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China	declared	largest	source	of	research	articles	(2017)

Nature 390	(2018)



Massive	progress	since	2004

“China’s	economy	is	booming	and	yet	its	scientific	output	isn’t”

“Now,	given	the	soundness	of	the	Chinese	economy,	the	steady	increase	
in	the	government’s	funding	for	basic	and	applied	research,	and	the	
general	appreciation	of	the	importance	of	scientific	development,	the	
time	has	come	for	China	to	make	its	presence	felt	on	the	international	

research	stage.”

Nature 428	2004



Getting	started

Data	from	Elsevier reveals	that	Chinese	research	articles	are	accepted	
less	often	than	those	from	the	United	States

(ca.	24%	for	China,	versus	ca.	55%	for	United	States)

Submission	rates	are	about	the	same	(15—20%)

Why?	How	can	this	be	addressed?



Please	remember

Editors	and	reviewers	are	often	not	professionals
(they	are	working	academics	giving	up	their	time)

Your	papers	will	be	handled	by	other	working	researchers	just	like	you
(please	make	their	job	as	easy	as	possible)

and	….

Publishing	is	a	scam
(we	will	discuss)



Dear	Sir,

Many	thanks	for	asking	whether	we	would	like	to	
publish	your	paper.

Your	paper	is	good and	original,	but	unfortunately	we	
are	simply	not	willing	to	publish	it.

The	trouble	is	that	the	good	bits	were	not	original	and	
the	original	bits	were	not	good.

Yours	faithfully,
The	Editors

Avoiding	rejection



Why	do	journals	reject	our	groundbreaking,	brilliant	work?

The	paper	was	so	poorly	written	and	so	poorly	structured	that	the	
editor	simply	couldn’t	fathom	its	meaning.

Editors	are	human	beings:	impressed	by	papers	that	are	short,	easy	to	
read,	and	contain	a	clear	message.

What’s	yours?



Why	publish	at	all?	Motivations

Some	stories	(i.e.	Luis	/	my	numbers)

To	get	funding
To	get	promoted

To	develop	research	and	development
To	get	a	PhD	degree

????

(These	considerations	are	different to	those	of	editors	and	reviewers)



Road	map

• PREPARATION: things	to	think	about	before	you	even	put	
pen	to	paper
• SELLING	YOURSELF: how	to	capture	an	editor’s	attention
• STRUCTURE: without	a	clear	structure,	you	(and	the	editor)	
will	be	lost
• EFFECTIVE	WRITING: there	are	some	simple	rules	that	can	
make	a	huge difference



Preparations

Checking	the	original	nature	of	the	results/the	story/the	take-home	
message

-Is	this	new	and	interesting?	Why?
-How	does	your	work	relate	to	a	currently	hot	topic?

-What’s	new	and	challenging?
-Solutions	to	difficult	problems

It’s	all	in	the	story
NB:	try	to	assemble	this	into	one/two	sentence(s)



What is	my	message?

If	the	editors	cannot	work	out	your	single	take-home	message,	they	
will	reject	your	paper.

They	will	also	reject	it	if	you	haven’t	convinced	them	of	your	study’s	
importance.



Where will	the	paper	end	up?	(audience)

• You	MUST choose a journal and write for that journal’s audience. 

• Make sure the journal publishes your type of study.

• What does this audience already know about this topic and what do 
they want to know now?

• Read	the	author	guidelines	specific	for	the	journal	you	are	submitting	to.



Target	journal
(this	is	the	one	of	the	most	important	steps)

“I	never	start	to	write	until	I	have	decided	on	a	target	journal”

-Every	journal	is	different	(i.e.	scope,	audience,	lengths,	shape	of	the	
paper)

-Full	article/original	article
-Letters/Rapid	Communications

Self-evaluate
Talk	to	others/colleagues/pre-submission	enquiries



Who	is	your	audience?

There	is	a	lot	of	marketing	involved	in	writing	scientific	papers

-Are	you	aiming	for	specialists/multidisciplinary	researchers/general	
audience.	Style	should	be	adjusted	in	each	case

-Journals	all	have	different	readerships	and	each	has	its	own	style,	with	
different	backgrounds	(check	other	similar	papers	to	see	what	is	

required)

-Local,	national,	or	worldwide	audience?



Journal	selection

Ask	for	advice

Your	selection	of	references	in	your	field	will	inform	your	selection

Start	at	the	top	and	work	down	but no	gambling	allowed	(!!)

Ethics	guidelines	prohibit	‘scatter	submissions’	and	people	get	caught

(some	stories	from	Taylor	&	Francis)

Read	the	Author	Guidelines	(professional	editors	versus	journal	editors)



Criteria

• Is	the	scope	within	our	journal’s	interest?
• Does	this	article	have	a	clear	message?
• Is	it	original?
• Is	it	important?
• Is	it	true?
• Is	it	relevant	to	our	readers?

You	have	to	“sell	yourself”	to	get	through	triage

The	first	step:	Editorial	triage	



• Don’t	waste	the	opportunity	to	“sell”	your	work
• Don’t	write	something	dull	or	derivative:

“Please	consider	this	manuscript	for	publication	in	your	esteemed	
journal”

• Do tell	the	editor	why	they	should	take	your	work	seriously

The	cover	letter	is	crucial



Preparations

https://www.elsevier.com/__data/promis_misc/international%20publishing%20china.pdf



Preparations



Title:	Make	it	compelling

• Concise	and	informative
• Should	contain	the	most	important	words	related	to	the	topic
• Entices	the	reader	without	giving	away	the	punch-line
• Not	overly-sensationalised
• Some	journals	now	insist	on	including	information	on	study	
design



The	abstract
(Advertisement/Marketing)

A	good	quality	abstract	is:
-Honest	and	precise

-Can	stand	alone	(search	engines,	sometimes	all	people	read)
-No	technical	jargon
-Short	and	specific
-Cites	no	references

(examples	will	be	provided)

The	quality	of	an	abstract	will	inform	the	editor’s	decision



The	abstract

• MANY	JOURNALS	NOW	BASE	THEIR	DECISION	ON	THE	ABSTRACT	ALONE

• Sadly,	many	authors	write	the	abstract	in	a	great	rush,	almost	as	an	afterthought.
• It	should	be	a	concise	“standalone”	piece	with	a	very	clear	message.

• It	must	accurately	reflect	the	full	text	of	the	paper.
• Why	did	you	do	the	study?	What	did	you	do?		What	did	you	find?	What	did	you	

conclude?	



A	structured	abstract:	It	can	help	organise	your	ideas	– try	it!



Abstract	writing	tips

• Many	students	and	researchers	use	search	engines	to	look	for	information

• In	search	engine	terms,	the	title	of	your	article	is	the	most	interesting	
element

• Reiterate	key	words	or	phrases	from	the	title	in	your	abstract

• Best	to	focus	on	a	maximum	of	3-4	different	keyword	phrases	in	the	
abstract

• (examples	will	be	provided)



Structure:	The	most	crucial	element

Readers	need	to	know	throughout	a	paper	….

Where	they	have	come	from

Where	they	are	now

Where	they	are	going

(A	plot	is	needed:	A	paper	is	a	story)



Introduction	

• Why is this study of scientific interest and what is your objective?

• This section discusses the results and conclusions of previously published studies, to help
explain why the current study is of scientific interest.

• The Introduction is organized to move from general information to specific information. The
background must be summarized succinctly, but it should not be itemized. Limit the
introduction to studies that relate directly to the present study. Emphasize your specific
contribution to the topic.

• The last sentences of the introduction should be a statement of objectives and a statement
of hypotheses. This will be a good transition to the next section, Materials (data) and
methods in which you will explain how you proceeded to meet your objectives and test your
hypotheses.



Introduction

Grab	the	reader:	draw	them	immediately	to	the	crucial	issue	that	your	paper	
addresses

Keep	it	short:	2-3	paragraphs	if	possible

Avoid	a	literature	review:	set	the	scene	and	give	the	state	of	the	art	rather	than	
describe	everything	known	on	the	topic



Introduction	tips

Tell the reader:

• Why	your	research	was	needed
• Why	does	it	matter to	doctors,	patients,	policymakers,	or	researchers

• Were	there	any	controversies you	were	trying	to	address?
• What	did	you	do	that	was	new	or	innovative?

but without	giving	away	any	results	or	conclusions



Introduction:	Good	practice	points

Opening	sentence	takes	you	straight	to	the	issue

Contains	the	most	important	details	of	the	issue

Contains	a	brief	summary	of	the	controversies and	the	best	evidence

Ends	in	a	crisp	and	clear	research	question	and	how	you	set	out	to	answer	it

Keeps	with	the	rules	of	good	writing	and	is	written	using	active	rather	than	
passive	tense



Introduction



Introduction



Materials	and	methods
(Data	and	methods)

This section provides all the methodological details necessary for another scientist to
duplicate your work.

It should be a narrative of the steps you took in your experiment or study, not a list of
instructions such as you might find in a cookbook.

An important part of writing a scientific paper is deciding what bits of information
needs to be given in detail. Do not quote or cite your laboratory manual!

Sometimes, experimental details are given as supplementary part!



Materials	and	methods
(Data	and	methods)



Crucial	in	the	triage	process

Extremely	common	for	editors	to	reject	a	paper	because	authors	used	the	
wrong	method	to	answer	their	question

Give	enough	detail	so	that	a	qualified	reader	could	repeat	the	study

If	your	methods	section	is	“thin	on	details”	editors	worry	that	you	are	
hiding	something

What	statistical	methods	did	you	use	to	analyse	your	data?

Materials	and	methods
(Data	and	methods)



The	editor	will	focus	on	five things:

Was	a	qualitative	approach	appropriate?
üQualitative:	What	leads	to	a	change?
üQuantitative:	What	proportion	of	land	use	has	changed?

How	were	the	setting	and	the	subjects	selected?
Have	the	authors	been	explicit	about	their	own	views	on	the	issue	being	studied?
What	methods	did	the	researcher	use	for	collecting	data,	and	are	these	described	in	enough	

detail?
What	methods	did	the	researcher	use	to	analyze	the	data,	and	what	quality	control	measures	

were	implemented?

Materials	and	methods
(Data	and	methods)



This section presents the results of the study but does not attempt to interpret their meaning.

As with the Methods section, the trick to writing a good Results section is knowing what
information to include or exclude. You will not present the raw data that you collected, but
rather you will summarise the data with text, tables and/or figures.
Use the text of the paper to state the results of your study, then refer the reader to a table or
figure where they can see the data for themselves.

Note: Often one section “Results and discussion”

Results



Results:	The	facts	and	nothing	but	the	facts

Should	be	ordered	around	primary	and	secondary	outcomes	in	the	same	order	as	listed	in	the	
Methods	section

State	clearly	and	simply	what	you	found	using	words	and	numbers

Use	tables	and	figures	for	the	main	numbers

Don’t	duplicate	information	in	text	and	tables	



Results:	The	facts	and	nothing	but	the	facts



Number tables and figures separately beginning with 1

Do not attempt to evaluate the results in this section. Report only what you found; hold all discussion of the
significance of the results for the Discussion section

It is not necessary to describe every step of your statistical analyses. Likewise, cite tables and figures without
describing in detail how the data were manipulated. Explanations of this sort should appear in a legend or caption
written on the same page as the figure or table.

You must refer in the text to each figure or table in your paper

Tables generally should report summary-level data, such as means ± standard deviations, rather than all your raw
data

Only use a figure (graph) when the data lend themselves to a good visual representation. Avoid using figures that
show too many variables or trends at once

Results:	Additional	tips



In this section, you are free to explain what the results mean or why they differ from what
other workers have found.
You should interpret your results in light of other published results, by adding additional
information from sources you cited in the Introduction section as well as by introducing new
sources. Ensure you provide accurate citations.
Relate your discussion back to the objectives and questions you raised in the Introduction
section. However, do not simply re-state the objectives. Make statements that synthesize all
the evidence (including previous work and the current work).
Limit your conclusions to those that your data can actually support. You can then proceed to
speculate on why this occurred and whether you expected this to occur, based on other
workers' findings.
Suggest future directions for research, new methods, explanations for deviations from
previously published results, etc.

Discussion



Discussion



How	to	cite	sources	in	the	Discussion:

It is important to cite sources in the discussion section of your paper as evidence of the claims
you are making. There are ways of citing sources in the text so that the reader can find the full
reference in the literature cited section at the end of the paper, yet the flow of the reading is
not badly interrupted (see also Introduction).

Make sure you give a full citation in the Literature Cited section (“references”) for all sources
mentioned in the text.

Discussion



Don’t	write	an	expansive	essay	that	extrapolates	widely	from	what	you	found

Start	the	discussion	with	a	single	sentence	that	states	your	main	findings

Discuss	both	strengths	and	weaknesses

Discussion



Relate	your	study	to	what	has	been	already	found	
• How	do	your	results	fit	in	with	what	is	already	known?
• What	are	the	strengths	and	weaknesses	of	your	study	compared	to	previous	studies?
• Why does your paper offer a different conclusion?

Discuss	what	your	study	means
• Don’t overstate the importance of your findings; readers will probably come to their 

own conclusions on this issue

Unanswered	questions
• What	did	your	research	not	address?		Avoid	using	the	cliché	more	research	is	needed.

Discussion



• First	Paragraph:
• Interpretation/answer	based	on	key	findings
• Supporting	evidence

• Subsequent	paragraphs:
• Compare/contrast	to	previous	studies
• Strengths	and	weaknesses	(limitations)	of	the	study
• Unexpected	findings
• Hypothesis	or	models

• Last	paragraph:
• Summary
• Significance/implication
• Unanswered	questions	and	future	research

Discussion:	Be	concise



Discussion:	Tips



Reviewers	will request	revisions

How	to	respond:

Fully incorporate	reviewers’	suggestions	into	a	revised	manuscript

Address	all reviewer	concerns	in	your	rebuttal	letter

Address	rebuttal	letter	to	the	editor



Revisions



Paper	rejected!

This	happens	more	often	that	not

If	you	genuinely	think	that	your	research	was	important,	well	done,	well-written	
and	deserves	to	reach	the	journal's	audience,	you	can	write	an	appeal	letter	to	

the	editor

We	can	discuss	approaches	to	this

Several	examples	from	my	own	experience







Paper	rejected!



The	bottom	line:	You	will get	published	if…

You	picked	an	important	research	question
You	used	the	right method to	answer	it

You	wrote	a	short,	clear	account	of	the	study	that	followed	a	tight	structure	and	used	
effective	writing	to	convey	your	message	clearly

You	keep	in	mind	that	science has	become	more cross-disciplinary,	but	reviewers have not



What	do	we	ask	reviewers	to	check?

Methods
Techniques
Concepts
Statistics

Presentation
Conclusions

Ethics



After	publication:	Understanding	impact

• Impact	Factor	:		#citations/#articles
üRates	journal,	not	article
üNot	a	good	measure	of	individual	performance
üSubject	to	manipulation	(denominator)
üUsed	nonetheless	in	assessments	for	funding,	promotion	and	tenure

• How	and	where	to	advance	better	alternatives?
üPromotions	committees
üFunding	agencies
üWithin	the	scientific	community



• Signal	the	research	question
• Keep	a	consistent	order
• Repeat	key	terms
• Keep	a	consistent	point	of	view
• Put	parallel	ideas	in	a	parallel	form
• Use	topic	sentences	with	transitions	and	key	terms

Zieger,	M.	(2000)	Essentials	of	Writing	Research	Papers,	2nd Edition.

Clear	writing	techniques



• Lets	the	reader	know	explicitly	what	is	the	research	
question being	addressed

• Sets	up	an	expectation for	the	rest	of	the	paper	(or	grant)

• Use	explicit	phrases	

• Use	question	words	(whether	or	which)

• State	the	hypothesised	effect

• Identify	the	type	of	variables	and	study	design

Drilling	down:	The	question



1. www.phrasebank.manchester.ac.uk (a	general	resource	for	
academic	writers	with	academic	phrases	etc.)

2. http://successfulacademic.typepad.com/ writing	blog,	tips
3. Writing	for	Academic	Journals	/	Rowena	Murray	
4. Freewriting:	Elbow,	P.	(1973)	Writing	without	teachers.	

Oxford:	Oxford	University	Press
5. Recent	article	(2018)	Nature

https://www.nature.com/articles/d41586-018-02404-
4?WT.ec_id=NATURE-
20180302&spMailingID=56095976&spUserID=MjA4Njg3N
DA0NjgS1&spJobID=1360109627&spReportId=MTM2MDE
wOTYyNwS2

Useful	resources


