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The usefulness of a scientific journal’s instructions to its 
potential authors is highly variable. The length of the 
instructions varies from one short paragraph to several 
pages of detail: one article reported a range of 885–18927 
words in the instructions to authors of 166 medical 
journals.1 They also vary widely in the range of topics they 
cover, from broad issues such as ethics to fine details such 
as margin widths and dots per square inch for figures. 

Whatever their completeness, they must be followed 
scrupulously. Many editors see their instructions as a 
means of distinguishing their journal from others and for 
imposing their particular ‘brand’ or style on the articles they 
publish. Journals with high refusal rates and high impact 
factors, such as The New England Journal of Medicine, 
simply return manuscripts that deviate in any way from 
their instructions. Participants in a discussion on the EASE 
Forum2 described several instances of apparently unfair 
rejection by journals on the basis of minor formatting 
details, such as placing the references after instead of before 
the tables. In some cases, the rejection was final, without 
the possibility of re-submission.

What information, however, should authors expect from 
the instructions to authors of a journal? What guidance 
can the author expect for preparing a manuscript for 
publication in a particular journal? 

The essentials
The essential elements that an author might expect to find 
include:
•	 the types of articles that are published;
•	 the acceptable length of each type of article, and, for 

those with abstracts, the word limit for the abstract;
•	 whether there is any limit on the numbers of references, 

tables and figures;
•	 the reference style;
•	 the layout of tables and figures and their dimensions; 
•	 whether a pre-submission draft will be accepted;
•	 what the editor expects to find in the cover letter;
•	 the peer-review system used and how long the process 

takes; and
•	 any manuscript processing or other charges.

In general, it is essential to know – before starting to 
write an article – how long it is to be. The journal will have 
been chosen by the author on the basis not only of the area 
of interest but also on the type of article it publishes; the 
length of the piece will therefore depend partly on whether 
it is a report of original research, a brief communication, a 
case report or some other category of article. The length of 
the abstract should be stated, with any specific structural 
headings that are required. The author should check what 
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the article word limit covers: the entire manuscript, from 
title through figure legends, or only the body of the text. 

It is also important to know beforehand the numbers of 
references, tables, and figures allowed. Authors tend more 
and more to tabulate and illustrate their findings, following 
the principle that a picture is worth 1000 words. This is 
not always true, and, as the editors of journals are always 
looking for ways to fit more articles into each issue, they 
are attentive to repetition of information textually and 
pictorially. The number of references is usually limited 
only for certain types of publication, such as case reports, 
commentaries and letters. Authors should look out for the 
insidious practice of some journals that try to increase 
their impact factor by instructing potential authors to cite 
as many articles as possible that were published in their 
journal.3

The problem of conforming to the niggling differences 
among journals in the use of commas, semicolons, 
colons, spaces, italics, and bold in reference lists has 
largely been overcome by the use of programs such as 
Reference Manager and EndNote, which format references 
automatically to that of the journal entered. One of the 
reasons that the International Committee of Medical 
Journal Editors (ICMJE) met in 1975 in Vancouver was to 
standardize the reference format of journals in the Uniform 
requirements for manuscripts submitted to biomedical 
journals: writing and editing for biomedical publication,4 

and many journals instruct their authors to use that format. 
Nevertheless, journals have introduced slight differences 
from that referencing style, and there have been calls for 
more standardization.5 

A pre-submission inquiry is typically a shorter version 
of the covering letter accompanied by a complete abstract, 
which is sent to a journal to determine whether it would be 
interested in a full manuscript. If an expression of interest 
is received, the full manuscript can be submitted. Some 
journals explicitly do not accept or even discourage pre-
submission inquiries. Others provide guidance for pre-
submissions or accept them only for certain types of articles. 
When they are permitted, journals usually give detailed 
instructions, which may require uploading appropriate 
documents into an electronic system. If a journal does not 
give specific guidance for pre-submission inquiries in their 
editorial policies, an author can send an email to the editor 
asking about the suitability of the research problem for the 
journal. Beginning a dialogue with the journal early on not 
only demonstrates a high level of interest but opens up a 
line of communication with the journal.6

The cover letter to the editor of the journal is much 
more important than most authors realize. It is used by 
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the journal to determine which associate editor and which 
reviewer to send an article to and may actually form the 
basis for immediate refusal, if the editor considers, from 
the letter, that the article is unsuitable for the journal. 
Therefore, instructions on writing a cover letter should be 
part of instructions to authors, specifying that the letter 
should explain why the author considers that the article is 
not only worth publishing but is worth publishing in this 
particular journal.

The peer-review process differs from journal to 
journal, including the number (from one to six reviewers 
per paper), the type of ‘blinding’ (hiding the identity of 
the author from the reviewer, hiding the identity of the 
reviewer from the author, or both), if any, and how long 
it takes. All journals are not equal, some having a large 
staff, with dedicated personnel to follow-up reviewers, 
and others being run only by a brilliant but disorganized 
full-time scientist with a harassed secretary. Therefore, the 
process of peer review can take anything from a week to 
2 years. The delay can usually be deduced by comparing 
the ‘date received’, the ‘date accepted’ and the date on which 
the issue was actually published; however, it is helpful if 
the instructions include the mean time from reception to 
publication. Many journals now ask authors to propose 
possible reviewers, so that they can increase their database 
of reviewers on a particular subject area. Journals may also 
‘fast-track’ articles that they consider to be of particular 
importance, and the instructions to authors should specify 
whether this is done.

Each journal’s instructions must specify whether the 
journal is open access and if publication charges are levied. 
They should also specify any other processing charges, such 
as for colour illustrations.

Over-reaching
Guidance on the elements listed above is essential for the 
author. The instructions of a number of journals, however, 
attempt to guide authors in much broader areas, such as 
ethical conduct, study design and conduct, organization of 
the manuscript and writing style. 

Many of the articles that have been published on 
instructions to authors emphasize the importance of ethical 
conduct, including duplicate publishing of the same results, 
criteria for authorship, ethical standards for the reporting of 
studies involving human subjects or experimental animals, 
and conflicts of interest. Many journals give instructions 
for disclosure of competing interests, such as the standard 
ICMJE forms. They will also cover copyright issues, often 
again referring to the ICMJE document. The extent to 
which instructions to authors can enforce such standards 
is, of course, unknown.

Much has been written about the criteria for authorship, 
in an attempt to reduce the practice of ‘gift’ authorship; 
however, the number of journals that actually give such 
criteria is limited. For example, Liz Wager reported a study 
in which the instructions of 234 journals were examined to 
see whether they provided clear, consistent guidelines on 
authorship.7 She found that 41% gave no guidance; of the 
those that did, 29% cited the Uniform Requirements of the 

ICMJE (of which 35% cited an outdated version), and 33% 
gave other criteria. 

Numerous guidelines have been published, covering 
a wide range of standards, ethical and otherwise, for the 
authors of biomedical research papers reporting various 
types of studies. These have given rise to a fascinating 
array of acronyms, such as ARRIVE, CONSORT, MOOSE, 
PRISMA, STARD and STROBE. The EQUATOR website8 
gives a useful summary of many of these guidelines, with 
references. The ARRIVE (Animal Research: Reporting 
In Vivo Experiments) guidelines9 concern research in 
experimental animals; CONSORT (Consolidated Standards 
of Reporting Trials)10 encompasses various initiatives to 
reduce problems arising from inadequate reporting of 
randomized controlled trials; MOOSE guides the Meta-
analysis Of Observational Studies in Epidemiology;11 
PRISMA (Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic 
Reviews and Meta-Analyses)12 replaces the QUOROM 
guideline; STARD are STAndards for the Reporting of 
Diagnostic accuracy studies;13 while STROBE refers to 
Strengthening the Reporting of Observational Studies in 
Epidemiology.14 These guidelines give detailed information 
on the requirements for reporting the different kinds of 
studies. They are readily available on the internet. Therefore, 
giving advice in individual instructions to authors on the 
elements of these broadly accepted guidelines may not only 
be unnecessary but might even be confusing. Instructions 
would better refer potential authors directly to the relevant 
statement.

Other authors have complained that the instructions 
to authors of some journals do not give guidelines on 
methodology, statistics or content,1,15,16 case reports,17 
graph construction,18 or writing style.1,19 Should the 
instructions of journals really be all-encompassing? Can 
a journal educate each author with regard to publication 
ethics, study method, reporting, statistics, designing tables, 
drawing figures and proper English scientific writing? 
Micro-lessons on aspects of writing, concentrated in 
one sentence, such as “The introduction should give the 
background to the study and state the aim of the research” 
provide too little information to be really useful and are 
therefore totally unnecessary. 

In an article in The Croatian Medical Journal, Marusic 
and Marusic (2001)20 wrote that international groups, such 
as the ICMJE, could set standards and provide guidelines, 
while it was the responsibility of small journals like their 
own to teach editorial integrity, study design, statistical 
analysis, precision, punctuality, research integrity, style of 
writing and “other aspects of scientific communication”. 

Few journals meet those standards; however, instructions 
to authors have evolved over time, especially with the 
advent of the internet. Most journals now have websites, 
and the instructions to authors often include links to a 
variety of aids, including online courses in writing, editorial 
services and guidelines such as the Uniform Requirements. 
The instructions therefore do not stand alone but are 
backed up by multiple resources. Such aids are found in 
particular on the websites of groups that publish several 
journals, such as the Nature Publishing Group, the BMJ 

Group and Elsevier. For example, the website of a journal 
in the Nature Publishing Group might contain relatively 
little information about the journal’s style, but it will give 
a link to a web page called ‘Writing for a Nature journal’, 
which has tips for writing a journal article. The page also 
leads to other useful web pages, such as ‘Elements of style’, 
an editorial from Nature Physics, an article from SciDev.net 
called ‘How do I write a scientific paper?’ on presenting the 
results of a study and an annotated abstract from a Nature 
journal.

Other sources of information
One of the best ways to make an article conform to a journal’s 
particular requirements for tone and level of detail is to 
carefully study articles that have already been published. 
Reading a few issues of the journal can give a clearer idea 
than the instructions of the structure, the language and the 
length of articles that have been accepted. Thus, even if the 
instructions are not explicit, authors can adapt the style and 
content of their articles to those of the journal.

It is also essential to read the journal’s statement of 
purpose. The reason most often given by journal editors 
for rejecting a manuscript is that the subject matter is 
considered not to be of interest to the journal’s readers. The 
potential author should be aware of what topics are covered 
in the journal. Reading several recent issues can indicate 
the trends in the topics being covered. A journal might 
consider that a certain issue has been adequately covered 
and is unwilling to publish further papers on that issue, at 
least for the time being.

Conclusion
The instructions to authors of journals cannot be expected 
to thoroughly educate potential authors. The essential 
elements should include the types of articles that are 
published, the word count for each type of article and 
for abstracts, whether there are limits on the numbers of 
references, tables or figures, and the reference style. They 
should also include references to relevant guidelines for 
ethical research conduct and reporting, authorship and 
other issues of importance in the area of science on which 
they publish articles. They can furthermore refer potential 
authors to style guides and other writing aids, including the 
contact details of editorial consultants.

In view of the wide variation in instructions to authors, 
it might be worth considering trying to standardize 
them, at least within specific disciplines. If they provide 
only essential information, a standardized format would 
certainly take up less space and therefore be more likely to 
be read.
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