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Abstract

Introduction Scholarship is a key activity in health
professions education (HPE). When disseminating
scholarly work, how one selects the journal to which
they submit is often argued to be a key determi-
nant of subsequent success. To draw more evidence-
based recommendations in this regard, we surveyed
successful scholars working in HPE regarding their
perspectives and experiences with journal selection.
Methods We conducted an international survey of
HPE scholars, investigating their decisions regarding
journal choice. Corresponding authors were identi-
fied from a sample of 4000 papers published in 2019
and 2020. They were invited via email with up to four
reminders. We describe their experience and use prin-
ciple component and regression analyses to identify
factors associated with successful acceptance.

Results In total, 863 responses were received (24.7%
response rate), 691 of which were included in our
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analyses. Two thirds of respondents had their manu-
scripts accepted at their first-choice journal with revi-
sions required in 98% of cases. We identified six pri-
ority factors when choosing journals. In descending
order of importance, they were: fit, impact, editorial
reputation, speed of dissemination, breadth of dis-
semination, and guidance from others. Authors who
prioritised fit higher and who selected a journal earlier
were more likely to have their manuscripts accepted
at their first-choice journal.

Discussion Based on our results we make three rec-
ommendations for authors when writing manuscripts:
do not be disheartened by a revise decision, consider
journal choice early in the research process, and use
the fit between your manuscript and the journal as
the main factor driving journal choice.

Keywords Publishing - Medical education - Survey -
Scholarship

Introduction

Scholarship in Health Professions Education (HPE) is
considered one of the key activities of clinician edu-
cators [1]. This competency has been defined as the
ability to ‘contribute to the development, dissemina-
tion, and translation of health professions education
knowledge and practices’ [1]. In fact, making one’s
efforts publicly available with peer review is a defin-
ing feature of scholarship according to Boyer’s clas-
sic model [2]. This creates a particular challenge for
our field because most come to it through serendip-
ity, with little formal training in scholarship, and with
a wide array of backgrounds, interests, and roles [3].
Much advice has been generated in an effort to sup-
port individuals who are new to the field to have pub-
lication success, but little empirical work is available
to help separate good advice from lore. What jour-
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nals should they choose and why? How should they
engage with or rely upon peer review processes? To
what extent are publication priorities malleable and
what impact might changing perspectives have?

Finding answers to such questions would be par-
ticularly timely given increased global awareness of
equity, diversity, and inclusion issues. Medical edu-
cation literature in particular has been dominated by
research from North America, the United Kingdom,
the Netherlands, and Australia [4, 5]. Other countries
are less prominent for a variety of reasons including
population size and lack of priority having been given
to scholarship in this area. To ensure those coun-
tries are not excluded for unacceptable reasons like
systemic bias, however, it is important that we deter-
mine and share the trustworthy ‘tricks of the trade’
that have been learned by individuals who success-
fully published a manuscript in this field [6]. To that
end, we sought information regarding successful au-
thors’ publication strategies and experiences pertain-
ing to a wide range of issues encountered in HPE
scholarship to offer an evidence base and guidance
to those who would benefit from understanding the
norms in this field.

What priorities do authors hold when selecting
where to publish their work? To what extent do those
priorities vary between different demographic groups?
Multiple factors have been previously identified as
important considerations for medical education au-
thors, including impact factor and prestige [7]. Work
in health sciences more generally, from the US, has
corroborated the primacy of prestige when choosing
a journal [8]. If that first choice is unsuccessful, ac-
ceptance odds and frequency of the topic appearing
in the journal became more important [8]. A more
recent study of medical and dental academics in In-
dia identified the five most important factors as: the
databases in which the journal is indexed, the abil-
ity to submit online, impact factor, peer review, and
publication fees [9]. While the inclusion of indexing
and publication fees here may be a consequence of
the rise in both predatory and legitimate open access
journals, variability in these rankings across stud-
ies may also be the result of contextual differences,
thereby suggesting the importance of examining these
issues in our specific field.

Of course, authors’ priorities for pursuing a partic-
ular journal are not the only determinants of where
a work is eventually published. As such, it is impor-
tant to explore their choices in relation to what hap-
pened to the paper with respect to peer review and
subsequent revision. While long known to have re-
liability problems, peer review’s primary value may
be highlighting diversity of opinion, helping authors
to see ways in which their work might be misinter-
preted relative to the way in which it was intended
[10]. A study of the prepublication history of 80,748
biological sciences articles across 923 journals sup-
ports this argument by showing that articles that were

given more challenging feedback (presumably, given
that the paper was rejected) ultimately accumulated
more citations relative to articles that were accepted
at the first journal to which they were submitted [11].

These big picture issues require further exploration
if we are to both offer good advice to authors in our
field and reflect on the strengths and priorities of the
field as a scientific enterprise in its own right. With
this study, therefore, we surveyed successful scholars
working in HPE regarding their perspectives and ex-
periences with journal selection.

Methods
Design

We conducted a cross-sectional online questionnaire
study of recently published HPE scholars. Ethical ap-
proval was granted by the Keele Institute for Innova-
tion and Teaching Excellence—Educational Research
Ethics Committee (KIITE-EREC) at Keele University
(Ref: KR-210048).

Sampling and recruitment

To identify a sample, we generated a list of HPE pa-
pers published in 2019 and 2020 by searching PubMed
using the query: ‘Education, medical’ OR ‘health pro-
fessions education’ across all database fields. We did
not deliberately exclude non-English articles, but our
search strategy would have implicitly focused on the
English literature. Letters and editorials were excluded
because authors of such pieces do not generally un-
dertake the same choice-making processes regarding
where to submit. We then extracted the names and
email addresses of the corresponding authors from
all remaining papers. Duplicate names were reviewed
and the most recent research paper for each unique
author was selected. We then randomly selected 4000
unique corresponding authors and invited them, via
email, to complete our questionnaire. Four reminders
were sent at one-week intervals. For the same rea-
son as expressed above, exclusion criteria applied af-
ter survey completion were (a) the author identified
the manuscript as a letter or editorial and (b) the au-
thor identified the manuscript as having been com-
missioned.

Survey development

We developed a novel questionnaire for this study
by conducting a literature review aimed at identi-
fying any existing measures that could be adapted
to suit our research questions and supplementing
that with personal experience to identify important
aspects of journal choice. Individual items were gen-
erated following guidelines for best practice. This
included stating both positive and negative sides in
question stems, developing response options that
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were comprehensive and mutually exclusive, and us-
ing balanced scales with construct-specific labels [12].
Questions about demographic and professional back-
ground were adapted from a previous study of HPE
authors [13]. Items exploring perspectives on peer
review feedback were developed based on character-
istics of reviewers’ comments identified in a system-
atic review of tools to assess quality of peer review
reports [14]. Draft versions of the questionnaire were
discussed amongst the researchers until a final draft
was complete.

We then submitted the draft for expert review by
inviting a panel of four senior HPE researchers (two
male, two female, including clinical academics and
scientists) to offer feedback on the questionnaire re-
garding its clarity and relevance. We used their guid-
ance to revise the survey, rephrasing unclear items
and adding response options, and conducted a trial
administration with five early career authors to iden-
tify any further concerns regarding clarity and to pro-
vide an accurate estimate of duration for completion.

The final version of the survey included 59 items
divided into 10 sections (see Electronic Supplemen-
tary Material [ESM] for the survey). Participants were
presented with the title of the manuscript that was
used to identify them and they were asked to answer
all questions based on that manuscript.

Data analysis

We used SPSS version 27 (SPSS Inc., Chicago, IL) for
all analyses and considered p-values less than 0.01 to
be statistically significant. We present categorical vari-
ables as frequencies with percentages and continuous
variables as means with their standard deviation.

To assess for nonresponse bias we conducted
a wave analysis [15]. That is, we used late responders
(those who participated after the final reminder was
sent) as proxies for nonrespondents and compared
their responses to immediate responders (those who
participated after the initial invitation was sent). In
doing so, we calculated a nonresponse statistic for
each of the items focused on rating factors’ influence
on journal selection (i.e., our primary outcome).

We grouped career stages into trainee (students
and clinical trainees), junior academic (below senior
lecturer/associate professor), and senior academic
(senior lecturer/associate professor and above). We
grouped country of corresponding author into those
that are most represented in the HPE literature (USA,
UK, Canada, Australia, the Netherlands) [4, 5] and
others.

To reduce data and create more robust measures
of the constructs of interest, we performed principal
component analyses (PCA) on the 10 “motivation for
publication” items and the 21 “journal priority items”
with oblique rotation. The Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin mea-
sure verified sampling adequacy for the two analy-
ses at KMO=0.775 and 0.839 for motivations and pri-

orities, respectively. Subsequent analyses used com-
puted factor scores based on the mean of their com-
ponents. Missing data were replaced with item means
where possible.

Finally, we performed linear and logistic regression
analyses to identify associations between author de-
mographics and priorities with submission outcome.
We included the stage at which authors decided on
a first-choice journal in these models because decid-
ing early and tailoring one’s article to the journal style
is commonly advised.

Results
Participants

Of the 4000 email invitations, 509 were returned as
undeliverable. Of the remaining 3491 individuals, 863
responded to our survey, giving an overall response
rate of 24.7%. From this group, we excluded 98 re-
sponses focused on ineligible contributions to the lit-
erature (19 editorials, 7 letters, and 72 commissioned
articles), 3 duplicate responses, and 75 incomplete
responses (33 completed the consent form but not
the questionnaire and 42 completed the demographic
items only). Our final dataset, therefore, consisted of
691 responses, a final response rate of 21.7% (Ameri-
can Association for Public Opinion Research, Standard
definition 4) [16]. Wave analysis revealed a median
nonresponse bias statistic of 0.03, suggesting very lit-
tle difference between respondents and proxy nonre-
spondents.

Respondents were aged 22 to 90 with a mean
of 44.8 (SD=11.2) years. They had a median of
27 (range, 1-700) publications. Of the respondents,
471 (68%) were from the dominant HPE publishing
countries (United States, United Kingdom, Canada,
Australia, the Netherlands). Further demographics
are presented in Table S1, found in ESM.

Prepublication history

Manuscripts were initially submitted to 233 different
first-choice journals. Of the 337 (63.5%) manuscripts
that were accepted at the first journal to which they
were submitted, 6 (1.8%) were accepted without revi-
sions, 172 (51.0%) were accepted after minor revisions,
and 159 (47.2%) were accepted after major revisions.
These manuscripts required a mean of 1.4 (SD=0.7)
rounds of revision. The likelihood of being accepted
at the first journal to which authors submitted was
comparable for those submitting from a “dominant”
country (67.9%) relative to a “non-dominant” coun-
try (62.4%; Chi-squared=2.0, p=0.16). The same is
true for those whose corresponding authors varied
in experience level—trainees, junior academics, and
senior academics=57.1%, 68.8%, and 68.2%, respec-
tively (Chi-squared=5.9, p=0.05); for those whose re-
search type prioritization differed—quantitative, qual-
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itative, and mixed methods=66.1%, 71.4%, and 64.9%,
respectively (Chi-squared = 1.8, p=0.40); and for male
vs female corresponding authors=61.7% and 70.1%,
respectively (Chi-squared=5.2, p=0.02).

Journals took a mean of 8.4 (SD=7.8) weeks to
make a first decision and overall, the process took
a mean of 19.6 (SD=19.6) weeks between first sub-
mission and ultimate acceptance. On average, papers
were sent to a total of 1.5 journals before publication
was achieved. Of the 194 (36.5%) manuscripts that
were not accepted at the first journal, 105 (54.1%)
were rejected without peer review and 89 (45.9%)
were rejected after review. The modal approach to
revising manuscripts before submitting to another
journal was to change the formatting to meet the
new journal’s requirements; this was the case for
those that were rejected after peer review and with-
out peer review but the proportion who fell into that
category varied markedly (33.0% of those who re-
ceived peer review made only formatting changes
vs 65.0% of those who were rejected without peer
review; Chi-squared=41.5; [p<0.001]). For those
rejected after peer review, 8 (9.1%) tweaked the word-
ing, 24 (27.3%) made changes to reporting without
significant changes to content, 22 (25%) made sub-
stantial changes to the manuscript, and 5 (5.7%) just
resubmitted the original manuscript. When com-
paring the 38 that made substantial changes to the
179 who changed formatting, wording, or reporting,
the average number of journals pursued before pub-
lication was achieved was 2.6 and 2.5, respectively
(t=0.4, p=0.68). The average length of time the sub-
sequent journal required to offer a first decision was
6.7 weeks. There was no significant difference in
the duration between rejection from first journal and
final acceptance between those who made substan-
tial changes (mean=23.1, SD=20.8 weeks) and those
who made formatting, wording, or reporting changes
(mean=35.2, SD=39.0) (t=-1.42, p=0.17).

Motivations for publishing

In order of importance rating (which ranged from 1
to 5), respondents’ motivations for publication were

as follows: to communicate with others (mean=4.26,
SD=0.71), to advance knowledge in the field
(mean=4.16, SD=0.81), to develop national/interna-
tional reputation (mean=3.25, SD=1.12), to sup-
port career development of co-authors (mean=3.23,
SD=1.27), to get feedback from peer reviewers
(mean=3.08, SD=1.10), to enable networking with
others in the field (mean=3.08, SD=1.11), to en-
able promotion or other type of career advancement
(mean=3.01, SD=1.30), to enjoy the thrill of seeing
work in print (mean=2.79, SD=1.16), to assist with
winning grants and research support (mean=2.21,
SD=1.17), and to act as a catalyst for attracting high
quality staff and students (mean=2.21, SD=1.15)
(Table S2 in ESM).

The application of principal component analysis to
these motivations identified three factors with eigen-
values greater than 1; they explained 58.9% of the vari-
ance (Table S3 in ESM) and the scree plot’s inflexion
point further suggested that three factors underlaid
the responses to individual questions. Content review
of the item clustering suggested that the three factors
represent motivation for personal promotion, desire
to advance the field’s knowledge, and capacity build-
ing.

Multivariate linear regression analyses (Tab. 1) per-
formed using each of these factors as a dependent
variable indicated that females, authors from non-
dominant countries, and those at earlier career stages
were statistically more motivated than their counter-
parts by personal promotion, but the effect of gender
was small as illustrated by the beta weights presented
in Tab. 1. Authors from non-dominant countries and
at more senior career stages were more motivated by
capacity building than their counterparts. There were
no differences between genders, country groups, or
career stage in the extent to which respondents were
motivated to advance knowledge in the field. Those
who were published at the first journal to which they
submitted were equally likely to be motivated by per-
sonal promotion, advancing the field’s knowledge, or
capacity building as were other authors.

Table 1 Multivariate regression analyses of association between author demographics and motivations for publication
Dependent variables: Personal promotion Advancing knowledge Capacity building
Independent  Gender (Male) B (95% Cl) -0.19 (-0.32, -0.08) n/s n/s
sl s Male Mean (SD) 2.99 (0.80) 4.20(0.70) 2.53 (0.91)
Female Mean (SD) 3.09 (0.79) 4.22 (0.66) 2.50 (0.89)
Dominant country B (95% Cl) —0.46 (-0.59, -0.34) n/s -0.27 (-0.41, -0.12)
Dominant country Mean (SD) 2.91 (0.76) 4.21 (0.69) 2.44 (0.86)
Other Mean (SD) 3.34(0.80) 4.22 (0.65) 2.68 (0.96)
Career stage B (95% Cl) -0.15(-0.22, -0.07) n/s 0.15 (0.06, 0.24)
Trainee Mean (SD) 3.18 (0.81) 4.13(0.94) 2.30(0.89)
Junior academic Mean (SD) 3.17 (0.79) 417 (0.71) 2.53 (0.91)
Senior academic Mean (SD) 2.89 (0.80) 4.28 (0.67) 2.61(0.89)
n/s not significant
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Table 3 Multivariate logistic regression analysis of predic-
tors of acceptance at first-choice journal
Accepted at first journal

(dependent variable)
Independent variables Exp(B) 95% CI
Deciding on journal later 0.77 0.66-0.89
Prioritising editorial reputation n/s -
Prioritising speed of dissemination 1.80 1.41-2.28
Prioritising fit 2.11 1.55-2.88
Prioritising impact 0.37 0.28-0.49
Prioritising guidance from others n/s -
Prioritising breadth of dissemination n/s -
Male gender n/s -
Dominant country n/s =
Career stage n/s -
n/s not significant

between submission and final acceptance (data not
displayed).

Perception of peer review

Over three quarters of participants felt that peer re-
viewers’ comments enabled them to improve their
manuscript either a little (50.9%) or a lot (27.8%).
A similar 74.4% of participants felt their final paper
was better than the original submitted.

Authors who ultimately had their manuscripts ac-
cepted at their first-choice journal had more positive
views of the peer reviewer feedback received (mean
score=3.5) than those who did not (mean score=2.8;
t=18.2, d=1.5, p<0.001). More interesting, however,
is that the factors most associated with whether the
author perceived that the feedback enabled them to
improve their manuscript were the perceived knowl-
edge of the reviewers (B=0.16, 95% CI=0.07-0.24)
and the perceived constructiveness of the reviews
(B=0.43, 95% CI=0.34-0.52). No correlation was
seen between perception of review and duration from
first rejection to ultimate acceptance for manuscripts
that were not accepted at the first journal (r=0.02,
p=0.44). Those who had made substantial changes
to their manuscripts before submitting to a second
journal had a more positive view of the peer re-
view feedback they had received (mean score=3.2)
compared to those that made cosmetic changes (2.7;
t=3.96, p<0.001).

Discussion

This study aimed to investigate how HPE scholars
choose to which journals to submit their manuscripts,
whether or not strategies differ between subgroups of
scholars, and what their publication experience was
like once a choice was made. The most important
priority for authors within our sample was the fit be-
tween their manuscript and the journal. This is im-
portant because even within this narrow sample of

successful authors, prioritising fit more highly was as-
sociated with the likelihood of a successful first sub-
mission. While all groups rated fit as their top priority,
authors from countries that dominate HPE publish-
ing rated editorial reputation, impact, speed of dis-
semination, and breadth of dissemination as lower
priorities than those from non-dominant countries.
The likelihood of being published in the first journal
to which one submitted was not different between
those from dominant and non-dominant countries
who did achieve publication, but we have no data on
the amount of time and energy spent pursuing jour-
nals that are a poor fit by those who were not ulti-
mately successful.

That said, the full list of prioritisation reasons
should likely be considered by those who are trying
to find their way to success in the field, given that
the most important factor is arguably dependent on
the personal and professional context and goals of
each author. Newcomers will inevitably require guid-
ance in this regard and, as such, it was comforting to
see that trainees and junior academics highly priori-
tised guidance from others, suggesting the value of
drawing on the knowledge of those with more experi-
ence as a means to achieve publication success (and
likely explaining why the odds of being accepted at
the first journal to which our respondents submitted
were equal in junior and senior participants). We
also found that deciding on the journal to which one
intends to submit one’s manuscript earlier within the
research process was associated with higher odds of
acceptance.

Contrary to prior research, the majority of our re-
spondents felt that peer review enabled them to im-
prove their manuscripts [8]. Unsurprisingly, authors
who have their manuscripts accepted at the first jour-
nal have a more positive perception of the feedback
they received from peer reviewers. The aspects of peer
review that lead authors to perceive value are the con-
structiveness of the reviews and the perceived knowl-
edge of the reviewers. Given the oft-bemoaned incon-
sistency of reviewers, it was notable that consistency
was not significantly associated with authors’ percep-
tions that the review improved their manuscripts. It
was concerning that only a minority of authors who
were unsuccessful at their first-choice journal made
substantial changes to their manuscripts. While all
of these manuscripts were ultimately published, one
wonders how many more did not make it into the pop-
ulation of accepted articles because the authors did
not engage substantively with the feedback received
from reviewers.

Strengths and limitations

This is the first survey of HPE scholars’ motivations
and priorities when publishing manuscripts although
it builds on previous qualitative research [7]. While
previous research had a predominantly senior and
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North American sample, our study employed a large
and highly diverse sample of HPE scholars. Sam-
pling adequacy for the principal component analyses
were in the ranges termed ‘middling’ and ‘meritori-
ous’ by Kaiser and Rice [17]. These strengths notwith-
standing, our study has several limitations. First, we
surveyed only authors whose manuscripts were pub-
lished. While this enables us to offer guidance based
on success stories, it prevents us from knowing if au-
thors of manuscripts that were never accepted adopt
different approaches. The manuscripts in the study
were also identified through PubMed; as such, our
findings may not be representative of those that ulti-
mately ended up having their manuscripts accepted
in non-Medline indexed journals, and may exclude ar-
ticles published in languages other than English. Our
use of keyword and MeSH searching may also omit
relevant HPE papers. Recent efforts to delineate the
field of medical education have highlighted the chal-
lenges of identifying a comprehensive approach [18].
We considered the alternative of using articles pub-
lished within a core set of HPE journals would lead to
greater bias than our search strategy.

Second, we have through necessity adopted a cross-
sectional design. This makes it difficult to make causal
inferences and makes our study susceptible to recall
and social desirability biases [19]. Indeed, that 63%
of our sample was accepted in the first journal to
which they submitted suggests that those who were
accepted at their first journal were more likely to re-
spond to the survey relative to the general population
of HPE authors (or more likely to claim they sent their
manuscript to only one journal). Limitations in au-
tobiographical memory might have been particularly
problematic for those respondents who authored mul-
tiple papers within the sampling window, but we at-
tempted to minimise that risk by always asking about
the most recent paper we uncovered when defining
the study population. Surveying the corresponding
author may have under-represented any team-based
decision processes that informed journal choice. In
that regard, it would also have been useful to have
more trustworthy information regarding the location
and perspectives from which all authors and all jour-
nals came to enable deeper analysis of geographic,
demographic, and other differences in the patterns
observed. Finally, while the number of responses is
satisfactory, the response rate was lower than desired.
That said, it is in line with the response rates seen in
other survey research of HPE authors [13], and our
wave analysis suggests very little nonresponse bias.

Implications for practice

Based on our findings we can offer a number of rec-
ommendations to scholars in the field. First, do not
be disheartened by a ‘revise’ decision in the way that
we have often observed new authors to be; an in-
vitation to revise is an expression of an editor’s in-

terest. Nearly all manuscripts that were published at
the ‘first-choice’ journal were accepted only after re-
visions were made. Not receiving such an offer, how-
ever, does not necessarily mean the issues cannot be
addressed or that a journal that better ‘fits’ the scope
of the project cannot be found. Authors submitted
their manuscripts to 1.5 journals on average prior to
publication and we suspect that number to be an un-
der-estimate given the direction of bias that is most
likely to impact upon these data.

Second, start thinking about the journal to which
you would ideally submit early in your research pro-
cess. In doing so, consider where your manuscript
best ‘fits’ in terms of the scope of the journal and
matching your work to their readership to maximise
your chance of acceptance. Prioritising fit was not
associated with an increase in duration between
submission and acceptance compared to prioritis-
ing speed of dissemination, and the overall delay
between manuscript completion and publication is
likely to be lowest if the right journal is selected first
rather than sending one’s article to a different journal
for the wrong reasons.

In determining where one’s manuscript might best
‘fit/ we suggest authors familiarise themselves with
a breadth of journals through reading their articles,
editorials, author instructions, and discussing journal
selection with experienced HPE colleagues.
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