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Writing for 
Refereed Journals

Kristen Olson, University of Nebraska-Lincoln
Trent D. Buskirk, University of Massachusetts, Boston

Patricia Moy, University of Washington

Part I.
Crafting an article

Step 1: What is the purpose of 
your article?
• Test a new theory

• Evaluate a new method

• Fill an existing gap in empirical tests of theory

• Fill an existing gap in what we understand about 
methods

• Replicate and expand on prior studies

• Comprehensively synthesize existing literature
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Step 2: Outline, outline, outline

• Abstract (note: write this last!)

• Introduction

• Literature Review

• Data and Methods (including analytic methods)

• Results

• Discussion

Step 3: Fill in the outline

• Many ways to get started

• Clearly identify your research questions

• Write (or at least understand) your literature review, 
data and methods, and results first

• Then motivate your manuscript with an introduction

• Finish with your discussion and conclusion

• Write an abstract that ties everything together

• Now for the hard parts…

What goes in an introduction?

• Get the reader excited about your work

• Identify the gap that this article is filling

• Give a preview of what is going to come
• Research question, data/methods, why is this important

• Provides a road map for the article
• May contain clearly demarcated research questions
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Examples from introductions

Fowler, et al. (2016). JSSAM, 
p. 247. Gibson and Nelson. (2016). POQ, p. 

623.

Clear statement of what the paper will 
do and what it finds Clear statement of what is innovative in 

the paper, the theory, the design, and 
why it’s important 

What goes in a literature review?

• Identify the problem that you are tackling in this article
• State the problem clearly.
• If unifying two disparate literatures, state that.

• Synthesize the existing literature about that problem
• Not all possible literature on all possible related issues (this isn’t a 

dissertation)
• Organize by concepts, not by authors

• Paragraphs should (generally) contain multiple citations

• Theory is critically important!
• Why might the phenomenon occur? 
• Are there competing theoretical perspectives?
• Under what conditions may the phenomenon change? (moderators)
• What other concepts may explain the phenomenon or make it 

stronger? (mediators, suppressors)
• Use theory to guide hypotheses

Examples from literature reviews

Sakshaug and Huber. (2016). 
JSSAM, p. 74.

Margolis. (2016). POQ, p. 
718

Theoretical framework outlined
Topic sentences tell the whole 

story
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What goes in Data and Methods?
• Data includes a full description of your data set

• Including target population, sample size, AAPOR response rates, dates of data 
collection, definitions of subgroups for analysis, data collection firm and/or 
citation to the data set and/or inclusion/exclusion criteria for eligible studies 
to review, question wording

• See POQ instructions to authors for full list of required data elements

• Methods includes a full description of what you did to design, collect 
and/or analyze your data
• Experimental conditions (if applicable)
• Operationalization of measures
• Analytic approach – from simple t-tests to complex cross-classified random 

effects models to qualitative interpretation of themes
• Did you account for any complex sample design features? What about missing data?

• If you analytic approach is novel, unusual, or very advanced, you may need to 
also justify it in your literature review

• May also include a descriptive statistics table for your data

Examples from Data and Methods

Dykema, et al. (2015). POQ, 
p. 912

Wagner, et al. (2014). JSSAM, 
p. 414 

Experimental factors clearly 
numbered and succinctly described

Details on observational study well 
defined

What goes in Results?

• Your findings!

• Limited number of tables and/or graphs
• Make use of supplemental material for more detailed 

analyses

• For a POQ audience, results should be written to 
communicate the substantive importance of findings, 
not simply a report of each piece of a table in “stats 
speak”
• That is, interpret findings relative to your hypotheses
• For JSSAM, this depends on the section of the journal, but it 

is generally a good idea to communicate broadly

• May be helpful to organize around research questions 
or hypotheses
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Examples from Results

Turner, et al. (2015). JSSAM, p. 99

Messing, et al. (2016). POQ, 
pp. 57-58.

Tables and figures referred to in the text, 
with summary over multiple outcomes

Details on statistical tests provided in text, 
including effect sizes.

What goes in a Discussion?

• Brief summary of the findings, linked to the initial 
research questions and/or hypotheses
• What was expected versus unexpected in findings, given 

your theory and design?

• Limitations of your study
• Why are the limitations not a deal breaker?

• Implications for theory

• Implications for survey practice

Examples from Discussions

Gravelle. (2016). POQ, p. 18
Mavletova and Couper. (2014). 
JSSAM, p. 509 

Identifies the aims, the results, why 
important, and future research

Identifies the findings and limitations
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Other issues to keep in mind

• Many journals have a word count in their instructions 
to authors
• POQ and JSSAM are 6500 words, not including figures, 

tables, references, appendices, or abstract

• Some research ideas are better written as research 
notes (2750 words) or as brief Survey Practice articles 
(2500 words) than full-length manuscripts

• Use articles in the journal that you are thinking of 
submitting to as a model for your submission
• No single “right” way of crafting each section

Questions?

Part II.
Finding the right 

journal
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Peer Review Is Everywhere 

Is it a match?  
Finding the Right Journal for your Research

• Journal Type

• Journal Scope and Readership

• Journal Process and Requirements

• Acceptance Rates/Decisions

• Article Type and Structure

• Your Goals and Your Timeline

• Resources

Types of Journals
• Peer Reviewed?

• Peer reviewed
• Double blind, single blind or 

open? 
• Non-peer reviewed 
• E-journals (e.g. Survey Practice)
• Proceedings (e.g. ASA)
• Specialized Magazines/Reviews 

(e.g. Quirks)

• Indexed or Not?
• Is the journal indexed by the 

International Scientific 
Indexing Service or Journal 
Citation Reports (e.g. can get 
a journal “impact factor”) or 
“discoverable” on PubMed

• Open Access or Not?
• Open Access – page costs/ 

Article Processing Charges
• http://www.mdpi.com/about/apc

• Not Open Access –
subscription or paywall

• Only Online or Not?
• Some journals offer both 

“print” and “online” 
distribution (POQ, JSSAM)

• Other Journals are only 
Online (BMC Medicine; 
Social Sciences)

http://www.mdpi.com/about/apc
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Journal Scope and Readership
• Within Social Sciences there are many Journals that may be 

interested in Survey Related Articles

• Some of these have rather specific scopes
• Preventive Medicine Reports, JSSAM and Survey Research 

Methods, Survey Methodology; Journal of Official Statistics

• Other Journals have much broader scopes
• Social Sciences, Cancer, 

Survey Methods: Insights from the Field, Field Methods

• “International” journal or not?  
• Most journals can be accessed by readers from around the world, 

but focus more specifically on applications within a specific country 
or region.  

• When publishing in a journal with an international scope, 
specifically, more details about the specific context of the country 
in which the research was conducted may be needed.

The journal will have three sections. 
The Survey Statistics section will present 
papers on innovative sampling procedures, 
imputation, weighting, measures of 
uncertainty, small area inference, new 
methods of analysis, and other statistical 
issues related to surveys. 
The Survey Methodology section will 
present papers that focus on methodological 
research, including methodological 
experiments, methods of data collection and 
use of paradata. 
The Applications section will contain papers 
involving innovative applications of methods 
and providing practical contributions and 
guidance, and/or significant new findings.

Journal Process and Requirements
• Submission process for journals can vary from 

“informal” to “formal” 
• Submit directly to a main editor (e.g. Social Science Computer 

Review)
• Submit to journal using electronic submission (e.g. POQ)
• Some journals have a separate “scope review” prior to peer 

review (e.g. Expert Systems) 

• Requirements from authors, data and analyses
• Some journals require effort reports to be signed by all 

participants certifying their roles;
• Some journals may require code examples, data files, etc. as 

part of “reproducibility”
• Some journals may not accept certain types of evidence in 

your results sections (e.g. p-values – see Basic and Applied 
Social Psychology)

http://www.tandfonline.com/toc/hbas20/current#.VO33OEjU5Ek
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Journal Process 
• Peer Review Process

• Some journals require two reviewers and others three or 
even more.  If your article is niche within the field it may take 
time to secure the adequate number of reviewers –
potentially elongating review process.

• Some journals use a “rapid review process” while others use 
a more traditional model of review (that can vary between 6 
weeks to over 9 months).

• Publication Frequency
• Can vary across journals with some having monthly issues, 

others quarterly, bi-annually or annually.  

• If the journals have an online outlet they may offer an 
“Advance Access” option where articles post earlier than 
their “in print” dates.  

Acceptance Rates/Decisions

• Acceptance/rejection rates can vary widely across journals 
and in many cases are not publicly available.  

• American Psychological Association publishes annual acceptance rate 
statistics for a host of psychology oriented journals here: 
http://www.apa.org/pubs/journals/statistics.aspx

• Acceptance rates for many Political Science Journals have been 
collected here: http://www.reviewmyreview.eu/acceptance-rates-
turnaround-time/

• The types of decisions that can result after your article is 
submitted can also vary across journals and the turn-around 
time for “revise and resubmits” can also vary.

Finding Information about Journals…
• Journalguide.com  offers a database of journals that contains a 

variety of statistics about journals including acceptance rates, 
publication times as well as an overview of the scope of the journal 
and links to get you started.  
• Here is an example from searching for the “American Journal of Public Health”

http://www.apa.org/pubs/journals/statistics.aspx
http://www.reviewmyreview.eu/acceptance-rates-turnaround-time/
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Article Type and Structure

• Some journals accept a single type of paper (i.e. 
original research), but many journals have a few types 
of papers they will accept:
• Main/original papers

• Research notes

• Syntheses

• Reviews

• Each type of submission may have varying 
requirements as per word count, contents and 
structure.

Resources…
• Machine learning to the rescue!  Finding candidate 

journals could be as easy as entering your title and 
abstract.

• See: http://journalfinder.elsevier.com/

Resources, Cont.

• JournalGuide.com offers similar service from a 
broad array of journals from across many 
publishers and fields (about 46,000 currently)

http://journalfinder.elsevier.com/
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Final Thoughts: Your Goals and Your Timeline

• Now that you know more about journals and where to find 
them and how to evaluate them, the process of selection 
should incorporate a few key ideas:

• What is your timeline?  

• What is your topic/scope?

• To whom are you trying to get the “word” out

• Do you have funds for page costs? Or do you expect your readers to have 
journal access through other means?

• Are you resubmitting your paper to the same or different journal?  

• Is your design or approach rigorous enough or appropriate for the level of 
journal?  

• Have the methods used in your analysis appeared in other articles from 
the same journal?

• Can you find a similar article (on topic, method, design or approach) that 
has appeared in the journal?  

• Do your graphics require color?

Resources

• Directory of Open Access Journals
• https://doaj.org/

• International Scientific Indexing
• http://isindexing.com/isi/journals.php

• Journal Citation Report Listing of Journals by Impact Factor
• http://www.psc.isr.umich.edu/dis/infoserv/journal/list.html

• Upcoming conference short course on publishing in Survey 
Research
• http://www.europeansurveyresearch.org/conference/publishing

• Broad listing of Journals with “Survey Research” in their scope:
• http://psr.iq.harvard.edu/links/category/type-resource/journals

Questions?

https://doaj.org/
http://isindexing.com/isi/journals.php
http://www.psc.isr.umich.edu/dis/infoserv/journal/list.html
http://www.europeansurveyresearch.org/conference/publishing
http://psr.iq.harvard.edu/links/category/type-resource/journals
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Part III.
Navigating the 
review process

The review process

• Internal screening

• Reviewer selection

• Portfolio assessment

• Editorial decision

• Follow-up (post-decision)

Step 1: Internal screening 

COMMON OUTCOMES 

• Desk rejection 
• Lack of fit with journal (e.g., epistemological approach, topic 

area)
• Easily identifiable fatal flaws (e.g., lack of theory, 

inappropriate sample, analysis of items with little or no face 
validity, poor measures, incorrect analyses)

• Rejection with invitation to resubmit
• Usually for manuscripts that are significantly over the word 

limit
• Sometimes for manuscripts that require additional data

• Solicitation of external reviews
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Step 2: Reviewer selection

• POQ database
• Authors (potential and actual)

• Reviewers

• Citations – authors whose works would be 
implicated in the submission

• Editorial board suggestions

• Editor’s own networks 

• Avoidance of coauthors

• Avoidance of colleagues from the same institution

Step 3: Portfolio assessment

• Is what you see what editors get?

 What authors only see 

 Some journals ask 
reviewers:

• Whether they’ve 
reviewed the manuscript 
at another journal

• What probability they 
assign to the author 
satisfactorily addressing 
their concerns
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Comments to authors:

This is an intriguing paper, and 
I enjoyed reading it. I am also 
having some difficulties with 
interpreting and applying the 
findings.

Comments to editors:

I would recommend the 
authors put this into a specialty 
journal. They are dealing with 
an important building block, 
but when I finish reading it, I 
don't see a new increment of 
knowledge that is important for 
survey methodologists to start 
using.

Comments to authors:

This manuscript is a well-written 
analysis of an important phenomenon 
and I enjoyed reading it. It uses a very 
solid collection of survey data to make 
an important statement. The paper is 
well organized and the analysis is well 
constructed. The analytic techniques, 
while not groundbreaking, are sound. 

All positive!
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Comments to editors:

The subject matter is not the best fit 
for POQ. Even though it does contain 
significant analysis of opinion data, its 
main theoretical focus makes it a 
stronger submission to a journal of 
[REDACTED]. 

Reviewing the full portfolio

• Reviewers’ comments to authors

• Reviewers’ comments to editor

• Editor’s reading of manuscript 
• Needed to confirm negative reviews

• Especially important if reviews are positive or mixed

Step 4: Editorial decision

• Why a rejection?
• Fatal flaws cannot be fixed

• Broad swath of problems across the manuscript  little 
confidence that revisions will satisfy reviewers’ and 
editor’s concerns

• Competent study, but reviewers/editors perceive it as 
not warranting space in the journal

• Reviewers offer relatively little support for the 
manuscript overall
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Step 4: Editorial decision (cont’d)

• Why an invitation to revise and resubmit?
• Concerns raised are addressable (but might involve 

much work – minor vs. major revisions)

• Manuscript is viewed as publishable in some form 
(perhaps as a shorter research note)

• Reviewers and editors express support for the 
manuscript

• Why an acceptance?
• Concerns raised are negligible and very addressable 

(conditional acceptance)

• Reviewers and editors are highly enthusiastic about the 
submission’s contribution to the journal

Step 5: Follow-up
What to do if the decision involves…

• A rejection
• Review feedback and identify reasons for rejection

• Assess viability of resubmission to another journal 

• Address revisions and preempt concerns if resubmitting 
to another journal

• Consider strong possibility of repeat reviewers

• Process the feedback as constructive criticism and avoid 
taking it personally

Step 5: Follow-up (cont’d)
What to do if the decision involves…

• An invitation to revise and resubmit
• Fully understand the concerns raised

• Consider how to handle potentially contradictory 
revisions (contact editor as needed)

• Address all concerns in a response memo

• Address all concerns in the manuscript

• Ensure the new manuscript stands on its own; new 
reviewers might not be one of the original reviewers

• Remember that R&Rs aren’t offered lightly (a 
partnership) and editor wants to see author succeed
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Step 5: Follow-up (cont’d)
What to do if the decision involves…

• An acceptance
• Address remaining concerns raised by editor and/or 

reviewers

• Post-acceptance 
• Work with editor to address final questions of clarity, language, 

and substance 

• Ensure adherence to journal style

• Work with production team and carefully review your proofs

Questions?

Feel free to direct follow-up queries to:

Trent Buskirk (trent.buskirk@umb.edu)
Patricia Moy (pmoy@uw.edu)

Kristen Olson (kolson5@unl.edu)

Thank you!


