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3 Disclaimers 

 

Publishing articles is like playing tennis:  

you don t learn it by reading a book or attending this course. You need to practice.  

 

This lecture may contain content not suitable for attendees preferring to believe in 

conspiracies.     

 

Ignoring everything I recommend in the following does not render publishing in a 

reasonably good journal impossible, but less likely. 
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Have you gotten a paper rejected recently? 
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Have you gotten a paper rejected recently? 

 

 

Academic journals reject almost all papers. In the leading general journals in social 

science, only about 3 percent of the submitted manuscripts get accepted.  

 

Editors reject an increasing number of submissions without sending them out for 

review.   
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Have you gotten a paper rejected recently? 

 

 

You are in good company.
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"We don't like their sound, and guitar music is on the way out."  

Decca Recording Co. rejecting the Beatles, 1962. 

"640K ought to be enough for anybody."  

Bill Gates, 1981, rejecting proposals for larger computer memory. 

"This is typical Berlin hot air. The product is worthless" Letter sent by Heinrich Dreser, 

head of Bayer's Pharmacological Institute, rejecting Felix Hoffmann's invention: Aspirin. 

Who the hell wants to copy a document on plain paper???"   

1940 Rejection Letter to Chester Carlson, inventor of the XEROX machine.  

© Sala-i-Martin 
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George Akerlof: The Market for Lemons, QJE 1970, app. 2000 ISI cites 

Both the American Economic Review and The Review of Economic Studies rejected 

the paper for "triviality", while the reviewers for Journal of Political Economy rejected it 

as incorrect, arguing that if this paper was correct, then no goods could be traded (that 

much for counterfactuals in the social sciences...).   

Only on the 4th attempt did the paper get published in Quarterly Journal of Economics.  
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In fact: 

 

 

Most truly innovative and brilliant papers get rejected by some journal   
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Most truly innovative and brilliant papers get rejected by some journal 

 

but this does not imply that all rejected papers are truly innovative and brilliant. 

 

 

 

At the same time, while some really bad papers get published in reasonably good 

journals, many more get rejected (about 40 per year by yours sincerely).  

 



getting published in (reasonably good) peer-reviewed journals 

© Thomas Plümper 

The Pro s of Publishing in Peer Reviewed Journals 

 

Scientific progress is a communicative process.  

 

You contribute to this process if you convince your peers (or at the very least: the next 

generation).  

 

You borrow credibility  if you publish in peer reviewed journals (and book series).  

 

You borrow visibility  if you publish in peer reviewed journals.  
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The Con s of Peer Reviewing 

 

The peer review is inherently conservative.  

 

The peer review procedure is biased against paradigmatic changes and scientific 

revolutions. 

 

BUT: With roughly 100-200 journals in each social science discipline, the peer review 

process can delay but not preclude scientific progress.  
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THUS: Peer review is the worst form of academic journalism, except all the others 

 

 

If you do not publish in reviewed journals, you do not participate in the scientific 

process. Your ideas are likely to remain neglected.  
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The Remainder of this Course/Presentation 

 

1. The Choice of a Journal: What is a reasonably good  journal? 

2. The Choice of a Topic 

3. The Choice of a Paper 

4. Contribution, Contribution, Contribution 

5. Replication, Replication, Replication: On Scientific Standards 

6. How to sell a Paper  
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PEER REVIEWED JOURNALS
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Criteria for Evaluating Journals 

 

Inclusion in Thomson-Reuter s ISI Database (Web of Science / Social Science Citation 

Index) 

Total Cites 

5-year Impact Factor (rather than 2-year Impact Factor) 

Aggregate Subjective Evaluation 
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ISI s Political Science and International Relations 

 Total Cites Impact 5-Y Impact 

INT SECURITY 2075 3.243 5.303 

INT ORGAN 3465 2.000 4.400 

AM POLIT SCI REV 7507 3.207 4.194 

POLIT ANAL 757 3.756 4.083 

AM J POLIT SCI 5239 2.554 3.793 

PUBLIC OPIN QUART 2968 1.588 3.301 

ANNU REV POLIT SCI 760 2.619 3.206 

J CONFLICT RESOLUT 2410 1.507 3.015 

WORLD POLIT 2134 2.114 2.815 

POLIT GEOGR 1235 2.267 2.729 

EUR J POLIT RES 2086 1.518 2.689 

J PEACE RES 1529 2.468 2.677 

INT STUD QUART 1363 1.625 2.459 

POLIT PSYCHOL 1164 1.369 2.392 

J POLIT 2994 1.805 2.269 

EUR UNION POLIT 454 1.979 2.250 

GOVERNANCE 689 1.646 2.240 
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 Total Cites Impact 5-Y Impact 

HUM RIGHTS QUART 624 0.779 1.000 

LEGIS STUD QUART 633 0.750 0.983 

INT POLIT SCI REV 340 0.592 0.936 

MILLENNIUM-J INT ST 381 0.463 0.914 

POLICY POLIT 380 0.623 0.866 

PUBLIUS J FEDERALISM 330 0.852 0.865 

POLIT SCI QUART 704 0.524 0.833 

POLIT THEORY 701 0.586 0.817 

SCOT J POLIT ECON 516 0.522 0.709 

COMMUNIS POST-COMMUN 208 0.456 0.551 

CAN J POLIT SCI 313 0.500 0.468 

AUST J POLIT SCI 191 0.402 0.433 

NATION 901 0.463 0.431 

POLIT QUART 309 0.483 0.417 

STUD AM POLIT DEV 94 0.200 0.360 

DISSENT 157 0.500 0.303 

POLICY REV 119 0.228 0.263 

J WOMEN POLIT POLICY 23 0.056 0.085 
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The Advantages of Submitting to a Reasonably Good Journal 

 

 

if published: 

better visibility 

higher credibility 

 

if rejected: 

more useful reviews  

 

 

If the first journal accepts your paper and if this journal is not an A-Journal, you have 

wasted a potentially rare chance.  
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 11 DON T s 

 

1. Don t be afraid of rejection letters.  

2. Don t start too low on the journal ladder. 

3. Don t submit the manuscript to more than one journal at a time.  

4. Don t submit unfinished / unpolished manuscripts to get comments from the 

reviewers. 

5. Don t format the manuscript according to the journal standards for your 1st 

submission. 
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6. Don t add the name of your supervisor to the paper if s/he has not substantively 

contributed. 

7. Don t complain about the referee reports, if your paper gets rejected. 

8. Don t throw the paper away if it gets trashed by the referees. 

9. Don t ignore the referee reports if your paper gets rejected.  

10. Don t do everything the referees ask for if your paper gets an r&r. 

11. Don t forget to write a detailed letter to the editor  to explain your revisions and 

justify your decision not to do what the referees want if you get an r&r.   
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WHAT THIS PRESENTATION ARGUES
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Getting published in a reasonably good journal requires 

  

 

a research agenda of general interest, 

a good idea, 

methodological skills, 

a well-developed sense of logic, 

writing skills.  

 

 

 

If you are lacking one item of the above list, consider co-authoring papers.  
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RESEARCH AGENDA
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2 Simple Questions 

 

 

What is a good Research Project? 

 

How have you chosen yours?
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The Choice of an Research Agenda 

 

There is an important difference between research interests and a research agenda. 

 

 

 

 

Do not blindly choose your research agenda. 

 

Not all research projects have the same a priori chance of making you famous and of 

getting your papers accepted by good journals.  
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Finding a Research Agenda of General Interest: 2 No-Gos 

 

1. The no scholar has done it before  misunderstanding  

shows: 

lack of interest of your peers, 

that it cannot be done, or  

that it has been done but will not pass a peer review. 

 

2. The A says m and B says n, but I combine it misunderstanding  

 leads to  

inconsistent theories, 

eclecticism, and  

maximizes the rejection probability since neither A nor B will like it. 
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An Example 

 

A good research question has been analyzed before.  

Think about general questions of general interest and try to find specific answers.  

For example: International Policy Dependence 

 

Application: Tax Competition (or Contagion of Democratization Process, Diffusion of Technological 

Innovation, International Convergence of Preferences, Political Response to Global Financial 

Crises 

 

Take reality seriously: If theories predict a race to the bottom but capital tax rates remain stable, 

you have a topic of potentially general interest (not because of tax competition, but because there 

are obviously important limits to policy dependence across countries despite economic integration. 
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PAPER



getting published in (reasonably good) peer-reviewed journals 

© Thomas Plümper 

How do you decide which paper to write? 
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Contribution, Contribution, Contribution 

 

Important! You don t write about limits to international policy dependence, but you 

explain why capital tax rates do not converge to zero. But you CONTRIBUTE to the 

general debate.  

 

 

THUS: A good topic provides an answer to a very specific question and thereby 

contributes to a much larger debate.  

 

Both the specific answer and the contribution need to be good and interesting.   
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Maximizing Attention 

 

A Good Idea   

 

4 types of ideas are usually published in good journals: 

 

an innovative theory 

a powerful test of an existing theory 

a methodological innovation 

a paper which is based on a potentially new data set 

 

NOTE: The evaluation of editors is nowadays determined by journal rankings. Editors 

thus want to accept papers that promise to get lots of cites.  
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It is not just what you do, but how you sell it. 

 

Innovation can be an empty shell, many allegedly innovative papers actually sell hot air, 

but the terminology is important as every paper needs a unique selling point.  

 

From some crap marketing webpage (called marketing magic ): 

Every business should have one "USP": a Unique Selling Point. This is something 

which sets your product or service apart from your competitors' in the eyes and minds 

of your prospects.  
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RESEARCH DESIGN
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It is not just what you do, but how you do it. 

 

How do you choose your Research Design? 
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Almost all Papers published in reasonably good Journals adhere to a Simple Standard 

 

Most have an empirical backbone, but, off course, there are purely theoretical papers 

out there. 

Most papers offer some theoretical explanation for an observable phenomenon.  
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Focus 

 

Do not formulate shopping list theories such as y=f(x1,x2,  xk). 

Concentrate on a single causal mechanism as in y=f(x1 | x2, x3,  xk) 
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Theory 

 

 

Social Science theories need actors.  

Theories need mechanisms. 

Theories need to be falsifiable (in principle).  

 

The latter point is important. 
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Not even wrong 

If something is not falsifiable, it is not even wrong . And certainly not a theory.  

Not even wrong  for non-falsifiable claims goes back to Wolfgang Pauli, who won the 

Nobel Prize in 1945 for the Pauli principle and the spin . 
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Theory 

 

Your theory should have a fair chance of being wrong. 

Intention: You want to change the way your peers think about the world.  

Maximize the difference between your peers priors and their posteriors or (at the very 

least) 

the certainty with which they think a statement is correct. 
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Data 

 

Make sure you have sufficient variation to explain. 

Data is used to make inferences.  

Inferences can be descriptive or causal.  



getting published in (reasonably good) peer-reviewed journals 

© Thomas Plümper 

Inference, Inference, Inference 

 

Descriptive inference:  

The Labor Party moved to the right in the age of new labor.  

 

Causal Inference: 

Right governments implement lower taxes but run higher deficits than left wing 

governments, because they left parties serve the interests of labor while right parties 

serve the interests of capital.  
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The Purpose of Data is to Test or Develop Theories 

 

Always choose the toughest test for your theory (and not the one your theory passes 

with the highest probability).  

 

Make and report a sufficient number of robustness tests. 

 

If you use data for inductive purposes, think about generalizability. 
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Methodological Skills, Data and Analysis 

 

Data analyses should aim at maximizing that inferences are valid.  

 

For descriptive inference measurement is essential.  

For causal inference the optimal choice of a method is essential. A method is optimal if 

it is unbiased and efficient. There is a trade-off between bias and efficiency.  

Bias declines if the sample heterogeneity declines, efficiency increases when the 

analyzed variation increases.   Hmm 
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The Choice of an Optimal Method 

 

ALWAYS choose the optimal method for the analysis you want to conduct. Never 

choose a method just because you know it, or because your supervisor likes it, or 

because you learned it at the Essex Summer School (or elsewhere, of course).  

 

 

This is not the occasion to enter into the quantitative versus qualitative debate, BUT 

qualitative analyses usually lack external validity, quantitative analyses often suffer 

from unit heterogeneity. 
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Replication, Replication, Replication  

 

Gary King 

 

Science is a community enterprise; the community of empirical ( ) scientists need 

access to the body of data necessary to replicate existing studies in order to 

understand, evaluate, and especially build on this work.
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Theory meets Empirical Analysis 

  

Avoid gaps between your theory and your empirical analysis. 
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Unobservables 

 

Do not try to explain unobservable phenomena 

The mere use of justice, fairness, power, culture and so on  

will reduce the probability of getting a paper published all things being equal.  

Use a language which is much closer to your subject.  

Do not speak about power in the theory while using military spending as proxy. Talk 

about military spending in the theory. If that does not work, find a better proxy.  

Reason: A gap between concepts  used in the theory and variables  used in the 

empirical analysis will almost inevitably lead to a rejection.   
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Summary 

 

Do not settle on a project without knowing your contribution. Do not forget: You do 

research and write a paper for a purpose (getting published, cited, a promotion, a job, a 

chair, a pay rise, a job offer from a reasonably good place).  

Accept commonly accepted scientific standards:  y=f(x1 | x2, x3,  xk) 

Formulate your theory in a way that makes falsifiable.  

Try to demonstrate the validity of your inferences. Make your analyses replicable.  

Be concerned with the validity of your inferences. 

Don t forget that research is a means rather than an end.  

 



getting published in (reasonably good) peer-reviewed journals 

© Thomas Plümper 

Summary 

 

Do not settle on a project without knowing your contribution. Do not forget: You do 

research and write a paper for a purpose (getting published, cited, a promotion, a job, a 

chair, a pay rise, a job offer from a reasonably good place).  

Accept commonly accepted scientific standards:  y=f(x1 | x2, x3,  xk) 

Formulate your theory in a way that makes falsifiable.  

Try to demonstrate the validity of your inferences. Make your analyses replicable.  

Be concerned with the validity of your inferences. 

Don t forget that research is a means rather than an end.  

 



getting published in (reasonably good) peer-reviewed journals 

© Thomas Plümper 

Summary 

 

Do not settle on a project without knowing your contribution. Do not forget: You do 

research and write a paper for a purpose (getting published, cited, a promotion, a job, a 

chair, a pay rise, a job offer from a reasonably good place).  

Accept commonly accepted scientific standards:  y=f(x1 | x2, x3,  xk) 

Formulate your theory in a way that makes falsifiable.  

Try to demonstrate the validity of your inferences. Make your analyses replicable.  

Be concerned with the validity of your inferences. 

Don t forget that research is a means rather than an end.  

 




