
F R E E  G U I D E

Choose the Right Journal: how to find
where your paper actually belongs

7  M I N  R E A D

The most expensive mistake in publishing is not a rejection. It

is aiming at the wrong journal and taking three months to

find out. The paper comes back, you resubmit somewhere

else, another few months go by, and the science never

changed. A year can disappear this way on a paper that was

ready the whole time.

Choosing well is a skill, and almost nobody is taught it. In the

manuscripts that come through our pre-submission review,

the wrong-venue submission is one of the most common and

most avoidable failures we see, and it rarely has anything to

do with the quality of the work. This guide gives you the way

we think about the decision, a scorecard you can run on any

journal today, and a worked example at each step so you can

see it applied, not just described.
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01 Fit beats prestige, and it is not close

The instinct is to aim as high as the paper can plausibly reach.

It is the wrong instinct. A solid paper in the journal that wants

it gets read, cited, and accepted faster than a strong paper in

a journal that was never going to care.

A rejection for scope is not a verdict on your science. It is a routing error, and it

costs you the same three months a real rejection would.

Prestige is a tiebreaker between journals that both fit, not the first filter. Start from

fit and let impact factor break ties, never the reverse.

The journal a paper belongs in almost never changes because an impact factor

moved a point. It changes when the paper says something a different audience

needs to hear.
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02 Read what the journal publishes, not what it says it wants

The aims-and-scope page is aspirational. It is written to sound

broad and welcoming. The table of contents is the truth, and

the two often disagree. So read the papers, not the page.

Topic overlap is not fit. A journal can publish your topic but never your method, or

your method but never your kind of question. Both are a miss.

You are looking for the shape of what they actually accept, in the last year, in your

exact subfield.

The last-ten-papers test

Pull the ten most recent papers this journal published in your subfield.

For each, mark three things: does it share your method, your kind of

question, and a claim about the size of yours?

Count the papers that are yes on at least two of the three.

Six or more: this journal publishes your kind of paper. Three to five: it is

adjacent, read closer before you commit. Two or fewer: it publishes near

your topic but not your paper, and an editor will see that faster than you

did.
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03 Match your contribution to what the journal rewards

The same result can belong in three different journals

depending on what you frame as the point. Journals reward

different things: the mechanism, the method itself, or the

outcome that changes what a practitioner does on Monday.

Decide which one your paper leads with before you pick

where it goes.

Write the one sentence that states your contribution, then read it as each

candidate journal would. The journal for which that sentence is obviously

interesting is your journal.

If you have to rewrite the abstract heavily to fit a journal, that is information.

Sometimes it means reframe. Often it means this is the wrong journal and the

reframe is you talking yourself into it.

I N  P R A C T I C E

WEAK

We investigate the effects of spaced repetition on vocabulary retention in

second-language learners.

STRONGER

Spaced repetition beat massed practice on vocabulary retention by 22% at

eight weeks, and the gap widened with time.
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04 Be honest about the paper’s weight class

Every journal has a bar for how big a claim it expects. Aim

above it and you get desk-rejected for insufficient advance.

Aim below it and you undersell work that deserved more.

Both cost you time, and overreaching is the more common

and more expensive error we see.

Name the scope of your claim plainly. A careful, incremental result is not a

flagship-journal paper, and there is no shame in that. It is a strong specialist-

journal paper, and it will be read by the people who actually work on the problem.

The papers that get in at the top venues change what a whole field does next. If

yours moves the needle for the people directly working on your question, that is

the honest, and often better, home.

I N  P R A C T I C E

Say you ran a randomized trial: a new peer-feedback method raised final-

exam scores by 6 points (p=0.03) across 180 students in three schools. Solid,

real, modest. The instinct is the field’s flagship. Do not. A flagship wants a

result that changes how the field thinks about learning, and a single-method

6-point gain does not. For a strong specialist journal in educational

interventions, this is exactly the paper their readers want, powered well

enough to trust and cleanly designed. Aim there and you are reviewed on

your merits in two months instead of desk-rejected in three weeks.
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05 The constraints that decide it in practice

Once two or three journals fit on substance, boring logistics

settle it. Check these before you commit, not after an

acceptance you cannot use.

Article type and length. If your paper is a brief report and the journal only runs full

articles, or the reverse, fit on topic will not save it.

Open-access route and cost. Know the APC, whether a waiver or a read-and-

publish agreement covers you, and whether open access is required or optional

here. A number you cannot pay is a decision, so make it up front.

Speed and indexing. If a deadline is real, a journal’s median time to first decision

matters as much as its scope. And confirm it is indexed where your field and your

committee expect, PubMed, Scopus, or Web of Science.
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06 Score your shortlist and build a ladder

Do not pick one journal and hope. Score your two or three

finalists, rank them, and know your next move before you

submit anywhere. A rejection then becomes a next step

instead of a fresh round of agonizing.

Choose a first choice that fits and stretches slightly, a second that fits squarely,

and a third that is a safe, fast home for the work. Write them down in order.

For each rung, note the one thing you would change in the framing if the paper

landed there. The cascade is a small reframe per venue, ready in advance, not the

same file sent again.

The people who publish steadily are not the ones who never get rejected. They are

the ones who already knew where the paper was going next.

Score any candidate journal, 0 to 2 each

Publishes your method, not just your topic: 0 never, 1 sometimes, 2

regularly.

Publishes your kind of question (mechanism, method, or outcome): 0, 1,

2.

Runs papers the size of your claim: 0 none, 1 a few, 2 routinely.

You can meet its constraints (length, article type, APC, timeline): 0 no, 1

tight, 2 easily.

8 to 10: send it. 5 to 7: it fits, but read three recent issues before you

commit. Under 5: wrong journal, keep looking. Run it on all three finalists

and the ranking usually writes itself.

manusights.com 7



07 Build the shortlist in a minute, then judge it yourself

The scorecard above is the right way to choose between three

journals. It is a slow way to find them. Narrowing the field is

the part a machine is genuinely better at, because it can read

every venue in the space and you cannot.

Getting from "somewhere in my field" to a shortlist of three is the step that eats

an afternoon and often ends with the journal a colleague happened to mention.

A ranked list is a starting point, not a decision. Whatever comes back, run the last-

ten-papers test on the top few before you commit to any of them.

Get a ranked shortlist free (Compass)

Paste your title and abstract into our free Journal Fit Predictor at

manusights.com/tools/journal-fit.

It ranks 1,321 venues on how close your paper sits to what each one

actually publishes, and returns the top five.

No signup, and nothing is stored. Take its five, then score them with the

card above and read three recent issues of the winner.

It is ours, so treat the ranking as a shortlist rather than a verdict. The

judgment about whether your claim is a flagship advance or a strong

specialist result is still yours, and it is the one the scorecard is for.
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THE NEXT STEP

A guide gets you to a shortlist. The Academy makes the

call.

You can score every candidate by hand and build the ladder yourself. What

a scorecard cannot do is tell you whether your paper’s claim is really a

flagship advance or a strong specialist result, because that judgment

comes from having read hundreds of papers in your exact space. That is

what the Academy does, on your own manuscript: it scores how close your

paper is, names the tier it actually belongs in, and walks you from there to

submission-ready, one task at a time.

Get published, one task at a time.

See what the Academy is →
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