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Why Scientific Papers Are Rejected

Aly A. Misha'l

Literature is rich of articles and reviews that
address the issue of rejection of manuscripts by
scientific journals. Unfortunately, many new
authors do not read such material.

When a manuscript is submitted to a scientific
journal, it is initially screened by the editor(s) of
that journal, who decide whether the manuscript
deserves to be referred for proper evaluation by a
number of reviewers.

Some manuscripts are initially rejected outright
by the editor(s) because of obvious deficiencies
in preparation. Prominent among these are:

= Wrong Journal: The editor do not accept
papers that lie outside the subject area of the
journal.

= Failure to follow the Journal’s (Instructions
to Authors). It is surprising how frequently
new authors fail to read and comply with
these instructions, which are usually clear,
and posted prominently in the journals or
their websites.

= Obvious and serious defects in the format,
quality or significance of the manuscript, and
lack of basic requirements such as patient
consents or author competing interests.

Most rejections, however, come from the
reviewers to whom the editor refers the
manuscript for proper evaluation.

Reviewers are selected to each Journal, as they
are deemed to be knowledgeable or experts in
their specific fields. Reviewers first look into
whether this is an original contribution, and they
also look into:
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- The introduction: which should give an idea
about the contexts.

- Methods: whether they are clearly identified.

- Results: whether they are clearly presented.

- Tables and figures: Clarity and proper
identification.

- Statistics: Adequacy and appropriateness.

- Discussion: Which should not be too long,
and should adequately reflect the work.

- References: Properly tabulated, adequate and
significantly up to date.

The reviewers will then report to the editor, who,
in turn, will pass on the comments/advice to the
author, in the form of acceptance, rejection, or the
need for revision and corrections, which could be
minor or major.

The comments, critiques and advice of the
reviewers are usually very valuable to authors,
especially beginners. They are extremely helpful
to learn from and to help to rewrite the research
and make corrections that will help in acceptance
of the manuscript when resubmitted. The
reviewers’ opinion, therefore, should be looked
upon in a positive and constructive manner.

The main reasons, in ascending importance of
seriousness, for rejection by reviewers are:

1. Wrong format: This includes what various
journals approve as their format, style or
length. This applies to: case reports, original
research, reviews, editorials and letters to the
editor.

2. Failure to follow (Instructions to Authors) as
stated above.
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3. Poor writing: Words and sentences should be

simple and direct to deliver the intended
message. Big words, slang language,
unnecessary or unfamiliar abbreviations or
acronyms should be avoided. Long sentences
and  repetitions, unnecessary  personal
information about patients, are factors that
editors and reviewers dislike. The paper
should be as short as possible to be just as
long as that serves the purpose of adequate
explanation of the message.

The English proficiency does not need to be
perfect. Fine tuning could be achieved by
referring to resources available in the
literature to help new authors. Consultation
with someone who is more experienced in the
language of scientific writing is very helpful.
Defects in (Discussion): Discussion aims at
explaining what the results of the study
mean. Some authors present lengthy
discussions with irrelevant and redundant
material. They may get carried away in what
they include in this section of the manuscript,
such as:

Attempts of exaggerations, marketing or
trumpeting of findings.

Erroneous or unsupported conclusions,
disproportionate of the (results).
Misinterpretation of the findings.

Excessive zeal and enthusiasm about the
results.

Failure to consider alternative explanations to
the results (tunnel vision).

Failure to acknowledge limitations of the
study.

Defects in reporting the results: Results
should be documented as they were found,
with actual data. Generalizations and
summary or approximate estimations should
be avoided. Comments and conclusions do
not belong to this section of the manuscript.
Tables and figures belong to this section, and
should be clear and properly defined.

All results should be reported even if no
significant differences were found.
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6. Defects in the description of (Methods and
Materials): Failure to include enough details
in this section is a common cause of
rejection, such details should be clear that
readers should be able to repeat the steps of
the study if they desire to do so. A detailed
diagram of the experimental study should
usually be included.

Manuscripts based on surveys should include
the instruments of the survey.

7. Poor study design: This may be a fatal
mistake if care is not taken of properly from
the beginning. Avoiding study design
problems must be dealt with at the stage of
early planning of the research, taking into
consideration the right model, appropriate
data collection, types of measurements, and
statistical methods.

First-time researchers-authors should look for
what the existing literature says on the topic,
and should seek the advice of more
experienced researchers. The advice of a
statistician should be sought about basic
issues such as sample size, units of analysis
and statistical significance.

Among all the above-mentioned problems,
this one can not be corrected once the study
has been completed and sent for publication!
No amount of rewriting or manipulation can
make up for the fact that the author used the
wrong model or study design.

8. Failure to revise and resubmit after receiving
the editors’ or reviewers’ remarks: Many
manuscripts are returned to the author(s),
with comments and advice to make
corrections. Many new researchers — authors
benefit tremendously from such comments in
revising their manuscripts. No matter how
harsh these comments may be, they nearly
always result in a better paper.

In a final summary, manuscripts submitted for
publication in scientific journal may be rejected
for various reasons, most of which are avoidable
or correctable.
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