Finding a good set of reviewers for a paper means choosing reviewers who are expert on the subject 

matter, or have a good understanding of related topics, so that they can comment on the novelty and 
importance of the submission. The compressed timescale of PVLDB denies us the luxury of 

inviting individual experts, or allowing a large PC the time to bid for papers. The current workflow 

includes a very small time window for the VLDB PC members to enter preferences (in fact a majority do, 
up to 75%). 

 
An initial allocation of papers to reviewers is then made by the conference management system, based 

on the preferences, and the categories that have been used to tag the papers and reviewers. 
Matching based on categories is quite haphazard, due to the subjectivity of labeling people and papers. 

The APE, who is assigned a set of papers to oversee, can manually modify this assignment, under some 

constraints, such as a limit on the number of papers to assign any reviewer each month (typically two). 
Not every PC member is “on call” each month, so there is sometimes a paper with an ``ideal'' reviewer 

from the PC list who cannot be assigned. Due to these constraints, authors who strategize over the 
reviewer list should realize that there is no guarantee that their paper will reach the reviewers they think 

are best suited to it. 

 
After reviews are in at the end of the month, the APE looks over them. In some cases, the decision is 

easy -- three accepts or three rejects will inevitably yield the consensus outcome. When the reviews are 
mixed, the APE tries to stimulate the discussion, much as in typical database conference, but on a much 

shorter timescale. For the most part, the APE acts as a facilitator of the discussion, trying to help identify 

on what points there is agreement or dissent, and trying to reach a consensus discussion. The APE is not 
a “fourth reviewer”, and does not read the paper in as much detail as the assigned reviewers. The option 

of inviting a revision is always on the table, but with the warning that this is not to be used in order to 
“kick the can down the road”: APEs are encouraged to reach firm decisions in the first round if possible. 

There is still a range of opinions among PVLDB participants over whether to interpret the revision option 
as equivalent to a minor revision or major revision in the journal context. In my view, it is a different 

beast. If a revision is requested, the reviews should indicate the main points that need to be addressed to 

allow acceptance, but then it is up to the authors to decide if they wish to submit a revision within the 
(again, quite tight) time allowed. Due to the high standards of PVLDB, revision can be a minority 

outcome: in my sample for the current iteration, about 20-25% of papers received a revision response, 
while close to 75% were rejected in the first round (acceptances of first submissions are rare). 

 

The last step for the APE is to enter a decision, and prepare a “meta-review” (terminology inherited from 
the Conference Management Tool used to run the process). The meta-review is usually short, and allows 

the APE to identify which points from reviews were most significant in reaching the decision, or to 
highlight where to focus attention if a revision is requested. It can also summarize points raised in the 

(private) discussion phase that may not have been mentioned in the reviews. 
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