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Understanding the Publishing Process
� What and when to publish
� The importance of commitment
� Deciding on a target journal
� Co-authorship issues

� The Title, Key Words, Abstract 

� Introduction
� Materials and Methods
� Results
� Discussion

Preparation of a Manuscript

PART 2



Elements of a Manuscript
• SECTION OF THE PAPEREXPERIMENTAL PROCESS

• ABSTRACTWhat did I do in a nutshell?

• INTRODUCTIONWhat is the problem?

• MATERIALS & METHODSHow did I solve the problem?

• RESULTSWhat did I find out?

• DISCUSSIONWhat does it mean?

• ACKNOWLEDGMENTSWho helped me out?

• LITERATURE CITEDWhose work did I refer to?

• APPENDICESExtra Information
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� Recognition of those who contributed in a 
meaningful way to the success of the project BUT 
not sufficient to merit co-authorship

� Recognition of individuals who provided: 
technical, statistical or secretarial support
◦ BUT not in experimental design or manuscript 

preparation
◦ AND had no ‘conceptual appreciation for the message’ 

to take public responsibility for the content of the 
manuscript

In the opinion of 
≥ 1 co-authors
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� Recognition of individuals that:
◦ Enabled the authors to perform experiments

◦ Actively recruited study subjects, BUT not 
otherwise involved

◦ Helpfully discussed the work or critiqued
the manuscript, BUT not involved in design, data 
collection, or analysis

◦ Provided space to perform experiments, BUT 
not actively engaged in the research
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� National organizations
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� If funded from a specific award
◦ Provide an identifier of source

� Include support from author’s institution
◦ Start-up funds or internal grant support

If appropriate, provide funding agencies with copies of publication (never hurts!)
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Request written permission

� PRIOR to acknowledging contribution
◦ As a courtesy
◦ To avoids potential awkward situations
◦ To become aware of any objection may have 

BEFORE submitting the manuscript 

� AFTER submission or publication
◦ A retraction or correction would be 

awkward and extremely embarrassing



Example of e-mail communication

Dear Dr. Smith:
We are in the final stages of preparing a manuscript

entitled “……….” In which we evaluated the contribution of
TNF-α in the pathogenesis of lethal enterococcal infections in
mice, and anticipate submitting this manuscript for review in
the next several weeks. We have greatly appreciated your
generous donation of the anti-TNF-α antibody that we used
extensively in generating the results reported in this manuscript.
We would be delighted, subject to your approval, to
acknowledge you this contribution to our research in the
Acknowledgments section of the manuscript. We look forward to
learning if this is acceptable to you.
With best regards,
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Purpose of Literature Citations

� Provide a list of publications containing key 
information that significantly impacted the 
research communicated in the manuscript

� Citations in Introduction, Discussion, and 
Results sections
◦ Helps readers evaluate the intellectual 

processes communicated

� Citations in Materials & Methods:
◦ Essential to readers interested in repeating 

the experiments described



Be succint!
� For a primary publication, a comprehensive 

list of references is unnecessary and 
usually counterproductive

� Reviewers WILL NOT appreciate many 
references for each statement or a single 
concept

� Readers will want to quickly access 1 or 2 
directly applicable references, NOT many

� Too many creates uncertainty as to which 
reference is truly pertinent



� Use the most recent, the most pertinent
or the first reference that is relevant

� In M&M, limit citation to a single reference for 
each material and/or method
◦ Very often, the most relevant reference is the first 

reference where it was described

� AVOID citing a reference that will require 
readers to go to another to figure out how it 
was conducted

� FIND the original description of the material 
and method, and cite it

Find the correct reference!



Review Articles: include or not?
� Should NOT be used as substitute for primary publications
� May cite a review article when making a broad statement, not 

requiring detailed support, and impossible to select a primary 
publication among thousands
◦ “Breast cancer is the most common among women in the United States, 

and is therefore a primary focus of research.”
◦ “Endotoxin is well established to induce a robust inflammatory response.”

� If stating a specific concept, it is best to use a primary 
publication that have investigated this issue
◦ “Overall levels of mortality attributable to bacteremia with Enterococcus

spp. have recently been shown to be equivalent to those observed with 
human bacterial pathogens generally considered to be substantially more 
virulent.”



Accuracy of citations
� Curiously, scientists trained to make accurate observations lose 

the skill set when citing the scientific literature
Randomly selected citations (50) from 3 surgical journals: 
� >33% included citation errors (e.g. incorrect journal name, 

wrong page, omission of year and volume)
◦ Should not occur if using a citation manager

� Slightly >25% contained quotation errors (e.g. citation failed 
to substantiate, was unrelated to, or contradicted the authors 
assertions)
◦ Occurred because authors did not READ the manuscript cited

� Consult Instructions to Authors of the journal in order to 
FORMAT your Literature Cited section.
◦ If you submit with an incorrect style, editors and reviewers may be 

irritated. Avoid irritating reviewers for any reason.

Evans et al.,JAMA, 263:1353-1354;1990



Citations Managers
� Simplifies the process of capturing the information 

of references and formatting for the journal
� Establish a personal database of references by 

downloading from PubMed, MedLine, etc.
� Have multiple style options for the Literature Cited



Basic Styles
� Alphaber-Number system:
◦ Citations in alphabetical order, based 

on last name of 1st author, and 
numbered sequentially
◦ Number corresponding to the 

citation is listed in the text

� Citation Sequence 
(Vancouver) system:
◦ Numbered based on the sequential 

appearance in paper, names have no 
impact

� Name and Year (Harvard) 
system:
◦ Citations in alphabetical order
◦ Citations in the text, have the 

author’s name and date of 
publication
� (Papasian et al., 2009)

� Numerous formatting 
variations:
◦ Commas may or may not be 

used after last names
◦ Periods may or may not be 

used after first and middle 
names
◦ First and middle initials may 

appear before or after the 
last name
◦ Only the first page of the 

manuscript may be listed, or 
the range of pages may be 
required
◦ The publication date may or 

may not be in parenthesis



THE SUBMISSION 
PROCESS

María D. González Pons, PhD



Submission checklist
� Before submitting your manuscript, thoroughly check its 

quality one more time. Evaluate it critically—could 
anything be done better?

� Be sure that:
◦ The manuscript follows the Instructions for Authors
◦ All files are in the correct file format and of the 

appropriate resolution or size
◦ The spelling and grammar are correct
◦ You have contact information for all authors and 

recommended reviewers
◦ You have written a persuasive cover letter

� Bear in mind that manuscript submission maybe 
a time consuming and tedious process



Mock submission: Step 1

Running head/title – a shortened form of the manuscript title



Mock Submission: Step 2



Mock Submission: Step 3



Mock submission: Step 4

• Recommend or oppose reviewers
• Need all of the contact information
• Be ready to provide justification



Mock submission: Step 5

• Upload cover letter
• Provide manuscript details

• Pages, figures, word count



Mock submission: Step 6



THE COVER LETTER TO 
THE EDITOR

María D. González Pons, PhD



Goal of a cover letter
� To succinctly communicate to the editor all of the 

information that he/she will need to manage the 
submission at an administrative level
◦ Should justify why the article is a good fit for the 

journal
◦ Should state how the study advances the current 

knowledge in the field

Ultimately, your cover letter should influence the 
decision of the editor to send your manuscript for 
peer review



Before you start

� Read Instructions to Authors section!
◦ Some journals have very specific requirements in terms 

of the information to be included in the cover letter
� Make sure your cover letter includes any journal-

required elements
� Can add additional information if necessary 



Overview of the components of 
a cover letter
1. Title, authors, and type of manuscript
2. Relevance of the manuscript to the scope of the journal
3. Statement that the manuscript isn’t being considered in another 

journal
4. Information regarding prior partial publication
5. Statement that all authors made substantial contributions
6. Conflict of interest statement

i.e. spouse works at pharma company that manufactures drug in trial or author receives 
honoraria from company

7. Agreement to share publication materials
8. Recommended or excluded reviewers
9. Corresponding author information

10. NIH PubMed Central Deposit statement (if needed)
11. Statement that you have permission to use copyrighted material, if 

included



Manuscript cover letters 101
� What letter format do you use?
◦ Standard business format using institutional letterhead

� Who do you address it to?
◦ To the Editor-in-chief  
� If you cannot find the name of editor, you can use 

“Dear Editor:”

Dr. [Editor-in-Chief’s first and last name]
Editor-in Chief
Journal name

Date [Month day, year]

Dear Dr. [Editor-in-Chief’s last name]:



� First paragraph
◦ Include the name of the manuscript 
� May include names of author
◦ Describe what type of manuscript your submission is 

(research article, review, case study, etc.)

Manuscript cover letters 101

We respectfully  submit (or are pleased to submit) our original research [or 
other article type] entitled “Your title in bold” for consideration for 
publication in Journal Name.



� Second and third paragraph
◦ Describe the rationale and/or objective of your study 

and the major findings 
� You can refer to prior work that you have published if 

it is directly related. 
◦ Briefly explain why your manuscript would be a good fit 

for the journal. 
� Do not simply state that your manuscript is “of 

interest to the field” or “novel” 
� Address specifics of the journal’s Aims & Scope
� Example: if the journal is interested in research with 

a clinical applications, be sure to highlight the 
importance of your work in terms of clinical 
implications

Manuscript cover letters 101



Manuscript cover letters 101

http://precisionscienceediting.com/scientific/write-great-cover-letter-scientific-manuscript/

We have previously examined [mention your published work that provides 
context to the manuscript, if any].  In the present study, we expand on this 
work with the objective [provide a brief description of the 
objective/rationale of the present study].

In this manuscript we show [list important findings. If you did not mention 
the objective of the study in the previous paragraph, do it here].  These 
findings contribute to the advancement of [elaborate on how the findings 
advance the field] and are relevant to focus of Journal name in that they 
[mention in one or two sentences how the findings are relevant to the scope 
of the journal.  You can also briefly mention if your work complements other 
papers published in the journal].



� Closing paragraph
◦ State that the manuscript has not been published 

elsewhere and is not under consideration by another 
journal 
◦ State that all authors have approved the manuscript and 

agree with its submission to this journal
◦ Disclose any conflicts of interest
◦ List potential reviewers (only if requested by the journal)

� Mention any researchers who should NOT review your manuscript 
and why

◦ Finish with sentence thanking them for their consideration
◦ Close using “Kind regards,” or “Thank you,” followed by 

your signature and typed name, institutional affiliation and 
address, and contact information

Manuscript cover letters 101



We confirm that this manuscript has not been published elsewhere 
and is not under consideration by another journal.  All authors have 
approved the manuscript and agree with its submission to [insert 
the name of the target journal]. We have no conflicts of interest to 
disclose.  [May include statement regarding ethical standards of the 
human subjects and animal experiments in your study].  We would 
like to recommend the following reviewers:
[List name, affiliation, and contact information]
We respectfully request that the following individuals not be asked 
to review our paper because of potential conflicts of interest:
[List name, affiliation, and contact information]

Thank you for your consideration of our manuscript.

Kind Regards,
[signature]

Typed name
institutional affiliation and address
contact information



In summary
� The cover letter can be the difference between an initial 

rejection and a manuscript being sent for peer review

� Carefully draft your letter and proofread it before you 
send it
◦ The cover letter must be well written and free of 

spelling and grammar errors!!
� If there are errors in this important document, the 

Editor-in-Chief may assume that your manuscript 
will also be sloppy
� Italicize the name of the journal and any species 

names



Another example

http://www.aje.com/en/arc/dist/docs/Writing-a-cover-letter-AJE-2015.pdf



THE REVIEW PROCESS
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Importance of peer review
� Ensures that journals publish good science that benefits 

the entire scientific community

� Confirms the validity of the science reported

https://www.springer.com/gp/authors-editors/authorandreviewertutorials/submitting-to-a-journal-and-peer-
review/peer-review-process/10534962



Peer reviewed manuscripts should be:
� More robust
◦ Reviewers may point out where 

more explanation or additional 
experiments are needed

� Easier to read
◦ Reviewers may point out 

sections so that you can make 
them easier to understand

� More useful
◦ Reviewers consider the 

importance of your paper to 
others in your field and can 
make suggestions to improve or 
better highlight this to readers



Overview of the review process



Editorial staff reviews 
format and that the 
submission materials 
are complete

Scientist 
submits paper

Editor receives 
manuscript 

� Editor reviews cover letter and abstract to decide if the 
paper should go to peer review
◦ May revise other parts of the manuscript if necessary
◦ Relevance to the scope of the journal is a major 

determining factor at this stage of review



� Out of scope for the journal
� Not of enough impact for the journal
� Not following journal formatting requirements
� Lack of the necessary detail for readers to fully 

understand and repeat the authors’ analysis 
� Lack of up-to-date references 
� Poor language quality 
� Difficult to follow or poorly presented data.
� Violation of publication ethics

Common editorial reasons for 
rejection



� Reviewer selection
◦ Will consider recommended reviewers
◦ Editor may select reviewers
� Based on personal experience or manuscript 

reference list
◦ Journals usually have reviewer databases

Scientist 
submits paper

Editor will select 
reviewers

Reviewers read article 
and provide feedback 
using guidelines to the 
editor

Reviewers should have sufficient expertise to 
scientifically critique the manuscript and should 
have no conflict of interest



Types of peer review
� Closed 
◦ The reviewers are aware of the authors’ identities but the 

authors do not know who reviewed their manuscript
� The majority of journals use this type of peer review

� Open 
◦ Reviewers are aware of the authors’ identity and the 

reviewers’ identity is revealed to the authors
� Some journals also publish the reviewers’ reports 

alongside the final published manuscript

� Double blind 
◦ Neither authors nor reviewers know each other’s 

identities. 



Peer review
� Reviewers are given guidelines to review the manuscript 
◦ Factors considered: significance, originality, approach, 

statistical analyses, discussion, conclusions, and citations
◦ Provides recommendation for acceptance, modification, 

or rejection. Usually modifications are requested.
� Major modifications - additional 

experiments/analyses, substantial rewrite and/or 
significant alterations to figures/tables
� Undergoes second round of peer review

� Minor modifications – subtle modifications in the 
presentation 
� Usually reviewed by the editor



Common technical reasons for 
rejection
� Usually require more experiments or analysis before the 

manuscript can be published, such as:
◦ Incomplete data – i.e. small  sample size or poor 

controls
� Poor analysis – i.e. inappropriate statistical tests
� Inappropriate methodology 
◦ Hypothesis is not clear or scientifically valid, or your 

data does not answer the question posed
◦ Conclusions are not 
supported by your data



Peer reviewer reports

� You will receive a letter from the editor informing you of 
the decision
◦ If modifications are requested,  the letter will outline the 

changes they would like you to make and will provide 
links to the reviewer reports

� This letter usually contains information on how to return 
your revised manuscript
◦ Instructions on how to highlight the changes made in 

the edited manuscript
◦ Deadline
� Extensions may be requested if necessary



Response to reviewers
� When revising your manuscript and responding to peer review 

comments you should:
◦ Thank the reviewers and editors for their time and comments
◦ Address all points raised by the editor and reviewers
◦ Describe the major revisions to your manuscript followed by 

point-by-point responses to the reviewers comments 
◦ Provide a polite, respectful rebuttals to any points or 

comments you disagree with
� Remember if your manuscript is sent for a second round of 

peer review the reviewers will see this letter too.
◦ Differentiate between reviewer comments and your 

responses in your letter.
◦ Clearly show the major revisions in the text i.e. highlighting 
� This is in addition to describing the changes in your point 

by point cover letter.



Example
Reviewer comment: “In your analysis of the data you have chosen to 
use a somewhat obscure fitting function (regression). In my opinion, a 
simple Gaussian function would have sufficed. Moreover, the results 
would be more instructive and easier to compare to previous results.

Response in agreement with the 
reviewer: “We agree with the 
reviewer’s assessment of the analysis. 
Our tailored function does make it 
impossible to fully interpret the data 
in terms of the prevailing theories. In 
addition, in its current form, we agree 
it would be difficult to tell that this 
measurement constitutes a significant 
improvement over previously 
reported values. We have therefore 
re-analyzed the data using a Gaussian 
fitting function.”

Response disagreeing with the 
reviewer: “We agree with the 
reviewer that a simple Gaussian fit 
would facilitate comparison with the 
results of other studies. However, our 
tailored function allows for the 
analysis of the data in terms of the 
Smith model [Smith et al, 1998]. We 
have added two sentences to the 
paper (page 3, paragraph 2) to explain 
the use of this function and Smith’s 
model.



Example



What happens after 

� Editor revises response to ensure action 
has been Article is accepted or rejected
◦ If manuscript is accepted you will be sent 

proofs for your revision
� Revise carefully! This is your last chance to correct 

errors



COPYRIGHT ISSUES
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U.S. Copyright Laws
� Written documents are protected
◦ Every author is afforded specific rights: 
� To reproduce the document, prepare 

derivative works, distribute copies, and display 
the work

� Protection is of relatively limited value 
◦ To file a lawsuit for copyright infringement,          an 

author must have filed for copyright registration 
with the U.S. Copyright Office prior to filing the 
lawsuit
� Possible to retroactively register a manuscript, and 

then subsequently file a lawsuit for infringement



Biomedical journal policies

� Many require that the author transfer
their copyright to the journal at time of 
submission

� When published, author no longer holds 
the right to reproduce, prepare derivative 
works, distribute copies, and display the 
work



Implications of transferring copyright

� May be limited in posting to institutional 
repositories, personal website, or copying for 
personal or professional use
◦ Check journal’s specific policies; if not, ASK

� Want to include prior published material in a new
manuscript, written permission must be requested 
and received from the publisher, before submitting 
the new manuscript for review 
◦ Even if its the author’s own material, figures or tables

� Seek copyright permission early while preparing the 
manuscript
◦ Many journals have this on the website home page



Exceptions to copyright transfer

� BioMed Central does not require 
authors to transfer the copyright to them

� So, reproduction of figures/tables is 
permitted free of charge, without formal 
written permission, provided that:
◦ The figure/table is original
◦ BioMed Central is duly identified as the 

original publisher
◦ Attribution of authorship and correct citation 

are provided as an acknowledgement



Compliance to Funding Agencies
� Mandate authors submit an electronic version 

of their peer-reviewed manuscript to PubMed
Central, so it is made available to the public 
no later than 12 mo. after official date of 
publication
◦ Many journals deposit it directly to PMC
◦ Others make authors responsible for submitting it
◦ If no explicitly stated policy on PMC depository,  

corresponding author must communicate the intent 
to comply in the cover letter to the editor on 
initial submission and upon assigning the 
copyright to the journal

Journal acknowledges that Author retains the right to provide a copy of the final manuscript to
the NIH upon acceptance for Journal publication, for public archiving in PubMed Central as soon
as possible but no later than 12 months after publication.
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Post-publication Problems
� Deal with errors promptly and honestly
� Determine magnitude/impact on publication
� Communicate directly with journal editor for a solution
� Most common: publication of Addendum or Erratum
◦ e.g. decimal point in  wrong place (10.0 vs. 100.0 ng/ml)

� Worse scenario: 
◦ Results can’t be replicated after departure of researcher
◦ Promptly notify editor, must determine how to respond
� Many journals will RETRACT the article
� If investigation finds it to be an honest error, then a 

published Erratum can explain the retraction



Use of Specific Terminology

� When referring to issues of potential post-
publication irregularities:
◦ Correction: notice that corrects a mistake by 

substituting correct information, or by asking readers 
to disregard specified parts of an article
◦ Expression of Concern: when journal editor is 

concerned that an article contains faked or 
plagiarized data, but that an investigation has not yet 
been concluded
◦ Retraction: denotes that an investigation has been 

conducted and concluded that an article contained 
faked or plagiarized data

Recommendations by HC Sox, D Rennie, Ann Intern Med, 144:609-613: 2006



Manuscript Retractions
Journals between 2001-2010:  
� Retraction Index =                           

# retractions divided by                     # 
manuscripts x 1000

� Authors found a highly significant 
correlation (p < 0.0001) between the 
retraction index for a given journal 
and its impact factor

Possible reasons:
� Urgency to publish in high impact 

journals (precluding essential 
repetition)

� Brutal competition (leading to data 
falsification)

� Higher visibility of manuscripts (leading 
to increased scrutiny and enhanced 
identification of problems)

• 1975-1985, <10 /year
• By 1990, 40 /year 
• By 2008, ~200 /year

Medline retractions:
- All from 2005-2008
- 1/3 from 1998 -2004
Findings:
� Most issued by authors 

(63%) or editors (21%)
Most common reasons: 
� Honest errors or Non-

reproducible findings 
(40%) 

� Research misconduct 
(28%)

� Redundant publications 
(17%)

Wager E, Williams P, 
J Med Ethics, 37:567-570; 2011

Feng, FC, Casadevall, A, 
Infect. Immun,, 79:3855-3859; 2011



Manuscript retractions linked to fraud

� Number of published manuscripts that have 
been retracted had increased in the past 
30 years 
◦ Many are attributable to falsified and inaccurate 

data

Retracted autism study an 
'elaborate fraud,' 

British Medical Journal found
CNN Health Report

January 6, 2011



Avoid Post-publication Problems
� Have regular meetings with co-

investigators and present preliminary 
studies 
◦ Increases likelihood of identifying technical 

errors

� Have each co-author contribute to the 
preparation of the manuscript, and carefully 
review the manuscript prior to submission

Dealing with corrections and retractions is 
painful and embarrassing
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Divergent Perceptions of  Reviewers vs. 
Authors

� Reviewers generally 
perceive themselves to 
be:
“unthanked, ignored or 
reviled, giving freely of 
their energy and time, 
often reanalyzing, 
redirecting and rewriting 
papers to improve their 
quality and to enhance, 
and sometimes save, the 
authors’ reputation, 
while guiding the 
editorial decision.”

� Authors are frequently 
convinced that reviewers 
are:
“biased nitpickers, 
impervious to originality, 
jealous of excellence and 
bent on delaying 
publication, breaking 
confidentiality, and 
plagiarizing ideas, while 
solidifying prejudice and 
ensuring that the rich of 
the establishment get 
richer.”

Rennie D, JAMA, 256:2391;1986



Capitalize on Quest to Publish
SUGGEST REVIEWERS!
� Name qualified  investigators to review the manuscript (without 

conflict of interest)
� 3 studies revealed a positive impact of author-recommended 

reviewers on acceptance rates vs. editor-appointed reviewers
RECOMMEND EXCLUSION OF REVIEWERS  
� If believed to be biased against the work (or author)
� Give reasons why an individual should be considered as a 

reviewer or excluded from the review process
� Saves an editor’s time, and perhaps a better quality of review

Wager E, et al. BMC Medicine, 4:13-18; 2006; Schroter S, et al. JAMA, 295:314-
317;2006; Goldsmith L, et al. J. Invest. Derm, 128:1429-1430;2006



If manuscript is rejected outright

� Best advice is to move on…
◦ Highly likely that an alternative journal                         

with a similar audience can be identified
◦ More prudent to submit to an alternative journal

� Never a good idea to vent frustration in a 
written or verbal communication to the 
editor
◦ Relationships can be destroyed by hostile, poorly 

thought out, communication 
◦ Editors and reviewers usually                            

have LONG memories!
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THANK YOU FOR YOUR 
ATTENTION!

Questions?


