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Introduction

This chapter describes how the peer-review process works and presents sugges-
tions to authors of manuscripts. It is based on the experiences of scientists and 
clinicians who have many years of experience as editors of prominent addic-
tion journals. The task of the editor is to publish manuscripts appropriate for 
the journal and to assist would-be authors in the production of suitable mate-
rial. Many of the problems facing authors writing for scholarly peer-reviewed 
journals in the addiction field are similar to those in other fields. Therefore, it 
is recommended that readers consult one or more of the full-length books that 
have already been published in this general area. Hundreds of books have been 
published, as can be seen by searching Amazon.com or PubMed for “scientific 
writing.” For example, a search of Amazon.com on December 1, 2014, pro-
duced 16,904 results, many of which were relevant. A short list of recent books 
is provided at the end of this chapter in Appendix A.

Nearly all academic journals now work exclusively with computerized systems 
that allow for submitting manuscripts, sending articles to reviewers, responding 
to the reviewers’ comments, and making a decision on the manuscript (e.g., 
accept/minor changes/major changes/reject). The advantages of these systems 
are increased efficiency for the editorial staff and an easier submission role for 
the author. It also makes it easier to keep track of manuscripts. As a rule, nearly 
all the communications to and from the journal are now done electronically.
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Triage: the First Selection

The author’s quest to find a suitable publication outlet ends with a letter stating, “I 
am pleased to inform you that your manuscript is acceptable for publication. . . .” 
But the first step is to get the manuscript into the peer-review system. Yet hav-
ing your article peer reviewed is not the inevitable consequence of submitting 
to a peer-reviewed journal. Some journals state formally that they operate a sys-
tem of “triage,” whereby the editor or his or her assistants decide which submit-
ted articles will be entered into the peer-review process. In practice, it is likely 
that all journals have such a system to protect the profile of the journal and to 
avoid bothering authors and peer reviewers with a long and laborious evalua-
tion process when it is easy to predict a negative result (see Box 12.1). Thus, if 
something is received that clearly has no hope of acceptance, it may be rejected 
without review. Here, the difference between journals is quantitative rather than 
qualitative: In the journals of highest impact in science and medicine generally, 
including addiction research, it may be that more than half of the submissions 
are rejected at this stage. Some addiction journals will, however, accept almost all 
articles, or reject only 20% or 25%. For some information on acceptance rates of 
addiction journals, see Chapter 3 and its appendix.

There are some aspects of manuscript preparation that are so easy that every
one should get them right. To ensure your manuscript has the best chance 
of passing through triage, make sure you do all these things as set out in the 
instructions to authors that every journal provides. Follow all advice and rec-
ommendations exactly, format your submission precisely as requested, make 
sure that all sections are complete, and be sure that no tables, figures, or figure 
legends are missing. Check the reference list to ensure that all cited references 
are in it, and no others. Check the accuracy of each citation. Look in the journal 
to see exactly how references are styled. Then check them over again, after you 
have made the corrections, until no more errors can be found. This sort of work 
is tedious but does not need expensive resources, profound knowledge of the 
subject, or outstanding intellectual ability. If the editor sees at a glance that you 
do not even get these straightforward, mechanical things right, he or she may 
well develop a jaundiced view about your capability to deal with more complex 
matters. Try to look at your own manuscript as an editor might. If you do not 
bother to do the easier things required of an author, the editor might reason-
ably conclude that you will not be able to do complex revisions either, and you 
may not be given the opportunity to revise and resubmit.

Communication with more Experienced Writers

Would-be authors may seek the advice of more experienced colleagues at almost 
any stage of the publication process. When planning a publication, discussion 
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with colleagues after presenting the work at a seminar in the home institu-
tion may yield some tips as to the type of journal that may be interested in the 
study. Subsequently, during preparation of the manuscript, it may be appropri-
ate to seek the advice of local colleagues on technical aspects, such as statistical 
analyses. When a manuscript exists in a complete form, it is often immensely 
helpful to ask at least one person to read it and make comments and sugges-
tions. People are very often willing to help if authors make clear that they value 
an expert opinion on aspects such as coverage of the literature, clarity, style, 
language, and validity of conclusions. If there is no person in the author’s own 
institution, it is possible to approach outsiders and ask if they would be willing 
to comment. Both people whom you know personally and others who have 
published in the area are likely to feel flattered and pleased that you value their 
opinion and may well provide advice. The manuscript that cannot be improved 
has yet to be written, and even experienced authors often seek the opinions of 
colleagues because, after working on a manuscript for months through revision 
after revision, authors may find it difficult to spot the little problems that spring 
to the attention of a new reader.

•	The submission is outside the scope of the journal (e.g., it is about 
a misused substance but it is not relevant in any discernible way to 
misuse of or dependence on it).

•	The manuscript type is not appropriate (e.g., a case report is submit-
ted to a journal that does not publish case reports).

•	It contains clear ethical problems such as apparent violation of cur-
rent generally accepted standards for the treatment of human or 
animal subjects.

•	The article is poorly organized.
•	The report is purely descriptive, has no hypotheses, or reaches no 

conclusions.
•	There are major methodological weaknesses.
•	The article appears to offer nothing new.
•	Instructions to authors are flagrantly ignored in some way not men-

tioned here.

Box 12.1: Reasons for rejection by triage.
Note: The editor has a duty to reviewers, as well as to authors, and tries not to 

waste reviewers’ time by requesting evaluations of work that has no chance of 
acceptance for one or more of the reasons above.
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Writing in a Foreign Language

It is an unavoidable fact that many authors have to write in a language other 
than their own, and conveying complex scientific ideas with clarity and preci-
sion can be a difficult task even in one’s native language. Authors may therefore 
find it worthwhile to seek the assistance of colleagues with more experience 
in writing in the chosen language and, if possible, enlist a native speaker of 
the language to correct the manuscript. If that is not possible, it may be neces-
sary to obtain the assistance of a professional translator to suggest corrections. 
Journals provide varying amounts of assistance in the correction of errors after 
accepting a manuscript for publication, but they cannot do anything to assist 
reviewers of poorly written manuscripts. A fuller consideration of language 
issues and language editing services may be found in Chapter 4.

The Peer-Review Process: Selection of Reviewers

The next step for the editor is selection of reviewers who will advise him or 
her of the strengths and weaknesses of the work and recommend whether or 
not it should be accepted, reconsidered after revision, or rejected outright. To 
improve the manuscript, reviewers are also expected to make constructive 
suggestions in a report that can be sent to the authors. The criteria used for 
selecting reviewers are diverse, and probably few if any journals have tightly 
defined procedures. Box 12.2 shows the main criteria used by editors to identify 
reviewers. The number of reviewers for each article varies within and between 
journals, but most commonly there are two. The editors of some journals may 
work with only one reviewer, but this seems to be increasingly rare. Occasion-
ally, three or more reviewers are used, depending on the journal and the edi-
tor’s perception of the complexity and significance of the work. For example, 
multidisciplinary manuscripts may require more than two reviewers to ensure 
sufficient expertise. Similarly, if a study seems likely to have a major practical 
impact, for example on policy or treatment, the editor may wish to be especially 
certain that it is assessed thoroughly. If the two reviewers initially selected disa-
gree about the article, an editor may seek additional advice from a third person 
to reach a decision.

For all reports, regardless of whether they are quantitative or qualitative, 
each journal has its own set of instructions for reviewers; journals differ with 
respect to the attributes of their “ideal” manuscripts. There will sometimes be 
a requirement for reviewers to complete a questionnaire as part of the review, 
with ratings of the manuscript according to criteria such as importance and 
likely impact on the field, as well as technical competence. The reviewers are 
usually also asked to make a recommendation on the fate of the manuscript 
and to justify it in confidential comments to the editor. Finally, reviewers are 
in all cases expected to produce a report that the editor will forward to the 



Preparing Manuscripts and Responding to Reviewers’ Reports  233

authors. The main purposes of this report are (a) to make suggestions enabling 
the author to improve the manuscript and (b) to list criticisms that the reviewer 
believes need to be addressed if the report is to be published. The report to the 
authors should not include specific recommendations for acceptance or rejec-
tion of the manuscript because that decision is the editor’s. Chapter 13 provides 
further advice on how to become a competent reviewer.

Reviewers are asked to act according to ethical guidelines that are presented 
and discussed elsewhere in this book (see Chapters 14 and 15). The task of the 
editor is to reconcile sometimes conflicting reports from different reviewers 
and to make a personal judgment based on a variety of other considerations. 
The task is made more difficult if the reviews contain conflicting recommenda-
tions for publication.

•	Recognized expertise in the specific field of the manuscript as noted 
in the journal’s database of previous reviewers and authors.

•	Previous invitations to the reviewer that have resulted in thorough, 
well-written, polite reviews submitted in a timely manner.

•	Record of recent publications in the field as determined by searches 
of databases such as MEDLINE and PsycINFO.

The following individuals are typically excluded from consideration as 
reviewers:

•	Persons who are known to have a very close connection to the 
authors or to have a conflict of interest with the authors will be 
avoided.

•	People who are currently reviewing another manuscript for the 
same journal or who have reviewed one within a set period (e.g., 
three months) will be avoided.

•	Those who work is excessively praised or criticized in the manu-
script to be assessed are avoided.

Box 12.2: Some criteria editors use to identify reviewers for a particular 
manuscript.

Note: Some journals ask authors to suggest reviewers or to name persons they 
do not wish to have as reviewers. How to use these suggestions is the editor’s 
decision. Different bulleted points from those above will be used in combina-
tion to reach a decision on whom to invite, and there will inevitably be appre-
ciable variations between journals with respect to the use of these different 
methods of selection.
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Criteria for Evaluation of Manuscripts

If the journal has published its instructions to reviewers or put them on a web-
site, these instructions will give you an idea about the features at which both 
editors and reviewers will look. Many journals probably look for the same 
desirable features of highly rated studies.

If a study is quantitative, the criteria include the use of a sufficiently large 
and suitably representative sample of the population under study, the presence 
of a high response rate among invited participants, the use of valid measures, 
the absence of procedural biases, minimal confounding of one independent 
variable with another, and the use of appropriate controls. Similarly, review-
ers will look for as full a description of the methods as available space allows, 
with reference to earlier publications that provide more detail and establish the 
validity of the methods and measuring instruments (where applicable). Results 
must be described in a clear and logical sequence, with all necessary informa-
tion presented. No more detail should be provided than can be covered in the 
discussion section. The discussion should bring out the importance of all the 
main findings and indicate how the work advances the state of knowledge and 
understanding in the relevant subfield. In addition, alternative interpretations 
of the data may be given, thus acknowledging limitations of the study. Review-
ers pay attention to all the preceding points—and to many others.

In quantitative research, the data analysis section is prone to several prob-
lems. These include the following:

•	failing to deal adequately with confounding variables;
•	claiming to have shown something without performing a (statistical) test 

that supports it directly and unequivocally;
•	failing to control for multiple comparisons; and
•	drawing inappropriate conclusions from non-significant associations or 

differences: we probably all realize that lack of significance means only that 
we have failed to find an effect and does not prove that no effect exists, but 
we don’t always remember this in our enthusiasm to explain how our results 
fail to support the ideas of a scientist whose theory we dislike.

Authors developing reports of randomized controlled trials may wish to follow 
the CONSORT (Consolidated Standards of Reporting Trials) checklist, which 
includes 22 items considered essential to judge the reliability or relevance of the 
findings (presented in Appendix B to this chapter in slightly abbreviated form).

The criteria for the evaluation of qualitative reports vary depending on the 
type of data and methods of analysis (e.g., participant observation and eth-
nography, qualitative interviews, content analysis, textual analysis, discourse 
analysis, ethnography and conversation analysis). Chapter 8 provides more 
information about how to write and publish articles using qualitative methods. 
Most types of qualitative reports should do the following.
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•	Give clear criteria for the selection of data or subjects. Position the material 
carefully in the social and cultural space. For example, different genres of 
fiction represent different segments of the culture.

•	Present a detailed account of where and when data were collected or which 
existing data sets were used. In studies based on fieldwork, describe the 
relation between the fieldworkers and the subjects and discuss the possi-
ble influence of the data collection on the phenomenon under study. Keep 
careful records of the data so that they can be provided for independent 
examination if necessary.

•	Clearly state how the analysis was done, with an indication of whether reli-
ability was assessed—for instance by replicating the analysis.

•	Describe any themes, concepts, and categories derived from the data. 
Divide the interpretation process into short steps, specifying rules of clas-
sification and interpretation.

•	Outline steps taken to guard against selectivity in the use of data; discuss 
exceptions and deviant cases. Ideally, the reader should be able to apply the 
same classifications, take the same analytic steps, and reach the same kind 
of results with another data set.

•	Present data systematically so that quotations, field notes, and so on are 
easily identifiable.

•	Offer enough primary evidence to show a relation between evidence and 
conclusions, but avoid the presentation of too many illustrations; the focus 
should be on the most representative examples.

Common Problems with Manuscripts

All parts of a manuscript are open to criticism from the title onward. The first 
requirement for gaining the confidence of an editor or a reviewer is to describe 
the findings objectively and in a sober style without the use of hyperbolic lan-
guage. If your data are good, they will speak for themselves. It is always better 
for the reader to find that the results themselves are stronger than you claim.

Every “data not shown” statement may raise reviewers’ suspicions that the 
authors are trying to hide something. If there really is not enough space to 
show important data graphically or in tabular form, then give some examples 
of the more important of such results in the text (with means, standard errors, 
or other indicators of variance and numbers of subjects, if it is a quantitative 
study).

The discussion section is the most difficult part of a manuscript to write, 
and it often shows. Sometimes the opening paragraph is only a summary of 
the results, which is not satisfactory. One approach is to decide which are the 
main new findings, mention only them, and summarize two or three important 
conclusions that follow from them. It is also common to find that the discus-
sion does not focus on the aims as stated in the introduction and sometimes 
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discusses issues on which no background was given. Such a failure to place 
findings in the context of previous knowledge means that the case for publi-
cation is not made. Reviewers and editors want to know what is new, what is 
confirmatory, and what fails to confirm previous findings. Instead, authors may 
attempt to extract too much from their data by trying to address too many dif-
ferent issues. The effect of this error is to dilute strong conclusions with weakly 
supported ones, giving an overall unfavorable impression leading to rejection.

The discussion should also consider alternative interpretations of the study 
and acknowledge major limitations. These may arise from methodological 
weaknesses or unexpected findings that could not be pursued to a firm con-
clusion because of practical limitations, such as the project period coming to 
an end or a financial constraint (these nonscientific reasons do not need to be 
stated). If the reviewers discover these weaknesses, they will consider them-
selves smart and are likely to make sure you know it; if you show that you are 
aware of the limitations and understand the implications, they will perceive you 
as smart and honest, which counts for a lot.

Do not waste time and space discussing “trends” that are not statistically 
significant; if the effect is not there, its implications do not need discussing. 
Remember that there are more than enough “significant” effects that do not 
replicate and there is no need to create new myths. If you believe that a real and 
important difference was undetected because of a lack of statistical power, the 
study needs to be repeated; that may be a factor to discuss.

Somewhat different problems are associated with reviews and theoretical 
articles. If a review claims to be comprehensive, it should state the way the lit-
erature search was carried out and define the criteria used for including articles 
(see Chapter 9). Articles that do not claim to be integrative reviews but rather 
argue the case for a particular theoretical viewpoint or set of ideas are often less 
comprehensive. In such instances, authors often cite publications that support 
their own position in a rather uncritical manner, and they may refer to few or 
no articles that oppose it. Editors may then firmly but politely ask the author 
to state the assumptions made and ensure that the article clearly indicates any 
controversial issues. Alternatively, where the intention is to let a distinguished 
writer express a personal view based on his or her selective citation of the lit-
erature, it should be made clear that a case is being made for a theory and that a 
balanced assessment of the state of the field is not being attempted.

Finally, remember you are writing a scholarly article and not running a cam-
paign! Do not enter into politics and polemics. For example, if your main find-
ing is that a widely used intervention is less favorable than another that lacks 
some sort of official approval for general use in your country, make the case 
for its relative merits and, if appropriate, argue for a policy change. But do not 
abuse the politicians and do not keep repeating the argument in more and more 
florid and emphatic language. Political battles are not won in the pages of aca-
demic journals.
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The Editor’s Decision

The much-anticipated response from the editor finally arrives, together with 
the statements from the reviewers. The editor will often need to reach a deci-
sion based on the balance between innovation and quality of work. The per-
fect manuscript would have important new ideas with far-reaching importance 
backed up by sound data obtained by means of thoroughly validated methods. 
In reality, such manuscripts are seen only rarely, if ever, and the editor and the 
reviewers have to make judgments. If the approach to a problem is highly novel 
or the study is a potential stimulus for further valuable work, a manuscript 
may be accepted with data that are less than wholly convincing. On the other 
hand, if there is not very much that is really new but the study is the first one to 
address a particular methodological weakness of previous work, then clear data 
of high quality will probably be essential.

The reviewers’ reports and recommendations inevitably influence the edi-
tor’s decision, but they are not the sole determining factors. Editors may study 
a manuscript in varying amounts of detail and may have concerns that are not 
reflected in reviewers’ reports. These concerns may relate to any of the range 
of issues that the reviewers also address but may especially relate to the appro-
priateness of the subject matter for the journal, whether there are any ethical 
problems, and whether the importance of the work is sufficient to justify pub-
lication in their journal rather than in a publication of lesser status that may 
be struggling to fill its pages. Studies may be technically competent and pre-
sented well but may be unimportant because they merely confirm well-known 
facts or focus on apparently trivial issues. When the reports of reviewers are in 
agreement with each other, the editor will most frequently accept the recom-
mendations made. It is a brave editor indeed who overturns the opinions of 
two independent experts—reviewers may soon stop assisting an editor who 
consistently ignores the advice given. When reviewers disagree, the editor may 
seek to sort out the matter by studying the manuscript and coming down in 
support of one or other reviewer; this is the ideal method if the editor can reach 
a clear view because he or she can reach a decision quickly without wasting 
another expert’s valuable time. However, sometimes reviewers reach opposing 
conclusions on the basis of equally well-argued cases, and then the editor may 
feel it is essential to obtain advice from a third person. This is especially likely 
to occur if the work is outside the editor’s main area of expertise.

When a third reviewer reaches a definite view supporting one or the other 
of the earlier reviewers, then the way forward is clear; but this does not always 
happen. If the first reviewer supports publication strongly and the second 
reviewer recommends rejection, the third reviewer quite often says the manu-
script is weak but may reach publication standard after major revision; in such 
cases the contribution of the third reviewer may swing the decision one way or 
the other depending on the journal’s needs at the time. If the journal is trying to 
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raise the standard of published items, such marginal manuscripts will probably 
be rejected, whereas if the study is in a field that is under-represented in the 
journal, the editor may wish to include it. An editor may also seek to publish 
the article in a shorter form that reflects its lesser merits.

The abusive reviewer is a particular annoyance to editors. The most com-
monly identified, although happily quite rare, form of abuse occurs when a 
reviewer attempts a review of the author instead of the manuscript. It is one 
thing, and perfectly acceptable, to state that an argument is constructed poorly 
and is unconvincing, that it is presented badly, or that it does not take account 
of previous knowledge; it is quite another thing to assert that the author is stu-
pid, careless, or ignorant. Editors have a duty to alter or remove such inap-
propriate remarks from a reviewer’s report so that unnecessary distress is not 
caused and the author will be encouraged to improve the manuscript. If the 
reviewer is young and inexperienced, the editor may also explain the prob-
lem with the report, whereas a senior person will more likely not be invited to 
review again. Additional advice for inexperienced reviewers may be found in 
Chapter 13 of this book.

A particularly difficult situation arises if the review process generates suspi-
cion that the author has engaged in scientific misconduct or another form of 
unethical behavior. Such misconduct may be either minor or major in nature, 
and the editor typically has available a range of sanctions to apply. These may 
include refusing to consider further work from the author, reporting the mat-
ter to the author’s institution or employer, and publishing a statement in the 
journal to alert the scientific community to the issue. The availability of a code 
of practice by which editors can abide in such circumstances is very helpful (see 
The Farmington Consensus for the ethical practice guidelines developed by the 
International Society of Addiction Journal Editors). Editors are also wary of 
trying to resolve contentious ethical issues; they often do not have the resources 
to conduct a full investigation. Equally important, they cannot simply brush 
the matter aside by refusing to publish suspect material but must take reason-
able steps to ensure that appropriate action is taken. These and other related 
issues are discussed in greater detail in Chapters 14 and 15, which deal with 
ethical considerations in scientific publishing.

Responding to Reviewers’ Reports: General Rules of Conduct

Authors who regularly achieve immediate acceptance of a manuscript as sub-
mitted are rare indeed. Revisions are almost always required before accept-
ance, and in many cases a final decision cannot be reached until the revised 
version has been assessed. Therefore, the way in which authors respond to 
the reports of reviewers and to the editor can have a major influence on the 
outcome. If editors invite resubmission, they expect to receive the manuscript 
back again.



Preparing Manuscripts and Responding to Reviewers’ Reports  239

An invitation to resubmit is not a half-hearted and cowardly way of say-
ing the work is unpublishable but rather an implicit suggestion that the editor 
remains interested in the article and that it is likely to be accepted if the author 
is responsive to the questions and recommendations of the reviewers. In such 
cases, it is nearly always worth resubmitting unless there is some clear and una-
voidable requirement with which you cannot possibly comply. The remainder 
of this section offers guidance for authors on how to navigate through this maze 
successfully.

The overriding aim of the response is to engender trust among editors and 
reviewers. Authors should never claim to have made changes that in fact they 
have not done. If the cover letter says all requested changes have been made 
and an editor or reviewer checks two or three points at random and finds noth-
ing much has changed, he or she may reject the manuscript without looking 
carefully at the rest of it. If you have made major changes by rewriting whole 
sections of the manuscript, state that is the case and identify the sections. Alter-
natively, if just a few words needed to be inserted or deleted, make clear which 
words were changed so that reviewers can see what has been done. If you were 
asked to shorten something, you should almost always do so and perhaps state 
by how much (i.e., by how many words or pages). Do not try to fool the editor 
by printing the new version in smaller type or by other stylistic changes. Be 
polite, even if you feel that the reviewers have not understood your intentions. 
When you have been through all the points of criticism, you should have an 
idea of the changes you think are appropriate. Will they be enough?

If after reading the reports you have concluded that none of the recommen-
dations is worth accepting and you do not want to make any changes, it is com-
mon sense to take a break from the job and look at it again on another day! It 
is simply not realistic to expect editors and reviewers to accept that none of the 
changes they request and the criticisms they make is well founded. Reviewers 
spend anything from an hour to a full day preparing their reports. If you dis-
miss this effort out of hand, you will get nothing published. You must therefore 
aim to make changes to deal with as many as possible of the points raised and, 
preferably, with a clear majority of them.

Occasionally authors may feel that an editor’s decision to reject their manu-
script was unnecessary because the criticisms made could be answered through 
revisions. In such cases, in which there was no other clear reason given for 
rejection, authors may wish to seek approval to resubmit. For example, there 
may be no criticism of the conduct of the study or analysis of the data, but 
the reviewer may feel that the interpretation is so seriously flawed that the 
conclusions are not supported by the data. The manuscript might therefore be 
publishable if the authors are willing to revise their conclusions. Resubmission 
after rejection should be preceded by a carefully considered letter to the editor 
explaining why you believe that you can deal with the criticisms made. The 
editor will then decide whether to alter the previous negative decision and may 
agree to consider a revised version. Seek approval before resubmitting because 
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if a rejected manuscript is resubmitted without prior agreement, it is very likely 
that the editor will refuse to consider it. Some journals have stated their appeals 
procedure whereas others deal with appeals on an ad hoc basis.

The Cover Letter: Make Life Easier for the Editor

Once you complete the changes to the manuscript, write a detailed reply to the 
reviewers. It is worth spending a significant amount of time getting your reply 
to reviewers as near to perfect as you can. Sometimes constructing the letter 
takes as long as revising the article, but it will not take as long as botching the 
job and then being obliged to reformat the manuscript for another journal to 
start the whole process over again. Nevertheless, it is best to keep this reply as 
short as possible. Typical successful replies will be in the range of one to three 
single-spaced pages. If the reviewer makes a point in just three lines and you 
need a page to rebut it, it is likely you have not gotten straight to the heart of the 
matter, and your reply will probably not be convincing. It is best to write the 
minimum needed to refute the criticism.

If the reviewer cannot understand a point that you made in the manuscript, 
it may be because he or she is lacking in intellectual capacity (as we often think 
when we encounter such comments on our own work). However, if one person 
does not follow what you have written, the same may apply to others. Review-
ers are all published research workers and are often the very people whom you 
might hope would read your article; if a reviewer cannot understand your point, 
try to analyze your text to see how the misunderstanding may have arisen. Then 
make changes to ensure it will not happen again.

Do remember that if a reviewer asks a question, other readers may want to 
know the answer to it too. The answer should therefore usually be contained in 
the revised manuscript and not in the cover letter. Save the reviewers’ time and 
they will love you; do not answer a question in the letter and then refer review-
ers to a section in the manuscript that they have to read over and over to check 
if it is really there!

If possible, reply in numbered sections that correspond with the reviewers’ 
numbered points. Explain the revisions you made to deal with most of the criti-
cisms, and also explain why you did not deal with the rest. Describe briefly each 
change you made, referring to the relevant page or paragraph in the revised 
manuscript. Try not to respond in a combative, overly assertive style. If there 
are major and important changes recommended that you are sure are wrong, 
then present a concise, logically argued rebuttal. If there are minor changes 
requested that you feel do not really improve matters, do them anyway because 
it helps a lot if you can truthfully claim to have dealt with the majority of points. 
At all stages, remember that although reviewers and editors may appear to be 
distant, self-opinionated, and arrogant, they are also human beings with their 
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own feelings, emotions, and problems. If you want acceptances, make life easy 
for them by writing clearly, and do not antagonize them with criticisms or gra-
tuitous insults, however unwise and misguided you think the reviewers may be. 
It is also worth making the changes via a tracking system in a different color 
(such as red) on the manuscript to show clearly where changes, additions, and 
deletions have been made.

It is sensible to maximize and stress the points that you agree with that the 
reviewers wrote and to acknowledge their contribution when they have made 
suggestions that improve the manuscript. Do not build minor disagreements 
into major issues. You probably need to make only minor changes to accom-
modate them and then mention the changes in the cover letter and should not 
waste time arguing and or risk offending the reviewer in the process. However, 
it is not necessary or appropriate to minimize disagreements to the point of 
dishonesty; they should be dealt with by logical rebuttal in the cover letter and, 
sometimes, by acknowledging and discussing the point in the manuscript.

Perhaps the most difficult case occurs when you feel that a reviewer shows 
a bias towards a theoretical approach that differs from yours, and therefore 
undervalues the work. Here you can explain in the cover letter that there are 
different approaches to the problem (state what these are), that yours is equally 
valid, that there is a genuine difference of opinion and that you have a different 
but scientifically legitimate point of view. However, this strategy is probably 
unwise unless you have a strong case and there is no other way to deal with 
the issue. In the end, the editor will have to decide and what one person per-
ceives as objective and unbiased looks very different from another viewpoint. 
At the end of the day, the editor wants to have articles to publish. The number of 
acceptances rather than of rejections is therefore the mark of success and of an 
editor’s job well done. Authors, editors, reviewers, and publishers must all work 
together to ensure the production of a journal of high quality that achieves its 
intended objectives.
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Appendix A: General Publications on Scientific and Medical 
Publishing

This is a very short selection from the huge number of publications. Many addi-
tional works may be found by searching biomedical databases such as PubMed 
or on-line booksellers.
Albert, T. (2000). The A-Z of Medical Writing. London, England: BMJ Books.
American Psychological Association. (2010). Publication Manual of the Ameri-

can Psychological Association (6th ed). Washington, DC: Author.
British Medical Association. http://bma.org.uk/about-the-bma/bma-library/

library-guide/reference-styles This is a useful website established by the 
British Medical Association, giving general guidance on resources for peo-
ple publishing in the biomedical field.

Hofmann, A. K. (2013). Scientific Writing and Communication: Papers, Propos-
als, and Presentations. New York, NY: Oxford University Press.

Huth, E. J. (1990). How to Write and Publish Papers in the Medical Sciences 
(2nd ed). New York, NY: Williams & Wilkins.

Iverson, C. (Ed.). (1998). American Medical Association Manual of Style: A 
Guide for Authors and Editors (9th ed.). New York, NY: Williams & Wilkins.

Katz, M. J. (2009). From Research to Manuscript: A Guide to Scientific Writing 
(2nd ed.). New York, NY: Springer.

McInerney, D. M. (2002). Publishing Your Psychology Research: A Guide to 
Writing for Journals in Psychology and Related Fields. Thousand Oaks, CA: 
Sage.

Moher, D., Schulz, K. F., Altman, D. G., & for the CONSORT Group. (2001). The 
CONSORT statement: Revised recommendations for improving the quality 
of reports of parallel-group randomised trials. The Lancet, 357, 1191–1194.

Peat, J., Elliott, E., Baur, L., & Keena, V. (2002). Scientific Writing: Easy When 
You Know How. London, England: BMJ Books.

Richardson, P. (Ed.). (2002). A Guide to Medical Publishing and Writing: Your 
Questions Answered. London, England: Quay Books.

Strunk, W., Jr., & White, E. B. (1999). The Elements of Style (4th ed.). New York, 
NY: Longman.

Appendix B: Checklist of Items to Include When Reporting a 
Randomized Trial

This section consists of a slightly shortened version of the checklist from Moher 
et al. (2001).

TITLE AND ABSTRACT	� How participants were allocated to interventions 
(e.g., “random allocation,” “randomized,” or “ran-
domly assigned”).

http://bma.org.uk/about-the-bma/bma-library/library-guide/reference-styles
http://bma.org.uk/about-the-bma/bma-library/library-guide/reference-styles
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INTRODUCTION	 Scientific background and explanation of rationale.

METHODS
Participants	� Eligibility criteria for participants and the settings 

and locations where the data were collected.
Interventions	� Precise details of the interventions intended for 

each group and how and when they were actually 
administered.

Objectives	 Subjective objectives and hypotheses.
Outcomes	� Clearly defined primary and secondary outcome 

measures and, when applicable, any methods used 
to enhance the quality of measurements (e.g., mul-
tiple observations, training of assessors).

Sample size	� How sample size was determined and, when appli-
cable, explanation of any interim analyses and stop-
ping rules.

Randomization	� Method used to generate the random allocation 
sequence, including details of any restriction (e.g., 
blocking, stratification).

Allocation concealment	� Method used to implement the random allocation 
sequence (e.g., numbered containers or central tel-
ephone), clarifying whether the sequence was con-
cealed until interventions were assigned.

Implementation	� Who generated the allocation sequence, who 
enrolled participants, and who assigned partici-
pants to their groups.

Blinding	� Whether participants, those administering the 
interventions, and those assessing the outcomes 
were aware of group assignment.

Statistical analysis	� Statistical methods used to compare groups for pri-
mary outcome; methods for additional analyses, 
such as subgroup analyses and adjusted analyses.

RESULTS
Participant flow:	� Flow of participants through each stage (a dia-

gram is strongly recommended). Specifically, for 
each group, report the numbers of participants 
who were randomly assigned, received intended 
treatment, completed the study protocol, and were 
analyzed for the primary outcome. Describe pro-
tocol deviations from study as planned, together 
with reasons.

Recruitment:	� Dates defining the periods of recruitment and 
follow-up.
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Baseline data:	� Baseline demographic and clinical characteristics 
of each group.

Numbers analyzed:	� Number of participants (denominator) in each 
group included in each analysis and whether 
the analysis was by “intention to treat.” State the 
results in absolute numbers when feasible (e.g., 
10/20, not 50%).

Outcomes and estimation:	� For each primary and secondary outcome, a sum-
mary of results for each group, and the estimated 
effect size and its precision (e.g., 95%confidence 
interval).

Ancillary analyses:	� Address multiplicity by reporting any other analy-
ses performed, including subgroup analyses and 
adjusted analyses, indicating those prespecified 
and those exploratory.

Adverse events:	� All important adverse events or side effects in 
each intervention group.

DISCUSSION
Interpretation	� Interpretation of the results, taking into account study 

hypotheses, sources of potential bias or imprecision, and 
the dangers associated with multiplicity of analyses and 
outcomes.

Generalizability	 External validity of the trial findings.
Overall evidence	� General interpretation of the results in the context of cur-

rent evidence.

Source: Moher, D., Schulz, K. F., & Altman, D.G., for the CONSORT Group. 
(2001). The CONSORT statement: Revised recommendations for improving 
the quality of reports of parallel-group randomised trials. The Lancet, 357, 
1191–1194.


