
Publishing: An editor’s perspective

Pete Strutton, IMAS/UTas
ARC Centre of Excellence for Climate Extremes

Editor for Geophysical Research Letters, 2010-2015
Topic areas: Physical, Biological, Chemical, Paleo Oceanography

(so note that editors are not always specialists in your field)

Some stats:
1304 manuscripts (20-25 per month)

35% acceptance rate (but actually higher)
25% reject without review

8-10 hours work per week?

http://agupubs.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/hub/journal/10.1002/(ISSN)1944-8007/


Outline
• The editorial process (GRL-centric)

• Tips for authors:
– Submission
– Revising
– Dealing with rejection
– Authorship.



The real review process
paper submitted, editor scans

looks 
borderline second careful read

still no good

reject without review
not so bad

send for review
find at least 2 reviewers

journal  nags reviewers

editor assesses reviews

looks ok

1. minor revisions
• goes back to authors
• they revise
• revisions usually just 

assessed by editor

2. major revisions
• goes back to authors
• they revise
• revised version goes 

back to reviewer(s)

3. reject



GRL performance (2009-2014)

Target:
RWOR decision time < 7 days

overall turnaround time < 25-30 days
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Cover letter 
would go here



Cover letters are important

This slide borrowed from Michael White, Nature



What should the cover letter do?

• Highlight the main points of the manuscript
• What is new and/or innovative?
– Perhaps including what is hot in this field

• Why is the ms appropriate to the journal
– Perhaps past history of similar papers

• Suggested reviewers
– (although this is usually covered elsewhere online)

• Suggested reviewers to avoid
– But go easy, perhaps explain why



Cover letter:
What makes this a great paper?

• Discovery
• Major revision to our understanding
• Resolution of a controversy
• Timely – immediate relevance
• Unsurprising but important quantifications



Discovery

These slides borrowed from Michael 
White, Nature



Major revision 
to our 

understanding



Resolution of a 
controversy



Timely –
immediate 
relevance



Unsurprising but 
important 

quantifications



Titles are important
Influence of the Pacific Decadel Oscillation on 
phytoplankton phenology and community structure in the 
western North Pacific based on satellite observation and 
the Continuous Plankton Recorder survey for 2001-2009

versus
Influence of the Pacific Decadal Oscillation on 
phytoplankton phenology and community structure in the 
western North Pacific

Or maybe even better?
The Pacific Decadal Oscillation impacts phytoplankton 
phenology and community structure.



What makes a good title?

•Accurate and concise
•Interesting (ok to omit boring details)
•Not too specific (avoid technical terms)
•Not too regional
•Maybe catchy without being too cute





Important things to get right

• Title and abstract
• Figures
– Present (!)
– Quality images
– Informative figure legends

• References
– because editors look there for reviewers 

when the ones you suggest have declined



Editor decision



Editor decision
I find this a very important and enlightening paper dealing with ... 
It is of fundamental international concern … The manuscript is 
very well written and revealing... My recommendation is to 
accept it for publication, pending some minor clarifications.

versus

I do not consider the authors present robust evidence and 
analyses to support their conclusions. In addition, I found several 
major flaws. For both these reasons, I think this paper should be 
rejected for publication. I also note that there are 10 authors 
listed for this paper and find it surprising that none have picked 
up on what, to me, are fairly obvious errors and inconsistencies.



What happens after reviews are in?

• Accept as is
– Never happens

• ‘Minor revision’
– 2 week turnaround (GRL), usually doesn’t go 

back to reviewers, response document is crucial
• ‘Major revision’
– aka reject and encourage resubmit: Authors get 6 

months, usually goes back to at least one 
reviewer

• Reject (~15 to 30% of papers)



Dealing with rejection

• It’s ok to challenge the editor’s decision
– Consult with co-authors
–Were the reviewers off-base?
–Was the decision inconsistent with the 

reviews or the ranking system, or both?
– Be civil

• It happens to everyone
• ‘If you never have a paper rejected, you’re 

not aiming high enough’



The response to reviewers document

Make it as easy as possible for the editor
• We want happy editors
• May mean that it doesn’t go back out
• May speed the process

Tread a fine line with the reviewers: Pick 
your battles and don’t be too sycophantic



The response to reviewers document:
Don’t just say you’ve fixed it, show how



Journal choice

• Timeliness (especially for ECRs)
• Impact factor
• Where similar work has been published
– Probably less relevant now given how papers 

are discovered

• A searchable title is probably becoming 
more important than the journal?



Timeliness:
Average time to accept (old data)

Journal 2010 2011 2012 2013 Q1-Q3

GBC 225 338 321 299
GC 113 112 114 115
GRL 45 42 43 43
JGR-A (Space Physics) 123 128 132 143
JGE-B (Solid Earth) 198 171 163 177
JGR-C (Oceans) 188 174 178 167
JGR-D (Atmospheres) 163 144 153 165
JGR-E (Planets) 152 161 152 161
JGR-F (Earth Surface) 227 224 226 240
JGR-G (Biogeosciences) 207 186 178 190
JAMES 70 166
Paleo 233 205 157 206
RoG 188 216
RS 197 165 167 179
SW 56
Tec 218 200 201 202
WRR 231 240 240 272



Authorship: Who qualifies?

Attribution of authorship depends to some 
extent on the discipline, but must be based on 
substantial contributions in a combination of:
• conception and design of the project
• analysis and interpretation of data
• drafting significant parts of the work or 

critically revising it so as to contribute to the 
interpretation.
https://www.nhmrc.gov.au/_files_nhmrc/publications/attachments/r39.pdf

https://www.nhmrc.gov.au/_files_nhmrc/publications/attachments/r39.pdf


Authorship: Who qualifies?

• Agree on authorship early and revisit as appropriate
• Offer authorship to all those who meet the criteria above
• Do not allow unacceptable inclusions of authorship: 

positions of authority, personal friendship, technical but 
not intellectual input to the project or publication, 
acquisition of funding or general supervision of the 
research team, providing data that has already been 
published but no other intellectual input.

• Acknowledge other contributions fairly
https://www.nhmrc.gov.au/_files_nhmrc/publications/attachments/r39.pdf

https://www.nhmrc.gov.au/_files_nhmrc/publications/attachments/r39.pdf


Authorship: Who qualifies?

https://www.nhmrc.gov.au/_files_nhmrc/publications/attachments/r39.p
df

http://www.utas.edu.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0004/411961/Authorship-
of-Research-Policy-December-2017.pdf

https://www.nature.com/naturejobs/science/articles/10.1038/nj7417-
591a

https://www.nhmrc.gov.au/_files_nhmrc/publications/attachments/r39.pdf
http://www.utas.edu.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0004/411961/Authorship-of-Research-Policy-December-2017.pdf
https://protect-au.mimecast.com/s/jI76C3Q870U28r2ji2bjDy?domain=nature.com


https://www.nature.com/naturejobs/science/articles/10.1038/nj7417-591a

https://protect-au.mimecast.com/s/jI76C3Q870U28r2ji2bjDy?domain=nature.com


Summary
• Take care of details: Title, cover letter, 

suggested reviewers (inc. reference list)
• Consider choice of journal: Impact, 

readership, speed of review process.
• Be a good citizen (conscientious reviewer)
• Use departmental resources for publicity
• Be able to succinctly explain your work
– 3 main points


