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Revising and Resubmitting

AUTHOR EMOTIONS, EDITOR ROLES,
AND THE VALUE OF DIALOGUE

J. Keith Murnighan

I was appointed associate editor of Adminis-
trative Science Quarterly (ASQ) on April 1,
1994 (I always thought that the choice of that
date was particularly appropriate). This was the
only administrative position I had ever desired,
so when Steve Barley called to offer me the
position, I said yes even before I really knew
what was involved.

One of the major reasons Steve appointed
me was to try to broaden the appeal of the
journal. ASQ is a sociologically oriented jour-
nal; as I am an experimental social psycholo-
gist, at least by training, Steve hoped that my
appointment would signal that ASQ was open
to micro as well as macro papers and that we
would seriously consider experiments. This shift
in emphasis, however, meant that my manu-
script load was less than that of the other edi-
tors; it has increased slowly.

All editors look forward to getting good manu-
scripts—without them, journals would be in

tremendous trouble. So we are absolutely de-
lighted when a good manuscript arrives, it gets
good reviews, and we can send a positive letter
back to the author. Even a good paper, however,
will typically get a “revise and resubmit” deci-
sion, especially because, at ASQ, it is reviewed
by three reviewers who have been chosen be-
cause they take different approaches to the same
topic. Although a revise-and-resubmit decision
should be seen by authors as very good news—
most papers do not get such a positive deci-
sion—it is still something less (much less?) than
what many authors hope for when they submit
their work.

In this chapter, I describe the editorial pro-
cess surrounding a good paper that was sub-
mitted to ASQ in the summer of 1995, All three
reviewers were positive about the paper; each
recommended either a revise and resubmit or
a provisional acceptance, with one predicting
that a successful revision was fairly likely, one
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predicting that it was a near certainty, and one
checking off both of these categories. This com-
bination of reactions was very positive, more
positive than that accorded any other paper 1
had handled in the year and a half I had been
associate editor.

Ironically, however, the authors reacted to
the reviews as if we were asking them to swallow
a bitter pill: They were not very happy, at first,
about the feedback the reviewers and I had
provided. This chapter displays many of those
reactions verbatim. Because I have had a long
friendship with one of the authors, they have
allowed me to share information from their
reviews, my decision letter, and a series of e-
mail interchanges we had right after they re-
ceived the reviews and just before they began
their revisions. This chapter shows how, even
with the most positive of reviews, authors can
feel that editors and reviewers are attacking
their work, their scholarship, and their self-im-
age. This reaction is typical: We are all pretty
tender when it comes to our own work. We are
even more tender when our research gets re-
jected. I'll touch on that in this chapter as well,
from my own personal experience as an author
who submitted a paper to ASQ during this same
period.

The Reviews and
the Decision Letter

The authors submitted their paper on Au-
gust 17, 1995; it was received by the ASQ office
on August 21. I received the paper and assigned
it to three reviewers on August 29. I read the
paper with considerable interest. It focused on
a topic that I had conducted some research on
years ago. More importantly, it was interesting
to read, the study was competently conducted,
and the paper had the potential to make re-
searchers and practitioners rethink an estab-
lished stream of research. As a result, I selected
three reviewers whom I respected very much:
They are all critical, constructive, accomplished
scholars. One is currently active in this area of
research; two are active in related areas. Of the
latter two, one is particularly meticulous: I could
trust that he would not let one word go un-
turned without questioning whether it was ex-
actly right. The other has a tremendously broad
point of view on work in our field. As a trio, I
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expected that the reviewers would be thorough,
competent, and constructive. If the paper was
as good as I thought it was, they would help
make it better. At the same time, if my reading
had been influenced by the fact that one of the
authors was a friend, they would take my blind-
ers off very quickly.

The first reviewer, who worked in the field
and might not have appreciated the authors’
different approach, was very positive.! She started
her one-and-a-half-page, single-spaced review
by saying:

I liked this paper. I liked the clear lively writ-
ing. I liked the short sentences. I liked the
multimethod approach. 1 liked the solid field
legwork. I liked the topic. In fact, just about
the only thing I didn’t much like were the
conclusions and inferences. Let me make my
case and see if I can persuade the authors to
shift their pitch a bit.

She followed with three paragraphs that raised
a series of questions, focused on a central issue
in the paper, and made a series of recommen-
dations. She concluded her comments to the
authors by saying, “But it is a very nice piece of
work!” On the ASQ reviewer form, for my eyes
only, she suggested that I provisionally accept
the paper subject to “minor but significant”
revisions and indicated that a successful revi-
sion was a near certainty.
The second reviewer started by saying:

Overall: I think this is a terrific paper. It was
interesting, fresh, fun to read, and relevant to
real world issues. It reflects a tremendous
amount of work and a rich understanding of
an intriguing company. This paper does a
great job of shaking up the stodge of tradi-
tional literature on [this topic], and that alone
makes a valuable contribution to the field.

In the second paragraph, this reviewer went on:

That said, the paper needs some conceptual
work, and the writing needs some clarifying.
The methods section needs fleshing out.
Some of the constructs and terms need to be
sharpened.

She added six single-spaced pages of specific
comments on sentences, paragraphs, ideas, and
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claims, and raised questions she couldn’t an-
swer from this version of the manuscript. On
our reviewer form, she suggested that I offer the
authors the chance to revise and resubmit the
paper and that a revision was either fairly likely
or nearly certain to be successful.

The third reviewer started with a summary of
the paper’s topic and approach. He then wrote:
“The manuscript has the potential to stimulate a
variety of new streams of research on [the general
topic]. However, as currently written, it is weak-
ened by three critical flaws.” After outlining these
issues, he concluded this section of his review by
saying, “Fortunately, none of these three weak-
nesses is fatal. All they require is revision, al-
though what I am requesting is a major rewrite.”
He ended his four-page, single-spaced review
with 23 separate points. He recommended a
revise-and-resubmit decision and judged that
a successful revision would be fairly likely.

These reviews came in very quickly, arriving
on September 13, 18, and 25. I received the last
review on September 28 and wrote my decision
letter that day and the next. The ASQ office
mailed our feedback to the authors on October
2; they received it on October 9. The total time
elapsed since the author’s original mailing was
53 days, 19 of which were taken up by transit
within the U.S. and Canadian postal systems.

Despite a tone that was not uniformly posi-
tive, these constituted a very favorable set of
reviews. They rivaled the most positive reviews
I have ever received on papers I have handled
at ASQ or on my own work. This illustrates that
even the most positive of reviews is bound to
have something negative in it; possibly this is
the nature of the beast.

The reviews were also remarkably thorough,
which made my editorial decision very easy: |
offered the authors the opportunity to revise
and resubmit their paper. In writing my deci-
sion letter, I wanted to be as clear as I could be
about what we wanted the authors to do. As a
result, my letter was six pages long. I told the
authors that I would reiterate some of the re-
viewers’ comments, but that I hoped this was a
small price to pay for increased clarity.

After acknowledging that we had received
three reviews of their paper, I started the letter
by saying:

The reviewers and I were all intrigued by
your paper: The topic, and your treatment of
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it, is both interesting and important. Your
new twist on what many might think is a
dead issue is particularly noteworthy. While
we all had concerns about various aspects of
your paper, we also felt that you could handle
them in a serious, substantive revision. As a
result, I am happy to offer you the opportu-
nity to revise and resubmit your paper.

I could be wrong, but I thought this was a very
positive first paragraph.

After a paragraph in which I expressed my
appreciation for the unusually fine reviews, I
outlined four general issues that I hoped the
authors would address: the paper’s theoretical
contributions, the authors’ methods and ap-
proaches to their research project, how they
characterized the related literature in the area,
and the limitations of their study. Then, be-
cause this was a revise-and-resubmit decision,
Iincluded 24 minor comments to help the authors
polish their revision.

I started the last page of the letter by saying:

As you can see, the reviewers and I enjoyed
your work and recognized its considerable
promise. We would all like to see you deal
with the issues that we have raised in a revi-
sion. I am happy to work with you as you
revise your manuscript, to clarify any of my
comments or expand on them, and to help
in any way I can.

I asked the authors to notify the ASQ office if they
planned to write a revision and when we might
expect to receive it. I told them that they did not
have to respond to every reviewer comment, but
that a summary of the major changes would be
helpful, and that if they did not respond to a
reviewer suggestion, they should tell us why.

I started the final paragraph by saying that if
they had any questions they should call me at
my office, and provided my phone number.
Finally, I wrote:

Thank you for submitting this interesting
manuscript to ASQ. You have clearly invested a
lot in this work. I truly hope that you will go
the extra mile to make this paper all that it can
be.Ilook forward to seeingit in the near future.

I ended the letter with “Sincerely” and my
signature.
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The Authors’ Reactions

I think that these were tremendous reviews:
They were positive and very constructive. I also
tried to be very encouraging in my decision
letter. How successful were we in stimulating
the authors to undertake a substantial revision
in line with our suggestions? A series of elec-
tronic mail interchanges between me and the
lead author reveal how their emotions rose and
fell over time and how they planned to proceed
with the paper.

On October 11, two days after receiving the
reviews, the senior author wrote:

I got the reviews and am moving to the point
where I can almost think about them. Most
of it looks doable, but I'll almost certainly
have a question or two. I am tempted to ask
some now, but I'd better process a bit more
deeply. I am, to be frank, discouraged about
some of the comments, but I'll get over it. My
coauthor is shocked.

Here we see the kind of pain that Susan Ashford
describes in her outstanding essay on publish-
ing in this volume (Chapter 12). It is also clear
that the author is expericnced enough to know
that he needs to contain his reactions so that he
can respond not only to his emotions but also
to the substance of the reviews.

I replied that I agreed that everything sug-
gested by the reviewers was doable, and that I
was sorry that his coauthor was shocked. I asked
whether this was due to the extensiveness of the
comments or to the possibility that they were
nasty (which I didn’t see). I also expressed the
hope that we had not discouraged him. The
senior author replied that his coauthor “was
shocked because he had never seen ASQ re-
views; this is his first submission. It is a good
lesson. I keep telling him, ‘This is as good as it
gets. ” The junior author undoubtedly bene-
fited tremendously from the senior author’s
experience. The senior author could make sure
that they did not make the same mistake Susan
Ashford and her colleagues made—which she
also describes in her chapter—that is, getting a
revise-and-resubmit decision with long reviews
and thinking that they couldn’t satisfy the edi-
tors and the reviewers. I also think that, in this
case, the senior author’s responsibilities as a
mentor helped him temper his own emotional
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reactions. But there is much more information
on this in his later messages.

That same day, October 12, I received an-
other message:

I am recovering quickly. I read the comments
again this morning and I agree that they are
doable and quite reasonable for the most
part. I think the shock was partly the volume
and partly the inevitable “You are ruining
my perfect baby.” Well, I agree my baby ain’t
so perfect. . . . Also, now that I am getting
beyond the volume, I realize that I've never
had three reviewers and an editor who are all
on my side, all trying to make the paper
better.

The image of a paper being one’s child, and a
perfect one at that, is a metaphor that I expect
many authors use. The author also noted that
the accommodation process had begun: He was
beginning to see the value of the reviews, even
though he, too, was affected by the volume of
our comments.

I'wrote the author on October 16, on another
topic, and asked if he would “give me some
feedback as an editor. I get it all too rarely, and
I always finish my letters thinking that they still
leave something to be desired.” He replied the
next day:

My problem is that my initial reaction to
reviews—any reviews—is so strong that it
isn’t fair to use them as an indicator of the
quality of your letter. Now, every time I read
your letter, it seems more reasonable. I'll
read it again and give you another reaction,
but at this point, my hunch is that your letter
is fine, but my coping skills are not.

Frankly, I disagree: His coping skills are excel-
lent, especially given the strength of his (nor-
mal) emotional reactions. Although it took time
for his angry emotions to subside, he knew
from the start that they would, and he was
willing to wait for them to go away before he
reacted rashly.

Editors as Authors

Ironically, on October 27, a coauthor and I
received a letter from ASQ rejecting one of our
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papers, a revision of our initial submission.
Now the shoe was on the other foot, and, short-
sighted as I am, I took the decision personally
and was quite upset about the reviews. (Note:
This was a rejection of a revise and resubmit,
rather than an invitation to revise. As such, it
was doubly painful.) I wrote to my friend, the
author of the paper we are discussing in this
chapter, to vent a few frustrations. My message

» u

included such phrases as “disgusting,” “picked
nits,” “more than casually misinterpreted our
measures and our data,” and “stupid.” I was not
displeased by the editor’s decision letter—only
by the reviews. As I write this chapter, a month
has gone by and my emotional reactions have
not subsided.

My friend wrote back that day, saying, “I am
sorry about the rejection. They suck. I am glad
that you got upset at the associate editor and
reviewers—signs of continuing fire in the belly”
He also came back to his own ASQ submission,
which I have been describing in detail:

I'll soon get to the revision. I may need to
check out one part of my revision strategy
with you before I go forward. Most of it is
pretty straightforward; as I read it more closely,
I realize how good your letter is, muting
some of the unreasonable and inconsistent
suggestions and emphasizing the reasonable
and consistent ones.

Two observations are in order here. First, any
negativity in a review will lead to its being
perceived as unreasonable; if this is the nature
of the review beast, it’s no wonder we are always
angry at reviewers. Second, it was nice to hear
that my decision letter was constructive.

On November 6, I received a long message:

We are starting to work on the revision. Enough
time has passed that I can read the reviews
and respond in a more or less rational fash-
ion. I think we can address the major con-
cerns in an acceptable fashion, but I want to
make clear what we plan to do.

Note the importance of time in the author’s
conceptualization of the process.

Proposals on how the authors would respond
to the four main issues in the paper followed.
The first, on the paper’s theoretical contribu-
tion, was longest. The first two sentences indi-
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cated that they agreed that there was room for
improvement. Their fourth sentence started with
the words “Please note” and began to make
their side of the case. The authors took a strong
but perfectly appropriate stand to emphasize
what their paper is and what it isn’t. From my
perspective, this is extremely important: It shows
that they have a clear idea about what they want
to do with their paper and it makes it easy for
me to suggest that they describe their paper in
just these terms, succinctly and forcefully.

The authors continued to make their case.
Three subsequent sentences started with “We
believe,” and four with either “Please note” or
“Note.” At the same time, they peppered their
plans with a series of “We will” and “We prom-
ise” sentences, especially when they addressed
issues concerning their methods, how they had
characterized the literature, and the limitations
of their study. They expressed a serious concern
that they wouldn’t be able to satisfy one of the
reviewers, who “didn’t get (or didn’t accept)
our main point.” Ironically, this was the re-
viewer who was most positive about the paper
and had suggested a provisional acceptance of
the initial submission.

They closed their five-page letter by again
noting what their paper does and doesn’t do.
They used the word “purpose” three times, high-
lighting their paper’s intent. They indicated what
they couldn’t do in the paper. The senior author
closed with the following:

Finally, in reading the reviews, I'm a bit wor-
ried that we are being pressed to make this
paper one that will be all things to all people.
I suspect that you understand these pres-
sures; many of your suggestions appear to be
intended to help us manage them. But I want
to make clear that if we try to do everything
the reviewers ask, we will have an impossible
task before us.

I responded on November 8 (I had been out
of town November 4-7), “I appreciate your let-
ter about your paper. In almost every way, I
agree with your plans and your approach to the
revision. But let me outline my reactions a bit
more specifically.” In the rest of my two-page
letter, I asked them to “be explicit about what
you can and can’t say about” the phenomenon,
told them that “I don’t think you will have
trouble convincing reviewer no. 1,” reinforced






