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The advice I offer will not make you famous but will, I promise, raise your chances of 
getting your articles published. 
 
What to Submit? 
 
It comes as a surprise only to those who are not editors and referees that most papers 
submitted to journals are of poor quality.  The leading journals accept one paper for each 
twenty they receive.  The wonder, though, is how editors fill journals with the polished 
articles we readers have come to expect.  The content of accepted papers is often no 
different from that of the miserable ones that get rejected.  The difference is often in the 
presentation--in the quality of exposition, the intuition provided, the attention to detail, 
and the sense of the larger issue.  Even in the more theoretical and econometrics journals, 
content is only one part of getting a paper accepted. 
 
Form serves two functions.  As in a fine novel, it compels the reader (first and foremost, 
the referee and editor) to continue turning pages.  Form is the conveyance of content.  
But form is also a signaling device.  Much of what we claim to be truth must be taken at 
face value.  To signal sloppiness, even in one's writing, may leave readers less persuaded 
by the research. 
 
The refereeing process should not be the primary way to get comments from impartial 
readers, because you will also get a rejection letter and eliminate one journal from your 
meager list of potential outlets.  Plead with friends to give comments on your paper and 
exchange such favors.  You can often be your own best critic.  Put the paper away for a 
month, and you will look at it with new, critical eyes.  Most of all, present the paper at 
seminars.  Only when you have to convince others of your logic, do you see the errors in 
it yourself. 
 
You can greatly increase your chances of having an article accepted (or at least getting a 
foot in the door with a "revise and resubmit" letter) by working on it.  The single most 
important advice I can offer is to submit polished papers. 
 
Where to Submit? 
 
The most prestigious journal may not be the best outlet for your papers.  More to the 
point, submitting papers to the most prestigious journals can often waste substantial time 
(but also see the last section below).  One consideration in choosing a journal concerns the 
tenure process at your institution.  Consult a senior colleague who knows both 
department and university tenure procedures.  Departments often emphasize quality.  



But university personnel committees frequently use the yardstick of quantity.  Of equal 
relevance is the future life of your work.  Every journal has a particular readership and 
niche in the profession.  For an article to have maximum impact, and often any bearing 
at all, it must be placed appropriately; the specialist journal may result in more citations 
than the generalist journal. 
 
The most appropriate journal may depend on whether you are referencing articles in that 
journal.  Do not cite articles gratuitously though; it is obvious to editors and referees.  
Turnaround time for a journal is also always relevant, although this process is not a 
lottery.  Rapid turnaround may also mean a high proportion of rejection letters without 
refereeing.  But if you submit polished papers (with good content), the relevant mean time 
becomes that conditional on being refereed, which could be much longer.  I should also 
add, just for completeness, that contributors to economics journals should submit papers 
to one journal at a time. 
 
The Editorial Process 
 
Four months have passed since you mailed your paper to a journal and you have received 
nothing more than an acknowledgment postcard.  Should you write the editor and ask 
what is wrong?  Not if you know about "The Editorial Process." 
 
Each journal has its own editorial process, but most use the following procedure.  When a 
paper is received it is logged in at the main office and an acknowledgment card is sent to 
the author (two weeks have now elapsed since the paper was mailed).  If you followed the 
suggestions to contributors on the inside cover of the journal, you are now beginning the 
editorial process; if not, you will receive a postcard asking you to comply. 
 
The co-editor in charge of your subfield (say, Labor Economics) will be sent the paper 
(many journals have several co-editors), and if that co-editor is at a different university, 
another week will elapse.  The co-editor must now look at your paper and assign referees-
-another one to four weeks, depending on the backlog of his or her work.  How many 
referees are assigned varies, but two is the mode.  One is often from the journal's editorial 
board.  Some journals ask referees to respond within four to six weeks and pay small sums 
as an incentive; some journals ask for a response within twelve weeks.  The process places 
a heavy burden on referees, and editors can do no more than request a timely response.  
When all referee reports are in, the editor must weigh the evidence and write the final 
report--another one to four weeks.  If the tardiest referee takes twelve weeks to respond, 
about twenty weeks have elapsed since you mailed the paper. 
 
The editor rejects your paper, citing the criticisms and reservations of the referees.  But 
you believe the referees have not understood your argument.  What do you do?  The 
editor, not the referee, is the final arbiter, and the editor uses more than the referee 
reports in making a decision.  Referees submit cover letters that are often more candid 
than their reports.  A good editor, moreover, will read the paper and make an 
independent evaluation.  A paper that is incomprehensible to the referee will probably be 
rejected even if it could be explained in person.  
 



 
Then What? 
 
Stigler's Law on missed flights is equally relevant to submitting papers.  If you never miss 
a flight, I recall George Stigler saying in the days before unrefundable tickets, you 
probably waste too much time at airports.  If you never get a rejection letter, you 
probably set your sights too low.  Getting a rejection letter is not shameful.  Many articles 
were once rejected by some rival journal.  You must prepare yourself for the inevitable--
what to do after a paper is rejected. 
 
An important part of the refereeing process is revising and restructuring a paper.  Even if 
you follow the first step and write the best paper you can, an informed referee may be 
able to guide  you to write a better paper.  Do not submit the paper to the next journal on 
your list without  attempting to address the suggestions of the referee.  You will have lost 
an opportunity to better the product.  The paper, moreover, may be sent to the same 
referee again. 
 
What constitutes a rejection, an invitation to revise and resubmit, or permission to submit 
de novo is often unclear in letters from editors.  Each editor has an individual code.  
When I wanted to reject a paper, I would deliberately use the word reject.  But many 
editors find it more palatable to use euphemisms.  If a paper is neither rejected nor 
accepted, there is often a wide range of possibilities.  The question is whether the editor is 
asking for minor changes or those that would alter the entire structure of the paper.  The 
latter often means jettisoning much of your work and developing another paper, perhaps 
with the same data or model.  If the editor's letter is unclear, it may be best to write and 
ask for a clarification. 
 
In sum, the best advice I can offer is to read journals and make your papers resemble the 
ones you most admire, at least in their ability to convey genius.  
 
 


