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Some examples of common problems in scientific manuscripts:
Peter Attiwill
School of Botany, University of Melbourne

1. Choosing the right journal

•

This is the Abstract of a manuscript submitted to Forest Ecology and Management.
It was rejected because the Editor judged that it had little to do with forest ecology
or with forest management. In fact, the word ‘forest’ appeared only once in the
manuscript. The manuscript should have been sent to a journal specializing in
genetics. Before preparing a paper for publication, choose the journal very
carefully.

2. Get the title right, and short and simple
Example 1
Forest grazing facilitates conifer regeneration after logging in mixed conifer forests with
Yushania microphylla bamboo understory in Bhutan
•
Reviewer considered title too long and complex – shorten to:
Forest grazing facilitates tree regeneration in conifer forests with bamboo understory

Example 2
Trees, ectomycorrhizal dependence and regeneration strategies in rubber agroforests and
other forest-derived vegetation in Jambi (Sumatra, Indonesia)
•
Reviewer’s comments:
This is a well written paper which falls within the scope of Forest Ecology and
Management although I don't really think that it tells us much that we did not know
already. My main recommendation is removal of all mention of mycorrhizas as it
adds nothing to the paper - we know that Dipterocarpaceae and Fagaceae are
ectomycorrhizal and they are more common in undisturbed forest - I would
removal all mention of mycorrhizas. Title therefore changes to:
Regeneration strategies in rubber agroforests and other forests in Jambi (Sumatra, Indonesia)
3. Rationale for a study
Example 1
‘An understanding of the soil nutrients such as soil organic matter, total available nitrogen
and the C: N ratio are very important for proper management of a wetland dominated
system.’
•
English – ‘the’, and ‘understanding . . . are’
•
More importantly – why is this understanding ‘very important’?
Example 2
Even though some work has been done in the L. chinensis reserve. However, to our
knowledge no studies had investigated the age size structure of L. chinensis forest along an
altitudinal gradient in this zone.
•
Just because it has not been done before is no justification for doing it now. There
are thousands of forests on which few measurements have been made. Why is this
study important? What is the hypothesis, and what do you hope to get from it?

4. Vague Conclusions
Example 1

•
•

This study of soil seed banks in forests is of very local or regional interest. It has
little interest for an international audience.
Avoid gratuitous statements such as the last sentence: ‘It will be important to
maintain the existing vegetation in the future management’. Why is it important to
maintain the existing vegetation, and how are we going to apply the results of this
study of seed banks to maintain it?

Example 2
The limited distribution of this L. chinensis forest, and the ‘rare’ status of the species make
these kinds of studies very important to the successful management and preservation of this
endemic species of the Taibai Natural Reserve.
Why is it very important? Just because you have done the study does not mean that
•
it is very important. Again, how are these type of studies going to be used in land
management and preservation? How are they going to be applied, and what will be
the outcomes?

5. Problems with Tables
Example 1

•

•

This Table is not necessary. It can all be said in the text: ‘The surface soils were
dark grayish brown, grading to light olive brown (woodland), light olive brown
(wetland), and pale olive (grassland) at 100 cm. There is little to no value in
describing colour of soil at 10 cm intervals.
But what is the point anyway? Is the colour of the soil important? Does the reader
in (say) Australia really need to know the colours of these soils in China?

Problems with Tables
Example 2

•
•

why include ‘.0’? It adds nothing.
And look at right-hand column, 3rd last entry – why this sudden drop in sand
content? Makes the reviewer very suspicious.

Problems with Tables
Example 3

•
•

Giving all of these ratios to two significant figures after the decimal point is simply
not justified by the accuracy of measurement.
The table becomes hopelessly cluttered.

6. Figures of poor quality or of little relevance
Example 1

•
•

Does this figure really tell us much? Can we distinguish sufficiently between the 14
colours? This Editor cannot.
Table and figure captions must stand alone. What is a ‘C factor’, what is ‘SMA’
and ‘NDVI’?

6. Figures of poor quality or of little relevance
Example 2

Figure 7 Natural regeneration in Mongolian pine plantations stands (No seedlings were more
than one year old. The roots were less than 5 cm)
Figure is of very poor quality, and impossibly low resolution. And what does it tell us anyway?

7. A note on captions for Tables and Figures
Tables and Figures must stand alone. Ensure that captions are fully descriptive. Do not use
acronyms unless they are in common usage. If you have used acronyms inside the table or
figure, then the caption must include an explanation of the acronyms.

8. An example of ‘soft’ science
There are many cases where the science is simply not up to the standard for an
international journal. Here is an example:

•
•
•

Be very careful of allelopathy. It is very easy to find plant extracts that inhibit
growth. The more important thing is to identify the active allelochemical, and to
demonstrate that it has specific results.
What is the relevance of this paper to management?
What is the interest of this paper to an international audience?

9. Problems with English
‘Another problem related to the effects of environmental factors on the survival and growth
of ECM strains in the Mongolian pine plantations is the distribution of tree root systems,
because the distribution of ECM is corresponded with the roots directly, especially the fine
roots. Therefore, we observed the root distribution of Mongolian pine in the present study.
Results indicated that about 80% of the roots distributed within 20-40 cm soil depth, and
more than 85% distributed within 0-40. Combined the observations of soil water content (soil
water potential) in the plantation site, we observed that the water conditions within 20-40 cm
layer were substantially better than in other layer. Additionally the temperature in month of
July (the highest mean temperature in a year) within 20-40 cm layer just fell the optimum
range for the growth of the major ECM strains. As for the soil pH it was not the limiting
factor within 20-40 cm layer as well. This result suggested that the soil water condition and
temperature in the roots distributing layer were suitable for the growth of the tested ECM
strains in the plantation.’
Unfortunately, this is very near to being incomprehensible. Perhaps the following:
‘The distribution of ECM is directly related to the distribution of fine roots in Mongolian pine.
About 80% of the roots are within the 20-40 cm layer of soil, where water content is greatest.
Thus neither water nor temperature limited the growth of ECM in July, the hottest month of
the year.’
However, no reviewer is going to do what I have done above, and so the paper will be
summarily rejected without going out for review.

10. In general
•

•

•
•

•

•

Before starting to prepare your manuscript, choose very carefully the journal that is
appropriate.
o Many studies in forest ecology are of a local or regional nature. There is little
point in sending such a paper to an international journal such as Forest
Ecology and Management
Having chosen a journal, READ THE GUIDE TO AUTHORS AND FOLLOW
THE GUIDE ABSOLUTELY. Get a copy of the journal, and follow the lay-out,
including heading structure, format of the tables, and referencing style. It is the
author’s responsibility to submit a manuscript in the required format.
Introduction – state clearly why the study was done. Conclude the Introduction
with a clear and simple hypothesis to be tested.
Discussion – the Discussion is a discussion of your results in the context of the
world literature. Do not have a Discussion that is largely a repetition of the Results.
Write positively – too often, we come across statements such as ‘These results
suggest that the trees might be under water stress to the extent that mortality might
be possible’. That statement is vague enough to mean nothing!
Avoid acronyms – for example, you might have set up an experiment with a
eucalypt forest (EF) and a pine forest (PF), on two aspects North (N) and south (S),
in two localities, say Victoria (V) and Tasmania (T). You then have the following:
VEFS, VEFN, TEFS, TEFN, VPFS, VPFN, TPFS and TPFN. This leads to
sentences like ‘The concentration of phosphorus in top-soil was greatest in VEFS,
intermediate in VEFN, VPFN and TPFS, and least in the other forests’. This might
make sense to the author, but it is a nightmare for reviewers and readers. You
should not expect your readers to remember acronyms.
References – take great care with referencing. It is particularly irritating for
reviewers to find mistakes, particularly in one of their own references.
Try not to use references that are difficult for the international reader to access. Do
not use internal reports or references in obscure journals.
Language editing – again, it is your responsibility to produce a manuscript in the
correct format for the journal, in the correct language used by that journal. If you
choose to publish in an English language journal such as Forest Ecology and
Management, you must present your manuscript in correct English. It is not up to
the Editors, the reviewers or the editorial office to correct your manuscript. There
are language editing services available to help you.

10. Reviewing and rejection
Forest Ecology and Management is an international journal of high standing. We receive a
large number of manuscripts each year. Many of these manuscripts are rejected without going
out to reviewers. We do not want to waste the time of reviewers, and so we reject
manuscripts for a number of reasons – for example, the topic is not appropriate for the journal,
the manuscript is not in the right format or the English is poor, the topic is of local or national
relevance rather than international.

