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Introduction: What is a Good Paper?
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• Novel? Positive impact (citations, in news)? Supports your career?

• It depends on the system you are based; China: number and 
quality? India: Q1 journals? UK: quality (REF, 1 paper/year)? Etc.

• The way your work gets 
assessed in a system changes 

• In the last 15 years for me (UK): 
In 2011 reputation of Journal 
(JFM, Proceedings of the Royal 
Society), then in 2014 Source 
Normalised Impact Factor, 
since 2019 no metrics at all 
(San Francisco Declaration of 
Research Assessment DORA)

• The system and metrics 
change, but a good quality 
paper will always be valued

https://2029.ref.ac.uk/
https://sfdora.org/
https://sfdora.org/


Introduction: Two Milestone Papers (in my opinion)

4
2347 citations on Google Scholar 25371 citations on Google Scholar



Introduction: Some General Points
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• A good paper relies on a novel research idea and good results

• It is not realistic to write a very influential article if there is a lack of 
novelty or the quality of the results is not satisfactory 

• This lecture gives tips on writing a well-written and structu-

red high-quality peer-reviewed journal article and maxi-

mise the chances of getting it published (the novelty of your 
research idea, quality of data, system and impact are not considered)

• Positive: Apply multiple methods; e.g. lab experiments to validate 
numerical simulations, or a theory fitting your experimental results

• Positive: Use an open-source code (e.g. OpenFOAM) rather than a 
commercial code for numerical simulations (modify the source code)

• Positive: Try to derive generic findings (applicable for many 
situations) rather than case-specific ones; if you work on a case 
study, derive results which are relevant beyond your specific case

• Positive: Review papers of others to develop your own writing style



Writing Process: Tips 1
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• Read many articles (one every day, also from the targeted journal)

• This creates ideas about the storyline in the Introduction, what to 
analyse, how to present the results, how to compare your results, etc.

• Organise this information (write summaries, ideas and how you want 
to use a specific article)

• Use a reference manager such as EndNote 

• Start with easy sections for which the content is not 
changing anymore (Methodology, Results, Discussion of Results)

• Prepare the artwork (figures) early on

• Use a proof-reading tool (e.g. Grammarly)

• Creating content with generative AI is regarded as false authorship; 
if you use e.g. ChatGPT or Copilot to improve readability, then 
remove “ChatGPT vocabulary” such as “elucidate” and long hyphens

• Once your draft paper is written, read it several times and im-
prove it (this may take 50% of the time used to write the draft)

https://endnote.com/?srsltid=AfmBOopLYPnlUHVJufhJTDU8ekMdpKpa8xceAKE4KDS8OEfrtgdMIZzg
https://www.grammarly.com/


Writing Process: Tips 2
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• Technical writing is very different from how a novel or poem is 
written

• The reader needs to be able to easily follow the points and 
arguments made in the paper

• Technical writing…

• tends to use short and precise sentences

• follows a logical/clear structure (in paragraphs and overall)

• Traditionally, it was written in a passive style (e.g. write “Has been 
conducted by the authors…” rather than “We conducted…”), but this 
has changed in the last decade (check papers of the targeted journal)

• does not use contractions (write “does not” rather than “doesn’t”; 
write “he will” rather than “he’ll”)

• uses gerunds, e.g. “Fig. 1, showing…” instead “Fig. 1, which shows…”

• uses “as shown in Figure 1…”, not “as shown in the following figure”

• uses precise language, e.g. subjective words such as “huge”, “nice”, 
“lovely”, “massive”, “giant”, “very”, etc. should be avoided; much 
better is to give a specific number



Writing Process: Structure of Paper 1
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• Carefully plan what you want to add under which heading:

• Title (informative and concise, also mention the applied method)

• Authors 

• Check the order with your main supervisor, as this can be delicate 
(e.g. write at the start that the order will be confirmed (TBC))

• Abstract (example below)

• Mention the most relevant information of all sections

• Respect the word limit (online mask, e.g. 150 words in JHR)

• Write the abstract towards or at the very end

• Keywords

Catucci et al. (2023) Journal of Hydraulic Research (JHR)



Writing Process: Structure of Paper 2

• Introduction (why)

• Introduce the topic

• Synthesise relevant previous 
work (state-of-the-art) and 
motivate the research need

• State the aim and objectives 
(SMART)

• Explain the paper structure in the final paragraph (example above)

• Use the word Introduction as heading

• Methodology (how)

• Describe how you derived your data/results (your model)

• Others should be able to reproduce your work

• This is typically the 1st section you write

• Results (what)

• Present and describe your main results

• This is typically the 2nd section you write, after the methodology

Catucci et al. (2023) JHR

9

https://www.bitesizelearning.co.uk/resources/smart-goals-meaning-examples


Writing Process: Structure of Paper 3

• Conclusions

• Give a brief background and touch 
on the methodology, before you 
highlight the main conclusions of 
your work (some journals welcome 
bullet points or numbers)

• They should be self-contained, 
so introduce abbreviations and 
parameters once more

• They typically end with some sen-
tences about potential future work

• Notation and Abbreviations

10Liu et al. (2025) Eng. Geology

• Discussion of Results (so what)

• Put your findings into the context of available knowledge

• Add e.g. a comparison of your results or new method with others, an 
application example or the limitations of your work 



Writing Process: Structure of Paper 4

• References

• Mainly cite peer-reviewed papers (discussed later on)

• Make sure you add relevant ones from the targeted journal to 
reduce the risk of desk rejection

• All articles mentioned in the text need to be listed, and vice versa

• Appendix

• Add repetitive results or parts of the methodology (concise main part)

• Add information from others that is essential for your paper (e.g. for 
the discussion)

• Acknowledgements

• Mention funding bodies or people who helped you, but are not part of 
the author team (lab technicians, collaborators, etc.)

• Some acknowledge the anonymous reviewers (unnecessary in my view)

• CRediT Author Statement (example from Elsevier)

• Send a draft to all authors and make sure that all are happy

• Discuss this with your main supervisor first and write TBC (delicate)11

Attili et al. (2021) Coastal Eng.

https://www.elsevier.com/researcher/author/policies-and-guidelines/credit-author-statement
https://www.elsevier.com/researcher/author/policies-and-guidelines/credit-author-statement


Writing Process: Artwork 1

• Visual elements (e.g. 
graphs, charts, diagrams, 
photographs, drawings), 
simply called figures

• Check journal Guide for Au-
thors (Elsevier)/Instructions 

for Authors (JHR, example)

• Two main formats exist: vector and raster (pixel)

• Work with vector files, e.g. in Inkscape or Adobe Illustrator, if 
possible; you have full control and can move and change text

• Export the vector files then in raster format (journals typically 
accept .tiff and .jpg format, with at least 400 dpi (dots per inch))

• Select the font size slightly smaller than the main text in the 
printed article

• Write the font style according to the journal guidelines (they 
typically ask for font in italic, also on figures and tables) 12

https://www.sciencedirect.com/journal/coastal-engineering/publish/guide-for-authors
https://www.sciencedirect.com/journal/coastal-engineering/publish/guide-for-authors
https://www.sciencedirect.com/journal/coastal-engineering/publish/guide-for-authors
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?show=instructions&journalCode=tjhr20
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?show=instructions&journalCode=tjhr20
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?show=instructions&journalCode=tjhr20
https://inkscape.org/release/inkscape-1.4.2/windows/64-bit/msi/dl/
https://www.adobe.com/uk/products/illustrator/campaign/pricing.html?mv=search&mv=search&mv2=paidsearch&sdid=GMCWY69B&ef_id=CjwKCAjw0dPRBhAPEiwAE5vTTkhGflOHZRH72XYTKXOXIAb6Jqt-GD9poOwSYpcyGPfj-XnOZBVNcBoCrikQAvD_BwE:G:s&s_kwcid=AL!3085!3!763734636390!b!!g!!adobe%20illustrator%20price!22787824044!180268879337&gad_source=1&gad_campaignid=22787824044&gclid=CjwKCAjw0dPRBhAPEiwAE5vTTkhGflOHZRH72XYTKXOXIAb6Jqt-GD9poOwSYpcyGPfj-XnOZBVNcBoCrikQAvD_BwE


Writing Process: Artwork 2

• You save time and the paper looks 
better if you define the figure 
sizes early on (Elsevier works with 3 
figure sizes: 90, 140 and 190 mm)

• Scale the figure size and select 
the font size accordingly

• This will help the typesetting team 
(you will have limited control over 
the final format of your paper, see 
next slide), i.e. figure sizes will more 
likely look as you wanted

• Mind colour blind readers (if 
you use colours, use also different 
line/symbol styles), more and more 
reviewers and publishers ask for this

13Liu et al. (2025) Eng. Geology



Writing Process: Artwork 3

• The typesetting team will format your paper 

• You will have limited control over how it will look like, where 
the figures are located and their final sizes

14

Format submitted by Attili et al. (2021) Coastal Eng. Published format



Writing Process: Artwork 4

• A good and a less good example about the font size in figures 
from the same article

15

Sotiropoulos (2015) JHR



Writing Process: References

• Focus on peer-reviewed journal papers

• PhD dissertations, good technical books and proceedings from 
prestigious conferences (e.g. ISHS) may be acceptable as well

• However, stay away from grey literature such as reports (only 
if they are very important), websites, MSc theses, news articles, etc.

• Use a search engine, such as Scopus, Google Scholar or Web of 
Science, with their own search strategy, for your literature search

• For a focused search, use keywords or key phrases in quotation 
marks, or use several keywords linked with “AND” (e.g. “Bridge pier 
scour” AND “Laboratory experiment”)

• Format them according to the Author Guidelines (most likely 
Harvard referencing style (alphabetical order, e.g. in-text citation 
“Catucci et al. (2023)”), Vancouver style is less often used in the 
journals in our fields (with numbers, e.g. in-text citation “[1]”))

• Again, make sure to include papers from the targeted 
journal to demonstrate the fit of your work 16



Review Process: An Editor’s Perspective

• Initial screening (e.g. Editor-in-Chief, Associate Editor):

• Out of scope for the journal => Desk rejection (this happens to very 
good articles!)

• The work is not novel (no new physical insight, findings, interpreta-
tion or method, incremental, etc.)? => Desk rejection

• After in-depth review by 2 or more reviewers:

• Is the work flawed (significant mistakes, incorrect modelling approach, 
misleading interpretation, etc.) => Rejection

• More than one reviewer recommends rejection => Rejection

• Issues you may get away with, if the work is sufficiently novel:

• Insufficient data (if it appears realistic to collect/access more data); Weak 
presentation (artwork, text); Not concise (text, figures); Insufficiently 
embedded in the state-of-the-art; Not well written (grammar issues, mixture 
of American and British English); Conclusions are insufficiently supported 
by the data; Does not follow journal guidelines; Many inconsistencies

• Question: Are the authors able to address the comments of the 
reviewers within a realistic time frame? => If no, rejection

17



Review Process: Common Issues Raised by Reviewers 1

• The Author Guidelines are not 
followed, including overlength (some-
times returned by the Editorial Office 
prior to sending it to the Editor-in-Chief)

• Important work is ignored

• There is insufficient narrative and 
the information from other sources is 
insufficiently synthesised and/or 
compared (do not use one paragraph or 
sentence for each reference)

18

Chen et al. (2024) Coastal Eng.



Review Process: Common Issues Raised by Reviewers 2

• The manuscript is not concise (repetitions, too wordy, etc.)

• The information is not presented in the correct section (disorgani-
sed); E.g., the results start with method or background information

• The Conclusions read like a long abstract or are not self-
contained

• Low quality of figures (font size or style, resolution, readability)

• Figures are repetitive (figures need to be presented concisely)

• It takes too long to reach the results section (the introduction and 
methodology should not add up to 60% of the article)

• Incremental work (similar work has already been published by 
the same or other authors)

• The paper is not tailored to the readership of the journal (you 
explain things which are clear to the average reader, e.g. the Froude 
number in JHR, or the wave height in Coastal Eng.)

• The results are oversold or the limitations are not stated
19



Review Process: Response to Reviewers Comments

• If you get invited to revise your article, congratulations!

• The reviewer’s comments may feel personal, but this is 
rarely the case

• Sometimes novel work has a harder time in the review 
process than more standard work following conventional ideas 
(novel work is more difficult to understand, reviewers may not like 
it as their own work becomes outdated)

• The reviewers provide their expertise to help you improve your 
work for free, typically in their free time; do not forget this

• If they ask a question, clearly answer the question, but also 
improve your article (questions typically highlight that some-
thing is unclear in the manuscript, less the reviewers’ curiosity)

• Make it easy for the editor/reviewers and stay polite (example)

• However, you need to demonstrate your expertise; do not just 
take over points you disagree with (you may lose credibility)

• Reviewers’ comments may contradict (different opinions) 20



Review Process: Response to Reviewers Comments

• Example Response Letter/Rebuttal of Catucci et al. (2023)

Respond politely

Make it easy for the reviewers

Repeat the question (make it easy)

Acknow-
ledge the 

point (even 
if not 

useful) and 
give a clear 

response

Repeat what you added in the paper also in the response letter (make it easy)
21



Conclusions

• If you want to write a good paper, start with a novel research idea 
and work hard to get good results (repeat experiments) 

• Aim for a multi-method approach, try to derive generic results 
and run numerical simulations with open-source codes

• Plan your article structure carefully with the outlined headings

• Put a lot of care into your artwork; work with vector files and 
plan the figure and font sizes early on 

• Use Scopus, Google Scholar or Web of Science to look for high-
quality literature and add some of the targeted journal

• Avoid obvious mistakes for the editor to reject your paper (e.g. 
out of scope, follow Author Guidelines, no citation from the journal)

• In your reviewer response letter, make it easy for the 
reviewers, showcase your expertise but stay polite 

• Carefully read the proof and get your paper published; only time will 
show how influential your paper will be

22
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Questions and Comments?

Dr Valentin Heller

www.drvalentinheller.com 

Faculty of Engineering

IJREWHS, Chengdu, 2nd July 2026
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http://www.drvalentinheller.com/
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