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ROADMAP

• Writing a paper worth publishing

• From draft to submission

• R&R and the revision process

• Handling rejection

• Beyond the paper: refereeing, presenting, disseminating
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THE PUBLICATION PIPELINE

DRAFT
WORKING
PAPER

SUBMIT
PEER

REVIEW
✓ PUBLISH

× REJECT

R&R

resubmit

The modal path is iterative: virtually all papers cycle through submission and rejection before
publication.
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WRITING A PAPER WORTH PUBLISHING



GUIDE THE READER

• Readers are sheep; the author must guide them
• The modal economics paper (especially a job market paper) is now extremely
long, with many exhibits

• That makes it particularly important to have clear signposts for the reader
throughout.

• Highlight what is central, what is secondary; what is a robustness check or
contextual knowledge, versus a core argument

• Treat the draft as an accordion: overview in text, detail in appendix

• Highlight the relative importance of each result explicitly
• You cannot have 10 specifications and treat each one as equally important.
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DO NOT CENTER WHAT TOOK THE MOST TIME

• A common temptation: devote the most space to the most laborious task.
Resist this temptation!

• A tedious data exercise may yield only a robustness check
• Place such material in the appendix, not at the center

• You should foreground the findings central to the story

• Correspondingly - be ruthless in demoting or cutting failed subanalyses
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WORKING WITH COAUTHORS: STRUCTURE EARLY

• Discuss roles at the outset; use CRediT categories as a template
• Clarify who is a coauthor, and the expectations for that status

• How will this evolve over time? What if junior members graduate / move on -
how should they maintain engagement, if they wish to?

• What are everyone’s goals (publication tier, timeline, etc.)? Is there any
misalignment?

• Address deadlines and hold-up problems in advance
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COAUTHORSHIP NORMS ARE IN FLUX

• Economics: narrow,
alphabetical, equally shared.
Expectation of full involvement
at every stage of the paper.

• Sciences: broad and positional.
One author’s role can be very
limited, with other team
members providing key
expertise

• Emerging: randomized order,
larger teams

• Awareness matters more than
any single rule

ECONOMICS SCIENCES

Team size Small (2–4) Large

Author order Alphabetical Positional

Credit signal Equal First / last

Contribution stmt. Rare Standard
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FROM DRAFT TO SUBMISSION



POST THE WORKING PAPER: CLICKABLE IS EVERYTHING

• Post as soon as the draft is reasonably presentable: if it is not clickable, it
does not exist!

• Visibility matters most for junior scholars, and a title and abstract alone signal
very little

• A detailed set of slides is another option.
• The goal is to make it clear that the full analysis actually exists.

• PhD students: secure your adviser’s concurrence first
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WHAT “PRESENTABLE” REQUIRES

• Complete: introduction, conclusion, exhibits, references

• Proofread, with no obvious typographical errors and using standard,
consistent formatting

• Not required: every robustness check or a full appendix

• Note explicitly if you prefer the paper not be cited
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BEFORE YOU SUBMIT TO A JOURNAL: A CHECKLIST (1)

• Title and abstract: informative, accurate, within word limits
• An error in the abstract makes a strongly negative first impression

• References: no missing entries or placeholder notes

• Footnotes: prune them; move long detail to an appendix
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BEFORE YOU SUBMIT: A CHECKLIST (2)

• Exhibits: complete notes, with clear and parallel titles

• A reader should grasp the story from the exhibits alone

• Section titles: logical and internally coherent

• Acknowledgments: funders, partners, ethics approvals, pre-registration

• Cover letters: optional in economics; convey only what the abstract cannot
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CHOOSING A JOURNAL: WHERE DOES THE WORK FIT?

• First, confirm it is original research, not a review or brief
• Submitting an output that does not meet the basic criteria will make a negative
impression.

• Second, review where the papers you cite were published – but note that work
that you cite by definition precedes yours and may rank higher

• Similar work in a new context tends to publish somewhat lower
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CHOOSING A JOURNAL: TIMELINE AND REACH

• Count how many cycles your
deadline allows

• With time, a reasonable reach is
defensible

• Match the target to the work; avoid
implausible reaches

• Remember, you are drawing on
the time of editors (and possibly
referees); don’t submit work that
doesn’t clearly justify their
investment of time.

• Conference acceptances can be a
useful signal
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Time to publication is conditional on an R&R.

13



R&R AND THE REVISION PROCESS



AN R&R IS AN IMPLICIT CONTRACT

• A resubmission request is a major opportunity; take it seriously
• Respond to every point raised by every referee: either provide the requested
analysis, or a sourced, polite rebuttal

• Ideally far more of the former than the latter

• A detailed referee response for a typical field journal can easily be 20–30
pages, and sometimes longer

• This includes a response to each point, and typically a quote from the paper
section where the point was addressed.

14



RESPONDING TO REFEREES: SHOW, DO NOT ASSERT

• Aim to convince the referee and, above all, the editor
• Good: we follow the literature and show robustness in Tables X–Z
• Not so good: we tried other methods and results were mostly similar

• If you say it, show it; an unshown claim does not exist
• If you don’t want to, or don’t have room for, material in the draft or appendix
itself, you can report it in the referee response.

• Avoid brief, dismissive responses; they invite a reject vote
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REJECTION AFTER AN R&R: WHY IT HAPPENS

• Rare, and it should be

• The primary cause: failing to engage referees thoroughly

• Ignored feedback, real or apparent, breeds a reject recommendation

• Reasoned disagreement is fine; wholesale dismissal is not
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MINIMIZING POST-R&R REJECTION RISK

• Note when a referee or editor signals a point as essential
• Ignoring a flagged deal-breaker carries a high risk

• As an author: address the signal directly
• As a referee or editor: state clearly what is a deal-breaker

• Clarity on both sides honors the implicit contract
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REJECT-AND-RESUBMIT: HOW MUCH TO INVEST?

• Effectively a weak R&R; success
near 50%

• A typical R&R succeeds 70–80%

• 50% still beats a fresh
submission elsewhere

• Worth taking, unless the revision
is very intensive
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HANDLING REJECTION



AFTER A REJECTION: IS IT “CLOSE”?

• Read the reports when ready, but don’t wait too long
• Was it close? “Close” means at least one referee advocated an R&R

• The cover letter usually, though not always, signals this

• A close rejection supports a new attempt at the same tier

• A unanimous rejection suggests an overhaul or a move down
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HOW MUCH TO REVISE BEFORE SUBMITTING AGAIN?

• Invest more for a close rejection or a same-tier attempt
• Always take exposition and writing suggestions seriously
• Be selective on costly new analysis; new referees await
• Don’t let your paper sit!

• Uninformative or off-base reports may be set aside, but remember, a repeat
referee may recall ignored comments

• Attempt to address at least some minor comments
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WHEN TO GIVE UP ON A PAPER

• It is rarely optimal to drop a
paper before at least three
submissions

• Four to seven rejections is not
unusual

• Never submit to predatory
journals, even if you’re
struggling; it’s a bad
reputational signal

• A visible WP series is a better
”resting place” than a paper
that is only on your website
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THE EMOTIONAL REALITY

• Waiting on decisions is genuinely nerve-wracking, and rarely discussed
• Early top publications have an outsize effect on careers
• Accordingly, the stakes and the attendant anxiety are real

• Familiarity attenuates, but does not eliminate, the sting

• Naming this openly, especially early on, helps

22



BEYOND THE PAPER



ON BEING A REFEREE

• A referee formally reviews a paper for a journal editor

• This is the best way to engage closely with new findings, and serves as an
apprenticeship: you see other reports and the decision

• Moreover, ongoing refereeing helps you shape a subliterature

• It’s a valuable service and a signal of your inclusion in the scholarly
community; accept when you can
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ACADEMIC PRESENTATIONS

• The audience must be able to follow the argument clearly and concisely

• Rules of thumb: 60 minutes, about 35 slides; 20 minutes, 15–18

• Put extra material in the appendix or links; verify the links

• Finishing early is a virtue; it protects time for Q&A

• Overlong-and-rushed is the province of Nobel laureates, not the rest of us
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ATTENDING CONFERENCES

• Early nervousness is common, and it will become easier over time

• Find a conference friend; arrive together

• Email people on the program before you go

• Set bite-size goals: N sessions, N questions, N conversations

• It is not an oral exam; most attendees simply want to chat. Let others get to
know you and your work!

25



DISSEMINATING BEYOND ACADEMIA

• Present findings to policymakers, partners, and funders if you have the
opportunity

• Write general-interest summaries (VoxDev, blogs, policy briefs)

• Link every output on your website, next to the paper

• Social media: short, non-technical, graphics-forward, repeated
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RECURRING THEMES

• Persistence: most papers publish only after repeated rejection

• Engagement: convince referees and editors; show, do not assert

• Visibility: post it, link it, present it

• Judgment: your time has value. Use your judgment in choosing goals that are
personally and professionally important, and are attainable (even if a stretch)
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THANK YOU!

Jessica Leight: j.leight@cgiar.org

International Food Policy Research Institute (IFPRI)
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