
Navigating the 
minefield of 
getting your 
paper published

Natasha Martin, DPhil

Professor

Division of Infectious Diseases and Global Public Health

University of California San Diego



Acknowledgements

• Structure and content adapted from multiple talks given by Anthony 
Newman at Elsevier

• All slides credited with sources at the bottom

• For more great content see here: 
ELSEVIER How to publish in scholarly journals: 
https://www.elsevier.com/__data/assets/pdf_file/0008/185687/Under
standing-the-Publishing-Process_May2017_web-1.pdf





Growth of journals

Tenopir and King. “The growth of 
journals publishing” in The Future of 
the Academic Journal 2014



Why publish?



Publishing is key to 
academic success

• Peer review and publishing are essential steps of 
scientific process

• Determines whether the research advances 
knowledge in a field

• Ensures rigor and reproducibility
• Main way of dissemination

• Preliminary or supportive data for research 
grants

• Critical for academic advancement / promotion



(an aside) 
Academic 

advancement 
and where 

publishing fits in






UC San Diego Academic File Reviews

Every 2 years for 
Assistant & 

Associate Prof 
Ranks

Every 3 years for 
Full Prof Rank



UC San Diego Academic Review Criteria

Faculty in ALL series are 
expected to contribute to 
research/scholarly activity



Research and creative activity – what is it?

• Disseminated research outside the department is required for all faculty series

• Wide variety of potential scholarly outputs
• Papers (ideally peer-reviewed) – critical if you are in a research track
• Conference posters/presentations
• QI initiatives submitted for health system or external review
• Disseminated educational materials, educational curriculum, clinical guidelines



Papers: volume or quality?

• Ideally both (lots of high quality)

• Find out expectations in your series (e.g. adjunct, ladder, clinical, project scientist) and rank (e.g. 
assistant, associate, full)

• How many?
• Do these need to be: first/senior author? independent from your mentor?

• Academic file reviewers will judge both the quantity of scholarly outputs as well as the quality

• Tips: In your self-assessment, may want to: 
• clarify publishing benchmarks in your field/discipline (reviewers understand some disciplines 

publish more/less than others e.g. bench science vs epi)
• mention when journals are leading specialist journals in an area 



(aside over)
Getting your 
paper 
published



Choosing an article type
• Full articles: Substantial and comprehensive research paper

• Letters or brief communications: Quick, brief, and early communications 

• Review papers: Summaries of recent developments on a specific topic. Often 
invited

• Protocols: Detailed study design and rationale (note: may have time 
limitations like cannot have completed participant recruitment at the time of 
submission or within 1 year of study start)

• Others: case reports, commentaries, etc



Choosing a 
journal 

• Identify your audience. 

• See where similar papers were 
published. Search references

• For candidate journals, check:
• Audience/scope
• Others papers they publish
• Manuscript types
• Publication fees
• Impact factor



What is impact 
factor and why 
does it matter?

• Impact factor (IF) is the yearly 
mean number of citations of articles 
published in the last two years of a 
journal

• It is used to measure the 
importance or rank of a journal

• Not perfect…! 
• Specialist journals or 

local/regional journals may 
have less impact but more 
appropriate readership for 
your topic

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Impact_factor



Finding Global Health Journals

https://guides.lib.wayne.edu
/choosingajournal/globalhea
lth



Discuss your journal choice with your co-authors!

• They may have alternative 
suggestions / audiences

• This is also a good way to get 
feedback on journals which look 
good but may be predatory



Predatory journals

https://blogs.jwatch.org/hiv-id-observations/index.php/predatory-journals-big-problem-not-even-funny/2018/05/28/



What is a predatory journal

“Predatory journals and publishers are entities that 
prioritize self-interest at the expense of 
scholarship and are characterized by false or 
misleading information, deviation from best 
editorial and publication practices, a lack of 
transparency, and/or the use of aggressive and 
indiscriminate solicitation practice"



What journals are predatory?

• No perfect database

• Some databases: 
•Cabell’s Predatory Reports (need 
to pay)
•Beall’s List (no longer updated / 
some incorrectly classified)



How to spot predatory journals - some tips

• Check the journal, their 
articles, and talk to friends

https://x.com/wwis4/status/1502049176552673284



So you are ready to 
submit?



Confirm 
your 
journal 
choice



Check journal author guidelines

• All journals have different specific guidelines in terms of:
• Types of articles they accept
• Word count of abstract/article
• Structuring of the articles
• Number of figures/tables and specifications
• Referencing

• Check the specific author guidelines for your journal to ensure your paper is in the right format

• Papers submitted with the wrong format often get immediately sent back



Cover letter: your ‘sales’ pitch



Writing a strong cover letter
• The cover letter is read by the editor to determine whether your paper will be 

reviewed by the journal

• It is your chance to sell your work

• Tell them what type of article it is, the key finding, and implications

• It is also your chance to explain why the work would be of interest to the readers 
of this specific journal



A word on selecting 
reviewers

• Cannot be co-authors

• Choose friendly people with an interest in this area –
people that have approached you at conferences, etc

• Don’t necessarily list the biggest name in the field 

• The editors may not use your suggested reviewers

• Can sometimes suggest people NOT to review 
• Be selective if doing this and a short explanation 

why helps



Submission!

• Often takes a bit longer than you think (e.g. 
entering author names and affiliations)

• Double and triple check all files are uploaded in 
your submission (all figures? All supplementary 
files?)

• Sometimes conflict of interest forms are required 
at submission from all authors





Submit a 
paper

Basic requirements met?

REJECT

Assign 
reviewers

Collect reviewers’ 
recommendations

Make a 
decision

Revise the 
paper

[Reject]

[Revision required]

[Accept]

[Yes]

[No]
Review and give 
recommendation

START

ACCEPT

Author Editor Reviewer

The review process

Slide: Anthony Newman
Elsevier, Amsterdam



Desk reject (reject without review)
• Not sent out for review. Sad, but thankfully usually quick and can try another journal.
• Should not take longer than a few weeks

• If status remains ‘with editor’ for more than a month, can politely inquire as to status
• Some reasons for desk rejects:

• Outside the scope of the journal / not a good fit for the journal 
• Topically
• Readership
• Geographical scope
• Impact

• Lack of interest
• Not novel
• Does not contribute to the field
• Not properly contextualized

• Poor structure
• Not structured like an academic journal article
• Not following journals writing guidelines
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Why does this take so 
long???

Follow up if your paper has been under review for many 
months without any decision – it’s OK to politely enquire



Peer review outcomes

• Reject (if reviewed): Sent for review, reviewers had major concerns. 

• Major revisions: Sent for review, reviewers have asked for major revisions. Usually sent for 
re-review on resubmission. Does not guarantee eventual acceptance. 

• Minor revisions: Sent for reviewer, reviewers asked for minor revisions. May be sent for re-
review, or only editor review. Does not guarantee eventual acceptance, but higher likelihood 
of eventual acceptance.

• Accept: Celebration time!!



What to do if 
your paper 

was rejected



How to handle a paper rejection

Take a breath Review comments and if 
appropriate revise

Don’t sit on it….submit 
elsewhere!



Should I 
rebut/appeal 
a rejection?

• In the VAST majority of cases, NO. 

• It is very unlikely to change the decision.

• Possible in RARE cases IF, for example, you 
have very strong evidence a review was 
incorrect or highly biased OR new data 

• Anecdotally, this works best if you know / 
have a track record with the editor 



www.phdcomics.com



Reviewer comments

• Ideally, reviewers provide helpful comments which you can use to improve your paper

• RESIST the urge to argue. No one likes to be argued with! 

• If you can, agree with the reviewer and try to incorporate their suggestion if you can. If you strongly 
disagree, be very polite and explain why you disagree. 

• Write a point by point response, ideally pointing to the exact place where you have made changes in 
the paper so it is easy for the reviewer to find these changes. The more work you make them due, the 
more annoyed they will be!

• If the reviewers disagree or suggest opposing things, can reach out to the editor for guidance



Example response:

Thanks

Description of changes

Specific page/line

Underlined edits 
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Multiple iterations are common



And this can take a long time 
(months)



Congratulations!!!



Some additional resources:

ELSEVIER How to publish in scholarly journals: 
https://www.elsevier.com/__data/assets/pdf_file/0008/185687/Understanding-the-Publishing-
Process_May2017_web-1.pdf

ICJME Authorship guidelines: https://www.icmje.org/recommendations/browse/roles-and-
responsibilities/defining-the-role-of-authors-and-contributors.html

https://www.icmje.org/recommendations/browse/roles-and-responsibilities/defining-the-role-of-authors-and-contributors.html
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