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Overview 

• Background to my writing career 

• The best advice I ever had… 

• Making writing part of the research process 

• How to target a journal 

• Talking to the editor 

• The review process 

• Receiving the review and how to respond… 



My writing career so far 

• 35 Scopus ranked articles since 2004, mainly in 
geography, sociology and management studies 

• Gradually appearing in ‘more’ prestigious 
journals 

• Reviewer for many ‘top’ journals and on editorial 
board of two journals 

• Currently writing two books so spending some 
time away from journal writing 

• But my career was almost over before it began… 

 



• First four articles were all rejected – I was only 
on a one year contract so this put me under 
massive pressure 

• In UK every 6 years or so academics get 
assessed and you have to submit your four 
best papers – so very little chance of a career 
until you have these 

• Massive amount of pressure on young 
academics – have to write papers not books 





My early mistakes 

• Not enough theory 

• Not enough linkages to the wider debates 

• I was told it was ‘high quality journalism’ 

• The ‘balance’ of the articles was wrong – i.e. 
too much or too little in certain sections 

• Trying to say too much in an article 

• Not thinking enough about why people would 
want to read it! 

 



The best advice I ever had… 

• Early in my writing career I would spend a great 
deal of time making the article as perfect as 
possible 

• However, a leading Prof told me that reviewers 
are all (unrepeatable)***** and that even if the 
article is great they will want something to be 
changed 

• Therefore it is more important to get the 
structure, aims and level of interest right  



• If the editor and reviewers like the idea then 
they will guide you in how to make the paper 
publishable – thus it is better to spend more 
time after the review process 

• Therefore, it is really important to chose the 
most suitable journal, good editors and to talk 
to people that have been published in the 
journal to get their views 

• Thus the idea is only part of the process 



Making writing part of the research process 

• When writing a grant proposal in the outputs 
section I always spend a lot of time thinking 
about journals which would be suitable for the 
aims and objectives of the research 

• Then during the course of the research data can 
be put in a file set up for each paper as well as 
ideas and suggestions 

• Then during the project the journals can be 
‘researched’ as well 



How to target a journal 

• What strategies do you employ when looking 
for a journal for your work? 

• How do you search for journals? 

• Who do you ask for advice? 

• Why do you want to publish there 

• How do you decide on your audience?  

 



• The first question is empirical or theoretical 
 

– If the paper is more empirically based then there 
will be fewer journals as they will tend to be more 
specialized but your audience will be interested in 
the work.  For example, if it is on a Russian case 
study somewhere like Europe-Asia Studies would 
be more suitable than a leading discipline based 
journal 

– If more theoretical then a boarder range to chose 
from but need to think about which is most 
relevant – i.e. methods and analysis 

 



• Next is high impact or more chance of 
success?  
 

– Benefit of high impact journals is that the reviewers 
are likely to be leading experts in their field – 
therefore the comments you get back can be very 
useful.  Even if you are rejected then it can help 
make the paper better for resubmission elsewhere 

– But success rates can be very low, the review 
process very long (a recent paper of mine was 
reviewed four times…) and it takes a long time for it 
to be published – especially in the run up to REF 
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• Lower impact journals have benefits though 
 

– Editors are more keen for submissions as they 
need to fill their editions. Thus they are more 
likely to spend time on the article 

– A quicker turn around meaning your work is still 
up to date when it is published 

– Often more specialized meaning people with 
similar research interests are more likely to find 
your article 

– Higher level of success 





When you have chosen 

• Really research the journal – does is have similar 
papers to yours in terms of methodology and 
theory 

• What are the aims of the journal, who ‘owns’ it – 
this will be on the website 

• Use google scholar to see what papers from the 
journal have been successful 

• Draw on debates from previous issues and cite 
them – editors are under a lot of pressure to 
increase their citation index  

 



Talking to the editor 

• When you have chosen the journal and are writing 
the paper it is worth writing to the journal editor to 
ask whether the idea is suitable and whether support 
is available for junior or overseas academics – some 
explicitly state this on their website 

• If the editor suggests that it not a suitable topic then 
look elsewhere – they are supportive then it is worth 
emails academics who have been published in the 
journal to get there feedback – some will not reply 
but many are happy to help 

 



The writing process 

• Western journals normally follow a similar template; 
7000 – 8000 words (including references) but all 
have different styles and referencing – make sure 
you adhere to these before you submit as it is very 
frustrating for a reviewer if they are wrong and you 
don’t want to annoy them other trivial things! 

• Most also follow a similar structure – intro, theory 
section (or review of the literature), methods, results 
and discussion and conclusions – some journals 
differ but these are mainly online ones – check out 
the website and previous  









• Make readers aware ‘why’ they should be 
reading this – too many papers sent for 
review get the response ‘so’ even if they have 
really good ideas in them 

• Ensure you have a great deal of referencing in 
the article to demonstrate you are up to date 
with the current debates 

• Place the work within its wider contexts – this 
makes it as interesting as possible to a wide 
audience and will ensure that it gets cited 







• Make the writing as concise as possible – it is 
easy to over complicate and waffle at the start 
and end of a paper but make it as immediate as 
possible. 

• Make each sentence count – if it is not adding 
to the argument or moving the paper along 
then it is not needed 

• When you have written a section go and take 
10% of the words out – it will make it more 
direct and often one sentence can be made 
from two 

 
 



• Use the active voice as much as possible and 
be confident in the writing.  This makes the 
article seem much more authoritative and 
focused, compare; 
 

– The aim of this paper is to explore… 

– This paper explores… 
 

As well as sounding more confident and easier to 
read it uses as lot less words as well 



• Develop a network of friends and colleagues – 
including some from overseas whom you can 
send a final draft version to for peer review 

• Ask them to be honest and don’t be upset if 
they are critical – once the group starts 
working the benefits can be huge 

• Ask a non-academic to read the paper to 
make sure the points are clear and there is no 
repetition – even if they do not understand it 
all a totally ‘clean’ set of eyes is really useful 



• Make sure the conclusion is very strong – this 
is where most people will quote from 

• Draw the reader’s attention to your other 
work and to those with similar research 
interests – think of it as broadening the 
community 

• Wait for the reviews… 
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The review process 

• Most journals send articles out anonymously 
to three reviewers 

• They will report back to the editor who will 
make a decision based on the reports – but 
the editor has the final say (which is why it is 
important to find out about them – does the 
journal have a lot of young scholars in it for 
example) 



• The paper can be either be accepted or 
rejected without further discussion but this is 
relatively rare 

• More common are ‘accept with revisions’ or 
‘revise and resubmit’. 

• ‘accept with revisions’ means that the paper is 
very close to publication standard and the 
editor will ask for some revisions – which 
normally they will look at without sending the 
paper back out to review or it will only go out 
to one reviewer 

 



‘revise and resubmit’ 

• Means that the editor and at least one of the 
reviewers like the paper but that there are problems 
with it but if it is revised it might be suitable for 
publication 

• The editor will send you copies of the reviewers’ 
comments and how he/she would like you to 
respond to them 

• Often the reviews contradict each other and 
hopefully the editor will guide you to the most 
important points 

 



What to do with a revise and resubmit 

• Put the reviews in a draw for a week or so… 



• It is pointless looking at the reviews when you 
get them in much depth as you will never 
agree with them when you are annoyed 

• It is very rare that a reviewer will be nasty for 
the sake of it – more often the comments are 
meant to be constructive – however, 
reviewers are often short of time and thus are 
not always polite 

• In almost all of my experience the comments 
have made it a better paper even if it has 
gone eventually to another journal 



• Reviews can vary greatly in length – I have had 
from a paragraph saying pretty much ‘no’ – to 
over 4000 words.  Great that they engaged so 
much but not much use as their suggestions 
would be enough for another 5 papers! 

• They are often contradictory – hopefully the 
editor will guide you through them 

• Don’t be afraid to disagree with them 

• See them as a guideline to getting the work 
published 

 



• If you have any questions about the reviews 
write to the editor for clarification 

• When you have completed the revisions write 
a detailed letter to the editor showing how 
you have changed the paper (include page 
numbers etc) 

• Don’t feel that you have to agree with all the 
reviewers’ comments – as long as you say why 
you have not made the changes most editors 
will consider this  



• Normally the paper will then go back out to 
review to at least one of the reviewers and 
hopefully it will come back with accept with 
revisions  

• Then it is just a matter of doing these and you 
will have the paper accepted 

• At the moment a lot of journals have very long 
lead times (the time from acceptance to 
publication) but more and more journals are 
publishing accepted papers online before the 
print versions come out 


