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ably assist authors in submitting papers that met the requirements
of dental journals. Further, it would help editors to speed up the ref-
ereeing and correction phase of publishing. 

The aims of this study were 1) To establish the factors that editors
considered most important in manuscripts submitted to their jour-
nal. 2) To investigate factors which authors could address to expe-
dite publication.

Materials and methods
Fifty dental journals were chosen (Table 1) and a questionnaire (fig-
ure 1) posted to the editors with a request to return the question-
naire by 4 weeks after the initial posting. The editors were informed
that the results would be confidential. The questionnaire was
piloted on 5 research workers with refereeing experience prior to
being posted to the selected journal editors.

The journals were selected using the following criteria: 33 were
identified from the list of journals indexed for dentistry in the Index
Medicus (National Library of Medicine, Bethesda, Maryland).
Review journals were excluded as well as those journals not publish-
ing in the English language. Six further journals were identified
from the SCI Citation Reports for Dentistry and Odontology. The
remainder of the journals were chosen from areas of dentistry
under-represented by the two previous listings. Eight journals were
retrospectively regarded as ‘generalist’ and separate analyses were
performed with and without responses from these editors.

The questionnaire occupied two sides of a single A4 sheet. A fol-
low up mailing was sent after 6 weeks. Mann–Whitney tests with
appropriate adjustment for multiple comparisons were used to test
for differences between ranks in response to Question 1. A ‘p value’
less than 0.01 was regarded as statistically significant.

Results
Forty two editors responded, representing an 84% response. One
editor did not complete the first question as he considered it was not
an appropriate research tool, as he wished to rank some factors with
equal weight. Two other editors commented on finding a similar
difficulty with Question 1, but were able to complete the question-
naire. 6 replies were received from journal editors of the 8 journals
which were retrospectively regarded as ‘generalist’. Separate analy-
sis, without responses from editors of these journals, gave a similar
pattern of results to analysis which included responses from all jour-
nals. The results of question 1 (Table 2) are presented for the 35 spe-
cialist journals only. 

All editors except one felt able to answer the additional questions
about other factors influencing the acceptance or rejection of a
manuscript and the editorial policy on referees. The open questions
produced the following responses. In response to the question
‘What other factors might influence your decision to accept or reject
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‘influenced their decision to accept or reject a manuscript’.
Additionally they were asked to suggest factors that ‘gave them
most heartache’, ‘would make their life easier’ and ‘would expedite
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the use of referees.
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journals regarded as ‘generalist’, and excluded from the final
analysis. Factors which most frequently led to rejection included
‘poor construction of the paper’ (cited by 49% of respondents)
and ‘poor research design’ (37%). Factors which editors valued
highly were ‘scientific novelty and timeliness of the topic’ (29%).
Factors that caused most problems were ‘poor use of English and
careless preparation of the manuscript’ (46%). ‘Attention to guide
lines to authors’ was cited by 68% of editors as a means of
expediting publication.
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Authors wishing to see their research findings published now have a
much greater choice due to the vast increase in the number of med-
ical and dental journals over the past ten years. Yet, despite the
importance of publishing research findings, there are few reports in
the scientific literature on the factors taken into account by editors
in deciding to accept or reject a scientific paper. Currently, the only
guidance provided for authors can be found in each journal’s
detailed instructions on house style and guidelines for authors. If
further information was available and there was a specific pattern of
requirements for publishing in dental journals, this would consider-
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a manuscript?’, several editors mentioned ‘poor construction of the
paper’ (cited by 20 [49%] of respondents) and ‘poor research
design’ (15 respondents, 37%). A factor which editors valued highly
was ‘scientific novelty and timeliness of the topic’ (12 respondents,
29%). Factors that caused most problems were ‘poor use of English
and careless preparation of the manuscript’ (19 respondents, 46%).
To expedite publication ‘attention to guidelines to authors’ was
cited by 28 (68%) editors. Another factor adversely affecting publi-
cation was the duplication of that topic with similar results in recent
publications of their journal. 

Of the editors who commented on the use of the referees reports,
one stated that most ‘heartache’ was caused when referees dis-
agreed. Only eight (19%) editors specifically mentioned the use of
the referee’s report in judging a manuscript. Other factors that edi-
tors disliked were either ‘unnecessary length’ or ‘over referencing of
a paper’ and three editors denigrated ‘salami publishing’. ‘Salami
publishing’ is a term that is used for multiple publications present-
ing results derived from a single experimental protocol, often from a
thesis. One editor also commented that publications derived from a
thesis often led to undesirable papers that were over-argued and
boring. 

All respondents except one answered the questions on their jour-
nal’s refereeing policy. The majority of journals (28 respondents,
68%) used two referees, the remainder used three, except one jour-
nal which used four referees. Pro-formas to assist with the refereeing

Table 1   List of journals circulated 
 with the questionnaire

Acta Odontologica Scandinavica
Advances in Dental Research
*American Journal of Dentistry
American Journal of Orthodontics and Dentofacial 
  Orthopaedics
Angle Orthodontist
Annals of Dentistry
Archives of Oral Biology
ADSC Journal of Dentistry for Children
*Australian Dental Journal
British Journal of Oral and Maxillofacial Surgery
British Journal of Orthodontics
Caries Research
The Cleft Palate-Craniofacial Journal
Community Dental Health
Community Dentistry and Oral Epidemology
Dental Materials
Dento-Maxillo-Facial Radiology
European Journal of Oral Sciences
European Journal of Prosthodontics and 
  Restorative Dentistry
Gerodontology
*International Dental Journal
International Endodontic Journal
International Journal of Oral and Maxillofacial Surgery
International Journal of Paediatric Dentistry
International Journal of Prosthodontics
*Journal of the American Dental Association
*Journal of the Californian Dental Association
*Journal of the Canadian Dental Association
Journal of Clinical Periodontology
Journal of Crano-Maxillofacial Surgery
Journal of Dental Education
Journal of Dental Research
Journal of Dentistry
Journal of Endodontics
*Journal of the Irish Dental Association
Journal of Oral and Maxillofacial Surgery
Journal of Oral Pathology and Medicine
Journal of Oral Rehabilitation
Journal of Periodontal Research
Journal of Periodontology
Journal of Prosthetic Dentistry
Journal of Public Health Dentistry
*New Zealand Dental Journal
Operative Dentistry
Oral Surgery, Oral Medicine, Oral Pathology, 
  Oral Radiology and Endodontics
Paediatric Dentistry
Swedish Dental Journal
Oral Oncology
International Journal of Oral and Maxillofacial Implants
Journal of Clinical Paediatric Dentistry

* Journals which were regarded as ‘generalist’ and 
   subsequently excluded from statistical analysis.

Figure 1   The questionnaire

What factors as an editor influence you the most in your decision to 
accept or reject a manuscript?

The data from this questionnaire will be treated in a strictly private 
and confidential manner and we assure you that at no stage will a 
journal be cited. The ranking order and comments will remain totally 
non-attributable.
1. Please place a number 1 in the box adjacent to the most 
important factor, a number 2 for the next most important factor and 
continue down to number 7. Please do not score factors as of ‘equal 
importance’.
r The manuscript is understandable and readable
r The presentation of the manuscript has been undertaken with 
      care (e.g. spelling mistakes, minor grammatical errors)
r  The significance and importance of the research work 
r  The manuscript is appropriate and of interest to the reader; it 
     complies with the stated aim of the journal
r  The experimental and statistical method is valid
r  The literature review, discussion and conclusions are relevant and 
     correctly interpreted
r  The author has closely followed the ‘instructions to authors’ 
     e.g. reference style, numbering of figures and tables, the submission 
     of the correct number of double spaced manuscripts.
2. What other factors (if any) might influence your decision to accept 
     or reject a manuscript?
3. What factors in the submission of a manuscript cause you 
     most heartache?
4. What can authors do to make life easier for you and to expedite 
     publication of their work?
Please would you answer the following questions on your refereeing 
process.
5.  How many referees normally review a manuscript?
6.  Do you use a pro-forma to assist your referees? Yes / No
7.  Do you preserve the authors’ anonymity during the 
     refereeing process? Yes / No
8.  What percentage of papers are specifically reviewed 
     by a statistician?
9.  Do referees of a manuscript see copies of the other referees’ 
     reports on that manuscript. 
                                     Never/Occasionally/Most times/Always

process were used by 36 (88%) of the journals. Over half (22 respon-
dents, 54%) of the journals attempted to maintain anonymity of the
authors. 

Table 3 shows a distribution of the use of statisticians to review
papers with the majority of journals using a statistician for less than
20% of submitted manuscripts, with three journals never using a
statistician at all. Eleven percent of journals stated they used a statis-
tician for over 60% of submitted manuscripts.

Only five (12%) journals always circulated referees’ reports
although 18 journals (44%) occasionally did so. Some editors com-
mented that this was done only when there was a disagreement
about the merits of the paper or referees requested information.
Two editors stated that routine circulation of referees’ reports was a
recent innovation.
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Discussion
For authors of scientific research there can be no worse fate than
rejection for publication, unless the science itself is flawed. Rejec-
tion because of lack of attention to detail or lack of awareness of the
publication requirements of editors is also extremely frustrating
and can waste a great deal of time as authors struggle to satisfy the
differing (and sometimes inexplicable) demands of journal editors.

However, most editors of scientific journals are not just looking
for papers to publish but are seeking papers which satisfy the
requirements of their individual journal’s profile. These require-
ments reflect the editorial policy of the publication itself and the
particular philosophy of the editor, which may change when a new
editor is appointed. It would seem sensible therefore for authors to
know both the publication requirements and the personal editorial
philosophy of the editor. While this seems obvious, experience
shows that most authors pay scant attention to the ‘notes for con-
tributors’ provided by the publication, let alone the personal philos-
ophy of the editor. This is indirectly supported by a study that
investigated author’s criteria for selecting journals for submission of
manuscripts.1 Respondents ranked the journal’s prestige as the
most important criteria, and the makeup of the readership and
whether the journal publishes papers on the topic equal second. The
existence of good editors, useful reviewers comments or advice on
biostatistical methods were 7th, 8th and 11th respectively out of a

list of 13 factors.1 The present study provides further evidence that
supports the contention that authors ignore guidelines, in that
attention to guidelines was mentioned by 69% of editors, who
would hardly have done so if authors were already punctilious in
this respect. The reply to question 1 suggested that attention to
guidelines is one of these issues that editors will overlook if neces-
sary, particularly if the work is of great significance and importance.
However, obviously this will not endear the author to the editor. 

This study confirms that most editors are willing to provide infor-
mation when asked, as evidenced by the high return rate of the
questionnaires. Further, the care that editors took in considering
their replies was encouraging demonstrating that they are keen to
help authors expedite publication of their work.

The present study was partly initiated by previous work under-
taken by Grace2 who sampled 51 delegates at the International
Association for Dental Research (IADR) in San Francisco (March
1996) and 39 delegates at the British Society for Dental Research
(BSDR) meeting in Bristol in April 1996. The questionnaires were
provided for delegates to complete (on a self-selected basis) at an
exhibition stand as part of an informal quiz. The questions Grace
used formed the basis of the questionnaire for the present study.
Delegates were asked to choose the two most important factors that
editors took into account when deciding to accept or reject a manu-
script. The results of these studies are shown in Table 4. The research
workers who completed the questionnaire placed a greater empha-
sis on the ‘relevance to the readership’ than ‘the content of the
paper’. This was reversed in the present study with editors. The
researchers also placed ‘attention to guidelines’ higher than ‘spelling
and grammar’, and although the editors reversed the ranking of
these factors, the difference was not statistically significant. Care has
to be taken interpreting the work by Grace as this questionnaire was
set up as a quiz and the results may be biased. 

Holt3 reported the results of a survey of 23 international and
national educational journal editors by Noble which revealed that
the appearance of the manuscript and the attention to guidelines for
authors were the most important factors that editors took into
account when assessing manuscripts. These findings are also in con-
trast to the present study where the dental editors considered scien-
tific content and relevance of the work to the readership most
important. One possible explanation for this difference is that
Noble investigated journals publishing in the field of educational
research, much of which is based on studies using qualitative meth-
ods, rather than the quantitative research more commonly seen in
scientific dental journals.

Although the percentage of editors mentioning the referees’
reports was relatively small (19%), we assume that editors took
account of these reports in deciding that the paper was based on a
‘poorly constructed research project’ or the conclusions were
‘poorly argued from the results of the study’. At present, 54% of edi-
tors state that they attempt to maintain anonymity of the authors
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Table 2  Median ranking of factors cited in question 1 of 
             the questionnaire by editors of 35 dental journals

Factor Mean/median Rank code*
rank 

The significance and importance of 1.8/1 A
  the research work. 
The manuscript is appropriate and of 2.1/1 A 
  interest to the reader: it complies with 
  the stated aim of the journal. 
The experimental and-statistical 2.9/3 B 
  method is valid. 
The literature review, discussion and 4.2/4 C 
  conclusions are relevant and correctly 
  interpreted. 
The manuscript is understandable and 4.5/5 C 
  readable. 
The presentation of the manuscript has 6.2/6.5 D 
  been undertaken with care 
  (e.g. spelling mistakes, minor 
  grammatical errors). 
The author has closely followed the 6.3/6 D 
  'instructions to authors' e.g. reference 
  style, numbering of figures and tables, 
  the submission of the correct number of 
  double spaced manuscripts. 

*  Factors with different codes (A,B,C,D) showed statistically 
    significant differences in  ranking (p<0.01). Factors with the same 
    code were not significantly different.

Table 4  Delegates responding to a quiz at IADR and BSDR 
 regarding the most important factor in accepting 
 research reports for publication (Grace2)

Factor Number of delegates who Overall percentage  
    chose the factor as the    from both 
        most important    conferences

              IADR           BSDR
Appearance   3   2   3%
Spelling and grammar   7   4   4%
Attention to guidelines 14 15 15%
Relevance to 
  readership 41 43 43%
Content of paper 35 25 33%

Table 3   Distribution of number of journals by the 
 percentage of papers which are refereed by 
 statistician. (41 journals)

Percentage number of                 Percentage of papers that are 
         journals       refereed by a statistician

55%   0% –   20%
20% 21% – 40%
10% 41% – 60%
  7% 61% – 80%
  4% 81% – 100%
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from the reviewers. Anonymity is a complex issue as referees in a
particular area will be aware of the work of other groups. However,
studies have shown that blinded referees provide more unbiased
reviews than non blinded reviewers.4,5 Abby, Massey, Galandiuk
and Polk6 investigated the fate of rejected manuscripts as a tool to
study the value of peer review. This retrospective study of rejected
manuscripts in the Journal of Surgery over a one year period con-
cluded that the review process acts as a sieve, influencing the stan-
dard of papers published in core journals, and should be considered
as a valuable process. They did not comment on whether this was an
indication of the effectiveness of the refereeing process or whether
their findings could be generalised to other medical subject areas or
non US publications. It is important that referees should remain
objective and simply comment on the quality. The use of pro-
formas would help this process, and 88% of the journals that replied
regularly use them. 

There was a wide range in the reported frequency of the use of sta-
tisticians as referees (Table 3). This may reflect variation in either the
type of manuscripts which are published by each journal, many not
requiring the services of a statistician, or the perceived ability of edi-
tors and their referees to comment on the statistical methods. How-
ever, the number of papers that have statistical referees was low and it
will be of interest to speculate as to whether this will increase with
more complex statistical methods being applied to dental research. 

The data from the present study has revealed some important
responses of a sample of editors of scientific dental journals. This
data should be helpful for dental research workers in the prepara-
tion and submission of papers to journals.

Conclusion
The results presented here show that editors value scientific novelty
highly, however poor construction of the paper and poor research
design will lead to rejection. Manuscripts should be targeted at appro-
priate journals complying with the stated aims of the journal. Over
two thirds of editors cited the importance of complying with the jour-
nal’s guidelines as a means to speed the process of publication.

1 Frank E. Authors criteria for selecting journals. J Amer Med Ass 1994;
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Did you know?

• As a BDA member you can gain access to one of the best dental 
information services in the world

• You don’t have to be based in London to use the service

• You can borrow books, videos and information packages 

• You can borrow up to eight items via the postal system
The only cost to you is the cost of the return postage. If you’re not sure what to request 
then telephone us and we can advise you.

• You are entitled to free MEDLINE searches
Telephone us with a subject and we will send you a list of relevant references with 
abstracts.

• You can request photocopies of journal articles
There is a small charge for this service and you need to fill in a Photocopy Request Form 
first. Telephone us if you would like one of these forms. 

• You can register to receive free Current Dental Titles
These are MEDLINE-based lists of references on eight areas of dentistry which 
are sent to you automatically twice a year. Phone us for a registration form.

For further details of any of these services dial 0171 935 0875 x265.
or contact us via e-mail at:    Infocentre@bda-dentistry.org.uk
Visit the Information Centre web pages at:    www.bda-dentistry.org.uk

BDA Information Centre Services
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