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Forum

Readers are invited to offer thesis and dissertation abstracts, review articles, scientific notes, book reviews, comments on
previously published papers and discussions of general relevant scientific interest, for publication in the Forum of Cave
and Karst Science.

All views expressed are those of the individual authors and do not represent the views of the Association unless this is
expressly stated. Contributions to the Cave and Karst Science Forum are not subject to the normal refereeing process, but
the editors reserve the right to revise or shorten text. Such changes will only be shown to the authors if they affect scientific
content. Opinions expressed by authors are their responsibility and will not normally be edited, though remarks that are
considered derogatory or libellous will be removed, at the editors’ discretion.
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Editorial Aside...
With only limited space available for the Forum and PhotoFeature segments of this issue, the pages have been
given over to another in Stephen Donovan’s useful and insightful series of Notes for Authors, and to a longer than
standard (hence described as “Extended”) Photo Feature.

As diligent readers will no doubt have noticed, periodically we lament temporary shortages of publishable written
submissions (not to mention — and apposite in context — abstracts and correspondence for Forum, as well as
Pphotographic material for covers and Features). We consider ourselves to be fair-minded and helpful editors... but,
having read the “Note for Authors” contribution that follows, we will be watching with interest for any increase
in the numbers of manuscripts arriving — and perhaps even for changes in the nature of some future submissions.
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Notes for Authors
The positive side of rejection
Stephen K Donovan

Abstract: Rejection is a component of all publishing; editors accept only what they

want to publish. The trick is to make sure that your editor wants to publish your latest

research paper. But if your paper is rejected, why? It may be plain wrong; see what

reviews and editorial comments are returned with your submission. Assuming their

comments are critical, but constructive, are they easily dealt with? Remember, you are

the expert on your own research; has your writing failed to do yourself justice? Then

deal with any criticisms and comments, reformat and submit to a different, even-better

journal, which means a different editor and different reviewers. Your job is to convince

these few people that your contribution is worthy; turn rejection into a positive.

“Rejection helps because it makes you write better;
acceptance helps because it keeps you writing”’
(Bukowski, 2016, p.68).
Peer review has worked well for me (Donovan, 2005, 2017) The author can incorporate relevant ideas and criticisms
for more than 40 years. Indeed, it is a system that works for into XYZ, making it a better paper that now should be more
everyone if they let it do so. An author completes a research acceptable for publication. Be sure to acknowledge the hard
paper on subject XYZ. The paper needs to be published and work of the reviewers; they worked for you.
is submitted to a relevant journal, in this case Cave and Karst Who wins from peer review? Everyone. After submission,
Science. review and correction, the author’s paper is improved. If
The editor receives the paper, reads it and, we hope, the editor invited minor revision and resubmission, then
thinks ‘This is interesting’. But the editor is not omniscient, do so with all due haste. If rejected, then submission to a
not an expert in this particular field, so they approach one different journal is facilitated and it is now more likely to be
or more potential reviewers with relevant proficiencies. The accepted. Once published, the paper is in an improved form
reviewer(s) comment on XYZ. The editor collates all reviews for the elucidation and entertainment of the readership. Even
and editorial comments, and forwards them to the author. the peer reviewers have won, because they have read the
What a windfall! latest contribution to their field even before it was published
The author now has comments by savants with differing, (Donovan, 2005).

yet relevant, expertise and contrasting (or not) points of view. Yet I hear a rumble ... I mentioned the ‘R’ word. What if
How might the author then use these to improve the paper the editor rejects my paper? This is a good question that must
and make it the very best it can be? engender a multi-faceted answer.

89



Cave and Karst Science, Vol.52, Number 2, pp.89-90, August 2025 Forum

The principal reason for a paper being rejected is that it
is poorly written; its content is poor or just plain wrong;
or the submission has been to the wrong journal due to a
misconception of the author.

Poor writing is inexcusable, but easily dealt with by the
author. Let a friend who writes well read your paper, armed
with a red pen. I saw a six-word fortune cookie recently with
a glaring spelling error. If the proof-reader of this fortune
cookie failed in such a short document, then I assume that
they could not be relied upon to correct anything longer. But
the author of an academic paper must be consistently well-
written.

Perhaps less common now than formerly — because jobs
in today’s universities and museums require the incumbents
to be productive authors more than hitherto — but I have
known good academic geologists shy away from publication.
They may have had good data, excellent observations and
supportable ideas, but they avoided publication in the peer-
reviewed literature. I have always assumed that it must have
been due to a lack of confidence in their own work when
confronted by the thoughts of other experts in the field. They
could not face the possibility of rejection.

Do not take rejection personally (Kracht, 2020, p.146).
Think of rejection as criticism, yes, but also as advice that
will be constructive if used to improve your submission
(Luey, 2002, p.65; Paling, 2021). If you improve on your
writing, you will have less chance of being rejected. How
might you do this?

Rejection is a fact of the life of any writer, academic or
otherwise. That it frightens some academic authors is a further
fact, but some manuscripts are accepted, some rejected, and
the world continues to turn on its axis. If you have a paper
rejected, so what? Your sole aim should now be to improve
it so that, next time you submit the paper — most likely to a
different journal — it will be accepted. But how?

Sometimes we submit a paper to the wrong place; I give
a cogent, even comical example of this in Donovan (2017,
p-139). Journal editors do not accept or reject a paper as a
‘duty’. Editors are not ogres. They accept papers that they
want to publish and reject those that they do not. This gives
you the key to scientific publication; write papers that an
editor will want to publish. Simple.

Most obviously, write well; make your arguments hold
water; include relevant illustrations; and ensure that your
conclusions are interesting, even exciting. You should start
with the title. Two papers might be identical, but which would
you be tempted to read: ‘More palacontological observations
from Scrivener’s Cave’ or ‘Predation by bears, hyaenas and
Neanderthal Man in Scriveners Cave’ (Martinsson, 1972)?
You are a salesman; selling your paper to the editor and
reviewer(s), and the title, as well as everything you write, is
part of your sale’s ‘pitch’.

So, you have submitted a paper that is both interesting
and well written, which conforms to the format and style
of the target journal, but which is rejected, nonetheless.
Why? Maybe your paper is just wrong, but I am on your
side — I assume it is right. So, why reject a paper that is
right? There are many possible reasons. The simplest is
that the target journal is receiving too many submissions
and the editor must reject many papers that are otherwise
acceptable. Remember, your task is to write good science
that is accepted by both the reviewer(s) and editor. But
even if it is good, be aware that journals can reject papers
through lack of space (perhaps not such a problem for those
published only on-line). But what must you do to get your
paper published after rejection?

First, accept the editor’s decision as final. Never try to
cajole an editor to accept a paper that is already rejected. They
won’t and they will identify you as a whiner in the future.
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Your aim must be to revise and submit to another journal,
which will involve reformatting at the very least. But did the
reviewer(s) and editor not make suggestions for improvement
that you could act upon? And what about your own reaction?
It is now weeks or months since you submitted the typescript.
Read it again, in the light of your fresh perspective. Are there
obvious parts that now cry out for improvement, even if only
minor? Once again, the time has arrived to polish, polish,
polish your paper for submission.

Whatever you do, unless a major flaw is recognized in the
first review, the minimum that rejection means is that you
have failed to ‘sell’ your science to an editor and reviewer(s).
That is, two or three people. Resubmit to another journal and
you will be dealing with different people with unlike ideas and
approaches. There are those who mistakenly regard the editor
and reviewers as judge, jury and executioners. No! They are
more like buyers, looking for pretty summer frocks for their
storefront. Find some different ‘buyers’ with different (dare I
say, superior) taste.

I'would never advocate thata paper, ifrejected, is simply put
in a drawer and forgotten. After all the effort by yourself and
co-authors, that paper must be made public. Get it published.
If a paper has been revised in the light of expert review and
editorial comments, which informed your corrections and
changes, then it has surely been improved. So, when (not if)
you submit this improved version, go to a different journal;
never recycle to a journal that has rejected it (unless the editor
specifically asks you to come back following revision). And
send your paper to a journal with a higher research profile.
It now stands a better chance of acceptance. Improved
typescript, new editor, new reviewers — it is a heady mix. I
have followed this methodology with success for many years.
I have a happy memory of a paper rejected by a local journal,
polished and rejected by a second (better) journal, and finally
published in a high-profile, international journal at the third
attempt — ha!

Charles Bukowski opened this article for me. It is right for
him also to wave us out:

“Old Ez[ra] Pound used to say,
“Do your work.”
And I knew exactly what he meant.
Even though to me writing is never work ...”

(Bukowski, 2016, p.168).
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