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As the number of submissions to Voluntas has expanded,
so has the number of rejections. Mostly, these reflect
assessments of the quality of the analysis or the underlying
data. However, in a number of cases, the rejections are for
reasons that are entirely avoidable. In this short editorial,
we will suggest some practical advice to getting past the
first several hurdles—and perhaps beyond.

Step Outside Yourself—Reflect on Why Others
Would Care to Read Your Work

To publish successfully, it is important to learn to read a
text through the eyes of others. Authors, editors and
reviewers examine manuscripts from different perspec-
tives. Authors often begin by writing up their project and
only afterward consider a choice of journal. Editors and
reviewers start from the other end: How does a particular
piece of research contribute to the general academic debate
on this issue? How does it fit similar texts published in the
journal? In other words, it is better to move the argument
from the general to the specific, not the other way round,
and define from the outset how the findings contribute to
the state of the art. A good mental exercise is to try to
imagine that readers have little to no interest whatsoever in
your project and country (for some people/nationalities, in
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our experience, this tends to be harder than for others). Ask
yourself: Why would they read it anyway?

Think About the Reviewers—What Criteria will
they use to Assess the Manuscript?

Once it is out for review, based on our experience
reviewers are looking for quality, concision and coherence.
In addition, time and time again reviewers comment that
submissions fall short on pushing the conversation forward
in the field. This is the case across many types of sub-
missions: Whether the submission seeks to fill a research
gap, explore a less known phenomenon or further our
understanding about what we think we know; in addition, it
is a comment by reviewers for both qualitative and quan-
titative manuscripts, single-case studies and comparative
analyses. In part, we would suggest, this comment high-
lights the burden on authors, as noted, to make a concerted
effort to draw explicitly on the literature in the field (in
Voluntas and elsewhere) and make sure the findings con-
tribute to the broader state of the art.

Reviewers are asked to evaluate your manuscript using
several general criteria standard to social science research:
strengths and weaknesses of the theoretical and, if appli-
cable, methodological approaches of the manuscript, a
topic pertinent to the field, proper references, etc.
Reviewers for Voluntas are also asked two additional
questions, written here verbatim:

1. Given the international readership of Voluntas, does
this paper have relevance outside its country of origin?

2. Given that Voluntas is an interdisciplinary journal, is

this paper accessible to readers from a variety of
disciplines?
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Keeping these questions in mind as you develop your
manuscript will be extremely helpful. They help prompt
you to define your terms and do so taking into account
Voluntas’ intended audience. Such an approach allows you
to frame the text effectively from the beginning of the
writing stage and therefore tell a story relevant well beyond
the context about which you are writing.

Find Common Ground—Trace the History
of the Discussion in the Journal

A related point: It is good to check whether others have
published on similar topics in the journal. That is, you can
find certain trends of publication in journals (e.g., see
Calcagno, Demoinet, Gollner, Guidi, Ruths & de Mazan-
court (2012) for the physical sciences; Martin (2014) for
the social sciences). If the journal has not published on the
topic of your manuscript, that begs the question whether it
is the right journal. If it has, these articles present an easy
starting point for demonstrating that the article is relevant
and timely. It is not compulsory, but practical, to reference
some of these previous publications. After all, reviewers
often include scholars who have previously published in
the journal.

This also allows for what Martin (2014) calls a “a
common ground or an encompassing debate” to be con-
structed by using related and common language for
scholarly interaction among authors and the readership of
Voluntas. Two of us recently identified patterns over the
last five years in Voluntas. We observed an increased
number of submissions on the topics of social enterprise,
philanthropy, grassroots activities and social movements.
Some of the classical topics discussed in Voluntas remain,
but indeed have seen changes. For example, submissions
about volunteering have a greater focus on non-conven-
tional, flexible forms of volunteering, and at least for now,
we recognize a relative decline of classical management
research on nonprofit organizations (Simsa & Brandsen,
2020). These trends might inform how you frame your
research and contributions to the field, or alternatively even
allow you to present topics that are currently missing from
observed patterns but that deserve attention.

Treat the Abstract as More than a Formality

The short summary required by journals often seems to be
written in a rush. However, it is a crucial piece of the
article and requires serious thought. Keep in mind that the
abstract gives readers the very first impression of your
work and might prime their attitude toward it. While
somewhat anecdotal, we find that the quality of the abstract
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is related to the quality of the manuscript itself. The
abstract serves as a very brief overview of your research. It
tells the reader (e.g., the editors and reviewers) what you
did, why you did it, how you did it, what you found, and
what it means. The abstract should essentially be a “mini”
article. You should briefly state the purpose and the prob-
lem/puzzle of the research (introduction/literature review),
how the problem was studied (methods), the principal
findings (results), and what the findings mean (discussion
and conclusion). However, the abstract should be under-
standable without readers knowing the whole text, avoid
abbreviations and very specific arguments that are only
explained later!

It is important to be clear and straightforward. Like the
manuscript itself, the abstract should consider (1) the
journal’s specific audience and (2) the main point you are
making in your manuscript. It needs to convey your text’s
main contribution, aims and conclusion to the editor, the
reviewers and readers. And, again like the manuscript
itself, the abstract must speak beyond the specific case you
are analyzing in your article. Because it is the first
impression on readers, it helps them to decide if the article
deserves to be read. Additionally, you should pay attention
to keywords so that your article can be found through
online search engines once it is published.

Meet the Minimum Requirements and Escape
a Desk Reject

Manuscripts themselves are uploaded into the system and
initially screened for adherence to the submission guide-
lines. This includes limited word count (for Voluntas
maximum words count is 8,000, inclusive of everything)
and various disclosures about, for examples, conflict of
interest and funding sources. Once it meets the submission
requirements, the editors provide a desk review. This is
when we do an initial review of the Voluntas criteria (does
it speak to international and interdisciplinary audiences?),
and consider more general social science standards such as
a theoretical framework, methodological approach, analy-
sis and contributions. Once we decide it meets the standard
to go out for review, we select reviewers based on our own
knowledge of colleagues who are well-positioned to review
the submission, given the topic, empirical setting and/or
methodology. We also consider how the authors classified
the submission according to the pre-defined classifications
in the manuscript system. We recommend that authors take
these classifications seriously, as it provides a further
indication of who might be a qualified and appropriate
reviewer.
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Take Reviewers Seriously—Never Show Your
True Feelings

Getting to the revision stage is already a major achieve-
ment. After this, the majority of manuscripts end up being
published. But, should you wish to fail at this advanced
stage, the best way to do it is to demonstrate that you refuse
to take reviewers seriously. This can be done by making
minimal, token changes to the text, hoping that the
reviewers are careless enough not to notice. Another good
strategy to get rejected is to show anger or annoyance, by
implying that reviewers have not understood the text or
read it badly: “as we already explained on page 9, ...”.
“The reviewer has misunderstood this point.” Everyone
has the experience of disliking a reviewer passionately, but
showing it is simply not helpful.

Should you wish to get published, write a point-by-point
response to the reviewers’ comments and stay gracious.
There is no need to follow reviewers’ advice slavishly:
Sometimes comments are contradictory or impossible to
address. In that case, please explain why you have chosen
to ignore the comment. On the whole, though, try to do
them justice.

Further Resources

Other resources that might help you think about how to
write a quality manuscript exist. For example, the Academy
of Management Journal in 2011 had a seven-part series
called “Publishing in AMJ” that provides advice and
strategies for submitting publishable articles to the journal.
While speaking to management scholars, many of the
suggestions are applicable to the social sciences more
generally. Other fields related to third sector studies also
have provided resources—about how to publish (Blair
et al., 2020) and how to accept rejection (Martin, 2014);

https://doi.org/10.1007/511266-021-00356-4 Published online by Cambridge University Press

and others even critically question the current standards for
publication (e.g., Healy, 2017; Tourish, 2020). René Bek-
kers’ “How to Review a Paper” (2020) provides sugges-
tions to reviewers (its intended audience), but in doing so
allows authors to think about how their work is likely to be
reviewed. The short guide paper is targeted for the review
of hypothesis-testing papers, but for those authors who are
testing hypotheses, it might provide key considerations to
think about.

In sum, academic publishing is a special world, where
rules and practices can be tedious. Yet, in our experience,
manuscripts do usually improve during the review process.
As a result, they are able to contribute more fully to
knowledge production and have more of an impact. In the
end, it is worth the trouble.
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