
16 MAY 2023 1

PUBLISHING A RESEARCH ARTICLE
SELECTING A JOURNAL, SURVIVING THE REVIEW

PROF. DR. KARST GEURS

FACULTY OF ENGINEERING TECHNOLOGY

(°) credits to prof. B. Blocken, TU/e
Prof. F. Witlox, Univ. leuven, Prof. C. Chorus, TUD



2

https://people.utwente.nl/k.t.geurs



3
https://etrr.springeropen.com

European Transport 
Research Review (ETRR) is 
a peer-reviewed open access 
journal from Springer

Covers all modes of transport 
and addresses both the 
engineering and the social 
science perspective

Offers a multidisciplinary 
platform for researchers, 
practitioners, engineers and 
policymakers. 
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Being an editor-in-chief
• Editorial process for submitted articles (200+ papers/year)

1. To Springer Assistant’s team for checking completeness; Turnitin, language and 
ethics check

2. To EiC for allocation ; conducts 1st desk check (scope, novelty, length, plagiarism)
3. EiC assigns an Associate Editor
4. Associate Editor Conducts 2nd desk check (novelty)
5. Assigns two reviewer and one alternate reviewer; may ask editor for quick review 

(third opinion).
6. Decides when major or minor corrections needed
7. Recommends acceptance, rejection to EiC
8. Decision letter EiC

• Track process, handling time of papers
• Responding to author questions, working with Associate editors,  

advisory board, publisher, ECTRI, collaborating with conferences (TRA, 
ETC, etc.)
European Transport Research Review: An Open Access Journal 
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WHY PUBLISH
• Your responsibility towards society and funding organizations: 

“return on investment”
• Supporting your department, university (international rankings)
• Essential for building your own (scientific) career
• Joining the research community
• Vanity, self-esteem or self-fulfillment
• Challenging a previously published or commonly adopted 

viewpoint
• Getting you to nice places ().
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HOW TO GET YOUR PAPER
PUBLISHED



THE PUBLICATION CYCLE

• STEP 0: do your research
• STEP 1: write your paper
• STEP 2: choose a journal (could also well be STEP 1)
• STEP 3: submit your paper
• Wait…
• STEP 4: respond to review reports (and possibly back to STEP 

2)
• Iterate through STEPS 3, 4 when needed
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STEP 0: DO YOUR RESEARCH

• Keep the contribution in mind!
• Read, read, read relevant journals
• Define knowlegde gaps that are relevant, innovative
• Read, read, read relevant journals
• Redefine knowlegde gaps that are relevant, innovative

• Throughout your PhD-research, career, reading is essential
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WHERE TO PUBLISH YOUR PAPER
1. What are good quality journals?

2. Open access

3. How to choose a journal (from the long list of good quality 
journals) – some determinants
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INDICATORS OF QUALITY
• Impact factor
• Appearance on ‘listings’ (Web of Science)
• ‘Age’
• ‘Quality’ of Editorial board
• Availability (bad example: Transportation Research Record)
• Professional review and publication system (e.g., Editorial Manager)
• Choose well-known and respected publishers (Elsevier, Springer, …)
• Avoid well-known poor quality publishers, e.g. MDPI

• In isolation, these signs are poor measurements of quality! 
• All together, they provide a roughly fair picture
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IMPACT FACTOR (TWO-YEAR JIF)
• Journal Impact Factors are published each summer by Clarivate Analytics 

(previously Thomson Reuters) via Journal Citation Reports®. Impact 
Factors and ranking data are presented for the preceding calendar year. 

• These metrics help to measure research influence and impact at the 
journal and category levels.

• The impact factor of a journal is calculated by dividing the number of 
current year citations to the source items published in that journal during 
the previous two years

• JIF2022 = Citations in 2022 to papers published in 2020+2021
Number of papers published in 2020+2021           
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Appearance on ‘listings’ 



WEB OF SCIENCE

• Web-of-Science? International bibliometric benchmark for world 
leading ‘quality research’ (also results in huge competition)

• A good source for bibliographic purposes (together with Google 
Scholar and Scopus)

• Not all peer reviewed journals are Web-of-Science, but all Web-
of-Science journals are peer reviewed
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Avoiding fake journals



2558 editors mentioned….
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OPEN ACCESS
• Past: subscription model, in which readers have access to scholarly 

information, usually via a library, by paying a subscription.
• OA - a new business model for academic publishing that makes research 

information available to readers at no cost. 

Different types:
• Green OA (self-archiving – possibly embargo, or non-final version)
• Gold OA (author pays)
• Platinum OA (‘no-one pays’ – journal supported by institution)
• Hybrid gold-platinum, e.g. JTLU / Transport findings
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https://www.springernature.com/gp/open-
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GOLD OA – PITFALLS FOR AUTHORS
• Gold OA is rapidly becoming the dominant OA option, 

increasing funding options (H2020, funding agencies). My 
university targets 100% OA publications..

• Regular journals offering Gold OA-option (‘open choice’) (e.g.
transportation)

• Pitfall : author payment gives publisher incentive to publish as 
many papers as possible. Quality concerns + prevalence of 
‘predatory’ OA journals (MDPI)



30



JOURNAL FINDERS

• By publisher;  
• Elsevier - https://journalfinder.elsevier.com/
• Springer - https://journalsuggester.springer.com/

• Clarivate - Web of Science Group – search across publishers 
https://mjl.clarivate.com/home
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CHOOSE A JOURNAL – SOME 
DETERMINANTS
• Scope
• Quality; reputation; IF
• Readership
• Page constraints
• Accept/reject rate
• Speed of review process
• Speed of publication process
• Open/subscription (APC or not)
• …
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CHOOSE A JOURNAL: SCOPE

• Broad versus narrow
• Theoretical versus empirical
• Fundamental versus applied
• Substantive versus methodological
• Journal scope determines how you position your work!
• Same research, very different framing between Trans Res B, 

Trans Policy
• This shows mostly in introduction, conclusions section
• Starting point: what journal is the most cited one in your paper?
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JOURNAL SCOPE

Carefully select the most appropriate journal: go where most of 
the research on your topic has been published, do not aim too 
high. Read and adhere to journal’s scope. 

Look for relevant papers in that journal.

If in doubt, ask the editor by email. 
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SCOPE OF THE JOURNAL (EXAMPLE FROM
ETRR)

A Quasi-static Equivalent Mechanical Model for Roll Stability in Partially-Filled Tank 
Trucks

When a partially-filled tank truck is turning, the center of gravity of the liquid shifts, which negatively 
influences the roll stability of the tank truck. Hence, an elliptical shaped tank truck with partially-filled 
liquid was taken as an example and its rollover mechanism in the course of turning was analyzed. 
By approximating the liquid level change to a quasi-static process and calculating the pressure 
exerted on the internal wall of the tank, pressure center was located and a quasi-static equivalent 
mechanical model for roll stability in partially-filled tank trucks under turning conditions was 
established. This model provides a theoretical basis for developing the rollover-warning system of 
tank trucks. The analysis showed that factors including driving behavior, tank truck’s structure, road 
conditions and liquid properties affect the roll stability. Finally, based on the corresponding 
conclusions, some measures to improve the tank truck’s roll stability were proposed.



OUT OF SCOPE IS A MAIN REASON FOR 
REJECTION

37



CHOOSE A JOURNAL: REPUTATION

• See earlier slides
• Again: be realistic 
• Especially in light of long review times
• You need to feel you stand a fair chance
• Very outright rejections may be ‘harmful’
• Reputation (check with your supervisor)
• Self-confidence
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QUANTITY VS. QUALITY
• Some internal and external incentives (explicit and implicit ones)  reward 

quantity
• Try to get many papers published (in ‘OK’-journals)
• ‘Need’ to have 4 published papers for your PhD

• But, it may be more rewarding to go for a ‘less is more’ approach
• Try to get at least one paper in a ‘top’-journal - aim for a non-trivial 

scientific contribution
• And as a result, it will help you and your research to become better
• This may be an AND- instead of an OR-situation
• Your best work might go to a top-journal, other papers not

Caspar Chorus



CHOOSE A JOURNAL: READERSHIP
• Who do you want to read your work?
• Europe and/or Asia and/or US and/or UK
• Scholars and/or practitioners, policy-makers
• Specialists and/or generalists

• Some journals are read by almost everyone, others are read by 
subsets of your peers

• Don’t put all your eggs in one basket, but rather (e.g.):
• Present at a policy-relevant conference and then
• Publish in a methodologically oriented journal 40



CHOOSE A JOURNAL: PAGE CONSTRAINTS

• Still important  across the field
• ETRR: 4,000-6,000 words (regular paper, excl refs)
• Transport Policy: 6000 words
• Transport Reviews: 8000 words
• Transportation Research: none

• If there are constraints, take them seriously!  Don’t play around 
with font sizes, margins, excluding references etc

• rather: “kill your darlings”, you won’t notice they’re gone
• text can be added during revision stage 

41



CHOOSE A JOURNAL: ACCEPTANCE RATE

• Ranges from low (20-30%) to very low (<10%)

• However: this includes desk rejects (up to 50%). Many 
submissions out of scope, from ambitious but untrained and/or 
poorly supervised researchers

• A well-written paper that is well-positioned and submitted to the 
right journal should have an acceptance probability of 50%
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CHOOSE A JOURNAL: SPEED 
• Review process (time taken before receiving first review)

• Ranges from 1 week (desk reject), to between 4 to 12 months
• On average about 6-8 months
• Personal record: >2 years

• Publication process (after acceptance)
• Ranges from 1 month (In Press), to between 4 to 12 months
• On average: 3-6 months

• Be careful with special issues – can be ‘as fast as the slowest 
link’
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STEP 3: SUBMIT YOUR PAPER

44

• Make a good first impression
• DO NOT submit ‘drafts’!
• Do as if the paper will be published as it is
• So: completely polished, edited by native speaker if needed

• Follow all author guidelines

• Submission processes range from fully automated publishing 
system to Email to editor



COVER LETERS MATTER!
BAD EXAMPLES:
“Dear sir/madam,
I am sending a paper for publication in your Journal, in which Journal we have read many articles, 
which we liked. In addition, we have decide to contribute to your Journal with our paper for publication.
Any remarks and suggestions is very welcome to us.”

OR

“This paper is not under review by any other journal and is original research”, The author(s)

OR
Dear Madams and Sirs, we would hereby like to submit our full length research article. Kind regards

45



GOOD COVER LETTER

Dear Editors XXX,

Intro: It is with great pleasure that I submit the following 
manuscript for review: “XXX”.

• State the novelty of the paper – how does it contribute to the 
literature

• Explain why submit to this journal (scope)
• No part of this manuscript has not been published elsewhere in 

whole or in part…
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STEP 4: HANDLE REVIEW COMMENTS (1/3)

• Take criticism seriously but also not too seriously
• Never ignore, always respond
• Feel free to oppose, but only when this is important to you
• When you oppose, be gracious
• Re-analyze when needed
• Sometimes adding or rewriting text will do
• Understand that the referee (just like your audience) reasons 

from her own background, perspective – respect this.
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STEP 4: HANDLE REVIEW COMMENTS (2/3)

• When invited to resubmit, you have a fair chance at success
• Editors, referees, formulate things as sharp as they can, to 

make sure you actually do something with their comments
• “the authors have overlooked crucial bodies of literature” might well 

mean “please consider citing some of my papers”
• Thank the editor and referee for remarks made 
• Also in your paper, if you feel they were fair and helpful : 

NEVER become personal, DON’T feel offended
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STEP 4: HANDLE REVIEW COMMENTS (3/3)
• If asked to revise or restate or weaken crucial elements of your   

research, you may be better off trying elsewhere

• Also if rejected: try elsewhere, unless you feel the journal was 
right in rejecting your work

• Still: always incorporate some of the referees’ remarks
• If good remarks, it’s for your own benefit
• Chances are you’ll face the same referee when you resubmit!
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REJECTION…

• If you aren’t getting rejected on a daily basis, your goals aren’t
ambitious enough. Chris Dixon (American internet entrepeneur
and investor)

• Yes, journals have rejected papers of mine, some of them later 
regarded as ‘classics’. (Paul Samuelson, Nobel prize winner 
Economics in 1970)

50



POSSIBLE REVIEW COMMENTS

• Accept - very, very rare
• Minor revisions (mixed with major revisions)

• Response will be checked by the editor
• Comes close to acceptance, but don’t mess up!

• Major revisions (mixed with minor revisions)
• Response will be checked by the referee
• Comments often not as bad as they look

• Reject

51
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10 COMMON MISTAKES …



1. REFUSE TO READ THE PREVIOUS 
LITERATURE PUBLISHED IN YOUR FIELD
• Any worthy research activity should be based on a thorough 

literature study
• Your publication should add knowledge to the field. This also 

holds for review papers
• Literature review: do not simply cite, but draw on and engage 

with publications in the journal => what does your paper add to 
the literature? 

• Literature review is too general: the literature review needs to 
lead to a research question, it is not simply the background or 
context; however, do not miss canonical examples



2. TAKE THE LAZY ROUTE AND PLAGIARIZE
• Most academic publishers have installed very elaborate 

procedures to detect plagiarism, such as Crossref Similarity 
Check and iThenticate/Turnitin.

• There can be stringent repercussions. Elsevier, for example, will 
keep the plagiarized article online, but stamp on every page 
“Retracted” in big red letters, including an official plagiarism 
message. 

• Plagiarism, no matter how small, and no matter how old the 
documents being plagiarized, is a very effective route to 
academic self-destruction.
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3. OMIT KEY ARTICLE COMPONENTS

• These are questions that editors and reviewers need your 
article to answer in a specific and logical order:

• Summary of the state of the art
• Identification of knowledge gap
• Specification of novelty/objectives/scope of the present 

research work
• Applied research methodology
• Obtained results
• Conclusions

56



4. DISRESPECT PREVIOUS PUBLICATIONS

57

• perform a too limited literature review where you ignore part or 
all of previous publications, 

• attribute previous work to the wrong authors, provide dismissive 
statements on others’ publications, etc. 

• Most likely reviewers for your article are precisely the authors of 
previous publications on the same or similar topic

• You can also show disrespect by overestimating the importance 
or novelty of your own contribution (see next tip). 



5. OVERESTIMATE YOUR CONTRIBUTION...
• Incorrect or unjustified self-congratulations
• Lack of critical self-reflection
• Lack of modesty

• “This paper demonstrates for the first time that...”
• “This paper provides the first evidence that...”
• “To the best of our knowledge, this paper is a first attempt to...”

• It is much easier to identify deficiencies in other’s work than in 
your own. Be critical and self-critical 
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UNCLEAR DESCRIPTION OF YOUR 
CONTRIBUTION IS EQUALLY BAD..
• Unclear description of your contribution: 

“Recently, the modeling of travel choice-behavior has received 
much attention. This paper presents a model of …”

• most used reason for (desk) rejects

59



6. EXCEL IN AMBIGUITY AND INCONSISTENCY

• Reviewers cannot look into your head (≠ cristal ball)
• Use of uncommon abbreviations (even in the title)
• Using different words, metaphores, synonymes, comparisons to

describe an identical something (a scientific article ≠ a novel)
• When citing papers, using different systems: [2,4]; Witlox 

(2016); Zhang, Derudder, Witlox (2012); Zhu et al. (2013)
• When citing papers, using different ways: Chen et. al. (2011); 

Chen et.al. (2011); Chen et al (2011); Chen (2011); Chen, Zhu, 
Zhang, Witlox (2011)
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7. APPLY INCORRECT REFERENCING OF 
STATEMENTS
• Every statement in a scientific article should be immediately 

backed up by a suitable reference (to previous work by others 
or yourself) or by evidence reported in your article

• “In the next couple of years, global air cargo will go from 5% 
incease to 15% increase” (no source added)
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8. PREFER SUBJECTIVE OVER OBJECTIVE 
STATEMENTS

• “Our excellent results show that...”
• “We are convinced that our model is the best in the world 

because...”
• “We consider this correlation as good”

• Personal bias, emotional expressions
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9. GIVE LITTLE CARE TO GRAMMAR, 
SPELLING, FIGURES, AND TABLES
• Language matters
• Use simple sentences
• Do not mix UK English with US English

• Use free grammar check software (Grammarly; AJE Grammar
check tool ; https://www.aje.com/grammar-check/)

• Use an English editing service

63
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10. IGNORE EDITOR AND REVIEWER 
COMMENTS
• You do not need to agree with all comments, but:
• Always remain polite and respectful to reviewers
• “Thank you for your comment. However, we do not fully agree 

that … because … “
• Provide an answer to every comment raised by the reviewers 

and/or editor in your cover letter
• Remember that the reviewers and editor represent your 

audience: integrate your arguments in the document ‘response 
to reviewers’ also in your article
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ADDITIONAL TIPS

• Try to become a reviewer as early in your career as possible. 
Learn from good and poor papers. 

• Later on: join an editiorial board

• Also cite your own work, when relevant, in your future 
publications. If you yourself do not respect your own work, you 
cannot expect others to respect it.

• Whoever you cite is likely to review your paper!! 
65
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TO CONCLUDE

• Publishing / presenting is important
• Publishing / presenting is challenging
• Publishing / presenting is exciting
• Publishing / presenting is fun
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