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Background: More often than expected or desired, manuscripts submitted to scientific journals
are returned to their authors with the decision “accept after revision” or “revise and resubmit.”
Obviously, the rate of “revise and resubmit” decisions varies greatly between journals: 25% for
some [1], but 50% for others [2]. A number of observers have estimated that the actual rate
might be much higher, but accurate, documented, and reliable statistics are lacking because of
the unknown rate of false new submissions that previously received “revise and resubmit” decisions [3]. Regardless, as previous pointed out, “the probability of a ‘revise and resubmit’ decision is strongly increasing in the recommendation of any one referee” [4], most likely because
“revise and resubmit” decisions help editors delay resolutions of tough cases [3].
The “revise and resubmit” decision upsets most authors because they feel they have to reopen old files and have discussions with unseen meticulous reviewers and editors about unexpected issues regarding a manuscript written months ago. Unless guided by experienced authors, beginners often give in to panic because they feel unable to satisfy all reviewers’ requests
in the “point-by-point” manner required. They might have read the following by Klingner et
al. [5]: “For a ‘revise and resubmit’ decision to become an acceptance, the revisions must respond constructively to the reviewers’ concerns (…). The most certain way to move from the
‘accept with revision’ category to ‘accept’ is to make each and every revision requested and then
detail how you addressed those revisions in a cover letter that accompanies the resubmission”
[5]. These are certainly wise recommendations and ideal solutions. Nevertheless, because this
project appears to be huge, authors might rapidly choose to submit the very same manuscript
to another journal in the hope of skipping difficult, unpleasant, or time-consuming tasks, although they know this is never guaranteed; on the contrary, new reviews may come with
harsher comments.
Objective: This essay aims to help authors deal diplomatically with six of the most difficult reviewers’ queries.

This is an open access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution License (https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/),
which permits unrestricted use, distribution, and reproduction in any medium, provided the original work is properly cited.

58

Copyright © 2022 Korean Council of Science Editors

https://www.escienceediting.org

A matter of diplomacy

The Decision to Revise Is Made
Let us now consider the case where the authors decide to revise their manuscript in accordance with the reviewers’ wishes
to avoid another lengthy round of peer review and give their
manuscript a chance of acceptance in the initial target journal.
In that case, most writers who have addressed this topic agree
that the authors will have to respond to three categories of reviewers’ queries: minor amendments, major revisions, and
additional material. Minor amendments and short additions
to a manuscript are not problems; they may be made with little effort and within a reasonable amount of time. In my opinion, the major problems stem from three types of comments
(ambiguous, contradictory between reviewers, and irrelevant
to the topic) and three types of requests for additional material (checks for unlikely sources of bias, pushing the work further, and performing the whole work again on the basis of
other hypotheses or with other methods). Fortunately, Klingner et al. [5] added, “You do not necessarily have to make every change suggested.”
In 2012, Shaw [6], a previous editor of The Academy of Management Journal, wrote, “The initial submission of a manuscript
begins a conversation with reviewers (…). The key, then, is to
keep the conversation flowing.” Thus, as in any serious and
peaceful conversation, diplomacy counts.

Six Patterns of Reviewers’ Queries and Authors’
Diplomatic Responses
Here are six examples of when and how diplomacy may prevent conflicts of ideas and rigid positions, instead facilitating
concessions and solutions.
Ambiguous comments
It is certainly puzzling and irritating to read a comment repeatedly without understanding its exact meaning or intention and feel unable to provide an answer. Here, avoid unnecessary stress. Let a colleague read and try to interpret the
comment. In most cases, your colleague might find a plausible
explanation. If this manoeuver fails, refrain from answering:
“I/We did not understand that point.” That answer is often
sincere but not diplomatic. If sufficient time is available, you
may discuss the point with the editor or the associate editor,
who would reach out to the reviewer and then get back in
touch with you [7]. If a clear answer is not obtained, a helpful
strategy is to address the reviewer’s comment like: “If you
mean X, then…; but, if you mean Y, then…” This demonstrates that you (the authors) have made an effort.
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Contradictory comments between reviewers
This is also bewildering because the authors cannot satisfy
two or more reviewers with contradictory answers. Here too,
the above referral to the editor remains a valid option [8]. Regardless, an essential point of diplomacy is never to tell a reviewer about the opposite position of another reviewer regarding a specific point. The contrary is objectively and fully
logical and, above all, a convenient or expedient easy answer—but definitely not a diplomatic one. Here, instead of exposing the opposition, it is better for the authors to search for
and focus on the respective advantages of each position. The
answer to each reviewer may come this way: “You pointed out
that (…); however, one advantage of our position is that…” or
“One opinion is that (…), but we believe that… because…”
(see other interesting suggestions in [9]).
Comments irrelevant to the topic
This is an annoying situation because, though the authors
may refer to the editor, the latter might not be of great help
and the authors still have to answer the reviewer’s comment.
In most cases, assuming the manuscript is well written, the
reviewer’s position might stem either from a quick reading of
part of the manuscript or from an erroneous understanding
or interpretation of a given section. Here, the authors should
refrain from suggesting that the reviewer paid insufficient attention to the manuscript or inviting the reviewer to read
again or more carefully the section under debate, but instead
could make an effort to reformulate or enrich the whole idea
or paragraph. Thus, the authors may answer: “To clarify the
point, we have rewritten the whole paragraph as follows: …”
Checks for unlikely sources of biases
This is undoubtedly an unpleasant query. The authors are
confident in the theoretical foundations and/or model design
and appropriateness and have already considered a sufficient
number of sources of bias. Still, the authors are asked for more
checks that feel useless. Here, diplomacy calls for…patience.
Reexamine the theory and the model-building conditions and
ask for the opinions of peers or external experts [10]. If something may be added to reassure the reviewer (more theory,
more references, more calculations), then add it. Otherwise,
take more time and place to present and support tactfully the
authors’ arguments without being dogmatic. This is somewhat time-consuming but should not be very demanding.
Further developments of the authors’ analyses
Here too, consider seriously the relevance of the required developments with regard to the authors’ chosen objective. If the
authors sincerely feel that these developments would unnecessarily lengthen or complicate the manuscript, then express
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this response politely. Today, most journals limit the length of
submitted manuscripts and insist that authors avoid dealing
with several objectives within a single manuscript. Make these
conditions the authors’ main argument (“These developments
are not within the scope of the current study…”) and promise
sincerely to deal with the required developments in future
manuscripts in the same research field (“…these developments are underway and will be the object of future publications”).
Redo the work on other hypotheses or with other methods
This is something that most, if not all, authors would fiercely
refuse, and for good reason—the submitted manuscript reflects the investment of time, money, and moral resources that
would be difficult to repeat. If the authors feel that the query
stems from a complete ignorance of the subject, that its sole
reason might be the satisfaction of a reviewer’s curiosity, or is
abuse or vexation from an ill-intentioned opponent, then the
authors may be “hard on the issue and soft on the person”
[11]. Take two steps: first, answer by politely saying that the
suggested hypothesis or method was not within your initial
motives or foundations for carrying out the study; and second, discuss the issue separately with the editor [8,10]. Otherwise, inform the editor that the authors have decided to retract the submission because of a fundamental disagreement
with one of the reviewers. It is very unlikely that the same
query will come from another reviewer.

The Editor’s Role in Handling Reviewers’ Comments
Finally, remember that “You do not necessarily have to make
every change suggested” [5,12,13] and that “Referees are not
gods (…). You are always entitled to disagree with a referee’s
criticism and not do what they suggest. In such cases though
(…) make at least a token improvement to a criticized passage
(…) to show that you have taken the criticism into account”
[14]. In fact, editors do not always send back the revised manuscripts and the answers to the comments to the reviewers;
instead, they might examine the revisions themselves and decide on the appropriateness of the amendments and the adequacy of the revised manuscript for the journal. Concurrently,
serious reviewers that consider their task as a contribution to
science would not put authors in any kind of dead-end but
show they are keen to ensure some degree of completeness
because perfection does not exist.
There were two opinions on “revise and resubmit.” Shaw [6]
said, “The craft of responding to reviewers effectively takes
practice. It takes a great deal of effort, some creativity, and importantly, also the right attitude (…). What is important is
that authors carefully manage the disagreement.” Liu [10]
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wrote, “I frame the process of ‘revise and resubmit’ as an integrative negotiation where the authors collaborate with the reviewers and editors to reach a mutually agreeable outcome—a
publishable manuscript (…). In most cases, the editorial review process involves a combination of complying with and
persuading the reviewers and editors. I propose that we can
apply strategies for integrative negotiation in the revision process to clarify and satisfy the needs of all parties—authors, reviewers, and editors—yielding a final version of the manuscript that represents an outcome better than any individual
party’s single contribution (…). Negotiation research teaches
us that the combination of an open mind, cooperative spirit,
optimism, and gratitude for the value added by others, results
not only in tangible benefits for the manuscript itself, but also
in profound learning experiences.” [10].

Conclusion
Often, the answer to a scientific manuscript submission by an
editorial office is “revise and resubmit.” This decision is sometimes based on reviewers’ comments that require difficult or
long work and some other times on unnecessary, conflicting,
or even irrelevant demands for extra material. The authors
might then feel trapped and unable to provide convenient
“point-by-point” answers to all reviewers’ comments. Six patterns of reviewers’ queries and authors’ responses are presented in this essay. According to the above responses, carrying
out an “integrative negotiation,” showing “creativity,” having
the “right attitude,” and “managing the disagreement” are
components of diplomacy when handling these situations.
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