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Disclaimer 

 

Publishing articles is like playing tennis:  

you don’t learn it by reading a book or attending this course. You need to practice.  

 

 



 

Disclaimer 

 

Publishing articles is like playing tennis:  

you don’t learn it by reading a book or attending this course. You need to practice.  

 

 

Warning: 

This lecture may contain content not suitable for viewers that prefer conspiracy 
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„In International Organisation, dem globalen Flaggschiff unter den 

politikwissenschaftlichen Journalen, können Sie nur veröffentlichen, wenn Sie 

mathematisieren.“  Ulrich Brand (FAZ v. 8. Oktober 2013)
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Ignoring everything I recommend in the following does not render publishing in a 

reasonably good journal impossible. 
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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 viewers that prefer conspiracy 

theories.  

 

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? 

 

 



 

Have you gotten a paper rejected recently? 

 

 

You are in good company.



 

"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 



 

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.  

  



 

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 increasingly reject submissions without sending them out for review.   

desk rejections… 

 



 

In fact: 

 

 

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



 

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 40-50 per year by yours sincerely).  

 



 

Keep Trying: The Pros 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.  

 



 

The Cons 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.  



 

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.  



 

The Review Process 

 

 
1. (Electronic) Submission of the Manuscript 

- the manuscript needs to be anonymized 
- manuscripts can only be submitted to one journal at a time 
- extensive style sheets exist (but can typically be ignored in the 1st round) 

 
2. Desk-rejection? The First Stage 

- good (but not all) editors ‘read’ the manuscript 
- up to 20 percent of the submission get desk-rejected 
- editors look at ‘fit’ with the journals areas and quality 
- app. 80 percent of manuscripts are being sent to up to 4 reviewers 
 

3. The First Review 
- Reviewers ‘read’ the manuscript 
- typically decide on page 2 or 3 whether they like it 
- criteria:  



 

- do I know the authors (that even works with anonymous manuscripts) 
- do I feel the topic is important? 
- does the  paper make a contribution? 
- is the theory consistent and convincing? 
- is the empirical analysis up to the state of methods? 

 
4. The Editor decides 
 

- good editors read the manuscript and the reviews 
- decision based upon opinion of the editor informed by reviews 
- not so good  editors do not read the manuscript 
- decision based upon the vote of the reviewers, in some journals it takes 5 

positive out of 4 reviews to get accepted 
- in good journals: 90 percent rejected, 10 percent revise and resubmit 
 

 
 
 
 



 

5. The Revision 
 

- the authors revise the papers 
- it is not necessary to always do what the reviewers want 
- but it is necessary to write a response letter to the editor that explains why 

some points have been ignored 
- these letters are often 15-20 pages long (including critic from the reviews) 
- resubmission after 2-5 months 
 

6. The Second Round 
 

- sometimes, the editor decides (typically positive) 
- typically, the papers is send out to the same reviewers 
- the again write reviews 
- 20-70 percent (depending on journal) of these reviews are positive 
 

7. The Editor decides 
 

- accept, reject, another r&r?   
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Three Choices 

 

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

2. The Choice of a Topic 

3. The Choice of a Paper 

 

 



 

How do you choose a journal?



 

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 



 

ISI’s Journals: Political Science, International Relations, and Public Administration 

By Total Cites 

 

Abbreviated Journal Title Total Cites Impact Factor 5-Year Impact  

AM POLIT SCI REV 8047 3.933 4.516 

AM J POLIT SCI 6126 2.811 3.960 

INT ORGAN 3968 2.490 4.643 

J POLIT 3629 1.577 2.387 

PUBLIC OPIN QUART 3269 1.522 2.941 

PUBLIC ADMIN REV 3250 0.900 1.546 

PUBLIC CHOICE 2665 0.878 1.255 

J CONFLICT RESOLUT 2620 1.701 2.885 

EUR J POLIT RES 2405 1.382 1.757 

WORLD POLIT 2159 2.308 3.716 

SOC SCI QUART 2044 0.930 1.407 

COMP POLIT STUD 1871 1.673 2.460 

J PUBL ADM RES THEOR 1816 1.951 3.337 

INT STUD QUART 1810 1.391 2.142 

BRIT J POLIT SCI 1787 1.477 2.284 

J PEACE RES 1782 2.191 2.526 

INT SECURITY 1729 2.739 3.359 

FOREIGN AFF 1684 2.090 2.055 

POLIT GEOGR 1612 2.108 2.850 

 



 

ISI’s Journals: Political Science, International Relations, and Public Administration 

By 5 -Year Impact 

 

Abbreviated Journal Title Total Cites Impact Factor 5-Year Impact  

INT ORGAN 3968 2.490 4.643 

AM POLIT SCI REV 8047 3.933 4.516 

ANNU REV POLIT SCI 1246 1.884 4.009 

AM J POLIT SCI 6126 2.811 3.960 

POLIT ANAL 1226 2.231 3.856 

WORLD POLIT 2159 2.308 3.716 

INT SECURITY 1729 2.739 3.359 

J PUBL ADM RES THEOR 1816 1.951 3.337 

GLOBAL ENVIRON POLIT 653 2.630 3.082 

PUBLIC OPIN QUART 3269 1.522 2.941 

J CONFLICT RESOLUT 2620 1.701 2.885 

POLIT GEOGR 1612 2.108 2.850 

PHILOS PUBLIC AFF 1186 1.958 2.762 

J PEACE RES 1782 2.191 2.526 

COMP POLIT STUD 1871 1.673 2.460 

J POLIT 3629 1.577 2.387 

EUR J INT RELAT 815 1.453 2.359 

EUR UNION POLIT 671 1.774 2.358 

POLIT COMMUN 889 2.415 2.330 

POLIT SOC 720 1.833 2.301 
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The Advantages of Submitting to a Reasonably Good Journal 

 

 

if published: 

better visibility 

higher credibility 

 

-> more cites 

 

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.  

 



 

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. 



 

 

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.   



 

Choices: What it takes…



 

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.  



 

2 Simple Questions 

 

 

What is a good Research Project? 

 

How have you chosen yours?



 

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.  



 

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. 



 

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. 



 

 

 

What does it take to sell research? 

 

 



 

 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.   



 

Maximizing Attention 

 

A Good Idea…  

 

4 types of ideas are usually published in good journals: 

 

an innovative and general theory 

a powerful test of an existing theory 

a methodological innovation 

a paper which is based on a 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.  



 

It is not just what you do, but how you sell it. 

 

 

Make sure your readers understand that you have a contribution.  

Do not assume that they are smart enough to find out.



 

Choice of Journal and Choice of Contribution are related 

 

Journals, even ‘general journals’ have interests. 

Disciplines and Sub-disciplines have debates. 

 

 

1. Ignoring one of the above is likely to lead to a rejection.   

2. Do not submit to a general journal if your research is not of general interest. 
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It is not just what you do, but how you do it. 

 

How do you choose your Research Design? 



 

Almost all papers published in reasonably good journals adhere to the same standard 

 

Most have an empirical backbone, but, off course, there are positive and normative 

theoretical papers out there. 

Most papers offer some theoretical explanation for an observable phenomenon, but 

again, some papers don’t.  

 



 

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) 

 



 

Theory 

 

 

Social Science theories need actors.  

Theories need mechanisms. 

Theories need to be falsifiable (in principle).  

 

The latter point is important. 

 



 

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’. 

  



 

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. 

 



 

Data 

 

Make sure you have sufficient variation to explain. 

Data is used to make inferences.  

Inferences can be descriptive or causal.  



 

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. 



 

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… 

 

 



 

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. 



 

Theory meets Empirical Analysis 

  

Avoid gaps between your theory and your empirical analysis. 

 



 

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.   



 

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.  
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Don’t let an Ideology stand between you and your Career 

 

You maximize the likelihood of getting published when you combine a  

deductive (theory-driven) research design with 

quantitative methods.  

Do not blame the rules of the game if you do not want to play to them.  

 

Some of you may think that mainstream social sciences rests on shaky grounds. Have 

you ever thought that this could be the best place to be in the Churchillian sense – 

meaning that our shaky ground might just be the best option we have?   



 

Science has a Purpose 

 

Science aims at the development of theories and models that simplify reality and are at 

the same time valid.  

 

Note that valid does not mean true or correct. Newton’s theory is not correct, but offers 

valid explanations of a defined subset of phenomena.  
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The Art of Writing Scientific Papers 

 

Manuscripts get rejected because they  

 

make no or a too small contribution, 

make inconsistent or logically wrong claims, 

offer insufficient, unconvincing, or poor empirical evidence,  

run counter something the referees have written before,  

are poorly written and do not sufficiently sell the paper. 

 



 

Selling a Manuscript to Editors, Referees, and Readers 

 

(luckily, that roughly means the same) 

 

Many referees make a first decision while reading the introduction. This is where you 

have to sell the paper. You never get a second chance to make a first impression.  

 

Likewise, editors select referees based on reading of your summary and introduction. 

Try to steer their decision by citing your friends in the intro and avoid citing your foes in 

the intro.  



 

The Necessary Content (and Order) of an Introduction 

 

1. Appetizer 

2. Argument 

3. Summary of Argumentation 

4. Brief Summary of Research Design and Major Findings 

5. Contribution 



 

Public Relations 

 

You can vastly improve the chances of getting your manuscript accepted by 

 

writing referee reports, 

presenting papers on conferences,  

serving as discussant, 

chairing panels, 

going for a coffee (or other drinks) after your panel. 
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1. Conduct research in an established and growing research area.  

2. Work on papers that make a contribution. 

3. Choose a contribution that maximizes attention.  

4. Make sure that your theory has a fair chance of being wrong. 

5. Make sure that your theory is consistent and innovative.   

6. Choose your empirical field strategically.  

7. Minimize the gap between theory and empirical analysis.  

8. Demonstrate (as far as possible) the validity of causal and/or observational inferences. 

9. Choose the optimal method for your analysis. 

10. Write in a simple, illustrative, and lively way. 

11. Sell your paper to your reader. 

12. Polish your paper, especially the introduction.  

13. Stress the contribution of your paper.  

14. Cite a few friends and no foes in the introduction.  

15. Don’t forget to cite papers published in the journal you intend to submit to.  



 

16. Don’t submit your paper to journals which are not included in the SSCI.  

17. Don’t allow rejections to frustrate you. 

18. Revise your paper as much as necessary (but with opportunity costs in mind). 

19. Don’t argue with the editor.  

20. Try to get asap (at least) into the 2-2-2 stream.  

 

 

And don’t forget: 

 

Commandments are there to be broken. 


