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2 Why peer-review?

• Journals want to publish new findings that meet 
basic scientific standards

• Grant awarding bodies have more good 
applications than they have money to fund

• Peer-review – evaluation by experts in the field – is 
the least worst way to provide the evidence for this
– Certainly subjective and often flawed but better than alternatives 

such as metrics

• This talk will try to guide you through the process



3 Journal peer review process

• Submit paper to journal
– Check fit to journal and its criteria, make sure paper is complete 

and co-authors have “signed off” on it

• Editor’s initial evaluation (~1 month)

• Peer review (~3-6 months

• Paper and comments returned to authors for 
revision (~1-3 months)

• Submission of revised manuscript

• Editor’s assessment (~1 month)

• Acceptance or go back to corrections

• Proof corrections and publication (~6-9 months)



4 How to get a paper accepted

• Present new and substantive findings
– Check the literature
– Make sure the results are not trivial or just prove the obvious 

(i.e. would a competent scientist have guessed the outcomes 
without doing the work)

– Don’t over-exaggerate, but equally make sure you draw the 
reader’s attention to the unique features of your work

• Get to the point and write clearly

• Make sure the diagrams tell the story on their own

• Make sure the paper is complete when you submit 
and that co-authors have “signed off” on it

• Make sure your paper meets the journal remit and 
criteria



5 How to structure a paper

• Introduction (the most important bit!)
– Say why the problem you address is important
– Say why previous approaches have been limited
– Say why there is a need for a new approach
– Say why such work is now possible
– Summarize what the paper will do

• Methods

• Results

• Discussion

• Conclusions
– Say what you’ve learned
– Re-iterate why this is a new and substantive contribution
– Identify any limitations and say what should be done next

This is just factual reporting – easy!



6 How to deal with the decision

• Reject
– Don’t take it personally.  Rejection is an occupational hazard 

and happens to us all sometimes!
– Move on.  You’re unlikely to change the editor’s mind once they 

have decided.  Only quibble on grounds of process or obvious 
errors/conflicts of interest

– Learn from mistakes.  What can you do better next time?
– Solve the problems and re-submit elsewhere

• Corrections
– Do (most of) what you’re asked.  Pay most attention to the 

editor’s summary of what you should do and don’t be afraid to 
ask for clarification (but don’t take this too far).

– Do them quickly and get the thing off your desk.
– Don’t be surprised if it takes several sets of corrections to get it

right.  Just keep plugging away



7 Developments in peer-review

• “What are they doing in physics?”
– Journals and the peer-review process has evolved to meet the 

needs of print media and the profit margins of publishers.
– If we were to start again the system might be very different
– Alternatives now up and running in other disciplines and 

crossing over to hydrology

• Alternative to peer-review
– Online discussion journals e.g. HESS and HESSD
– Free on line access via m/s repositories e.g. arXiv.org

• For the moment though peer-review id what we 
have



8 And finally …..

• Journal papers are the basic currency of an 
academic cv
– They show your ideas are accepted by your peers
– They give your ideas a chance to be picked up by others
– They demonstrate to an employer that you are a competent 

scientist, that you can write and that you can get a job finished

• All PhD’s should result in 2-3 papers
– Write as you go along
– Have confidence in what you’re doing …. you have more 

research time and experience than most practising academics
– Don’t get too hung up about it …. publishing is easy!


