Responding to Manuscript
Reviewers: An Insider’s Insight
Few manuscripts are accepted on first submission and eventual acceptance
often depends on providing adequate responses to points raised by the editor
and/or the reviewers. Ideally, the review will improve the quality of your work.
Certainly, evidence suggests that manuscripts that undergo several peer review
rounds perform better in terms of the number of citations they receive after
publication [1].
A well-constructed response to the reviewers is the key to how well your
‘corrected’ manuscript will be received. Authors often focus heavily on providing
a revised manuscript, whereas they rarely invest time devising a comprehensive
document that summarises the changes made and the rationale behind the
responses you make. We call this the response-to-reviewers document. Here
we provide the collective insights from the Niche Science & Technology Medical
Writing Team on how to create a winning response.
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Before you start

Prepare to succeed

Be grateful for the free review and suggestions
on how to improve your manuscript

Thank everyone (editor and referees)

Adopt the position that responding to referee
comments is just part of the publication process
Prepare to explain everything as thoroughly as
you can
Track every change
Ensure you keep to the journals timelines

As far as you can, accept the suggestions made
by the referees
Adopt a logical and structured approach to your
responses
Be succinct
Provide clear reasoning behind the rebuttal of
specific points

Key Insights
When you submit a manuscript to a journal you can expect one of two responses: acceptance or rejection.
Previously in our Insider’s Insights we have dealt with how to handle rejection [2]. Here we give guidance
on how best to address the required changes that more often than not accompany an acceptance for
publication.
Peer review plays a vital role in research publishing and
a revision of your manuscript is a key step in the
process. However, knowing how to respond to
reviewer’s comments isn’t always easy – get it right
and you will see your manuscript published – promptly.
Getting it wrong leads to rejection . So what can you do
to increase your chances of success? Most importantly,
clearly acknowledge the reviewer’s time, comments
and expertise. Thanking the reviewers in your response
sets a positive tone at the outset, providing a base for
an ongoing amicable exchange.

Timelines
When you do decide to revise and resubmit your
manuscript, try very hard to meet whatever
deadline the editor establishes. If you meet the
editor's deadline, he or she may accept the
manuscript forthwith. Or, if the modification has
been substantial, the editor may return it to the
same reviewers. Your manuscript will probably
be accepted if you have clearly met or defended
your paper against the previous criticisms.
On the other hand, if you fail to meet the
deadline, your revised manuscript may be
treated as a new manuscript and again
subjected to full review, possibly by a different
set of reviewers. It is wise to avoid this double
jeopardy, plus additional review time.
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Gatekeepers
Perhaps the most important point to
remember when dealing with a request
to modify your manuscript is that the
editor is a mediator between you and the
reviewers. If you deal with the editor
respectfully, and if you can defend your
work scientifically, most of your ‘requests
to modify’ and even your ‘rejections’ will
in time become published papers.
The editor and the reviewers are usually
on your side. Their primary function is to
help you express yourself effectively and
provide you with an assessment of the
science involved. It is to your advantage
to cooperate with them in all ways
possible.

Responding to referees is all about
constructing a rational and succinct story.
In providing the editor with a clear guide to
the thinking behind your responses to the
editor, you markedly reduce the potential
for misunderstanding and therefore
possible rejection. There are 10 important
points to consider when preparing your
response to reviewers.

The package
When replying to the editor you should view the
response as a package composed of a letter to the
editor, a response-to-reviewers document and a new
version of the manuscript with the changes tracked
(you may also want to submit a new ‘clean’ version of
the manuscript).
In the letter to the editor, remember to thank them
and the reviewers for their time and consideration. A
template for your response letter can be found on
page 6 and a response document from page 10
onwards. The response letter should provide a brief
outline of how you have responded to the points
raised, noting where new data and/or blocks of text
have been added, data have been analysed
differently and where you provided rebuttal to
specific points.

Manuscript rejection is common
Pierson DJ. Respir Care 2004; 49:1246

Be comprehensive
Respond to every point raised by the reviewers [3].
Ensure that the editor can see that no point has
been missed. Some reviewers raise complex issues
that may require you to construct multi-component
responses, teasing out single points to provide
unambiguous answers for each. Miss nothing out –
not even the most trivial point that might be
addressed with one word answers. You may need to
consider numbering the comments. Note that you
should mimic any numbering system used by the
reviewers when preparing your responses.

Gutted

Be prepared for reviewers to ask for great tracts
of your carefully crafted manuscript to be gutted
leaving the manuscript, in your opinion, lesser for
the removal. This type of redaction often centres
on the discussion and speculation over the
contribution of your findings in the context of
everyone else’s observations.
Don’t be despondent, it is an opportunity to
provide a more succinct version of your argument
after reflection – make sure you point this out in
your response. However, it can also provide you
with an opportunity to introduce more text in
response to the omission in your previous
manuscript that was identified by the reviewer.

At least 62% of published
papers have been rejected
at least once
Hall SA, et al., Epidemiol 2007;
18:262–265

Politeness
Always be polite in your responses but don’t
grovel. Particularly thank reviewers in those
circumstances where they make an
insightful suggestion that you incorporate
into your work. You might even consider
including a “thank you” in the manuscript’s
acknowledgements – though this may not
be permitted by the journal – there is no
harm in suggesting to the editor.
Authors often comment (off the record) on
how one or other reviewer failed to
demonstrate the intellectual capacity to
make valid comment on their work [4].
Most probably this is not helped when
reviewers have clearly not taken the care to
construct full sentences or rational
arguments to support their criticisms. In
some cases the criticisms by reviewers feel
biased leading to a feeling that they may be
following their own agenda or have some
conflict of interest. Your responsibility is to
remain respectful. Remember that
reviewers may very well read your
response.

Be specific
Provide self-contained responses when
making changes to any part of your
manuscript – text, tables or figures. Give a
detailed description as to where in the
(original) manuscript your response refers
to.
This makes it much easier for the editor to
understand exactly what you changed
without having to flick back and forth
between the manuscript, your response
and the reviewers comments. Resist the
temptation to simply write “This has been
addressed” or “Done” in all but the simplest
responses to the simplest requests.
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Response style
Adopt a response style and stick to it. At Niche
Science & Technology the response-to-reviewers is
often a complex document. In cases where several
reviewers provide comprehensive comments on a
reasonably long manuscript your response may be
longer than the paper you submitted.
You can use changes in font to differentiate
between different elements; such as the reviewer’s
comments, your responses and critical changes to
the text in the manuscript. You may even use colour
(judiciously). Give page and paragraph numbers for
all changes you make. Help yourself further by
providing a key to the response convention you have
used in the letter to the editor or at the front of the
response document.
If you are unable to address a point raised in the
reviewer comments, explain your reasons for
evasion. Do not blatantly ignore reviewer
comments, while selectively answering a few.

Repeat yourself
When you have two or more seasoned reviewers they
are likely to identify the same weak points of your
manuscript, You may feel that you shouldn’t need to
repeat yourself. However, consider with care whether
you refer the reviewer back to the original answer you
made or provide the same answer twice. It could be
that the points being made by the two reviewers are
ever so slightly different.

Complete (all) requests
Incorporating all the requested changes should be
your fall-back position, even if you feel that the
reviewer is asking for an analysis or modification that
is uninformative or otherwise flawed. All this puts you
in a good position when the reviewer suggests
something that is a step too far and asks for a
modification that goes beyond what you feel is the
scope of your work.

Navigate opposing opinions
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I expect the editor to accept
all my papers, accept them as
they are submitted, and
publish them promptly. I also
expect him to scrutinize all
other papers with the utmost
care, especially those of my
competitors.
Earl H Wood

Mindful rebuttal
You may, on occasion, feel that a reviewer
simply asks too much of you (or the work).
In such cases it is acceptable to provide a
reasoned and logical rebuttal. A general
acquiescence on 95%+ of other requests
will certainly support your case in these
circumstances. Pick your battles carefully
and provide a logical argument as to why
you should not make the requested
modification.
In some cases you may want to appeal to
the editor’s discretion – though this
approach can delay publication unless you
give them sufficient evidence to accept
your argument without further
consideration.
It is entirely possible that both reviewers
and the editor seriously misread or
misunderstood your manuscript. Even
though you know that their criticisms are
almost totally erroneous you might want to
consider just how long it is going to take
you to respond. Remember that you always
have the option of submitting your
manuscript to another journal, hoping that
it will be judged more fairly.

In some cases reviewers make recommendations for modifications that are diametrically opposed. For
example, one reviewer may ask for data to be added to a table, whereas a second reviewer may ask for
the table to be removed completely. In such situations you will need to consider both sides of the
argument and select the option that best improves your manuscript. In some cases you may find that one
reviewer takes issue with what you consider to be a critical point and the second has no issue with it.
Resist any temptation to play one reviewer off against the other. Reviewers are often selected
because of their different areas of expertise, sinking your whole argument.

An interview with our Head of Medical Writing
What is the question about handling
journal responses that writers ask you
most often?
When we prepare our response to
reviewers we transcribe the points they
raise into our response-to-reviewers
document. For one reason or another these
responses may include typo’s, spelling
mistakes and nonsensical statements. Our
team often ask me if they should correct these
before providing a response. I always tell our
writers to copy the text exactly as it is supplied
by the journal. This way the editor gets a better
understanding of the challenge faced by the
team in preparing its responses.

Clarity
Reception of your returned manuscript and
responses at the editorial office will most likely
be managed by a busy member of the editorial
team who will get a first impression of the
appropriateness of your responses. Facilitate
the process of review by starting all your
answers with a simple ‘yes’ or ‘no’ (where
possible).
Background information and rationale for your
response should follow but only after you have
clearly stated your acceptance (or rejection).
The process of final acceptance becomes more
of a tick box exercise and expedited if the
editorial team assume you have responded
appropriately in most (if not all) cases.

What is the best approach when
preparing responses?
People often say that less is more.
And in many cases this is true. However,
when responding to reviewers more is
definitely more. The more time you give
yourself the better your responses will be.
More detail in your response will foster better
understanding by your reviewers and the
journal’s editorial team. The more you
incorporate your reviewers insights into the
final manuscript the better it will be and the
faster it will be published. However, keep your
letter to the editor brief, they are usually very
busy and have limited time

What is your biggest bugbear with
the review process?
I am a believer in authors providing
well-reasoned (and fully referenced)
arguments when interpreting the findings of
their study. This often involves a level of
understanding and background knowledge
that the reviewer may not have. This tends to
result in journals adopting a conservative
approach for all the wrong reasons, watering
down speculation. I feel this stifles discussion
and inhibits progress. For my part, I have
always found these discussions helpful in
pointing to where research should go next.

Reject and resubmit
Many journals have adopted a ‘reject and resubmit’ policy where previously they
have simply asked authors to revise their manuscripts. This certainly helps
journals with their time to publication from submission statistics but are there
any benefits for the author?
This approach should help authors appreciate that their manuscript needs more
than simple linguistic modification. And it ensures that the journal’s performance
is not based on the speed with which their authors respond – making figures
quoted a more realistic representation of the journal’s performance [5].
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Team up
More often than not research is a team effort and,
apart from review articles by eminent scientists,
manuscripts tend to be submitted by a group of
authors. Responding to referees should be a group
exercise in the same way that multiple authors are
responsible for writing the original manuscript.
However, it is useful to identify one member of the
team (possibly the corresponding author of their PhD
student) to coordinate the various activities involved in
preparing the response. This person can transfer the
comments from the referees to the response
template, identify members of the team best suited to
addressing each point and manage the timelines.
Be thorough, expect to prepare several drafts of your
response, circulate it among the team for
feedback,improving the language and refining your
arguments with each new iteration.

The modern metaphor for
editing would be a car wash
through which all cars
headed for a goal must pass.
Very dirty cars are turned
away; dirty cars emerge much
cleaner, while clean cars are
little changed.

Morgan P. 1986 An insider’s guide
for medical authors and editors.
Philadelphia: ISI Press

Letter to the Editor
The letter that heralds how you you
have responded to the challenges
raised during the review process is a
key tool for achieving your goal [6,7].
Getting the balance right may see you
rewarded with approval for publication
without further modification.
Address your letter to the editorial
staff member who sent you the
reviewers’ comments. Be sure to
include the manuscripts ID number
and provide a succinct summary of the
approach you have adopted.
Remember to answer any issues that
may have been raised by the editor.
These may have been brief and only
appeared in the editor’s initial
communication – but don’t just ignore
them. In terms of success these may
be more important than the reviewer’s
comments.
Be careful of how you end your letter.
Express how you hope that you have
done enough to achieve approval
rather than suggesting that, as all the
requested corrections have been
made, the manuscript should be
accepted without further changes.
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And finally….
The process of responding to the issues raised by reviewers is (perhaps) the most stressful part of the
publication process. But it is inescapable – a few rare manuscripts are accepted without modification.
Here we have summarised the limited information provided in the literature on how to respond to
reviewers and combined it with our own experiences [8–14].
It is role of the peer reviewer and the editor to
point out what is ‘wrong’ with your
manuscript (or where it can be improved),
making sure, on behalf of the journal that the
final paper is scientifically valid, clear, original
and complete. Referees provide review in
their own time and therefore it can seem that
their comments are abrupt and ill
thought out.

At least 50% of rejected
manuscripts are published within
2 years of first journal submission
Wager E. Getting research published. Oxon,
2005

It can be hard to face such (perceived) criticism when we have invested so much time and effort in
performing the research and drafting the manuscript. However inconvenient the wording of a specific
comment may feel, do not rephrase a referee’s point so that it might be interpreted in a way that you
would find it easier to address.
The whole process becomes so much more bearable when you accept responding to the journals review
(occasionally including some unnecessary or ill-considered comments) as just another step on the road to
publication. Rather than being irritated by the ‘criticisms’ it is much easier to simply transcribe the
comments into your standard response-to-reviewers document and start the process of modification. It
is further helpful if you keep in mind that, in most cases, reviewers were well-meaning colleagues who
freely gave their time to ensure that the findings of your research are reported in the most appropriate
fashion. Everyone in the process is working to ensure that your research appears in the literature in a
format that contributes best to science as a whole.

A well prepared response document
should be complete, polite and based
on evidence, not emotion!
Williams HC, et al. How to reply to referee’s
comments when submitting manuscripts for
publication. J Am Acad Dermatol 2004;51:79-83

If you find the exercise of
addressing the comments of
referees to be overwhelming, you
might find some light relief in RL
Glass’s humorous ‘A letter from the
frustrated author of a journal
paper’ [15]. The tone will resonate
with anyone with experience of
responding to journals and is sure
to make you chuckle.

If, however, you have just received a outright rejection or a rejection accompanied by overtly irritating
critiques from the referees, cheer up! You may someday collect enough rejection letters to be able to
write a book about it. You will certainly come to appreciate the deeper meaning of the delicate phrasing
that is sometimes used. Hopefully though you will not receive a rejection like the one below allegedly
used by the editors of a Chinese economics journal [16].
“We have read your manuscript with boundless delight. If we were to publish your paper, it would
be impossible for us to publish any work of a lower standard. And as it is unthinkable that, in the
next thousand years, we shall see its equal, we are, to our regret, compelled to return your divine
composition, and to beg you a thousand times to overlook our short sight and timidity.”
On the next page we provide some responses we hope you will find useful in replying to the editor (and a
few humorous interpretations of what you would like to say).
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Useful responses to awkward comments….
When responding to reviewers you may not want to accept fully their position. Be sure that the tone you
adopt is collegial and balanced. Here are some useful phrases (and a semi-humorous) interpretation:

Original response

What we meant to say

“We were also disappointed by these results/low
levels of...”

“This took my PhD student 3 years. Thanks for
pointing out our failures, very kind of you”

“We agree that our results would be enhanced by
incorporating bovine model data, however...”

“What on Earth makes you think I have access to
a cow?!”

“We thank the reviewer for pointing out the flaw
in our experimental design”

“Damn, we were hoping you wouldn’t notice
that...”

“Although the reviewer makes a good point...”

“We don’t agree with you at all and I’m about to
embarrass you with the reasons why”

“We thank the reviewer for their suggestion,
however...”

“Your way is rubbish and our way is better…”

“We thank the reviewer for suggesting
references for this section”

“These are your papers, aren’t they...?”

“We believe the reviewer has misunderstood this
statement”

“You didn’t even read this, did you?”
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Next steps
We created this Insider’s Insight so that we could share some helpful pointers and key learnings
that we have gained over the last few decades. We have also shared a template you can use to
respond to the journal, which we hope will give you a great start to finally getting your article
published.
We hope you found this guide useful, if you would to discuss support with any of your
publishing challenges please contact us at info@niche.org.uk.

Dr Susan Reijntjes
Senior Medical Writer

Tel: +44 (0)20 8332 2588
www.niche.org.uk

Get in touch
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