Advice for those who receive a rejection letter (and indirect advice for reviewers and editors who do the rejecting)
By Cin-Ty Lee, January 2007


If you are reading this, then you have probably just received news that your manuscript has been rejected.  You are obviously feeling about as low as you can get. A rejection at first feels like a punch below the belt.  You’re angry, frustrated, in the depths of despair, etc.  Am I describing your situation?  Here is my advice to you.


First of all, it’s okay to release your emotions - at least in the beginning.  This is how you decompress.  Of course, while you’re decompressing, make sure you don’t do anything rash like send out an angry reply letter, which you might regret later.  Talk to your closest colleague, complain to your students, etc.  All this helps to release the steam.


Okay, now that you’ve decompressed, let’s put things in to perspective.  If this is your first rejection, and if you’re a student, you might be wondering right now whether you even have what it takes to make it as a scientist.  Well, before you lose all self-esteem, you should know that rejections are actually not that uncommon.  Everyone gets a few rejections in their career, even the greatest scientists get rejected.  In fact, if you never get any rejections, one could say that your work is so mundane that it never deserves any criticism.  I will admit myself that I get my fair share of rejections.  When I was younger, my rejection rate was about 20 %.  I don’t actually know how this compares to others because most people are embarrassed by rejections and would never admit to the number of rejections they’ve had. I suspect, however, that I was on the high end of rejections, but I used to submit a lot of pretty controversial papers. As I’ve become older and wiser, I think my rejection rate has decreased to 10%, which to place it in context is about the overall probability that you will get funding for your research.  So there you go, you’re definitely not alone. 


Feel better?  If you only feel a little better. I understand. Who wants to be in “rejects anonymous”?!  Before you just dig a hole in the ground and hide your head, let’s take a closer look at your rejection letter.  There are lots of rejection levels.  One common type is “This paper cannot be published unless major revisions are made”.  I remember one of my students receiving this form letter statement and seeing his jaw just sag to the floor.  Hey, this is not really a rejection letter!  This means you just have to make major revisions.  Nobody is perfect, so you should actually feel grateful that someone took the time to go through your paper and read it carefully, enough to even suggest places for revision.  If the reviewer didn’t understand a point, it could reflect his/her own inadequacies or it could just as easily reflect the fact that you didn’t write your paper clearly.   Even if the reviewer has a few inadequacies, you owe it to the readership to be clear.  If your reviewer is going to have problems, chances are some of your readers might also. So take the comments from the reviewers (no matter how negative the tone sounds) and try to look at them in a constructive way.  So what are you doing?  Get going on the revisions!


Let’s consider another type of rejection letter.  “This paper is interesting, but not suitable for this journal” or “this paper is better fit for a specialty journal” or “this paper is sound, but not really that ground-breaking”.  Yes, this is a rejection, but not necessarily because of the scientific content of your paper, but more likely because either your paper really doesn’t fit into the journal or it really isn’t that ground-breaking.  If you think your paper has been misunderstood, once again, it’s your responsibility to make it clear in your paper, title and abstract why your paper is important, new and relevant.  If you can’t, then it’s your fault and the rejection was fair.  

Finally, the stake in the heart type of rejection letter is the one that says, “this paper is just not publishable in any form”.  Well, this is truly a rejection.  This probably means that the science was flawed, the interpretations were hopelessly biased, or the conclusions are beyond reasonable speculation.  This situation is in general rare, but if it does occur what should you do?  Well, first of all, I would take a step back and try to look at the decision from the reviewers’ or editor’s point of view.  Try to look at your own work in an unbiased way. Again, ask your closest colleague for his/her opinion.  If you still think you have something and that the editor just missed the boat, you might consider writing a polite letter explaining your situation. If that still doesn’t work, then you need to either fix your problems or, if you think you’re right, repackage your paper and resubmit elsewhere. If you resubmit elsewhere, a general rule of thumb is that you shouldn’t just shuffle the same paper on to another journal.  Chances are that you’ll just get the same response AND you’ll be wasting reviewers’ time.  Having been on both ends of all this, I can say that it makes me as a reviewer even more angry when I know that I’ve been asked to review a recycled paper.  So please, please make the changes. Clearly, there are many changes to make if your first try was completely rejected.


How are you doing now? Feeling like there is some hope?  I will end with the rare circumstance in which you’ve got a great paper but nobody seems to appreciate it or even get it.  This would be a truly unfortunate situation.  I’m sure you’ll find many great scientists who have at one point in their life (or more) fallen into this situation.  The bottom line is that perhaps you’re a little ahead of your time.  Those are not very comforting words, of course, but if you dwell on this, get really bitter or cynical, it will just eat your life up.  Just take it easy.  Life is supposed to be fun.  I recommend setting your paper aside for a rainy day.  Perhaps it’s not only because you’re slightly ahead of your time. Perhaps even in your own mind or in your own experiments, your ideas were not actually fully honed.  A little time might actually help you come back with an even stronger paper. 

All this sounds good, but you’re also probably worrying about whether someone is going to scoop you on your results.  This could indeed be the reality.  But take another step back.  First of all, it is highly unlikely that some other group working on the same thing is going to produce exactly the same result as you.  Even if they beat you to the main result, you could at least confirm their work (and that is equally necessary). On the other hand, you might even show they were wrong. Remember, if your competitor has “beaten” you to the finish line so-to-speak, you actually now have an advantage. You now see what they’ve done, so you should understand your stuff even better. Your work should be just as good if not better than theirs!  
Well, that’s all the advice I can think of. I hope that helps a little bit.
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