
All you need to know about 

getting published: a look 

behind the scenes

Dr Gina Allen
BM MRCP MRCGP FRCR MFSEM
MScSEM
University of Oxford
St Luke’s Radiology Oxford Ltd UK



Take Home Message

The best reviewers tend to view themselves as 

teachers and mentors rather than critics !

✓



Source: M A Mabe The number and growth of journals Serials 16(2).191-7, 2003
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Journal Publishing Volume
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•TextArchive and

promote

• Organize editorial boards

• Launch new specialist journals

• 600,000+ article submissions per year

• 40%-90% of articles 

rejected

• 200,000 reviewers

• 1 million reviewer 

reports per year

• 7,000 editors

• 70,000 editorial board 

members

• 280,000 new articles produced / 

year 190 years of back issues 

scanned, processed and data-

tagged 

• 11 million researchers

• 5,000+ institutions

• 180+ countries

• 480 million downloads per year

• 3 million print pages per year

• 11 million articles 

available

• 1,000 new editors per year

• 20 new journals per year

• 6.5 million author/ publisher  

communications  per year



Geographical Breakdown 

of “Pharma” Authors – World-wide
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Trends in Publishing

• Rapid conversion from “print” to “electronic”
– 1997 – Print only

– 2009 – 55% e-only (mostly e-collections)
25% print only
20% print-plus-electronic

• Changing role of “journals” due to e-access

• Increased usage of articles
– At lower cost per article

• Electronic submission
– Increased manuscript inflow

• Experimentation with new publishing models

- “author pays” models, “open access”



What do Researchers want

as Authors and as Readers?

Reviewer

Author

Editor

Reader

Researchers wear many hats!
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Principles of Peer Review

(Peer Review Survey 2009)



“Give”
• Academic ‘duty’

“Take”
• General interest in the area

• Keep up-to-date with the latest developments

• Helps with their own research and/or stimulate new ideas

• Builds association with prestigious journals and editors

• Aware of new research before their peers are

• Career development

Peer Review – Why do reviewers review?



Reasons for Reviewing

(Peer Review Survey 2009)



Reviewing Generally

(Peer Review Survey 2009)



Reasons for Declining to Review

(Peer Review Survey 2009)



Purpose of Peer Review

(Peer Review Survey 2009)



Time taken to review

(Peer Review Survey 2009)



Collaboration during Review

(Peer Review Survey 2009)
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Purpose of Peer Review

Check the 

manuscript 

for

• Mistakes in procedures or logic

• Conclusions not supported by the results

• Errors or omissions in the references

• Compliance with ethics standards

– Has the protocol been approved by an appropriate Ethics 

Committee?

• Animal research: e.g. “Guiding Principles in the Care 

and Use of Laboratory Animals”

• Human research: Most recent “Declaration of Helsinki”

• Originality and significance of the work



Role of Reviewers

• The peer review process, which in essence 

determines the public record of science, is 

based on trust

– Trust between authors and editors

– Trust between editors and reviewers

• The quality and integrity of the entire scientific 

publishing enterprise depends largely on the 

quality and integrity of the reviewers



Reviewers’ Tasks

• The reviewer should write reviewer reports in a 

friendly, constructive manner

– This is especially helpful to new investigators

– There is nothing more discouraging to a new 

investigator, or even to a more experienced one, than 

a sarcastic, destructive review

• Treat all manuscripts in the same manner as you 

like to be treated yourself



Issues to Review as Reviewers

• Importance and clarity of 
research hypothesis

• Originality of work

• Delineation of strengths and 
weaknesses of methodology, 
experimental / statistical 
approach, interpretation of 
results

• Writing style and figure / 
table presentation

• Ethics concerns (animal / 
human)

“ Technical” Quality

“ 
N

o
v
e
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y

”



Presentation of the Paper

Trade names, 

abbreviations, 

symbols

• Properly used where indicated? Abused?

Tables
• Can they be simplified or condensed? Should any 

be omitted?

Figures
• Justified? Clear? Sharp, with fonts proportionate to 

the size of the figure? Clear and complete legends?

Abstract
• Brief, and describing the purpose of the work, what 

was done, what was found, and the significance?

Title
• Specific, and reflecting the content of the 

manuscript?

Writing
• Clear, concise, good English?

• But no need for reviewers to act as language editor



Role of the Reviewer –

General impression and Abstract

General 

impression

• Start with a short summary of the article

– Give a general comprehension of the manuscript, its importance, 

language/style/grammar, and reviewer’s general level of enthusiasm

• Avoid remarks personally attacking the authors, and excessive or 

pointlessly clever and sarcastic remarks

– Reviewer comments are not meant to hurt the authors

– If you must “vent”, add such remarks to “Comments to Editor”

Abstract

• Is it a real summary of the paper?

– Including key results

• Not too long?

– Long abstracts are cut off in Abstracting Services such as PubMed



Role of Reviewer: Introduction

Does it really introduce and put into perspective what follows?

• The Introduction should not be a “history lesson” however

Is it effective, clear, and well organized?

Suggest changes in organization, and point authors to 

appropriate citations

• Don’t just write “The authors have done a poor job.”



Role of Reviewer: Methods
Can an interested, knowledgeable colleague reproduce the 

experiments and get “the same” outcomes?

Did the authors include proper references to previously 

published methodology?

Is the description of new methodology accurate?

• Source of solvents or reagents used can be very critical

Could or should the authors have included Supplementary 

material?



Role of the Reviewer –

Results and Discussion (i)

Write concisely and precisely which changes you recommend

• Distinguish between “need to change” and “nice to change”

• Keep in mind that the author must be able to respond to your 

comments, whether it’s implementation or a rebuttal

Suggest improvements in the data shown, in presentation, and in style

Comment on general logic, and on justification of interpretations and 

conclusions

Comment on number of figures, tables, schemes, their need and their 

quality



List, separately under one header, suggested changes in style, grammar, and 

other small changes

• Nowadays such comments can also be made in the PDF

Require or suggest other experiments or analyses

• Make clear the need for such, but defer to the Editor if you are not sure 

whether new experiments are essential, or would be more appropriate for 

future studies

• Before you propose additional work, first ask yourself whether the manuscript 

is worth to be published at all!

Role of the Reviewer –

Results and Discussion (ii)



Role of Reviewer: Conclusions
Comment on importance, validity, and generality of conclusions

Request removal of redundancies and summaries

• The Abstract, not the Conclusion summarizes the study

Request “toning down” unjustified claims and generalizations



Role of Reviewer:

References, Tables, Figures
Check, if possible, accuracy of citations, and also comment on 

number and appropriateness

• Too many self-citations?

Comment on the need for figures, their quality, readability

• Consider their likely size on the typeset journal page

Assess legends, headers, and axis labels

• Completeness

Check for consistency of presentation

• Font, size, etc

Comment on need for color in figures

Comment on any footnotes (text or tables) and whether these used 

should have been included in the body of the text



Comments to the Authors

• Provide specific comments on the design, 

presentation of data, results, and discussion

– Do not include recommendations for acceptance / 

rejection

• Ensure that that the comments to the author(s) 

are consistent with your recommendation to the 

editors



Journal of Controlled Release

Overall manuscript rating 1 →100 (poor → perfect)

1. Is the subject matter suitable for publication in JCR? Y/N

2. Is the paper acceptable in its present form? Y/N

3. Is the paper better suited for another journal? Y/N

If “Yes”, which other journal?

4. Does it contain material that might well be omitted? Y/N

5. Does it give adequate references to related work? Y/N

6 Is the English satisfactory? Y/N 

7. Is the presentation of the work well organized? Y/N

8. Rate the paper using the following scale

(4 = Very good, 3 = Good, 2 = Marginal, 1 = Poor)

a. Originality 1 2 3 4

b. Scientific quality 1 2 3 4 

c. Significance of findings 1 2 3 4

Confidential checklist meant for editor’s eyes only



Reviewer Checklist

Confidential checklist meant for editor’s eyes only

Rating Scale

Top 10%____Top 25% ____ Top 50%_____  Lower 50%____ 

For each of Experimental Design, Data Quality, Originality, 

Overall priority

Manuscript 

Length

OK ______  E(xpand) ______  S(horten) ______ 

For each of Abstract, Introduction, Methods, Results, 

Discussion, References

Recommen-

dation to 

editor

Accept / Minor revision / Major Revision / Reject



Comments to the Editors

• Comment on novelty and significance

• Confidential comments will not be disclosed to author(s)!

• Recommend  whether the manuscript is suitable for publication or not, 

usually

– Accept / Minor revision / Major Revision / Reject

Reviewer makes a
recommendation

Editor makes
the decision



Privileged Document

This manuscript is a confidential document. The data

• Remains the exclusive property of the authors

• Should not be disclosed to others (who may use the  information in their 

research)

If you have printed the manuscript 

• It must be kept confidential until the review process has been completed

• After final decision by the editor it must be destroyed

If you have shared responsibility for the review of this manuscript with a 

colleague, you should provide that person’s name and affiliation to the editors



Reviewers
Should only accept to review manuscripts

• In their areas of expertise

• When they can complete the review on time

Should always avoid any conflicts of interest

• If in doubt, consult with the editor

Are not allowed to “use” the data

Must provide an honest, critical assessment

Must analyze the strengths  and weaknesses of the research, 

and provide specific suggestions for improvement



Oversight Function: Ethics

The reviewer also has the (unpleasant) responsibility of reporting 

suspicion of

• Duplicate publication

• Plagiarism

– Also self-plagiarism

• Data fabrication or falsification

• Ethical concerns

These problems are normally followed up by the Editors and the 

Publisher



Rejection without External Review

The Editor-in-chief evaluates all submissions, and determines whether they go into the 

review process

or are rejected by the editor

Criteria

• Example – “Rules-of-Three” in the European Journal of Pharmaceutics and 

Biopharmaceutics

– Out of scope

– Too preliminary

– Lack of Novelty

• English language is inadequate

• Prior publication of (part of) the data

• Multiple simultaneous submissions of same data

each with specific examples



Review Process (i)

Regular articles are initially reviewed by at least two reviewers

When invited, the reviewer receives the Abstract of the manuscript

The editor generally requests that the article be reviewed within 2 - 4 weeks

• Limited extensions sometimes acceptable

Articles are revised until the two reviewers agree (acceptance or rejection), 

or until the editor decides that the reviewer comments have been addressed 

satisfactorily

The reviewers’ reports help the Editors to reach a decision on a submitted 

paper

• The reviewer recommends; the editor decides!



Review Process (ii)

If a report has not been received after 4 weeks, the Editorial office contacts 

the reviewer

If there is a notable disagreement between the reports of the reviewers, a 

third reviewer may be consulted

The anonymity of the reviewers is strictly maintained

• Unless a reviewer asks to have his/her identity made known to the authors



Review Process (iii)

As reviewer

As author

As editor

As reader

As a researcher,

you wear many

hats!

• Reviewers must not communicate directly

with authors

• All manuscripts and supplementary material must 

be treated confidentially by editors and reviewers

– The manuscript cannot be distributed outside 

this small group

• The aim is to have a “first decision” to the authors 

within 4-6 weeks after submission of the 

manuscript

• Meeting these schedule objectives requires a

significant effort on the part of the Editorial staff,

Editor and Reviewers

• If reviewers treat authors as they 

themselves would like to be treated as 

authors, then these objectives can be met



Reviewers are difficult to find

• Lots of journals

• Lots of articles

• How do we encourage people to review?



Influence on commitment to meet review deadline

Wiley reviewer survey 2017



Incentive
to review

Wiley reviewer survey 2017



References: Tools for Reviewers (i)

For Editors

• Plagiarism detection tool at time of submission

– Checks the manuscripts against the “entire” published 

literature

• “Find a Reviewer” tool, based on “Scopus” database

For 

Reviewers

• Free access to ScienceDirect

– All content published by Elsevier

• Free access to Scopus

– The world's largest abstract and citation database of peer-

reviewed literature and quality web sources with smart tools 

to track analyze and visualize research

• Reference-linking and resolution in PDF of the manuscript



References: Tools for Reviewers (ii)



Editors’ View: 

What makes a good reviewer?

A good 

reviewer

• Provides a thorough and comprehensive reviewer 

report

• Provides the report on time

• Provides well-founded comments for author

– Which the Editor can cut-and-paste into the report for 

the author

• Provides constructive criticism

• Demonstrates objectivity

• Provides a clear recommendation to the Editor

– Which is in agreement with the content of the 

reviewer report



Elsevier Listens
Every journal, platform and product at Elsevier is co-developed with ongoing community input.

In 2011 we surveyed or consulted with thousands of individuals:  

68,000+ 55,500+ 1,500+

14,000+ 8,000+ 600+

31,000+ 600+ 24

Purchaser/Customer

Service Satisfaction

Innovation Explorers: 

Researchers 

& Librarians

Product Feedback

Surveys

Librarian 

Advisory Board
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Further reading at  
researcheracademy.com

elsevier.com/authors

elsevier.com/reviewers

elsevier.com/editors
https://authorservices.wiley.com/Reviewers/journal-
reviewers/tools-and-resources/wiley-peer-reviewer-
study/index.html
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1002/leap.1002

Get Published – top tips on writing, reviewing and grant writing etc.

Publishing Ethics brochure – top reasons to publish ethically

Get Noticed – new ways to promote your article and research

Understanding the Publishing Process with Elsevier – complete guide

Open access – definitions and options

Career Planning Guide – download in 12 languages

https://authorservices.wiley.com/Reviewers/journal-reviewers/tools-and-resources/wiley-peer-reviewer-study/index.html
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1002/leap.1002

