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Papers Receive More Citations After Rejection

his column considers the relation-
ship between manuscript rejection
and citations received.

recent survey of 923 journals
Athat were published between
2006 and 2009 reported that
papers that had been initially rejected
for publication received more citations
on average than papers that were
immediately accepted for publication
[1]. Further, on average, manuscripts
that were rejected by one journal and
then submitted to and published in
a different journal garnered more
citations than manuscripts that were
published in the second journal on
the first attempt. This study received
a large amount of press (for example,
[2]-[5]). This column discusses some
of the proposed explanations for
why journal papers that were origi-
nally rejected can ultimately receive
more citations.

One plausible explanation is that
the authors of a rejected manuscript
typically rewrite and improve the
manuscript based on the comments
received from editors and reviewers
during the first review, so that the
final paper has a higher impact.

Another reason that has been pro-
posed [1] is that the longer time before
publication allows more time for com-
munication about the paper at confer-
ences, increasing the citation rate after
journal publication.

Another proposed cause is that man-
uscripts that challenge the status quo
are often rejected the first time. Quite

Digital Object Identifier 10.1109/MCS.2014.2320335
Date of publication: 14 July 2014

If your manuscript is rejected but you still feel
that your research is worthy of publication after
reading the reviews, you should keep improving
the manuscript and submitting to journals until

the work is published.

a lot of evidence has been published to
support this explanation. A significant
proportion of the papers that described
Nobel Prize-winning discoveries were
rejected during the first submission
[6]-[7]. More than 20 Nobel laureates
are reported to have had the key manu-
scripts rejected the first time. The topics
of these papers include

» the Krebs cycle, the series of
chemical reactions used by all
aerobic organisms to generate
energy
Cerenkov radiation, the electro-
magnetic radiation emitted
when a charged particle passes
through a dielectric medium
faster than the phase velocity of
light in the medium
» mesons, subatomic particles
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consisting of one quark and one
antiquark
>
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photosynthesis, the process
used by plants to convert light
into chemical energy
» Hawking radiation, the black
body radiation predicted to be
released by black holes.

If Nobel Prize-winning discover-
ies are routinely rejected the first time
that they are submitted, then it is rea-
sonable to conclude that non-Nobel
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Prize-winning contributions that
challenge the status quo are also
often squelched in the review process.
While the number of citations is a
measure of a paper’s popularity rather
than its quality [8], the initial rejection
of papers that are both high quality
and popular would contribute to the
observation that rejected papers tend
to be cited more.

Of course, a statistical analysis that
averages over all journals considered in
any particular study does not necessar-
ily imply that the conclusions hold for
specific journals, especially for journals
not listed in the original study. For ex-
ample, consider the journal Angewandte
Chemie International Edition, which has a
high impact factor (IF > 10) that occa-
sionally publishes papers on feedback
control systems. An analysis of manu-
scripts submitted to Angewandte Che-
mie International Edition indicated that
papers published in the journal receive
about 43% more citations than papers
that were rejected and subsequently
published in other journals [9]-[10].
Similar results have been reported for
some other journals [11]-[12].

While researchers may quibble
about the details of the implementa-
tion of the statistical analyses of [1] or



other researchers [9]-[12], the overall
body of evidence does strongly sup-
port one conclusion: If your manu-
script is rejected but you still feel that
your research is worthy of publication
after reading the reviews, you should
keep improving the manuscript and
submitting to journals until the work
is published.
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