
Description

Rejection is a normal outcome of peer review, but it can feel like a publication dead-end especially for
early career researchers who interpret “reject” as “unpublishable.” In practice, many rejected
manuscripts are later published elsewhere after targeted revisions, clearer positioning, and a more
strategic journal article submission package. What often changes the outcome is not only the revised
manuscript, but also the resubmission cover letter that helps a new editor quickly understand (1) what
the study contributes and (2) how the submission has been strengthened since the last decision.

This article explains how to write a resubmission cover letter when a paper was rejected by another
journal, including whether to disclose the prior rejection, how to incorporate reviewer feedback
responsibly, and how to frame the new submission to maximize editorial confidence.

What Makes a Resubmission Cover Letter Different (and Why 
Editors Notice)

A standard cover letter introduces the manuscript, states fit with the journal, and highlights novelty. A
resubmission cover letter must do all of that while also resolving an unspoken editorial concern: Has
the manuscript meaningfully improved, or is it being “recycled” without addressing known weaknesses?
A concise, evidence-based letter reduces uncertainty and signals professionalism.

Importantly, reputable guidance recognizes that prior peer review can add value when handled
transparently. The International Committee of Medical Journal Editors (ICMJE) notes that if a
manuscript was previously submitted to another journal, it can be helpful to include previous editors’
and reviewers’ comments and the authors’ responses because this may expedite review and
encourages transparency. However, this is framed as helpful rather than universally required, so
authors should treat disclosure as a strategic decision guided by the target journal’s policies and the
specifics of the case.

Should the Cover Letter Disclose the Previous Rejection?

When Disclosure Is Usually a Good Idea
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Disclosure tends to help when it reduces editorial risk or prevents misunderstandings. For example,
disclosure can be useful when the previous review raised substantive scientific issues that have been
fully addressed and the authors want the new editor to see that the manuscript has already benefited
from external critique. It can also help when the new journal’s submission system or policies explicitly
request details of previous or concurrent submissions. Elsevier’s author guidance, for instance, notes
that a cover letter may include “details of any previous or concurrent submissions,” especially if the
journal’s guide for authors is silent.

Disclosure is also worth considering when there is a realistic chance the same reviewers will be invited
again (common in specialized fields). If the revised manuscript is substantially improved and the
authors can clearly document changes, the editorial process may move faster.

When Disclosure Is Often Unnecessary (and Can Distract)

Disclosure is usually not needed when the manuscript was desk-rejected for “fit” (aims and scope
mismatch) and the authors have since targeted a more appropriate journal. In that scenario, the new
editor mainly needs to see strong fit and clear contribution, not the previous journal’s decision. If
disclosed clumsily, a prior rejection can shift attention away from the current submission’s value.

A practical rule: disclose only if it benefits the editor’s decision-making at the new journal. Otherwise,
focus on fit, contribution, and readiness for review.

What Not to Do

Never use the resubmission cover letter to argue with the previous journal’s decision or to “appeal by
proxy.” The new editor cannot adjudicate the prior rejection, and a defensive tone signals scrutiny.

How to Incorporate Previous Reviewer Feedback Without 
Overloading the Letter

Reviewer comments are most useful when they are translated into concrete manuscript improvements.
The cover letter is not a response-to-reviewers document, but it can briefly summarize high-impact
changes that matter for editorial screening.

Step-by-Step Approach for Translating Old Reviews Into a Stronger Submission
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1. Classify the previous critiques into categories such as: fit/novelty, methods rigor, statistical 
analysis, interpretation, structure/clarity, or reporting completeness.

2. Implement only the improvements that strengthen the science and presentation for the new
journal’s audience (not every request is transferable across journals).

3. Document changes in an internal change log (even if it will not be submitted). This makes iteasier
to write an accurate, concise cover letter summary.

4. Select 2-4 changes that are genuinely decisive (e.g., expanded methods detail, additional
robustness checks, improved framing of novelty, updated literature).

5. Describe changes as outcomes, not as emotions. Replace “Reviewer 2 was unfair” with “The
limitations section now clarifies X; additional analyses Y were added to address Z.”

If the target journal allows or encourages sharing prior reviews and responses, the ICMJE suggests
that providing those materials can help and may expedite review. In such cases, the cover letter should
mention what is attached and how it supports the submission.

Framing the New Submission: From “Rejected Paper” to 
“Publication-Ready Contribution”

Editors evaluate (1) fit, (2) technical soundness, (3) novelty and significance, and (4) clarity. A
resubmission cover letter should be structured to support those checkpoints quickly.

Fit Comes First

Before mentioning any prior rejection (if at all), the letter should show why the manuscript belongs in
the new journal. Springer Nature cover letter guidance emphasizes that the cover letter should explain
why the submission will interest the journal’s readers and highlight any special considerations that the
editor should know.

This is where many resubmissions fail: the manuscript may be improved, but the cover letter still reads
like it was written for the previous journal. A mismatch between the manuscript’s positioning and the
new journal’s scope increases desk-rejection risk.

Then Emphasize Novelty and Significance, Briefly

Elsevier cover letter guidance advises keeping cover letters short and focused, ideally under one page,
and clearly stating aim, main findings, novelty, and broader implications. A resubmission cover letter
benefits from the same discipline, with an added sentence or two that signals strengthening since the
prior review.

Finally, Add a Controlled “Revision Narrative”

If prior reviews are mentioned, the language should be factual and minimal:
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What was improved
Why it improves reliability or clarity
How it aligns with the new journal’s readership

Avoid implying that the new journal is a “backup.” The correct framing is “better fit” and “stronger
manuscript,” not “second attempt.”

What to Include (and Avoid) in the Resubmission Cover Letter

A strong resubmission cover letter typically includes:

Manuscript title and article type, aligned with the target journal’s categories
One-paragraph contribution summary (problem, method, key result, why it matters)
A clear fit statement tied to the journal’s aims/scope and readership
A brief “what changed” statement (2-4 improvements) if prior feedback is referenced
Required declarations requested by the journal (many journals handle these in forms; follow the
target journal’s instructions)

Common mistakes that trigger negative signals:

Addressing the letter to the wrong journal (it does happen!)
Copy-pasting the abstract instead of offering editor-facing context
Overpromising impact (“paradigm-shifting”) without evidence
Long explanations of reviewer disagreements
Vague statements like “the manuscript has been thoroughly revised” with no specifics

A Practical Comparison: Desk Rejection vs. Reject After Peer 
Review

Previous Outcome What It Typically Means
Best Cover Letter Emphasis for the Next

Journal
Desk rejection (no
external review)

Usually a fit, priority, or basic
readiness issue

Fit to scope, clarity of contribution,
compliance with author guidelines

Rejection after peer
review

The work had potential but
concerns prevented acceptance

Key improvements that address
rigor/interpretation + renewed fit and
significance

This distinction prevents a common misstep: writing a resubmission cover letter that heavily discusses
“revisions” when the paper was never reviewed. If there were no reviewer comments, the letter should
focus on fit and contribution, not “responses.”

Template Language: How to Disclose Prior Rejection (Without 
Harming the Submission)

academy@enago.com

Page 4
Copyright: Enago Academy under the CC-BY-NC-SA 4.0 license



Use disclosure only when it is genuinely helpful. If used, keep it to one short block and make it
outcome-focused.

Example phrasing (adapt as needed):

“The manuscript has benefited from prior external peer review at another journal. The current version
has been substantially strengthened, including (i) expanded methodological detail and robustness
checks, (ii) revised interpretation to better distinguish confirmatory vs. exploratory analyses, and (iii)
updated positioning to align with the target readership. If helpful, previous reviewer comments and a
point-by-point summary of revisions can be provided.”

This avoids naming the rejecting journal (unless a policy or special circumstance requires it) and keeps
attention on quality improvements.

When Additional Documents Help More Than the Cover Letter

Sometimes the cover letter cannot carry the entire resubmission narrative. Consider adding supporting
items only if the journal allows them:

A tracked-changes version (if requested)
A concise “summary of changes” page (if permitted)
Reporting checklists (CONSORT, PRISMA, STROBE, etc.) when relevant and required

Editors are more persuaded by evidence of compliance and clarity than by rhetorical reassurance.

Conclusion: A Rejection Is Not the End, Unless the 
Resubmission Strategy Is Unchanged

A resubmission cover letter works best when it is treated as an editorial tool, not a formality. It should
prioritize journal fit, summarize the manuscript’s contribution in a reader-centered way, and, only when
helpful, briefly explain how the manuscript has improved after prior review. Disclosure of prior rejection
is not universally required, but transparency can be advantageous when it accelerates evaluation or
clarifies the manuscript’s history in a policy-aligned way.

The next step is straightforward: revise the manuscript with the new journal’s audience in mind, distill
the strongest 2-4 improvements into a short revision narrative, and build a submission package that
signals readiness for review from the first page.

Strategic Support: Navigating the Resubmission Phase

Turning a rejected paper into an accepted one requires a shift from “defending the old work” to
“optimizing the new submission.” Specialized services can help bridge this gap by handling the
technical and strategic burdens of resubmission:

Refining the Core: If your previous rejection was based on methodological concerns or data
interpretation, a Research Paper Revision service ensures that critiques are addressed with
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scientific rigor before the next editor sees them. This moves beyond simple editing to ensure the
logic and evidence meet the standards of the new target journal.
Executing the Submission: To avoid the “recycled” look and ensure every portal field,
declaration, and formatting requirement is perfect, Journal Submission Support takes the
administrative weight off your shoulders. Professionals handle the task of writing a new cover
letter, uploading files and managing metadata, ensuring your resubmission package is
professional, compliant, and ready for an immediate “yes” to peer review.

By treating resubmission as a fresh opportunity to showcase quality, you ensure that your research
eventually finds the home and the impact it deserves.

Category

1. Articles
2. Publishing Research
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