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This chapter discusses editorial office activities from 
manuscript submission and walks through the process as 
the office processes the paper. We use the journal we have 
worked for as an example, realizing that different journals 
may have widely different processes.

Manuscript submission and initial processing
Procedures for submitting articles vary among journals, 
as do the types of articles those journals receive. Authors 
are strongly encouraged to carefully read the journal’s 
publication information for authors, which is discussed in 
more detail in Chapter 3.7 of this Handbook. The publication 
information should give clear instructions on how to submit 
and what to submit and also give the author some indication 
of what will happen to their article after submission.

Many journals now have online submission systems, in 
which the authors upload their article, plus any additional 
information required, through the journal website. In this 
case, the editorial office is usually alerted by email that 
there is an article waiting to be processed. Other journals 
ask for submission of articles by email or paper.

The first task of the editorial office is to undertake what 
is sometimes called a ‘sanity check’. This ensures that the 
article is suitable for the journal to consider and that all 
the elements are present. For example, if a botany journal 
receives an article on the history of lung cancer, it is not 
worth considering any further; the author should be 
immediately informed and the article immediately rejected. 
This type of inappropriate submission is not as uncommon 
as it should be!

The publication information should also tell authors how 
to prepare different types of content. For example, Radiology 
provides instructions on the number of words that are 
acceptable for each type of article, guidelines on how to crop 
images, and reference standards. The editorial office should 
check that these guidelines have been adhered to. For some 
journals, ignoring such guidelines leads to immediate 
rejection, whereas others may take a more lenient view. 

In online systems, the corresponding author fills in his 
or her contact details; this information may not always be 
clear when submissions are made via another route. It is 
important that the editorial office has one point of contact 
and also important that they have the contact details of all 
the other authors in order, for example, to confirm their 
publishing agreement. The corresponding author is the 
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designated author who will receive all communications 
from the journal during the review process as well as 
approve proofs prior to production. In our experience, 
communication with multiple authors can lead to 
inconsistent responses. 

Editorial staff should have a checklist in order to process 
articles efficiently and should follow it strictly. Checklist 
criteria vary by journal and the type of content, but they 
may include: signature of all authors on submission form, 
mention of an institutional review board or animal care 
committee, written consent from patients and any industry 
support. Increasingly, journals are asking authors to declare 
any conflict of interest in their research; if this is part of 
the requirement of submission, it should be included in the 
checklist. In Radiology, for example, if industry gave support 
for the study reported, this information must be stated at the 
beginning of the materials and methods section, with the 
name of the organization, the type of support, and whether 
(and which) industry-related author(s) had control of the 
data. This also applies for authors who are employees of or 
consultants to an industry whose products were evaluated 
in the study. 

Forms stating author contributions and copyright are 
also often required at submission. In the journal Radiology, 
automatic emails are sent to each author asking them to 
complete the forms online (or to return then by email or fax). 
Waiting for these forms does not usually delay processing 
of the manuscript, unless they have not been received when 
the article is ready for acceptance. The editorial office must 
maintain a record of when it received the forms, so they can 
be chased up in time to avoid a publishing delay.

Once a manuscript is deemed complete by the editorial 
office, it can move to the next step. Depending on the 
journal this may be either:
•	 The editor-in-chief, or an appointed group of editors, 

makes an initial decision: reject immediately without 
review or send for review.

•	 All articles are sent for review.
It is quite acceptable for the editor-in-chief (or a small 

group of deputy editors that meets regularly) to decide 
to reject without review if they consider the article will 
stand no chance of publication by the journal. This may 
be because it is outside the scope of the journal. It may 
be because it is about a topic that the editor knows he or 
she no longer wishes to cover. For example, according to 
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data presented by Benson and Silver,1 even journals such 
as PLOS One (whose publishing criterion is only that the 
research be methodologically correct) reject over 30% of 
submissions without review.

Reviewer selection
Reviewers may be selected by different people, depending 
on the journal. In some journals, the editor-in-chief 
selects the reviewers. In others, the editor-in-chief asks 
an associate (or other) editor to select the reviewer. In yet 
others, the reviewers are selected by the editorial office. The 
mechanics of peer review are covered in greater detail in 
other chapters in this Handbook.

Whichever method is used, it is vital that the editorial 
office maintain a database of reviewers and their expertise. 
This will be used by whoever is responsible for selecting the 
reviewer. It is also useful for the editor (or their designate) 
in scoring each review to provide a running tally of not 
only the expertise of the reviewers but the quality of the 
reviews they provide for the journal. This scoring can also 
give the editor an idea of the zeal of the reviewer and put 
the reviewer’s decisions in context.

Authors may be allowed or encouraged to suggest 
reviewers who they prefer not review their work, or 
alternatively they may list preferred reviewers. Both 
situations occur when a manuscript is in a highly specialized 
field, with only a limited pool of potential reviewers, most 
of whom would be aware of who the author was, even 
when the manuscript is fully blinded. It is thus important 
to honour any request for a preferred non-reviewer. Even if 
the suggestions for preferred reviewers are not followed by 
the journal, they can help to populate the reviewer database. 
The editorial office is often, therefore, required to add the 
names suggested to the database for future reference.

Although peer review is covered well elsewhere in this 
Handbook, it is worth noting here that a lot of time is 
taken up with asking reviewers to review articles, chasing 
them to return their reviews, finding new reviewers when 
insufficient reviews are received, etc. This can be extremely 
frustrating for the editorial office, and good systems for 
managing peer review are vital.

Manuscript decision implementation
Once all reviews are received by the editorial office, they 
are forwarded to whoever makes the decision. (In this 
case forwarding may simply be a case of ensuring that the 
relevant editor picks up the automated alerts and looks at 
the reviews submitted online.) The decision can be made by 
the editor-in-chief alone, a deputy editor, a deputy editor in 
combination with the editor, or during an editorial board 
meeting. In journals that have frequent, formal editorial 
board meetings, papers that will potentially be published 
by the journal are presented by the relevant deputy editor 
and discussed by the group, the ultimate decision lying 
with the editor-in-chief.

The decision could be any of the following:
•	 Accept without revisions: This is quite rare.
•	 Accept pending revision: This is reserved for papers that 

have appropriate methods but require better organization, 

references, figures, and minor statistical review.
•	 Accept with minor revisions.
•	 Accept with significant revisions. 
•	 Under consideration: This is an intermediate stage 

between ‘accept pending revision’ and ‘reject/allow 
resubmission’. This decision is reserved for papers 
that need only minor changes, but the changes are in 
the methods and the results. The editor is usually not 
clear in his or her own mind about whether the article 
should be accepted or rejected until that information 
is provided. This category is therefore reserved for 
important papers that have more defects than one that 
is “accepted pending revision”.

•	 Reject: for papers that have significant methodological 
flaws or lack important novelty. 

•	 Reject resubmission: This category is reserved in our 
journal for papers that, after significant redrafting 
of the methods would possibly be acceptable for 
publication or an article that has a kernel of a good 
idea but needs significant revision to improve the 
quality for publication.

Decision letters
Once a decision is made, a letter (or email) is sent to the 
corresponding author. The body of this letter should be pro 
forma based on the category of decision described in the 
paragraphs above. After this, the editor or designate should 
paste all the reviewers’ comments or the salient portions of 
the reviews into the letter. In our journal, for manuscripts 
accepted with revision or under consideration, the editor 
puts an asterisk next to those items that he or she considers 
must be addressed in the revision. The other, non-asterisked 
items can be addressed at the author’s discretion. This letter 
is sent to the corresponding author, usually with a timetable 
for resubmission. This can be a fixed time or may depend 
on the complexity of the revision required. In automated 
systems, an alert can be set up to remind authors when they 
are late – and also to remind the editorial office to pick up 
the telephone and chase authors themselves.

When the revision is received
When a revision is received, a decision must be made to 
accept the article or not. This may be done by the editor-
in-chief, or his or her designate. In some cases, the article 
might be sent out for review again. In either case, the 
editorial office must monitor the status and ensure that 
decisions are made promptly. In our journal, the editor-in-
chief decides whether a re-review is required. We re-review 
articles only when substantial corrections were required.

The editor-in-chief or a designated editor should 
review the cover letter that comes with the revision and 
look carefully at how the authors have responded to the 
critiques. The annotated paper must also be examined to 
verify exactly what changes the authors have made. 

Acceptance
When an article is accepted, the editorial office must 
again ensure that it has all the required elements and 
the most recent ones, particularly figures and text. Any 

required paperwork, such as the copyright assignment and 
authorship forms, must also be in place. Only when the 
editorial office is sure that everything is received and ready 
can the article move into production.

Copyediting, typesetting and proofing
Once a manuscript has been accepted for publication, it 
is sent to the production office. This may be part of the 
editorial office or may be with an external publisher. The 
production staff are responsible for the movement of the 
article from this point onwards. The first step is to copy-
edit the article, which is covered in detail elsewhere (see 
Chapter 1-1). This may, however, result in queries for the 
authors, which the editorial office may be required to 
forward, especially if the author needs to be contacted and 
the contact details are missing or incorrect.

Production
Once the article has been copy-edited, it will be typeset into 
either page format or HTML format for the internet. The 
publisher manages this operation and also sends out page 
proofs. The editorial office may see the page proofs and may 
also be responsible for obtaining approval and corrections 
from the authors. In this case, they must manage the 
time given to authors and be prepared to chase them up 
for responses to queries and for approval of their edited, 
typeset article. Some journals move ahead without approval 
from the authors, whereas others insist on a response from 
the authors. In the latter case, a non-responsive author can 
delay publication of the issue; therefore, the editorial office 
must be prepared to chase them up to ensure that they 
honour the schedule.

Publishing
Some journals publish articles as soon as the copy-editing 
and typesetting have been completed. For example, most 
of the journals on BioMed Central publish each article 
as soon as it is ready. In other journals, accepted articles 
move through copy-editing, typesetting, proofing, and 
correcting, until they are considered ‘held for press’. Then, 
on a specific date, the articles to go into an issue are selected 
from those held for press. 

In our journals, as soon as an article is accepted for 
publication, it is assigned to a particular print month. Once 
the quota for original research articles and invited pieces 
(editorials, special communications, etc.) for a specific issue 
has been reached, the print issue is closed, and assignment 
to the next month begins. As the deadline to finalize the 
print issue approaches, the total page count per article after 
manuscript editing is calculated. If too many pages have 
been assigned to a print issue, articles are moved manually 
to the next month to meet the page allotment. The online 
version of the journal must match the print content with 
respect to the articles published in it.

Several editors like to group articles on a specific 
subject. However more often, the manuscripts that are 
‘first in’ and completed are the ‘first out’ to be published. 
Many journals have subsections, and organizing papers 
into the appropriate subsection is usually an editorial 

task. Additionally, articles are often grouped within each 
subsection by importance or quality.

Once the issue has been finalized, the editor-in-chief 
reviews all the images submitted and selects those that 
might be used as cover illustrations. This might be based 
on colour, the story the images tell, or an exciting advance 
in science. The goal of the cover is to encourage readers to 
open the journal and read the articles. In other journals, the 
choice of cover image may be made by the publisher or the 
editorial office.

When the content of the issue has been selected, the 
final pagination can be added to the articles and the correct 
front and end matter selected. This may be the list of 
editorial board members or other regular material or may 
include advertisements, announcements, etc. The editorial 
office may be required to coordinate this additional 
content. Equally, when the issue has been compiled, a proof 
is usually generated for a quick check before the issue is 
printed. At this stage, the editorial office are the only people 
checking the proofs (if it is not done by the production 
office), and they will be looking for correct pagination, 
issue number, table of contents, etc. rather than reading the 
articles (which have already been proofread and should be 
entirely correct). At this stage, approval is usually expected 
within a few hours of receipt to avoid any printing delays.

Corrections/letters to the editor
If an error is identified in an already published paper, either 
by the editor, the original author, or a reader, the editor 
should decide whether an erratum is needed. An erratum 
is needed when the error has an effect on the conclusions, 
results, or recommendations of the paper. When there 
is any doubt, an erratum is usually printed as soon as 
possible. The editorial office must have systems in place 
for recording such corrections and ensuring that they are 
published as soon as possible.

If a reader has a different interpretation of the results 
of a study published in the journal or has additional 
information, he or she should write a letter to the editor, and 
the original authors should have the option of responding. 
The editorial office must coordinate such items in the same 
way that they would any other submission.

With online publications, it is possible to update an 
article, but this should be done with care and any changes 
clearly indicated, with the date on which they were made. 
Equally, if there is any additional content to be added to 
an article, this can be done in print as a corrigendum but 
can simply be added to the website online. It is extremely 
important for the scientific record that the date of any 
additions or changes be recorded in a clear manner. 
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