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Abstract Are you a student at a higher institution or an
early-career researcher who is striving to understand and
master the peer review process so to increase the odds of get-
ting a paper published in the Journal of Forestry Research or
another reputable, peer-reviewed, scientific journal? In this
paper, a young, senior editor provides a handbook of the peer
review process based on his decadal experience in scientific
publishing. He covers major information you need to know
during the entire process, from selecting journals to com-
pleting the proofing of your accepted paper. He introduces
key points for consideration, such as avoidance of predatory
journals, dubious research practices and ethics, interaction
with peers, reviewers, and editors, and the pursuit of areté.
Finally, he points out some common statistical errors and
misconceptions, such as P hacking and incorrect effect size
inference. He hopes that this paper will enhance your under-
standing and knowledge of the peer-review process.
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Introduction

We live in a world where scientific publishing and thus peer
review have become a major determinant of career devel-
opment and success or failure (Neill 2008; Fanelli 2010;
Van Wesel 2016; Fanelli and Lariviere 2016; Vuong 2019).
Improvement of humans’ daily lives and advancement of
societies also depend upon the production of scientific
knowledge and dissemination of research results (Bohme
and Stehr 1986; Stehr 2009; de Camargo Jr 2011; Thorlinds-
son and Vilhjalmsson 2016), which often are the only means
by which humanity can manage and overcome global crises,
such as the current COVID-19 pandemic due to the severe
acute respiratory syndrome coronavirus 2 (SARS-CoV-2)
(Hu et al. 2020; COVID-19 Host Genetics Initiative 2021;
Perreau et al. 2021; Solis et al. 2021; Telenti et al. 2021).
The Journal of Forestry Research (JFR) was founded in
1990 and published under the title ‘Journal of Northeast
Forestry University’ (English Edition) during the first seven
years. During that period JFR was an institutional journal
with almost all its published papers coming from Northeast
Forestry University, China. In 1997, the journal adopted its
current title, and, in 2002, it was jointly sponsored by the
Northeast Forestry University and the Ecological Society of
China. During the period 1997—-2002, JFR had expanded to
cover the entire nation, and most submissions came from
institutions across China. JFR noted a major turn in 2007
when it collaborated with Springer Verlag to deliver its
content to an international readership. This contributed to
achieving about 85% of the total papers published in the
journal coming from international researchers. Beginning
from the first issue of Volume 24, in 2013, JFR is included
in the Thomson Reuters’ Science Citation Expanded (SCIE)
and Journal Citation Reports (JCR)/Science Edition. With
an authorship covering over sixty countries, JFR is operated
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by a team of 55 affiliated academic editors from eighteen
countries, five in-house publication editors, and four lan-
guage editors.

Based on the latest Clarivate Analytics’ JCR published
on 30 June, 2021, the 2020 Impact Factor (IF) of JFR has
increased to 2.149, ranking 24th among 67 journals of For-
estry (Q2), marking a new point in the history of its publica-
tion by exceeding an IF of 2.0. The new IF noted an impor-
tant increase compared to the 2019, 2018, and 2017 IFs of
1.689, 1.155, and 0.748 (Q3), respectively. The IF should
not be the only criterion of the quality of journals (Covaci
et al. 2019) and does not serve as an index of the quality of
individual articles. That is, the IF value is highly affected
by the skewness in the data distribution introduced by only
a small fraction of highly-cited papers in a journal (Lozano
et al. 2012; Lariviere et al. 2016). Some journals have dis-
continued its use and some countries have recently restricted
the use of the SCI system in academic evaluations (Verma
2015; Fernandez-Llimos 2016; Qian et al. 2020; Zhu 2020).
The trend of JFR’s metrics over the recent years, however,
suggests an upward trajectory of the journal’s impact and
visibility.

As JFR is transforming into a more competitive interna-
tional journal, one that is less affected by profit agendas,’ a
more active engagement of young audience, i.e. early-career
researchers and students, can be expected. Global health
emergencies, however, can impact research laboratories,
indicating a need for developing diverse skills to enhance
lab health and resilience (Maestre 2019; Rillig et al. 2020).
The recent pandemic, by urging for shutting down scientific
research labs around the globe, might affect the training of
many young authors, whose physical interaction with super-
visors and mentors might be impeded. These prompted the
synthesis of a paper that can serve as a handbook for pub-
lishing scientific papers and engaging in the peer reviewer
process, especially during the current pandemic, which may
be a good time for young researchers to start writing. This
is a personal reflection based on my approximately decadal
experience in scientific publishing, as a young® Associate
Editor-in-Chief of JFR and editor at different ranks in several
other journals,’ a reviewer of approximately 550 articles for
about 80 international peer-reviewed journals, and author
of some 135 SCI articles, of which 65 as first author and
the vast majority published in Q1 and Q2 journals.*I hope
that this piece will transfer to you knowledge that would
otherwise need physical interaction with your teachers,

! JFR is directed and published by the Northeast Forestry University,
China, in collaboration with a publisher (currently Springer).

2 Born in January, 1988.

3 Forestry Research, Science of The Total Environment, Current
Opinion in Environmental Science & Health, Plant Stress, Climate,
Sci, Frontiers in Forests and Global Change, and Water Emerging
Contaminants & Nanoplastics.
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supervisors, or mentors, thus facilitating the development
of your skills. Abraham Lincoln, the U.S. 16th president
and the man who led through the American Civil War, once
said “give me six hours to chop down a tree and I will spend
the first four sharpening the axe”, meaning that we should
devote resources to master the tools needed to achieve our
goals.

Before starting the drafting process
Select your target journal

Have you completed your manuscript and are now searching
for candidate journals (Hites 2021)? Yellow card. While this
is an often observed practice, I believe it’s less appropriate.
Based on my experience, I find it more efficient in terms of
time and effort to target a journal much before starting to
synthesize your paper (Fig. 1). Why is that? The Introduc-
tion’ highly depends on the journal; so does the discussion
(e.g. of the results if it’s an original research article) and
even the abstract and conclusions. For example, the first par-
agraph opening the paper might relate to the aims and scope
of the journal, e.g. indicating the environmental issue if it’s
an environmental journal or the forestry relevance if it’s a
forestry journal. Likewise, the last paragraph of Introduction
might expose the significance of the study for the broader
readership of the journal. The focus of certain aspects of the
study in the paragraphs in between the first and last of the
Introduction should also be with respect to the journal aims
and scope. Hence, zeroing in on a specific journal a priori
and fitting the Introduction to the aims and scope of the
journal can save you time and effort from editing your Intro-
duction later on to match the journal’s scope. A friendly,
but believingly important, suggestion is to avoid sending
pre-submission inquiries to the journal editors, unless it’s
stated otherwise in the author guidelines for some specific
article types, because they may be problematic, counterpro-
ductive, and unnecessary (Levesque 2019). Selecting your

* Note: This does not imply that the longer someone is engaging
in a process the more skilled he/she is. The skills do not necessar-
ily improve with increasing time span of engagement, but they do
improve with increasing time of actual effort put into producing,
reviewing, or editing papers. Also, the number of papers alone does
not necessarily say much about one’s authoring skills, whereas indi-
ces of papers’ and journals’ quality may be more appropriate.

5 Commonly the first section of any paper, which introduces the
background and research questions/hypotheses, and sets the scene,
although for some journals it can be named differently depending on
the article type.
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Fig. 1 Tips to consider prior to
drafting the paper
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target journal in advance can also facilitate collaborations,
especially for article types other than original research
articles (e.g. literature review articles (Sayer 2018)) where
different people may be assigned to synthesize a specific
section/topic of the article. By selecting the target journal
a priori, you can comply with the journal’s guidelines from
the beginning by setting size limits specific to each section.
This can finally save time to your colleagues by often avoid-
ing unnecessary reductions of text later on; time is precious
and perhaps nobody wants to spend time unnecessarily.
I’ve seen cases where the lead authors of such collaborative
review articles don’t consider these from the beginning, let-
ting independently-working people synthesize their sections
without any specific guidelines as to the size. This policy
finally leads to an excessively long manuscript that most
journals (at least lead journals) would barely consider. But
this can be an embarrassing outcome to some collaborators
as more and more edits may be needed (more time), and
finally having the paper published in a low-profile journal.
I don’t think this is what one wants. Considering all these
from the early stages shows professionalism, and your col-
leagues will appreciate this. It may help you sustain long-
term collaborations.

When selecting journal, if you’ve already prepared your
degree’s thesis, pay a visit to your reference list. The most
cited journal is perhaps where you would submit your arti-
cle. If you haven’t worked on your thesis, your supervisor
can direct you because senior researchers often select jour-
nals based on their experiences in a broader context, includ-
ing previous experiences with interacting with journals as
authors, reviewers, and editors.

Have a look at the indices of publication speed of the
journal. You can usually find these on the journal’s website.
However, remember that the numbers you see are usually
average numbers reflected by the arithmetic mean of the arti-
cles published by the specific journal within a specific time

window. Arithmetic means are sensitive to data distribution
skewness, i.e. asymmetry around the mean resulting in left-
or right-tailed skewness, and the metrics you see reflect only
an average performance, which doesn’t make much sense in
the absence of some measure of dispersion such as standard
deviation. If we consider the articles published in a specific
time window a sample of observations, the phenomenon of
skewness may be more pronounced in journals publishing a
relatively small number of papers in a year. The central limit
theorem (CLT) states that as the sample size increases, the
sampling distribution of the arithmetic mean approaches a
Gaussian distribution (bell-shaped). This suggests that the
relevant metrics of journals publishing a relatively high
number of papers in a specific time window would be less
prone to skewness. Hence, now you understand that some
papers published even in journals offering rapid peer review
can exhibit a considerably delayed peer review, i.e. these
cases occur a few standard deviations from the mean.

If you cannot find any metrics of publication speed, you
can sample several recent papers from the archives of the
journal and see when the paper was submitted and when it
was finally accepted for publication. By doing so, you’ll have
an image of how speedy the peer review might be, if you’re
concerned with the time needed for peer review. If you're
a more experienced author who publishes many papers per
year, you shall expect that the review duration may be con-
siderably prolonged for some of your papers. Hypothesizing
that an author submits approximately 30 papers in a year (a
moderate sample size on a normal distribution basis), the
duration of the review process is likely to follow a Gauss-
ian distribution with some papers being reviewed within a
relatively very short time (left tail) and some within a far
longer time (right tail). The entire process is characterized
by high relativity and is driven by probabilities. Therefore,
the earlier you accept these, the earlier you may free yourself
from potentially high anxiety.
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As a final tip, when you’re searching for the right journal
and have the information fresh, write down at least 2—3 more
journals, perhaps ranked by preference, because you may
need them. Selecting a thematic group of journals might
also come in handy. For example, assuming that a paper
reports novel findings about real-world interactive effects of
microplastics and antibiotics on biota, it could be published
into various journals, such as Journal of Hazardous Materi-
als, Science of the Total Environment, Chemosphere, Envi-
ronmental Pollution, and Environmental Sciences Europe.
Nowadays there is considerable overlap between journals,
and this can be seen as an opportunity to select a thematic
group of journals for potentially successive submissions.

Avoid predatory journals

In the process to select journal, be careful to avoid predatory
journals (Clark and Thompson 2017; Pourret et al. 2020;
Qehaja 2020; Sonne et al. 2020; Machacek and Srholec
2021). Predatory means “inclined or intended to injure or
exploit others for personal gain or profit” (Merriam-Webster
Inc.), and authorship of a paper published in a predatory
journal may harm your reputation and career (Clark and
Thompson 2017). For an experienced author, it’s easy to
immediately realize that such an invitation to submit articles
comes from a predatory journal or is a scam because repu-
table journals and publishers send standard formal invita-
tions through their online submission systems (e.g. Editorial
Manager for JFR), although there can often be an initial
informal contact by an academic editor or a journal staff.
Invitations to submit articles to a journal that are sent from
non-institutional email addresses, e.g. gmail, hotmail, yahoo,
outlook, and whatsnot, shouldn’t be trusted; most publishers
also discourage the use of non-institutional email addresses
when it comes to the submission/peer-review system. In any
case, if you’re in doubt, you may seek advice from your
supervisor or experienced colleagues.

Familiarize yourself with the selected journal

Let’s assume you’ve selected a journal. Now what? If you're
unfamiliar with the journal as author, reader, or reviewer, |
suggest that you explore the archives of the journal, espe-
cially emphasizing on articles published within the last two
years. Do you still believe your article would be a good fit
to the articles collection of the journal? Will your article
be of similar or higher quality than papers published on a
similar subject? If there’re other papers on the exact sub-
ject, does your paper provide sufficient scientific advance
over the already published articles? If your answer to these
questions is negative, then perhaps you should try to find
another journal. Hence, as it’s already clear to you now, this
stage should be undertaken before selecting a target journal

@ Springer

if you’re unfamiliar with the journal or if you aren’t regularly
following the journal’s publications as a reader. While you’re
exploring journal’s articles, remember to pay attention to
the quality of presentation, which is an important indicator
of your article’s quality (Sedlak 2015). Reaching a similar
or higher quality of presentation, including the way display
elements are designed, will likely increase your odds to get
your paper published in your target journal. Above all, it
shows some level of professionalism and proficiency—it’s
the small details that matter, right?

Once you’ve selected the journal, go through the author
guidelines carefully. Do this right away. It’s an important
step that can help you utilize your time more effectively.
For example, each journal has its own policy regarding arti-
cle size/length, although some journals may haven’t. This
is important to note because you may find that you prefer
another journal that allows articles to occupy more space.
For example, Ecotoxicology and Environmental Safety states
that “regular research articles must not exceed 8,000 words.
Word limit here is for text only. In principle the number
of tables and figures should not collectively exceed seven”,
while requiring the agreement of editors should the authors
want to exceed their limits (author guidelines(’; accessed on
13 July, 2021). On the other hand, Environmental Science
& Pollution Research states “please ensure that the length
of your paper is in harmony with your research area and
with the science presented”, not imposing such limitations
(author guidelines7; accessed on 13 July, 2021). Similarly,
the editors of Environment International believe that “no
single format can accommodate all useful contributions” and
set no size limits to original research articles (author guide-
lines®; accessed on 13 July, 2021). There’re more such jour-
nals. Most journals, however, also allow online-only supple-
mentary materials of any size nowadays, but it’s important to
know these in advance so to prepare your paper accordingly.

“Rules are useful, but the understanding of the reason
on which a rule is based is better.” Thomas Arthur Rickard,
author of a 1908’ book (Rickard and Gayley 1908).

With this quote in mind, I suggest that you don’t go
mechanically through the author guidelines. Focus and try
to understand them well. Ask yourself why a rule exists.
Rules are important to maintain a journal’s standards, and
failing to comply with the author guidelines can lead to desk
rejection of a paper (i.e. rejection by the editors at the initial
screening), although for less important requirements, such
as line spacing, margin widths, and bibliographic style, the

5 https://www.elsevier.com/journals/ecotoxicology-and-environmen
tal-safety/0147-6513/guide-for-authors
7 https://www.springer.com/journal/11356/submission-guidelines

8 https://www.elsevier.com/journals/environment-international/0160-
4120/guide-for-authors
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paper may be returned to you for further editing and re-
uploading (Lang 2020; Lowry et al. 2020). Here, I should
also emphasize that it’s not only authors that are responsi-
ble to comply with journals’ guidelines. Journals are also
responsible to provide clear and explicitly explained guide-
lines, yet there’re often unclear guidelines (Lang 2020),
explaining also the reasons of the ‘rules’. For example, a
beginner author may be confused by the guidelines of Envi-
ronmental Research stating “tables should be separate from
the manuscript text, and can be uploaded individually or
consolidated into a single file” and “tables can be placed
either next to the relevant text in the article, or on separate
page(s)” (author guidelines,9 accessed on 13 July, 2021).
Nevertheless, someone experienced with the journal would
know that the editors would be fine with either choice. If
you believe that some rules are unclear, you can contact the
editorial office for clarifications; avoid contacting academic
editors for technical issues.

Be aware of dubious research practices

Emerged from the need to reduce dubious research prac-
tices, new initiatives appear in several countries aiming at
educating scientific researchers about responsible conduct of
research, research misconduct, data handling, rules of col-
laborative research, conflicts of interest, and communicat-
ing information, amongst others. A good example of this
is the founding of the Japan’s Association for the Promo-
tion of Research Integrity (APRIN) on 1 April, 2016, which
provides important educational materials that are also used
for the training of researchers at governmental institutions
across the country (https://www.aprin.or.jp/en). Responsi-
ble conduct of scientific research encompasses (1) correct
conduct of the research itself, (2) appropriate dealing with
research subjects (e.g. humans and other animals), and (3)
“accountability to society that supports research” (APRIN
educational materials, update on 3 July, 2017). Research
progress and scientific knowledge can significantly impact
societies and drive/control the development of humanity
(Iaccarino 2001). The society’s trust to science also depends
upon ethical conduct of research, and research misconduct
can harm the mutualistic relationship between science and
society. Hence, it’s of utmost importance to have a good
understanding of what can be harmful to science and soci-
ety when preparing your paper. Ethical compass can also
be critical in times of crises, as is the case of COVID-19
pandemic (Xafis et al. 2020; Maccaro et al. 2021).

There are various practices that are considered inappro-
priate in terms of research ethics,'? such as plagiarism, data

° https://www.elsevier.com/journals/environmental-research/0013-
9351/guide-for-authors

fabrication or falsification, salami slicing, duplicate publica-
tion, and ghost authors, which threaten scientific integrity
(Rawat and Meena 2014). I recommend having these on your
radar before starting to draft your paper to save otherwise
lost time and protect your reputation and career, because the
conduct of fraudulent research can lead to social, legal, and
financial consequences (Resnik 2014; Eungoo and Hwang
2020). While I summarize major issues in this section, you
may read more about these and other issues of integrity in
scholarly research and its publication on the website of the
Committee on Publication Ethics (COPE; https://publicatio
nethics.org/) and the U.S. Office of Research Integrity (ORI;
https://ori.hhs.gov/).

Plagiarism is the phenomenon where authors merely
copy or slightly edit text from other manuscripts authored
by other authors or them (so called self-plagiarism), often
with not even citing the source. This phenomenon has been
occurring for quite a long time (Duggan 2007), appears more
frequently in papers authored by people whose native lan-
guage is not English (Higgins et al. 2016), and is considered
theft or misappropriation of intellectual property (Kumar
et al. 2014). Plagiarism can result in rejection of your paper
or retraction if revealed after its publication as well as to
your suspension or ban from the journal (Das and Panjabi
2011), a situation you don’t want to flirt with. Knowing and,
thus, avoiding plagiarism during your writing is important
(Gerding 2012; Kumar et al. 2014). Legitimate scientific
journals evaluate your paper for plagiarism, similarity, and
potential duplicate publication upon submission. Therefore,
your paper will be desk rejected if found to be problematic.
Don’t think that your paper may be lucky not to be checked
because many legitimate journals don’t require an operator
to do this. Instead, it’s done automatically by the submis-
sion system, and editors can simply see the result attached
next to your submission. I should also highlight that, on
the other hand, being well aware can also protect you from
potentially incorrect rejections. For example, a system that
is widely used for similarity screening by numerous jour-
nals published by various publishers is iThenticate (Turnitin,
LLC; https://www.ithenticate.com/). However, this software
has important limitations such as no proper consideration of
the Materials and Methods section, no sub-analysis of the
various sections, and no exclusion of title pages, author’s
affiliations, funding and conflict of interest statements, and
acknowledgements (Higgins et al. 2016). These can lead to
an (incorrectly) high value of similarity, a single score that
the software provides. Then, no careful detailed screening
by an editor can lead to potentially incorrect rejection due to
high similarity. Furthermore, this software doesn’t provide a

10 From the Greek word 7Bog (ethos). As a concept, ethics was intro-
duced by the Greek philosopher Aristotle (Iaccarino 2001).
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score of plagiarism but a score of similarity (e.g. the similar-
ity index of this submission scored 3%). While plagiarism
accounts for similarity, similarity doesn’t necessarily mean
plagiarism. If your paper is rejected by an editor accusing
you for plagiarism while you’re sure your paper doesn’t
include plagiarism, alas, it’s a serious issue because it indi-
cates unethical practice from your side. In such a case, you
may write a detailed letter to the journal office. For example,
you may request that the journal examine the issue in detail
and, if you’re right, to rescind the editor’s decision because
the existence of such an incorrect accusation in the journal’s
record may harm your reputation and career in ways that you
cannot imagine or expect.

Don’t fabricate or falsify data/results. The ORI defines
fabrication the phenomenon of “making up data or results
and recording or reporting them” and falsification the phe-
nomenon of “manipulating research materials, equipment,
or processes, or changing or omitting data or results such
that the research is not accurately represented in the research
record” (https://ori.hhs.gov/definition-research-misconduct).
In general, based on ORI’s definitions, keep in mind not to
(1) make up data or results and record or report them, (2)
manipulate research materials, equipment, or processes,
or (3) edit or omit data or results that lead to inaccurate
representation. You may want to have a further reading
about these issues (Resnik 2014; Kingori and Gerrets 2016;
Eungoo and Hwang 2020), but you can always turn to your
supervisor or other senior colleagues for advices if you have
doubts whether a practice may consist data fabrication or
falsification.

Don’t perform salami or duplicate publishing. Salami
slicing or ‘least publishable unit’ is the phenomenon where
authors try to publish more than one papers, each of which
including the least possible data/information of a specific
research. Duplicate publication is the phenomenon where
authors publish the same data/results in more than one
papers, often by submitting them in different journals at
around the same time or at different times. Both practices
are inappropriate and can seriously harm one’s career. Dupli-
cate publishing is easier to define and identify, but salami
slicing is more difficult to define and hard to identify (Broad
1981; Editorial 2005; Smolci¢ 2013; Ding et al. 2020). That
is, most journals don’t have specific definitions of salami
slicing, and there’re certain cases where salami slicing is
allowed to a small extent (but how small is small?). For
example, in highly integrated studies involving independent
evaluations over multiple years and/or different laboratories
studying distinct data sets, it may be reasonable to publish
two or more papers with different data sets, especially if the
one doesn’t depend on the other. There’s a fine line in mak-
ing such judgments and requires experience, so it’s always
good to discuss these with your supervisors and senior coau-
thors in advance.

@ Springer

Consider and discuss authorship in advance. Any person
who has made important contributions to the scholarly con-
tent of the study/paper should be included in the author list,
while any person who hasn’t made important contributions
should be added in the acknowledgements (if agrees) but not
in the author list (Schofferman et al. 2015). Before inviting
colleagues to coauthor, read the journal’s guidelines regard-
ing authorship. Bear in mind that ensuring the study’s funds
with no further intellectual contributions to the production
of the study/paper does not justify authorship, even if this
is your supervisor. Furthermore, if you’re a student, invit-
ing an expert in the field to become coauthor to your paper
may not be a good idea unless your supervisor has agreed
or instructed to do so. If you invite others to be coauthors
from early in the process, clearly explain what contribu-
tion you do expect from them, potential timelines (when
do you expect to have their feedback back), and whether
you have the agreement of your supervisor. Lead scientists
are extremely busy and the least they want is to engage in a
situation where they’ll have to guide you in how to write a
paper (this is your supervisor’s responsibility). To facilitate
their work and maximize the benefit from their involvement,
send them a tidy and clean draft after receiving the approval
of your supervisor. Likewise, it’s good to discuss the process
with your supervisor from the very beginning; however, try
to do a good work (at the best of your ability) before send-
ing him/her a draft. I suggest to avoid sending him/her a
draft expecting that he/she will write your paper. This may
show unprofessionalism, lack of motivation, incompetence,
irresponsibility, and lack of desire to develop professionally.

When examining the authors’ list, I suggest to visit the
author guidelines of your target journal, which will likely
state specific requirements regarding authorship. For exam-
ple, Global Change Biology instructs (author guidelines,'!
accessed on 10 August, 2021): “The list of authors should
accurately illustrate who contributed to the work and how.
All those listed as authors should qualify for authorship
according to the following criteria: (1) Have made substan-
tial contributions to conception and design, or acquisition
of data, or analysis and interpretation of data; (2) Been
involved in drafting the manuscript or revising it critically
for important intellectual content; (3) Given final approval
of the version to be published. Each author should have par-
ticipated sufficiently in the work to take public responsibil-
ity for appropriate portions of the content; (4) Agreed to
be accountable for all aspects of the work in ensuring that
questions related to the accuracy or integrity of any part of
the work are appropriately investigated and resolved; and (5)
Contributions from anyone who does not meet the criteria

' https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/page/journal/13652486/homepage/
forauthors.html
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Start drafting the paper

Examine the order based on
which you will prepare a first
version of each paper’s
component/section

1. Have aplan ——

2. Control self citations

3. Cite others’ work

4. Disclose interests

5. Be prepared to provide primary data
Do not hunt for the

6. Do not succumb to P hacking— >  right P value

7. Avoid effect size inference if you do
not estimate effect size

Fig. 2 Tips to consider when drafting the paper

for authorship should be listed, with permission from the
contributor, in an Acknowledgments section (for example,
to recognize contributions from people who provided techni-
cal help, collation of data, writing assistance, acquisition of
funding, or a department chairperson who provided general
support). Prior to submitting the article all authors should
agree on the order in which their names will be listed in the
manuscript.” You may also read the author guidelines of
other journals (especially published from different publish-
ers) to get a better picture. For example, a plethora of jour-
nals mandates the inclusion of a statement explaining each
author’s contributions, while many journals recommend
or require the use of relevant authors’ roles listed by their
publishers (e.g. Elsevier’s CRediT roles'?). You may also
want to have a look at the guidelines developed by the Inter-
national Committee of Medical Journal Editors (ICMIJE),
which is well known for its authorship criteria in sciences
(http://www.icmje.org/), e.g. its Recommendations for the
Conduct, Reporting, Editing, and Publication of Scholarly
Work in Medical Journals (December, 2019; http://www.
icmje.org/icmje-recommendations.pdf). I suggest doing
these so to be educated before discussing authorship issue
with others.

Start drafting the paper

Now that you’ve mastered the preceding points of considera-
tion, it’s the right time to start drafting your paper (Fig. 2).

From where to start drafting my paper?

Have a plan. You may consider the following protocol:

12 https://www.elsevier.com/authors/journal-authors/policies-and-
ethics/credit-author-statement

e Leave conclusions section of the main manuscript and
abstract for later, after drafting all the other sections of
the main manuscript.

e If you have a title in mind, write it down first. ’'m con-
fident that you’ll have more ideas about candidate titles
and, thus, you can improve or change it several times
during your writing. Title is the first thing people will
read, including editors and yourself each time you open
your document to work (at least in Windows” document
management software). Hence, it’s important to have an
attractive title, but without deviating considerably from
your data. Why should people read your paper among an
extremely abundant and continuously-growing literature?
You’ll often find yourself listing a couple of candidate
titles. Keep them there till the very end. If you’ve com-
pleted drafting the paper and are still unsure which to
use, you may consider asking for the opinion of a col-
league.

e Then, you may draft a first ‘lose’ version of the Intro-
duction. While working on the other sections, go back
to the Introduction each time you visit your manuscript
for potential improvements. You’ll find something to
edit almost always. This will help you to maximize the
quality of Introduction as you’ll also have a better com-
prehension of your own data and results, especially in
highly-integrated original researches with a broad data
set. While discussing your results, and searching for
literature, you may generate new ideas that can help to
increase the significance and expand the scope of your
Introduction.

e Continue with Materials and Methods (the section’s
name may differ in some journals). Explain the entire
methodology in sufficient detail such that anyone can
repeat the study with your very protocol/methodology.
However, leave the sample and data collection and sta-
tistics section for later.

e Then, continue with data analyses. For each data set you
analyze statistically, go back and fill each of the left sub-
sections of Materials and Methods; describe sample and
data collection and statistics section. Then, create the
display elements and write also the results in the Results
section. Continue with the next data set.

e When you finish, write the discussion.
It is now time to write the conclusions. Do not repeat
the results in the conclusions. Instead, provide a clear
take-home message, one you would like readers to
remember. This is a good place to clarify how your
study advances the current scientific understandings of
this subject. Try to put them in a broader context. Why
are they so important? However, stick onto your data
and write only based on what your data can support.

e Complete the writing by drafting the abstract. The
next component to read after someone has seen the
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title and became curious to know more about your
study is the abstract. Try to write an efficient abstract
so to attract the reader to explore the full paper. Don’t
repeat the conclusions you wrote in the main paper.
Be different. Write one—two brief sentences with the
background to set the scene; this may be unnecessary
in some cases, e.g. in very specialized journals (know
your readership). Make it clear why you conducted this
research and why now. Briefly explain the methodol-
ogy (what you did) in one-two sentences. Follow up
with the most important results in terms of novelty,
occupying 3—-4 sentences. Then, continue with some
concise discussion of the results to help the readers
understand why your results are important and how
they add to the existing scientific base (2—3 short sen-
tences). This is a general structure based on my own
perception, personal preference, and experience, and
is only indicative. However, what one should keep in
mind is to keep harmony. As a reviewer and editor, I
often come across abstracts whose background and/or
methodological information occupies 50-75% of the
total length, leaving relatively very little space for dis-
cussing the results. This would be less effective. All
journals have specific requirements of the permitted
size of abstract, but for original research articles the
abstract is generally restricted below 300—350 words,
for some journals even below 150 words. Furthermore,
several journals require following a specific structure
of abstract. Therefore, read the journal’s guidelines
regarding abstract before starting to draft the abstract.

e If you’ve not done it yet, select keywords. Most jour-
nals permit listing up to five keywords. Try to include
the maximum allowed number because efficient use of
keywords can help your paper being traced by more peo-
ple. I suggest avoiding using keywords that are already
included in the title and abstract because key search
engines of scientific literature consider abstract and title
in their search. Alternative, synonyms or alternative
names of the same words can be used. Again, the publi-
cation practices are so relative that there is no standard
protocol prototype. Hence, there’re journals enforcing
their own requirements for keywords. For example, some
journals require the use of 5-10 keywords selected from
the browser list of the US National Library of Medicine’s
Medical Subject Headings (MeSH; www.nlm.nih.gov/
mesh) (e.g. Elsevier’s Plant, Cell & Environment). There-
fore, check the journal’s author guidelines regarding key-
words.

These suggestions mostly concern original research arti-
cles, the most common type of articles, and are based on my
own personal experiences and professional development (my
writing practice has changed over the years/with increasing
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experience, so will yours). These tips may serve as a good
starting point, and you may expect that you’ll develop your
own writing “protocol” over time. Consider also that there’re
journals nowadays that publish research data (e.g. MDPI’s
Data and Elsevier’s Data in Brief) and protocols and meth-
odologies (Elsevier’s MethodsX and Mdpi’s Methods and
Protocols). It may be good to consider from the beginning
these supplementary options for facilitating reproducibil-
ity and enhancing the visibility of your data and protocols
and methodologies. Many journals ask during submission
whether you submit these pieces aside your submitted
manuscript.

Control self-citations

Avoid heavily citing yours and your coauthors’ papers.
Excessive self-citations is a phenomenon widely occurring
in the scientific literature, and early-career scientists show
a tendency to have greater self-citation rates due to the so
called ‘youth effect’, i.e. their published papers had little
time to receive massive citations from other scientists (Van
Noorden and Singh Chawla 2019). Excessive self-citing
isn’t an issue for scientists at the very beginning of their
career, e.g. university students of various academic degrees
who are writing their first articles. However, you should be
better aware of the issue in order to avoid such potential
practices of unwarranted references by your coauthors. Arti-
cles including your coauthor(s) in the authors’ list that do
not add to the scholarly content of the article should not
be cited. I opine that science shouldn’t be shaped within
‘wooden’ frames, but it should be ‘plastic’ so to provide
higher degrees of freedom (flexibility) within certain rela-
tive limits. So should the scientific publishing be. That is,
there’re cases where relatively more self-citations may be
acceptable, such as when describing methodologies that
you’ve developed or importantly modified and/or if you're
working in an emerging and rapidly-advancing research area
where your papers cited to support the scholarly content in
your new article cannot be replaced by non-self-references.

Cite others’ work

Authors cite references not only when they refer to data
and findings, but also when it comes to concepts or ideas
reported in or developed based on other papers. If you've
developed an idea based on a paper you read, give credit to
those authors by citing their work to show that your idea is
based on their work. If their work has helped you in any way
in your own paper, give credit to their work. Don’t search to
cite references from only your own colleagues, teachers, or
other scientists in your own country. Do cite international
references based on proper literature survey, scientific merit,
relevance, scholarly contribution to your paper, and being
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up-to-date. Massive citation of papers from your own coun-
try would add a nuance of rather local interest and lead to
desk rejection of your paper due to lack of international
interest. Cite references immediately when you are facili-
tated from them so to not forget later.

Disclose interests

If you or your coauthor(s) have any conflicts of interest,
this should be disclosed. Add a relevant statement in your
manuscript, usually placed after the main text and before
your reference list. To this end, ask all your coauthors to
disclose potential conflicts of interest. As a definition, con-
flict of interest is “a conflict between the private interests
and the official responsibilities of a person in a position of
trust” (Merriam-Webster Inc.). What may constitute conflict
of interest is usually explained in the author guidelines, but
you may read further information on the website of other
bodies, such as of COPE, the World Association of Medical
Editors, and the International Committee of Medical Journal
Editors; you may also want to read some relevant publica-
tions to develop a more comprehensive understanding of
the issue (Klein and Glick 2008; Ruff 2015; Dhillon 2021).
Acknowledge any person, body, or institution that has helped
you by any means in the acknowledgements section that is
usually placed on the title page or at the end of the main text
(before reference list) as indicated in the journal’s author
guidelines. Don’t add thanks to reviewers and editors, how-
ever, unless they’ve helped you generate new ideas, perform
new data analyses, and thus lead to considerably different
results and conclusions. It’s the job of editors to handle
your paper in the best possible way and the responsibility
of reviewers to conduct a high-quality review (if they have
accepted to review). Both editors and reviewers know that
you’re thankful if you’ve improved your paper based on their
comments and suggestions. I’ve come across new submis-
sions whose acknowledgements thank reviewers and edi-
tors for their “helpful comments and suggestions” in a kind
and polite manner. It’s understood that you appreciate their
efforts however, you don’t know that they’1l provide helpful
comments and suggestions. Moreover, personality traits and
behavior, and thus perception of others’ behavior, highly
vary among people. Hence, your practice may be perceived
by someone as an effort to manipulate reviewers’ and edi-
tors’ judgment. By some others it may be considered flatter-
ing, and for some people this may not be perceived well; e.g.
you may recall the famous quote “it is better to fall among
crows than flatterers; for those devour only the dead—these
the living” by Antisthenes (Avtic0éung; ~ 446-366 BC), a
Greek philosopher and Socrates’ pupil. For all these reasons,
unless there are specific needs following review and revision
(arare case), refrain from adding thanks to reviewers or edi-
tors in your manuscript. Some journals also clearly indicate

that “thanks to anonymous reviewers are not appropriate”
(Global Change Biology, author guidelines,'? accessed on
10 August, 2021).

Be ready to provide primary/raw data

Be prepared to provide any original data that might be
requested at some point of the peer review. This may be
the case for articles not reporting primary data (e.g. report-
ing transformed data). If you’re asked to provide them in
the framework of a revision of your paper and instead you
withdraw your paper, it’s a bad sign and will raise concerns
of ethical conduct. This is a situation that nobody wants
to face in her/his career. Primary data facilitate cumulative
science, and many journals mandate their providing along
with the article. Even if a journal doesn’t mandate mak-
ing primary data available, keep in mind to provide them
(at least arithmetic means with a measure of dispersion and
sample size) in supplementary materials if possible. Primary
data have multiple roles and can help saving resources, e.g.
other authors may optimize their experimental design based
on your data.

Do not succumb to P hacking

The value of probability (P) is obtained from statistical test-
ing of a null hypothesis (Hy) and, in simple terms, indicates
the odd for results equally or more extreme than the actual
observations given that Hy, is true. A survey of biology’s
literature would suggest that the results and conclusions of
a tremendous portion of original research papers is based
on P value. P value, however, is also one of the most dis-
cussed issues in the modern statistical and biology’s litera-
tures due to various misconceptions regarding its use, mean-
ing, and inference. You may want to read some key papers
on the topic so to become knowledgeable and avoid such
misconceptions (Berger and Delampady 1987; Senn 2001;
Connor 2004; Cumming et al. 2007; Goodman 2008; Lew
2012; Nuzzo 2014; Amrhein et al. 2019; Agathokleous and
Saitanis 2020). The commonly-used level of significance
is alpha (a) =0.05, although recent advances suggest that
testing at the levels of significance of @ =0.005 or 0.001
would decrease the level of non-reproducibility of scientific
research by a factor of >5 (Johnson 2013).

P hacking is the phenomenon of mismatch between
reported and actual P values (Nuzzo 2014; Veresoglou
2015), and one that I have encountered numerous times as
editor and reviewer. Studies with multi-factorial designs
(e.g. including three- or four-way analyses of variance)

13 https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/page/journal/13652486/homepage/
forauthors.html
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Fig. 3 Tips to consider when
you have a first draft ready

1. Consider whether your draft is really ready ——

When you have a first draft ready

Pursuit excellence;
writing is art

2. Have it checked by all coauthors l

3. Pay attention to the cover letter

4. Prepare the submission

may be more prone to P hacking, especially if using tests
for multiple comparisons among means or multiple t tests
without treating P value. If one uses the common a level
of 0.05 (nominal) for comparisons, the rate of false rejec-
tion of a true H (type I error) is inflated, a phenomenon
termed ‘experiment-wise error rate’ (Iglewicz 2014).
While there are also other techniques to treat experiment-
wise error rate, Bonferroni correction has been widely
used due to its ease, albeit it’s conservative, giving the
maximum error rate (Freund et al. 2010; Armstrong 2014;
Veresoglou 2015). Let’s say you have 15 comparisons. The
probability that one or more Hj is falsely rejected equals to
1 —(1—a)", where a=0.05 and n= 15 in this case. Solving
the equation, the probability is 53.7%. If n were 50, the
probability would become as high as 92.3%. Hence, it’s
quite clear that the probability to incorrectly reject H, can
be alarmingly high in studies with increased numbers of
comparisons. In such cases, failure to treat experiment-
wise error can lead to incorrect results and conclusions.
Even where there aren’t so high numbers of comparisons/
tests (e.g. 22.6% for 5 tests/comparisons), significant dif-
ferences at @ =0.05 may be incorrectly presented if no
treatment of experiment-wise error is applied (Veresoglou
2015). Using Bonferroni correction, one can easily treat
experiment-wise error by dividing the a level with the
level of tests/comparisons, i.e. a=1—(1— P)”“; P=0.05
and 7 is the number of tests/comparisons. In simple words,
if you have 15 tests/comparisons, you use a level of sig-
nificance of @ =0.0033 (0.05/15). It’s good to be aware
of these issues because the current peer-review system
may not permit their identification during peer review
(Wehrden et al. 2015), and to avoid adding to the exist-
ing issue of most published research findings being likely
false (Ioannidis 2005). As an additional suggestion, don’t
conduct tests until you obtain the P values you want to find
the differences you expect (Masicampo and Lalande 2012).
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However, keep in
mind that there is no
perfect paper

Avoid effect size inference if you do not estimate effect
size

An often encountered important issue is claiming size of
differences in the absence of relevant mathematical/sta-
tistical support. For example, a common misconception
I frequently encounter in the biology’s literature (and as
reviewer) is the claim of relative differences based on dif-
ferences in the P value. For instance, one author may claim
that chlorophyll content is a more sensitive biomarker of
stress in some tested plants than superoxide dismutase
because the difference in the chlorophyll content between
treatment and control group was significant at P <0.001
while the difference in superoxide dismutase was signifi-
cant at P <0.05. Another example is when one ranks the
susceptibility or tolerance of organisms based on P values.
Red flag. This is a serious misconception as P values don’t
support inference related to size/magnitude of differences,
which would require the use of mathematical estimation
of effect sizes for comparing magnitudes (Connor 2004;
Agathokleous and Saitanis 2020). There’re various effect
sizes and complementary reporting indices that can be
used (Breaugh 2003; Kirk 2007; Nakagawa and Cuthill
2007; Durlak 2009; McGough and Faraone 2009; Berben
et al. 2012; McCabe et al. 2012; Sullivan and Feinn 2012;
Lakens 2013; Tomczak and Tomczak 2014); however,
their analysis is beyond the scope of this article. Now that
you’re aware of this issue, you can do a comprehensive
reading of some key references cited herein and others if
you’re interested in estimating or mastering effect sizes.
There’re also available computerized applications that can
help you make the estimations easily (see freely available
electronic supplementary materials in Agathokleous and
Saitanis (2020) and also https://www.cem.org/effect-size-
calculator).
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When you have a first draft ready (before
submission)

Keep in mind that there is no perfect paper

Now you have your first draft ready and are excited to submit
as soon as possible, right? I don’t want to disappoint you, but
you definitely haven’t. Now you’ve the main base of the arti-
cle upon which you’ll build (Fig. 3). Writing is art. It takes
time, and requires attention to the finest details. A painting
is never perfect. Hence, keep in mind that your paper will
never be perfect. If you critically examine any paper in any
published journal, you’ll commonly find at least a couple
of minor non-scholarly-content ‘errors’ in each. There is
always space for improvements, and editors know this very
well. Does this mean that you’ll be improving your paper to
the infinite? Apparently not, and a cost-benefit assessment
is needed. You may want to stop working on small details
when you realize/feel that the time (and effort) you spend
outweighs considerably the benefit of the paper from your
edits. For beginners this may be hard to define, but later
on you’ll see that this point is clearly understood. If you’ve
no coauthor, don’t worry. If you’re ‘lucky’ to receive good
review reports, you’ll still have the opportunity to apply
further improvements based on reviewers’ suggestions. If
you’ve coauthors, the most likely scenario is that you’ll thor-
oughly revise the paper based on your coauthors’ comments
and suggestions.

Have it checked by all coauthors —the importance
of corresponding author

Before sending the paper to coauthors, it may be beneficial
if you ask some senior members of your lab/team to pro-
vide you with a feedback. Thank them and avail of their
comments to potentially further improve the paper. Then,
send the paper to all your coauthors; however, communi-
cate with your supervisor first because he/she may instruct
you otherwise. For example, your supervisor may want to
work first with your draft in order to improve it consider-
ably before sending it to other coauthors. This is his/her
responsibility if (s)he is coauthor, and especially if (s)he is
also corresponding author, of your paper. If (s)he is corre-
sponding author, (s)he is also responsible for all matters of
communication regarding this paper, including communi-
cating with all authors, submitting the paper and interacting
with the journal editors, responding to reviewers (but note
that you’re encouraged to try preparing the response letter
first for your training) as well as to readers of your paper
following its publication. During the process of interacting
with colleagues about your paper, remember to express your
gratitude to all those who have contributed to your paper by
any means.

Who is gonna be the corresponding author is also an
important matter, especially because it can have an impor-
tant impact on someone’s career. Remember that journals
find reviewers from published literature, typically the cor-
responding authors. Furthermore, the corresponding author
is the one who will interact with readers and journal. Hence,
being corresponding author of papers can enhance one’s rep-
utation and international visibility, and you should examine
the issue of the corresponding author early in the process of
determining authorship. For example, if someone has never
been designated corresponding author on papers, journals
won’t invite him/her for reviewing papers'* and, thus, would
barely become academic editor of scientific journals. How-
ever, if you’re a student enrolled in a BSc or an MSc degree
or a PhD student who doesn’t wish to continue a research
or academic career, it may be more appropriate to indicate
a senior coauthor as corresponding author who guaran-
tees readiness to respond to any requests regarding matters
related to the article for a relatively long time. If you’re an
early-career researcher or academic (e.g. lecturer or assistant
professor), I don’t see any reason justifying not being cor-
responding author of your paper. As the lead author, there
should be nobody knowing the paper’s content better than
you. Hence, I opine that marking someone else as corre-
sponding author might look as if you were unable to manage
responsibly any arising matter. The issue of corresponding
author, however, should be examined with reference to the
specific journal’s guidelines, considering that there’re jour-
nals that don’t allow the designation of more than one cor-
responding authors, such as the Journal of Hazardous Mate-
rials (author guidelines,15 accessed on 10 August, 2021).

The cover letter

While waiting feedback from colleagues and coauthors, uti-
lize the time to prepare an excellent cover letter, which the
vast majority of journals require upon article’s submission.
This is your last chance to convince the editors that they
should consider your paper for potential publication in the
journal. Consider the below points:

e  When you’ve the article ready for submission and prepar-
ing the cover letter, it’s time to visit the author guidelines
once more. Check the requirements for cover letter. Many
journals have specific requirements of what to include or
not include in the cover letter. Confirm that you comply
with the guidelines.

14 Unless proposed by supervisors or other colleagues, and, even in
this case, competent editors might hardly consider them for reviewers.

15 https://www.elsevier.com/journals/journal-of-hazardous-materials/
0304-3894/guide-for-authors
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e With the current editorial practices and the often multiple
Editors-in-Chief and many Associate Editors, it’s okay to
address the letter to ‘editor’ in general. The editor who
has handled a paper, however, is commonly indicated in
the decision letter, especially if the paper is given revi-
sion or is accepted. If you get a signed revision letter or
the editor’s name is specified, it might be preferable to
address the letter to the specific editor.

e Mention the article’s title and authors, and confirm that
you haven’t published or have under consideration for
publication elsewhere this work in part or fully in Eng-
lish or other language. State that all authors have read
the manuscript under submission and agreed with the
submission (make sure you did this).

e If you or some coauthors have a conflict of interest to
declare, expose it clearly in the cover letter. If you haven’t
any, indicate it in a concise statement.

e State whether you’ve uploaded your paper already on a
preprint server or specific website. This is important to
avoid incorrect rejection based on potentially misinter-
preted and non-properly-checked similarity check.

e If this is a resubmission of a previously rejected paper,
clarify this (state the previous manuscript number and
title) and explain why you resubmit (what have you
changed) and if the previous editor encouraged resub-
mission.

e Stress out briefly the scope, novelty, and impact of the
paper (Lowry et al. 2020). Don’t copy the abstract or
conclusions of your paper. Avail of this opportunity
to communicate some more information to the editors
and convince them that they should consider publishing
your paper. Be brief and direct, within one or two short
paragraphs. Don’t write a pages-long cover letter. Keep
it formal and signed, including all the information of the
corresponding/submitting author.

Include suggested and, if needed, opposed reviewers
(Grimm 2005) in the cover letter along with contact infor-
mation, their institutional details, and a justification of why
you propose or not propose them. Most journals require
inputting this information in the submission system, but it’s
good to also include them in your cover letter for the editor’s
attention. Who to suggest? Definitely not your classmates,
teachers, or relatives. You had better to discuss this matter
with all coauthors, if there’re any, and have the consensus
of all authors based on mutual understanding. It’s impor-
tant to ask your coauthors because they may have reasons to
suggest opposed reviewers, and recommending or opposing
reviewers can facilitate publication of your paper (Grimm
2005). In general, candidate reviewers are people who have
important experience in the paper’s subject, as documented
by peer-reviewed papers, and who aren’t close collaborators.
In no way you should contact people asking them to review
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your paper if they’re approached by the journal; this may
be perceived in a bad way, especially if you haven’t even
met someone. This applies to requesting review comments
on your paper prior to submission since peer review takes
much time and effort.

Prepare the submission

When there is a consensus among all authors that the manu-
script is ready for submission, there you go. Some points
for consideration:

e Register on the journal’s online submission system if you
aren’t registered already. Use an email address that you
routinely check, and add the journal in the safe senders
so to avoid important messages ending up in your spam
emails folder that might hamper the peer review process.

e Some journals request that you select a handling editor
and/or editorial board member. If this is the case, check
the journal’s website with the editors. If you’re unfamil-
iar with the editors, make a survey to find editors that are
most closely related to the subject of your paper.

e Prepare the figures’ and tables’ high resolution files for
uploading, although many journals don’t require this
upon the first submission nowadays.

e Unify the reference and citation style across the manu-
script, and correct any errors. Many journals don’t man-
date the use of a specific reference and citation style upon
the first submission, but they highlight the need for con-
sistent style. I strongly recommend the use of some ref-
erence management software, among the many existing
(e.g. Mendeley, EndNote, Zotero, MyBib, Qiqqa etc.).
This is particularly useful when you‘re submitting to a
journal requiring the use of numbered references. It can
protect you from errors introduced when one manages
the references manually, especially when there is a heavy
list of references and a lengthy main text, as is the case of
critical literature reviews. Using reference management
software reduces the odds of introducing errors when
revising the paper.

e Confirm that you’ve numbered the pages and line num-
bers (continuous numbering). While the former may not
be required in the author guidelines of the target jour-
nal, it can facilitate reviewers and editors. Note also that
many journals add line numbers to your submission when
you upload your manuscript. As reviewer and editor, 1
found myself disliking this automated insertion in some
journals because the line numbers restart at each page
and each number doesn’t necessarily indicate a specific
line (not aligned with the text). This situation makes
the job of reviewers, editors, and even authors (when
addressing reviewers’ comments) more difficult; pennies
on the dollar. Therefore, I suggest paying some attention
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Fig. 4 Tips to consider after the
original submission

After submission

1. Pursuit areté during the entire process

2. Keep all coauthors in the loop

3. Consider the time needed for the first decision

4. Know what the various
manuscript statuses mean

before contacting the journal’s office

Be patient, but also
remember that you are
the ‘customer’ and
have rights

5. Know the different types of

decisions

What to keep in mind when

dealing with reviewers

to the line numbers when you check the submission pdf
for approval. What I sometimes do is to add continuous
line numbers, even if the journal does add the aforemen-
tioned type of line numbers, and confirm that the line
numbers I’ve added are clearly visible (let the automated
numbers be there too).

e Confirm the theme fonts, font size, page margins, and line
and paragraph spacing, although they’re less important.
The most important among these may be the line and
paragraph spacing, but the most commonly used is 2.0
points.

e Before approving the submission pdf, check it carefully.
You may want to send it to your supervisor and other
coauthors for an additional check, especially if you're
a beginner. Your senior colleagues may easily notice an
error based on their experience.

e Approve the submission.

After submission
Pursuit areté during the entire process

You’ve now proudly approved the submission and, thus, your
precious paper has been submitted. Good luck, although
you’ll barely need it if your work is scientifically excel-
lent and your paper of high quality. This will likely give
you much satisfaction since it may reflect the outcome of
efforts lasted for some years, spanning from designing your
research to executing it and finally writing the paper. But
this ain’t mark the end (Fig. 4). Instead, you’ve just entered
the publication arena. Congratulations. You should now be
prepared for the ‘battle’ —but a gentle battle without fight-
ing. Remember that scientists should pursuit areté (axpetf| in

6. Prepare the revision and resubmit

Greek; a general translation in English is virtue), i.e. ethical/
moral excellence or supremacy (Yiaslas 2019).

Keep all coauthors in the loop

Keep your coauthors posted about submission-related mat-
ters, and do this without delays—they’ve the right to know
too. Don’t they? As soon as you’ve approved the pdf and
completed the submission, write to your coauthors, even if
many journals send automated submission confirmations to
all authors. Let them know that you’ve submitted the manu-
script and thank them once more for all their contributions.
Even as a beginner you may not realize it, even small addi-
tions/edits to the manuscript can make a huge difference in
the outcome of the peer review. Attach also the final submit-
ted files and submission pdf for their record. Be aware that
academic scientists have evaluations and may need such a
proof. Independently of this, all coauthors have the right
to have all the materials at any stage in the process. When
you receive the decision letter, forward it to them, and don’t
forget to attach any documents uploaded by reviewers and
editors.

How long should I wait for the first decision?

You may receive a decision on your manuscript from within
a few hours to several months. There’re numerous factors
that can affect the peer review time. For example, it depends
on the journal where you submit. If you submit to broad
multidisciplinary publications (e.g. Science, Nature) with
low acceptance rates, the chances for obtaining a fast desk
rejection within hours are high. This, however, may also be
the case for top specialty journals (e.g. specialized in For-
estry, Environmental Science, Ecology, etc.) with relatively
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low acceptance rates as the academic editors often reject
papers right away based on their own publishing agendas.

Let’s say your paper is plagiarism-free, has a quite
low similarity, isn’t a duplicate submission, doesn’t con-
tain unethical practices or striking issues with statistics,
amongst others, and is rather excellent. However, it’s still
desk rejected. Don’t be discouraged. The best-laid plans of
mice and men oft go astray'® (no matter how well you're pre-
pared, the outcome may not be what you expected, at least
temporarily). This is how the publishing business works.
Remember that there are thousands of scientific journals
nowadays, and their loss means gain for another journal.
Journals have their own agendas and your paper may simply
not align with their current publication policies. In journals
where the publishing space is much smaller than the number
of submissions in a year, editors may prefer to publish con-
tent that is considerably different from what they’ve recently
published or planned to publish, or they may simply think
that your paper isn’t among the most competent or competi-
tive from those they have in hands. When these are at play,
you may hear back within hours. If your paper is rejected
based on issues with its scholarly content that have been
determined by editors, you’ll still hear back within a few
days. Many journals give from 3 to 7 days to editors to act
on your manuscript. However, there are often 2—3 editors
sequentially assigned to your paper, and this timeframe may
apply to each of them. Therefore, if your paper is rejected
by editors without external peer review, you’ll commonly
be informed within a few hours to about 3 weeks. If you
check the submission system after several weeks and see
that the paper is still with editor, you may want to contact
the editorial office of the journal (not academic editors) to
politely ask what the status of your paper is. Remember that
most journals are businesses and you’re the customer. They
make profit thanks to you. Therefore, they should responsi-
bly address all your concerns.

If your paper makes it to external peer review, congrats.
You’ve convinced the editor that your paper merits consid-
eration for publication to the journal, and made it to the
next step. Note that passing the ‘guard’ of editors is often
a difficult point in lead journals with relatively low accept-
ance rates. Reviewers are usually given from 10 to 21 days
to submit their review reports, although there’re still journals
that give even about two months. So, it’s good to explore the
indices of publication speed of the journal when you’re in
the process of selecting a journal.

If your paper was sent to reviewers (under review) in
time and you’re waiting for the decision, be patient. I advise
against contacting the journal if 3 months haven’t passed
since the submission. This time window is reasonable

16 1diom likely adapted from Robert Burns, 18th-century poet.
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based on my experience as author, editor, and reviewer of
hundreds of papers and many dozens of journals. Patience
doesn’t harm. If you’re checking the submission system all
the time, you simply waste important time. It’s fine to check
from time to time (e.g. weekly) but don’t be obsessed and
repeat it every some minutes. Likewise, I suggest avoiding
sending emails to editors and journal office all the time. For
more experienced authors, if you’re a reluctant reviewer who
doesn’t respond in time, and may not submit review reports
on time, you may not expect that others will do otherwise
for you. In general, editors and journals may want more than
you to have a quick decision back to you, as the journal
indices can be affected, which in turn may affect authors
selecting the journal, and, thus, their business. Keep in mind,
however, that how fast the decision is made depends upon
reviewers. Reviewers are busy, and reviewing is a voluntary
commitment requiring much time. Therefore, the editors
may need to contact numerous reviewers until they rope in
the required number of referees. Some of them may never
submit their review report or submit it late. In some other
cases, you may think that the editor is delaying your process,
whereas in fact he/she is trying to help you. For example, the
required number of review reports might have been obtained,
and some of the reviewers recommend rejection, while the
editor has a different opinion. This can lead the editor to seek
recommendations from additional reviewers, extending the
time of peer review.

As a general tip, I suggest that there is no need to be
anxious and contact the journal as long as you see that the
date of manuscript status changes from time to time. No
noticeable change in the manuscript status’ information,
however, doesn’t mean no actual change. For example, an
editor may be exchanging correspondence with other editors
or even with reviewers outside the online submission system.
Remember the Heraclitus’ quote “no man ever steps in the
same river twice, for it’s not the same river and he’s not the
same man” (things that may seem constant may be actually
undergoing change).

What do the various manuscript statuses mean?

There are various statuses of manuscript peer review stage

in different submission systems and journals. The most com-

mon are”:

17 These are status names used by JFR too. The name of each status
can differ with journals. For example, (i) Manuscript Submitted may
be same with Undergoing Initial Checking, (ii) Reviewers Invited
may be same with Reviewers Assigned, (iii) Under Review may be
same with Awaiting Reviewer Scores, Awaiting Referee Scores, and
Manuscript Assigned to Peer-Reviewer/s (iv) Required Reviews
Completed is same with Reviews Completed, and (v) Decision in
Process may be same with Under Editor Evaluation, Pending Recom-
mendation, Awaiting AE Recommendation, Awaiting EIC Decision,
and Ready for Decision.
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e Manuscript submitted: Your manuscript has been

received by the editorial office. It will now be subjected
to technical checking and then assigned to an editor.
If the journal office wants you to solve some technical
issues, the manuscript will be returned to you. Com-
monly, you’ll be able to edit your existing submission in
the system, meaning that you shouldn’t submit it again as
a new submission. Read carefully the information in the
email you’ve received; there will be specific instructions.
Editor invited: An academic editor has been invited to
manage your paper. The editor hasn’t yet agreed to take
on the assignment. This stage is used less frequently.
With editor: Your manuscript has been assigned to an
editor. The editor was previously invited and has agreed
to manage your paper, or he/she was assigned directly
to your paper without being asked to agree or not. Your
paper has commonly been assigned to a senior editor
first. The senior editor can assign the paper to an equal-
or lower-rank editor, who in turn may assign the paper to
a further equal- or lower-rank editor. Depending on the
parameters set in the journal’s submission system, you
may see changes in the status date while the manuscript
status name remains same. If the journal indicates the
time of status date too, the status time can change one
or more times within the same day, wherever a new edi-
tor is added in the loop. Authors commonly don’t notice
this change since they’ve better things to do than check-
ing the system every some minutes. If a journal displays
only the date of status (time isn’t indicated), no change
in the status date will be made if all editors are added in
the loop on the same date. If, however, this activity takes
place on different dates, the status date will change while
the status name will remain same (i.e. with editor).
Reviewer invited: Reviewers (commonly > 3) have been
invited to review your paper. None of them has agreed
to take on the assignment yet. This stage is used less
frequently.

Under review: The paper is now under review. If the
‘Reviewer Invited’ status preceded, it means that at
least one reviewer has agreed to review the paper. If the
‘Reviewer Invited’ status wasn’t used, it simply means
that invitations have been sent to reviewers, but you can’t
know if any of them has agreed to review your paper. If
new reviewers are invited on different days, the status
date will be changing. If these changes are noted within
some days or the first few weeks of the submission, it
commonly means that the editor couldn’t ensure the
required number of reviewers yet, but he/she is still work-
ing on this. In some journals, the status date for ‘Under
Review’ can change when some reviewer submits his/her
report or when the editor evaluates the review reports. A
small “secret” is also that the required number of reviews
might have been obtained but you didn’t notice it because

the editor has sent out new review invitations or has
changed the parameter of required number of reviews to
a higher number.

Required reviews completed: The required number of
reviews has been received, and the editor will go through
the review reports and perhaps your paper. This stage
may last from some hours to more than one week. Be
patient, and avoid sending emails to the editor asking
about the status of your paper. As an editor, I faced before
this situation where an author of a paper has sent me
such a correspondence within three days of this status’s
appearance (in 3—4 weeks from initial submission date).
There are some reasons why you shouldn’t disturb the
editor or editorial office so soon after this status appears.
You cannot find these reasons written somewhere, so I’ll
share them with you based on my own experience as edi-
tor. The status is quite relative, and doesn’t necessarily
mean that the review of your paper has been completed.
The editor might have received the required number of
reviews, but remember that this is the minimum num-
ber of required reviews, i.e. typically 2 or 3. However,
(1) there may be disagreement among the recommenda-
tions of the reviewers or (2) the editor may have a dif-
ferent opinion from some or all the reviewers, and (s)he
may need more review reports. In this case, the editor
may need some time to trace and invite other reviewers
—remember editors have dozens of papers to handle, not
only yours. When new reviewers are invited, the status
will commonly change back to ‘Under Review’. Alterna-
tively, the editor (1) might have received the minimum
number of required reviews but is waiting additional
reports from reviewers who have agreed to review the
paper but haven’t submitted it yet, or (2) (s)he changed
the parameter of the required number of reviews to a
higher number, e.g. (s)he may initially expect 2 reports
but later changed it to 4 reports. Another possible sce-
nario is when a lower number of reports than the required
might have been set, e.g. 1, while more review reports
are expected to be delivered. In all these situations, the
status can remain ‘Required Reviews Completed’, but as
you understand now without meaning that the review of
your paper has been completed.

Decision in process: The peer-review of your article has
been completed, and the decision letter will be emailed
to you shortly. This stage can last from a couple of min-
utes to several days. At this point, there’re two possible
reasons: (1) at least one editor has submitted his recom-
mendation/decision to the system or (2) the senior editor
supervising the process (i.e. the highest-rank editor man-
aging your paper) has started the process of submitting
his/her decision. Once the senior editor has submitted the
interim or final decision, the corresponding author who
has submitted the paper will receive an email. It should
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be noted here that the senior editor may see things differ-
ently from a lower-rank editor, e.g. he/she may find the
review reports insufficient, and can always invite more
reviewers, which would result to the status changing back
to ‘Under Review’. This is a rare case, however, but not
impossible. For example, the lower-rank editor may be
a new editor with no extensive experience and may be
trained by a senior editor who may supervise the process.

I got the decision letter, now what? The different types
of decision

Following the aforementioned statuses, the final status
would indicate the decision of the editor and can have all
sorts of names indicating a decision status. Once you receive
the decision letter, forward it to your coauthors, if any. There
are various types of decision:

Reject: Your paper has been rejected. Take it easy, this
is how this strategy “game” works. You probably have
received extensive comments from at least two review-
ers. See this as an opportunity to improve your paper
(Kotsis and Chung 2014). Read the comments once.
Don’t be embarrassed, get angry, or be ashamed of your
work. Remember that even highly-talented authors and
top scientists experience similar situations. Sleep on the
comments for a few days; this will allow you to return to
a homeostatic psychological state if you’ve been affected
by the comments. Then, return to the comments, read
them all in detail, and improve whatever can be possi-
bly improved from those indicated by the reviewer(s).
After improvement, turn to your supervisor and coau-
thors again (if any), and restart the loop of the paper
submission process. This process is like a “for-do loop”
repetition control structure in Pascal programming. You
may need to repeat the loop a few times, and this is why
I recommended keeping in mind 2-3 additional journals
when selecting a target journal. Well, here there are a few
further points to consider. Read carefully the decision let-
ter. Does the editor write some comments? Does he/she
state clearly or imply that you’re encouraged to resubmit
your manuscript as a new submission? Not all journals
have a decision status for rejection and encouraged resub-
mission, and while the decision you got is ‘reject’, you
may be given the chance for resubmission. If this is the
case, make sure that you improve your paper consider-
ing all the reviewers’ comments. If you resubmit, add a
response letter in the cover letter. Copy all the editor’s
(if any) and reviewers’ comments, and respond to each
comment separately, explaining how you addressed or
why not addressed the indicated issue. You may facilitate
editor’s work if you add a brief paragraph explaining the
big picture of the main improvements you applied that
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make your paper meriting reconsideration. Another pos-
sibility is that you aren’t encouraged to resubmit your
work, but you want to write a rebuttal. Rebuttals are
barely successful (Hites 2021) and are considered only
in very specific cases, such as if it is clear that your paper
was rejected based on incorrect criticisms. For exam-
ple, your paper was rejected based only on one reviewer
incorrectly criticizing that you had no sufficient number
of replicated experimental units while you had clearly
stated the replicates in the paper. If you decide to pro-
ceed with a rebuttal, write everything in the cover letter,
as explained above. Don’t enter into a personal debate
with reviewers and start criticizing them. Remember that
if a reviewer didn’t understand something is probably
because of your writing. Be thankful and try always to
find ways to potentially fix each single issue indicated. If
a reviewer hasn’t understood something, other readers of
your paper might also not understand. It should also be
made clear that you aren’t supposed to always agree with
each single comment of a reviewer. Authors may think
that they must do everything a reviewer says, but review-
ers also may think that their job is to rewrite reviewed
papers or see their selves as a teacher and authors as their
students. It’s okay to disagree with some comments, but
this should be based on convincing reasoning—strong
scientific support would help if it’s about the scholarly
content of your paper.

e Revise: You're getting closer to get your paper pub-
lished, well done! The editor believes that your paper
has relatively high odds to be published following revi-
sion. The revision can be minor, moderate, or major, and
this is usually indicated in the decision letter and/or the
manuscript status in the submission system.'® As a rule
of thumb, minor revision leads to a quick acceptance,
usually without sending the paper back to reviewers;
however, this depends on how well the editor does his/
her job and sometimes on whether his/her expertise is
relevant to your paper. Even if the revision is minor, I
strongly recommend that you do an excellent and thor-
ough work. Don’t restrict yourself to simply correcting
what the reviewers mention. Go again through the entire
manuscript, and do this very carefully. There has been
some time since you last read the manuscript, and you
can now see things in a different way.'® Do not afraid
or hesitate to apply changes. This is your last chance to
apply important changes to the scholarly content of your

18 Minor revision can be termed differently, such as “Accept condi-
tionally, minor revisions needed”.
19 Note: I personally go back to the manuscript from time to time

while it is under review and note potential changes to apply during
revisions.
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paper. If it’s to increase the quality further, it’s worth
taking more time to get published. A misconception I
heard a couple of times is that you just do only what
the reviewers say, agree or not, without applying other
changes when the revision is minor so that the editor
doesn’t send the paper back to reviewers. Don’t fall into
the trap of putting yourself into wooden frames because
no single policy/practice applies to every situation. If
the editor is professional and does his/her job as is sup-
posed to do, there would be no difference. But even if
the paper is send back to reviewers, why not if it is to
enhance its quality and avoid errors? This can help your
paper and protect your reputation. Extending your revi-
sions beyond the minor changes indicated by reviewers
shows professionalism and responsibility in my view. All
the additional changes, however, should be clearly com-
municated to the editor (in the response letter). Moderate
revision is rarely used, and has no important difference
from major revision in my view; it is quite arbitrary and
based on editor’s perception of what separates moderate
from major. A major revision indicates that considerable
changes would be needed to bring the manuscript to the
level required by the editor to accept the paper, including
modifications to the scholarly content, such as methods
application and explanation, statistics, results interpreta-
tion, and/or conclusions. Thus, take the time needed to
address all the issues in the best of your ability (see next
section before revising your paper).

e Accept: You'll rarely receive this decision upon the first
submission of your paper. The chances to receive it, how-
ever, increase if this is a first submission to a journal fol-
lowing improvement based on reviewers’ comments after
rejection from the same or a different journal. If your
paper has been accepted for publication, congratulations,
you made it! (Dollars to doughnuts that you’re thrilled to
receive this news).

Prepare the revision and submit

Make a plan of the revision as soon as you receive the
revise decision. Be organized. Try to do your best in sub-
mitting the revised manuscript by the deadline indicated
by the editor. If you think you need more time to complete
the revision, contact the editorial office of the journal to
extend the deadline. Things change and scientists are often
extremely busy. Furthermore, you’re the customer. Hence,
it’s fine to ask for an extension of the deadline, but when
you do, indicate in your letter how much more time you
think you need. If you have coauthors, keep in mind that
they may be extremely busy too. Therefore, I recommend
that you send them the revision materials much ahead of
the deadline so to have several days to work with them.
All of them would want to work on the revision carefully,

thus give them the time to do this without putting them
in a difficult situation. Remember that all authors should
approve the revision for submission, and never ignore
them—you may find yourself taking a turn in the barrel
at some point. They should always be in the loop during
the entire process.

Copy all the comments from editors and reviewers in a
new document, so called response letter. Don’t apply any
changes to the comments, including correcting language—
keep them authentic. Below each comment explain how
you’ve addressed the issue pointed out by the reviewer, or
why you didn’t do so. Your answer should be convincing,
explaining in sufficient detail and supported by scientific
references wherever needed. As I mentioned multiple times,
there is no single practice applied to every situation. Some
answers can be just one word, whereas other answers can
be one or more paragraphs, depending on the context and
extent of changes applied, if applied. As a general tip, try
to be concise, direct, and always on the topic. Write not too
much, not too little, just right. Be polite. Remember that
reviewers voluntarily spend considerable time to review
your paper for your own benefit—even if your paper is
rejected, reviewers’ comments can help to improve your
paper almost always. While authors may come across per-
sonal attacks by reviewers, no professional editor who is
doing correctly his/her job would allow this, and no reviewer
has such a right (his/her call is to comment on the research
itself and the quality of the paper). Not only such a practice
by a reviewer is considered inappropriate, but it may also
raise legal concerns. Editors should protect authors from
such attacks, and can always request reviewers to edit their
comments or even consider exclusion of the entire review
report. If you face this situation, I suggest that you try to
remain neutral and don’t engage into debates at personal
level—avoid emotional contagion, i.e. matching your emo-
tional state with reviewer’s emotional state (Pérez-Manrique
and Gomila 2021). Inappropriate and unethical behavior of
a reviewer can be stressed out in the response and/or cover
letters, mentioning that it’s outside science’s spirit and ethics
to enter into debates at personal level and, thus, you remain
neutral in your responses. However, improve your scholarly
content as needed and indicate this. You may also consider
various options including (1) contacting the editorial office
of the journal bringing into their attention the matter, (2)
requesting withdrawal of your paper, and (3) communicat-
ing your problem to the COPE, although I suggest to turn to
the editorial office of the journal before turning to external
bodies such as the COPE. Finally, make the response letter
user-friendly. Avail of available editing tools to make the
response letter more pleasant and easier to reviewers and
editors to follow. For example, you can use bold, italics, or
underlining to stress out the most important points in each
response. It’s also helpful to reviewers and editors if you
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use different colors of fonts for reviewers’ comments and
your responses.

Cross-check all your revised submission components
before approving the revised submission pdf file. After you
complete the submission, brief your coauthors and wait for
the decision. If the revision was minor, you may hear back
within hours to some days (commonly up to one week). If it
was major, you may expect to hear back commonly within a
few days to some weeks (commonly 2-4 weeks); however,
it may last longer.

Shortly after your paper is accepted for publication and
is transferred to the publisher for production, you’ll receive
the proofs. Download the pdf of the proofs, send it to all the
coauthors, and keep it in your record. You're usually asked
to send any corrections back to the journal within 48 h. Nev-
ertheless, this is your last chance to apply any corrections,
and, if you need some more time, ask for an extension of
the deadline. Let them know you need some more time. At
this stage, however, you shouldn’t make any changes to the
scholarly content of the article. If you need to do so, the
permission of the academic editor who managed the peer
review of your paper would be needed, and the publication
of your paper may be delayed. Check the proofs carefully,
and apply all the minor corrections needed. Your paper will
be online soon after submitting the corrected proofs, com-
monly within one week. Many journals also publish manu-
scripts in their accepted form, often within 1-3 days from
the acceptance.

Consider serving as peer reviewer

Now that your paper is published online, it’s the right time
to be prepared to act as a peer reviewer too, especially if
you’re designated as corresponding author. The referees of
your paper have spent considerable time reviewing it, and
you should consider doing the same for others. Author’ and
reviewer’ roles are tightly linked, and acting as reviewer
would improve your writing skills. How you can become a
better reviewer is the subject of a succeeding paper (Agath-
okleous 2022).

Conclusion

In the pursuit of scientific knowledge, researchers engage
in peer-reviewed publishing in a wide variety of scientific
journals. In this piece of paper I provided a guide for peer-
reviewed publishing, which I hope it will help thousands
of early-career research scientists and students at higher
institutions to become more knowledgeable and familiar
with the current peer-review system of most scientific jour-
nals. While your goal may be to publish your papers, have
fun during the journey. At the end it’s the journey that may
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matter more than reaching the destination (recall ‘Ithaca’,
Constantine P. Cavafy’s 1911 poem). Regardless of the out-
come of your submissions, the entire process will make you
wiser and more mature, knowledgeable, and experienced.
I do hope that you enjoyed reading the paper and found it
useful to improve your skills, and wish you all the best for
your research, writing, and career ahead.

Note Because of the commentary-type nature of this
paper, the author has often used informal language and idi-
oms (except in the Introduction) to make the paper more
entertaining and user-friendly. A formal tone is expected
in the scientific writing, and you should refrain from using
informal language and idioms when writing your research

paper.
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