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Preparing a manuscript for submission to a scientific journal is hard work but it is also very rewarding to see your work published. Writing a paper is a skill that has to be acquired and like everything else in life it becomes easier with practice. However, from the reviewer’s and editor’s point of view, many manuscripts could be improved by following a few simple guidelines or by reading a few papers on how to write and publish a scientific article. The objective of this editorial is to give an introduction to this.

Editors rely on peer review, and usually at least two reviewers have to give their opinion in favour of the manuscript before it will be accepted for publication. If the reviewers strongly disagree, usually additionally reviewers will be invited. The reasons for rejection can of course be lack of scientific importance or clinical relevance, that the paper just brings forward old knowledge or that the paper would be better suited for another journal (1). However, in a survey from Research in Medical Education conference proceedings (2) among the top ten reasons for rejection were: text to difficult to follow, insufficient problem statement, inaccurate or inconsistent data reported and insufficient data presented. The latter things are something that can and should be taken care of by the authors before submitting the manuscript.

No matter how important your findings are, if your manuscript becomes too difficult to read or if substantial parts of the manuscript requirements are discarded these could be the things that lead to rejection. One important rule is to keep it simple, writing only one single thought per sentence, eliminating unnecessary words and always try to choose the shortest, clearest word or phrase (3). This is often more difficult than it seems, but try showing your text to colleagues, one paragraph at a time, and see if they understand your message. There are also a number of words and expression to be avoided, for example in stead of “a considerable number of” chose “many” (3).

The title is important; it should be a concise statement of focus of your paper. If the title is only two or three words then it is most likely not accurate (4). Do not give a title “Liver tumours” if your paper is about “Contrast-enhanced US vs. MR in 500 patients with colorectal cancer”. One of the things reviewers are informed to rate is whether the title is appropriate. 

The anatomy of the manuscript is important (5). The introduction should address what we know, what we do not know and what we are now showing in that order. Generally the introduction can be less than one double spaced page, state the research problem and save the lengthy reviews and comparisons for the discussion. Give appropriate references and otherwise keep it short and to the point. The methods and results section should address how we will show it and what we are showing now (5). The discussion should include if you succeeded in what you defined as the aims of the study but also the limitations. Compare your findings to what others have shown and include the majority of your references here. The discussion is rarely longer than four double spaced pages (4). Take care not to repeat the same information over and over in different parts of your text.

Inappropriate or incomplete statistics have been described among the top ten reasons for rejection (2). Try not making the statistic too complicated, use an appropriate test, it should make sense what you are trying to analyse. And be honest with the results. Often power calculations are missing, and it is not considered if a negative result is cause by the number of patients being too low rather than reflecting a true negative result. Give confidence intervals when the results are presented. If the results are shown in tables make them easy to read, and graphs should present the information at-a-glance (6-7). Some potential readers may start by looking quickly at the tables, graphs and figures to determine if the rest of the article is worth reading.

Generally all journals want excellent image quality. However, this may in particular be true for “imaging” journals, i.e., radiology journals and modality driven journals (such as Ultraschall in der Medizin). Always follow closely the guidelines of the journal and if you are not sure what e.g., 300 dpi means, do not ignore it but sort it out before submission
Writing a good abstract, whether for a journal or a conference, is a difficult but an important task (8). Structure the manuscript according to the journal requirements. Take care that data is the same as in the manuscript. If the journal wants bilingual abstracts make sure that the information and data are the same in both. The introduction should state briefly the reasons for the study and the aims of the study. Your results are important so state them clearly and accurately. Your conclusions should be brief, to the point, and relate to your observations and the aim of the study. Many authors write the abstract last, when the findings are analysed and a conclusion is reached, and often the introduction is thoroughly revised at that stage also. When reviewers are invited the abstract is attached to the letter or e-mail, so they will get their first impression of the manuscript from the abstract only. 

In Ultraschall in der Medizin the reviewers are not aware of the names and affiliations of the authors in contrast to some other journals. However, in some manuscripts the authors may unintentionally reveal themselves by writing e.g., “we have previously shown in reference no. xx”, or “our institution is the centre for xxx in xx county”. Also occasionally the ultrasound figures have the institution name on the top of the screen.

Write a submission letter where you state in a few sentences why you manuscript is important. If this is difficult for you then it will probably also be difficult for the editor or the reviewers to understand the importance of your manuscript. Suggest reviewers if possible, not your old friends or someone from your institution, but someone who has special knowledge in the topic and with whom you have no personal relationship. In manuscripts submitted to Ultraschall in der Medizin less that half the submissions have an accompanying letter and even less suggest reviewers. Problems with finding suitable reviewers are one of the things that may seriously delay the handling of your manuscript. If the topic is different from the ones usually found in the journal then chances are that the journal editors do not have appropriate reviewers at hand. If the editor will have to search for a possible reviewer himself, whether this is done by phone call to colleagues or searching the internet, this will lead to a certain delay. Also there is no guarantee that the reviewer found in this way has ever heard of the journal or the journal requirements. So remember, suggest reviewers if possible. The editor may not always invite them if a more obvious choice is available for the editor, but in many cases he will.

When changing to electronic submission most journals see an increase in the number of submitted manuscripts (9). If the journal does not increase in volumes or printed pages this inevitable means that an increasing number of manuscripts will have to be rejected. Therefore, do not despair if this happens to you, also manuscripts with potential merits will have to be turned down. Perhaps your timing was not right, if the journal have just had a paper about the same topic this could mean they would be reluctant to take on a new manuscript on the topic. 

Finally, one piece of advice: don’t shoot the piano player. It is not only the editors’ fault if your manuscript is not accepted for publication. And remember that even editors and reviewers write or co-author manuscripts that are occasionally rejected in other journals so they are very well aware of the disappointment you get when the rejection letter arrives. In stead, devote a couple of hours to read articles on how to publish a successful scientific article, a selection of titles are given in the reference list of this editorial (1-8, 10-12). We promise this is time well spent.  
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