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CAN YOU AVOID REJECTION?

• Why do papers get rejected? 

• What do you think the difference is 

between:

• CRUCIAL reasons were lead to rejection 

• NON-CRUCIAL problems that could be 

dealt with through revisions? 
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THE REVIEW SYSTEM: MOMENTS OF AGENCY?

Submit:

Editor review

Goes to review

Review 1 hates 
it

Reviewer 2 says 
minor revisions

Reviewer 3 says 
(other) major 

revisions

Editor says 
revise and 
resubmit

Author makes 
revisions (see 

later!)

More review

Editor accepts

Editor rejects

Editor rejects

Other options 
(see later!)

Editor accepts 
2nd time round

Editor rejects

Editor rejects

Paper dies

Author modifies, 
submits 

elsewhere

A messy set of 

compromises



PUBLICATION AND PEER REVIEW

Good papers

OK papers

Poor papers

Sent for review
Reviewers make few minor comments

Sent for review

Reviewers suggest major changes

Revise and resumbit

Not sent for review
Or reviewers say do not publish

Published

Published after 

changes

Not published

FAIR DECISIONS BASED ON MERIT
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It is simply not the case that the best papers are judged to be the 

best, and get published in the best journals

PERSONAL, POLITICAL, & SCHOLARLY DECISIONS

POWER, MEDIATION, BROKERING BY RANGE OF 

PEOPLE

THINK ABOUT HOW YOU FEATURE IN THIS 

PROCESS

PUBLICATION AND PEER REVIEW



Reviews not neutral responses. They 

are rendered by researchers who 

have particular histories, 

agendas, and needs. They reflect 

both the reviewer and the 

manuscript reviewed. It is much 

easier to… understand their 

meaning, if you have some sense of 

their origin.

HOW PEER REVIEW REALLY WORKS



The process includes the 

author, the editor and the 

reviewers… the roles and 

relationships shift 

depending on who is 

playing, what rules they 

enact, and the power 

relations negotiated.



The irrational seems to be 

effectively suppressed in the written 

scientific word. Our inner illogical 

forces push out. Where? They creep

out and explode in the night, where 

things are hidden. I refer, of course, 

to the anonymous refereeing 

process and the incredible 

irrational responses unleashed in it.



So authors need to (learn to) read the reviewer commentary as 
text, as a representation of review opinion, not as truth.

TEXT           

REVIEWED
REVIEWER

HOW PEER REVIEW REALLY WORKS



PROOF NO-ONE IS SAFE

Referee could just have said no without instead 

arguing I was a cretin with no clue…

Comments were cruel and venomous as if he wanted 

me to give up for good…

Clear message was that I was an imbecile.

Insecurity on his part?

I had a gem of a rejection not too long ago

Prof Stephen Mumford (Nottingham) via patthomson



PROOF NO-ONE IS SAFE

“The central issue presented by your manuscript is not 

‘interesting’. The hypotheses are banal… My 

colleagues broke out into laughter”

“The authors are marketing professors and need to 

read current and forthcoming [!] papers in MIS 

journals”

“Having failed to situation and ground a phenomenon of 

interest, the author is unable to diagnose a compelling 

problem or topic, and thus is left with stating 2 fuzzy 

and uninteresting RQs”

“This is the worst paper I’ve ever read. It must have been 

done by a Masters student and if so, I’d fail him [sic]”

Professor Rudy Hirschheim – LEO 

Award Winner

20,613 citations, h = 65

Joey George, LEO Award Winner

9,011 citations, h = 40

Allen Dennis, AIS Fellow

19,596 citations, h = 62

Suprateek Sarker – Editor in Chief

4,994 citations, h = 33



So authors need to (learn to) read the reviewer commentary as 
text, as a representation of review opinion, not as truth.

TEXT           

REVIEWED
REVIEWER
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WHO WOULD GET A REVIEW LIKE THIS?

What is going on here?

The paper is well written. It 

does illuminate an area of 

policy which has left its mark on 

the educational landscape and 

which foreshadows current, and 

important initiatives.

This is a rather dull re-hash of 

very familiar ground… as a 

piece of policy analysis this is 

derivative and lacking in 

insight and originality. It would 

merit a ‘B’ as an M.Ed. essay



HOW THE AUTHOR RESPONDED

Once the anger of receiving such referees’ 

comments has subsided, the only possible 

reaction is laughter. The referee seems 

hardly to have read the article at all… what 

I take to be a gratuitous insult at the end is 

hardly an appropriate comment. I am actually 

surprised that the editor did not delete this 

last sentence before sending the review to me

Geoffrey Walford, 2001



When such disparate reviews are received, the 

paper is resubmitted elsewhere as soon as possible. 

The paper was later published in [A*] where both 

reviewers were happy to accept it… at the time I 

was actually a member of the Editorial Board. 

What is clear is that there was no favouritism in the 

way this article was dealt with! And I also do not 

think that I had made any potential enemies on the 

Editorial Board. The use of referees sometimes 

leads to odd decisions.



Harsh rejections are unpleasant. Negative 

critique is often difficult to separate from 

the writer’s self. It seems to take no time at 

all for wounded writers to generalize from 

poor article to defective writer to 

hopeless academic, when objectively all 

the reviewer text is authorised to say is 

that the article, or parts of it, do not work. 



READING 
REVIEWS AS 

TEXTS

READ THE REVIEW(S) AS A TEXT, THINK ABOUT:

✓DID THE REVIEWER READ THE TEXT?

✓DOES THE REVIEWER APPEAR TO HAVE 

RELEVANT KNOWLEDGE?

✓WHAT ROLE HAVE THEY BEEN PLAYING: 

GATEKEEPER? ASSESSOR? CRITICAL FRIEND?

✓WHAT ARE THE HELPFUL ASPECTS?

✓WHAT ARE THE LESS HELPFUL ASPECTS?





WHAT DID 
YOU THINK?
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THANK YOU FOR JOINING IN

I AM HAPPY TO TAKE QUESTIONS AND HEAR YOUR 
COMMENTS ☺


