
Results 
Our results were mixed. As expected, journals with fewer submission 
requirements, (e.g., SMJ), had a much smaller proportion of papers sent back 
to the author. Some journals appeared to benefit from the changes we made 
(e.g. CPE), however, on other journals the results were worse after our 
interventions. The small number of submissions for some journals (e.g., LCP) 
meant that results were easily skewed.  

 

We analysed the country of corresponding authors, in order to test our 
hypothesis that authors who do not speak English as a first language would 
have more difficulty in following the instructions. Our results indicated that 
authors from the UK and US may be having the same difficulties as non UK/US 
authors; however the reliability of the results may be limited by the length of 
the monitoring period. 

Background 
 

As Managing Editors, we spend a significant amount of time 
checking submissions to make sure that they conform to each 
journal’s formatting and content requirements. We often have to 
return papers to authors to make changes and this is frustrating for 
authors and adds to our workload. We decided to keep track of the 
reasons why we return papers, to see whether we could identify 
trends that would highlight particular areas of confusion for authors. 
 
Between us, we look after 17 journals in the subject areas of 
psychology, business, economics, dentistry and medicine.  
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Conclusions 
 
• Author Guidelines and submission instructions should be reviewed regularly 

to ensure they are up-to-date and as clear as possible. However, there will 
always be a certain number of authors who don’t read them. 
 

• Our study highlighted areas of confusion about submission requirements and 
the amount of work it takes the Editorial Office and authors to resolve. This 
might enable us to ask journal editors to relax certain requirements, 
particularly for journals with a high desk rejection rate. 
 

• It would be interesting to look at the proportion of submissions from each 
country that is sent back to the author but this would require a longer 
monitoring period to yield useful results.   

The changes we made 
 

Modifications to the submission requirements differed across our 
journals in response to the data we collected. We:  
 

• added further explanation of requirements that seemed to be 
causing confusion to the Author Guidelines and the submission 
instructions in ScholarOne Manuscripts and Editorial Manager.  
 

• edited the submission questions to prompt authors to check that 
they had complied with anonymisation and formatting 
requirements. 
 

• removed outdated information from the Author Guidelines to make 
the important requirements more obvious.  
 

• improved the formatting to break up the text and make them easier 
to read.   

Method 
 

We developed a tracking spreadsheet that we could all use to 
monitor submissions sent back to the author: 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
We monitored submissions for 6 weeks and then analysed the data 
to find the most common reasons for returning papers. The 
placement of figures and tables, anonymisation and referencing 
style were causing particular confusion. We made changes to the 
submission instructions to try to make the requirements clearer and 
then we monitored submissions for another 6 weeks. 
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