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Abstract
Disparities in research publications persist between low- and middle-income countries 
(LMICs) and high-income countries, with Arab researchers from LMICs in the Middle 
East facing significant barriers including the potential impact of linguistic biases. These 
disparities are reflected in the lower acceptance rates and underrepresentation in high-
impact journals. This study aimed to quantitatively identify the specific shortcomings of 
manuscript submission that contribute to publication inequities. We categorized review-
ers’ critiques into predefined areas of manuscript deficiencies, such as lack of novelty, 
methodological flaws, poor language quality, and misalignment with journal scope, and 
rated each item as significant (1), moderate (2), or minor (3). Among the 60 letters ana-
lyzed, the most common deficiencies were a lack of novelty (51.7%), flawed methodology 
(40.0%), misalignment with the journal’s scope (22.3%), and poor English language qual-
ity (18.3%). These results highlight the key areas for improvement: identifying novel re-
search questions, using sound methodologies, choosing appropriate journals, and strength-
ening scientific writing skills. These challenges might disproportionately affect researchers 
of LMICs, reinforcing global disparities in research visibility. To address these disparities, 
institutions in LMICs must provide researchers with robust training on research methods 
and academic writing. Simultaneously, journals have an ethical responsibility to ensure an 
equitable and unbiased evaluation of submissions across diverse global contexts. These 
combined efforts are essential to fostering a more inclusive and representative academic 
publishing landscape.

Keywords  Rejection letters · Challenges to publishing · Peer-review bias · Arab middle 
east

Introduction

Publishing in peer-reviewed scientific journals is essential for academic advancement, pro-
fessional development, scholarly recognition, acquisition of research funding, and fostering 
international collaborations (Johann et al., 2024). The growing pressure to “publish or per-
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ish’ has further amplified the imperative for successful publication, especially in competi-
tive academic environments.

However, manuscript rejection is a common outcome of academic publishing. Most jour-
nals report rejection rates between 20% and 30%, while top-tier journals reject up to 95% 
of submissions (Hesterman et al., 2018). Frequently cited reasons for rejection include lack 
of novelty, flawed methodology, inadequate data collection, and weak statistical analyses 
(Adom, 2024; Ali, 2010; Kumar et al., 2023; Meyer et al., 2018). These issues have been 
well-documented through systematic analyses across various disciplines, primarily within 
Western contexts (Andrew, 2020; Wyness et al., 2009).

Studies from non-Western journals have similarly reported recurring reasons for rejec-
tion. Common issues include misalignment with a journal’s focus, lack of novelty, inad-
equate reporting of research, including vague hypotheses, unclear methodologies, imprecise 
results, and unjustified conclusions (Balyakina & Kriventsova, 2021).

Despite these findings, a significant gap remains in empirical research examining the 
reasons for manuscript rejection by researchers from low- and middle-income countries 
(LMICs) submitted to Western journals. These researchers face distinct challenges, includ-
ing inconsistent funding, limited mentorship (Menon et al., 2022), constrained resources, 
restricted access to academic journals, and substantial time pressure.These structural barri-
ers can compromise the scientific quality, manifesting as limited novelty and methodologi-
cal flaws. Other challenges may involve identifying suitable journals, preparing persuasive 
cover letters, following formatting guidelines, citing sources appropriately, and paying pub-
lication fees (Majid et al., 2022). In addition, many researchers from LMICs struggle with 
“scientific writing and narrative coherence,” including the ability to produce well-organized 
manuscripts and cohesive discussions (Elgamri et al., 2023).

Arab researchers represent a critical but under-studied segment of LMIC scholars. 
Although the volume of biomedical publications from Arab countries has increased over the 
past 15 years (El Rassi et al., 2018; Gul et al., 2015), they have contributed only 2.7% or less 
to global publications in health sciences (Makri, 2018; Tadmouri et al., 2019), underscoring 
their continued underrepresentation in global scientific discourse.

The obstacles faced by Arab researchers parallel those encountered more broadly in 
LMICs, yet they might be compounded by additional challenges. For example, in a previ-
ous qualitative study Arab researchers identified key barriers to publication, including lim-
ited scientific rigor, poor submission preparation, and weak writing quality (Elgamri et al., 
2023). Many participants in this study also raised concerns about possible biases in the peer 
review process. A follow-up study quantified the perceptions of Arab researcher regarding 
publishing scientific research (Ahram et al., 2025). Other studies have suggested that factors 
such as an author’s institutional affiliation, ethnicity, and language proficiency can influence 
peer review outcomes, potentially overshadowing scientific merit (Horton, 2000; Zhang 
et al., 2012). If substantiated, these concerns may exacerbate the existing publication gap 
between researchers in Arab and Western institutions (El Rassi et al., 2018).

While qualitative studies have shed light on these challenges through personal testimo-
nies, there is a pressing need for large-scale quantitative analyses that systematically docu-
ment the specific reasons behind manuscript rejection. To date, few studies have directly 
examined editorial feedback or rejection letters to empirically identify patterns in the types 
of deficiencies.
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Addressing this quantitative gap is crucial to confirm recent anecdotal evidence and 
develop actionable insights. Quantitative research grounded in rejection letters offers an 
opportunity to substantiate perceived barriers, assess their prevalence, and guide reforms 
in institutional support, editorial policy, and capacity-building programs. Building on our 
earlier qualitative findings, this study systematically analyzed editorial rejection letters 
received by Arab researchers. By identifying the frequency and nature of the shortcomings 
cited, we aimed to generate practical recommendations for improving manuscript accep-
tance and promoting equity in global research dissemination.

Methods

Study Design

We performed structured categorization of rejection letters to classify the reasons for rejec-
tion according to predefined categories.

Acquisition of Rejection Letters

To identify the reasons for manuscript rejection among Arab researchers, we invited eligible 
participants to submit de-identified rejection letters from peer-reviewed scientific journals. 
Eligible participants were researchers affiliated with institutions in Arab countries who had 
received one or more rejection letters from scholarly journals within the past five years. 
To ensure transparency and facilitate additional analyses, we requested that the submitters 
include the title of the manuscript and the name of the journal to which the manuscript was 
submitted.

The recruitment process employed a multi-pronged strategy.
Professional Networks:

	● We first contacted researchers in our professional network, who are known to be en-
gaged in academic publishing and are based in LMICs in the Arab region. These indi-
viduals were asked to share their study invitations with eligible colleagues. Snowball 
sampling:

	● The respondents were encouraged to refer to other eligible researchers, allowing us to 
broaden their participation across disciplines and institutions.

	● Targeted outreach: We directly contacted colleagues via email using institutional direc-
tories and relevant academic listservs.

Social Media Engagement

	● We used platforms such as Twitter (X), LinkedIn, and Facebook to disseminate study 
flyers and invite submissions, specifically targeting academic and research communities 
in the Middle East and North Africa (MENA) region.

To be included in the study, rejection letters had to meet the following criteria.
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	● Issued by an academic peer-reviewed journal.
	● Contain at least one editorial or reviewer comment describing the reason(s) for rejec-

tion.
	● Be submitted in English.

Following submission, we reviewed all the letters for eligibility and completeness. Letters 
lacking reviewer comments and those referencing desk rejection without substantive edito-
rial feedback were excluded. For each accepted letter, we recorded the title of the article and 
name of the journal and obtained the journal’s most recent impact factor.

Identification of review criteria for the manuscript

To guide our analysis, we developed a conceptual framework grounded in both empiri-
cal and theoretical sources. Specifically, we drew on findings from our prior research on 
barriers to publication among Arab researchers (Ahram et al., 2025; Elgamri et al., 2023), 
as well as a review of the literature on peer-review processes and reasons for manuscript 
rejection (Adom, 2024; Ali, 2010; Byrne, 2000; Ehara & Takahashi, 2007; Hesterman et al., 
2018; Meyer et al., 2018). To ensure contextual relevance, we also incorporated insights 
from studies examining systemic publication challenges faced by researchers in LMICs, 
including in the Arab region (Ezeala et al., 2013; Majid et al., 2022; Yanik et al., 2023). 
This framework informed by both empirical and conceptual contributions comprise four 
core domains: (1) scientific rigor (e.g., study design, methodology, statistical analysis); (2) 
submission readiness (e.g., journal targeting, formatting, referencing); (3) scientific writing 
quality (e.g., clarity, logical flow, and argumentation) and 4) research integrity (e.g., ethical 
approval, appropriate obtainment of informed consent, and absence of plagiarism).These 
domains reflect recurring themes in both high-income countries (HICs) and LMIC contexts 
and provide the organizational structure for identifying and categorizing the deficiencies 
noted in rejection letters. Based on this framework, we generated the following initial list of 
manuscript review criteria.

	● Originality/novelty of the research: The manuscript presents new, original findings, and 
ideas that advance the field.

	● Significance/Impact: The research has the potential to significantly impact the field or 
address important scientific questions.

	● Methodological Rigor: The study design, methodology, and data analysis are robust, 
valid, and appropriate.

	● Clarity/Precision: The writing is clear and well-organized, allowing readers to quickly 
understand the research and its implications.

	● Analytical Depth and Rigor: the interpretation of results demonstrates thoroughness and 
precision of interpreting the results, findings are well-supported by the data, potential 
limitations or alternative interpretations are carefully considered, and the conclusions 
are sound.

	● Adherence to Research Integrity refers to the ethical standards researchers must follow 
to ensure the credibility and reliability of their work. This included avoiding plagiarism, 
ensuring data accuracy, and maintaining transparency during the research process.

1 3

   15   Page 4 of 19



Barriers to Publication in the Middle East: A Categorization of Rejection…

We subsequently converted the initial list of positively framed review criteria into defi-
ciency-based items and refined them to reflect common problems encountered in manu-
scripts. The revised list was distributed to a convened panel of five distinguished journal 
editors and extensively published scholars. The panel was asked to review the categories 
for relevance and clarity, suggest additions or deletions, and assign a severity score to each 
category using a 3-point scale (1 = significant deficiency, 2 = moderate deficiency, 3 = minor 
deficiency). The final category scores were determined by averaging the panel responses 
and rounding them to the nearest whole number.

Analysis of the Rejection Letters

Two authors (AE and RW) independently reviewed each rejection letter and assigned the 
reviewers’ comments to predefined categories of manuscript deficiencies. A third author 
(HJS) subsequently reviewed the categorizations, and any discrepancies were resolved 
through consensus among all three authors. For each letter, we documented the number and 
type of deficiencies identified. In addition, we differentiated between fatal and non-fatal 
flaws, with fatal flaws referring to deficiencies considered irreparable and thus likely to 
preclude successful revision and resubmission.

Finally, we assessed the likelihood that reviewers were aware the manuscript originated 
from an Arab country. To do this, we examined three factors: whether the country was men-
tioned in the manuscript title, the type of peer review model used, and whether the manu-
script was desk-rejected by the editor. Editors always have full access to author information 
regardless of the review model. The extent to which author information is visible to review-
ers depends on the journal’s peer review model—typically single-blind, double-blind, or 
open review. In single-blind and open-review models, reviewers can see the authors’ names, 
institutional affiliations, and regions. Even in double-blind reviews, reviewers may still infer 
the country of origin if it is explicitly stated in the manuscript title. In contrast, reviewers 
will not be able to identify the source country when the review type is double-blind review, 
and the country source is not mentioned in the title.

Statistical Analysis

We analyzed the data using simple descriptive statistics. Reasons for manuscript rejection 
are summarized as frequencies and percentages.

Results

We reviewed 71 rejection letters from peer-reviewed journals and excluded 11 from our 
analysis because of the absence of reviewer comments that the editor referenced their exis-
tence. Table 1 presents the predetermined classification of deficiencies and their associated 
point values. Of these categories, 13 were given a rating of “1,” 11 were rated as “2,” and 
13 were rated as “3.”

Table 2 shows the number and frequency of manuscripts exhibiting deficiencies, catego-
rized by point values of one, two, and three. Among the deficiency categories assigned a 
point value of one, the most prevalent were lack of novelty (51.7%), out-of-journal scope 
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Category Specific Deficiency Sever-
ity 
(Point 
Value)*

Scientific 
Quality

Lack of Novelty: The manuscript does not address an important knowledge gap 
or is similar to previously published papers.

1

Flawed Methodology: The methods are insufficient to address the study’s 
objectives.

1

Insufficient Sample Size: The sample size is too small to adequately address the 
study’s objectives.

1

Vague Objectives: The study’s objectives are poorly stated or unclear. 1
Poorly Articulated Research Question: The research question or hypothesis is 
not clearly articulated.

1

Deficient Statistical Analysis: The statistical analysis is deficient to address the 
objectives.

1

Insufficient Literature Review: The literature review is not comprehensive 
enough to support the study.

2

Biased Recruitment Technique: The recruitment technique is likely to produce a 
biased sample.

2

Deviation from Statistical Plan: The data analysis does not follow the planned 
statistical approach.

2

Submission 
Readiness

Out of Journal Scope: The content is not within the journal’s scope. 1

Non-Compliant with Formatting Guidelines: The abstract does not conform to 
the journal’s submission guidelines.

3

Incorrect Reference Formatting: The references are formatted incorrectly. 3
Inadequate Citation: The manuscript lacks proper in-text citations. 3
Missing References or Citations: There are missing references or in-text 
citations.

3

Inappropriate Number of References: The manuscript contains too many or too 
few references.

3

Outdated References: The references cited are outdated. 3
Scientific 
Writing and 
Narrative 
Coherence

Discussion is Mainly Descriptive: The discussion is descriptive and does not 
interpret the data within the context of the research question.

1

Lack of Contextual Analysis: The discussion does not consider the context of 
other papers and fails to provide reasons for differences from other studies.

1

Interpretation is Not Supported by the Data: The interpretations are not ad-
equately backed up by the study’s results.

1

Poor English Language Quality: The manuscript is poorly written, making it 
difficult to read and requiring significant editing.

2

Inadequate Data Presentation: The data presentation, including tables or figures, 
is poor or incomplete.

2

Poor Discussion Organization: The discussion is inadequately organized, mak-
ing it difficult to follow the logical flow.

2

Inadequate Review of Issues: The discussion fails to adequately review impor-
tant issues.

2

Incomplete Discussion of the Data: The discussion does not address all the 
major data obtained in the study.

2

Abstract does not align with structure of the manuscript: The abstract does not 
align with the overall structure and framework of the paper.

3

Disorganized Introduction: The structure of the introduction lacks logical flow. 3

Table 1  Classification of manuscript deficiencies with associated point value
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(22.3%), flawed methodology (40.0%), insufficient sample size (21.7%), and interpretations 
not supported by results (20.0%). For categories associated with a point value of two, the 
most frequent deficiencies were poor English language quality (20.4%), insufficient litera-
ture review (16.7%), incomplete or incorrect statistical analysis (15.0%), and inadequate 
data presentation (21.7%). Among the categories with a point value of three, the most fre-
quently observed deficiency was poorly described (22.2%). Overall, the pattern suggests 
that severe flaws were more commonly distributed across the manuscripts than moderate or 
minor deficiencies.

Table 2 also highlights categories related to fatal flaws. These included “lack of novelty,” 
“flawed methodology,” “insufficient sample size,” “out of the journal scope,” “extensive 
plagiarism,” and “lack of ethical approval.”

Table 3 presents the frequency of “1,” “2,” and “3” ratings assigned to each manuscript. 
For each rating type, the table shows the number of manuscripts that received 0, 1, 2, or 
more ratings of that type. Notably, only one manuscript exhibited no significant deficiencies 
(“1” ratings), whereas moderate and minor deficiencies (“2” and “3” ratings) were absent in 
a much larger proportion of the manuscripts (33 and 45 manuscripts, respectively).

Supplementary File 1 details the frequency of deficiencies and the distribution of scores 
of each individual rejection letter. Twenty manuscripts were rejected due to a single item of 
point value “1.” Of these 20 manuscripts, the deficient categories included “lack of novelty” 
in seven, “flawed methodology” in six, “out of scope” in four, “inadequate sample size” in 
two, and “extensive plagiarism” in one (see table footnotes). Finally, one manuscript (Letter 
10) was rejected based on only one item, a “2” rating that represented “poor English lan-
guage quality.” The average number of deficiencies per manuscript was 3.03 ± 2.59.

Supplementary File S1 lists the submission journals and their impact factors. Regard-
ing impact factor, 15 (27.3%) journals had an impact factor below 2.0, 30 (54.5%) ranged 

Category Specific Deficiency Sever-
ity 
(Point 
Value)*

… Poorly Described Methods: The methods section lacks sufficient detail. 3
Repetition of Results: The discussion section unnecessarily repeats the results. 3
Incomplete/Absent Section on Limitations: The limitations section is either 
incomplete or missing.

3

Inadequate Conclusion Section: The conclusions merely repeat the results 
without and does not offer recommendations for future training, research or policy 
changes.

3

Ethics 
Concerns

Lack of Ethical Approval: The study does not have ethical approval. 1

Extensive Plagiarism: The manuscript contains extensive plagiarism. 1
Informed Consent Deficiencies: There are significant deficiencies in the in-
formed consent process.

1

Duplicate Submission: The manuscript has been submitted to more than one 
journal simultaneously.

1

Inequitable Subject Selection: The selection of subjects is inequitable. 2
Inadequate Privacy/Confidentiality Measures: The measures for ensuring 
privacy and confidentiality are inadequate or not described.

2

*Severity Score: 1 = significant deficiency, 2 = moderate deficiency, 3 = minor deficiency

Table 1  (continued) 
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between 2.0 and 5.0, and three (5.5%) had an impact factor of 5.0, and the impact factors 
from three journals were not available.

Supplementary File S2 provides details for each of the 60 rejection letters reviewed, 
including the manuscript title, the type of peer review applied (single- or double-blind), 

Table 2  Classification of manuscript deficiencies by frequency of occurrence (N = 60)
Category Specific Deficiency Sever-

ity (Point 
Value)*

Number 
of Manu-
scripts N 
(%)

Scientific Quality **Lack of Novelty 1 31 (51.7)
**Flawed Methodology 1 24 (40.0)
**Insufficient Sample Size 1 13 (21.7)
Insufficient Literature Review 2 10 (16.7)
Deficient Statistical Analysis 2 9 (15.0)
Vague Objectives 1 6 (10.0)
Biased Recruitment Technique 2 6 (10.0)
Deviation from Statistical Plan. 2 3 (5.6)
Poorly Articulated Research Question 1 1 (0.2)

Submission Readiness **Out of Journal Scope 1 14 (22.3)
Incorrect Reference Formatting 3 2 (3.7)
Inadequate Citation 3 2 (3.7)
Outdated References 3 2 (3.7)
Missing References or Citations 3 1 (1.9)
Inappropriate Number of References 3 0 (0.0)
Non-Compliant with Formatting Guidelines 3 0 (0.0)

Scientific Writing and Narra-
tive Coherence

Inadequate Data Presentation 2 13 (21.7)

Interpretation is Not Supported by the Data 1 12 (20.0)
Poorly Described Methods 3 12 (20.0)
Poor English Language Quality 2 11 (18.3)
Inadequate Review of Issues 2 5 (9.3)
Abstract does not conform with structure of 
the manuscript.

3 3 (5.6)

Discussion is Mainly Descriptive 1 3 (5.6)
Lack of Contextual Analysis. 1 2 (0.3)
Poor Discussion Organization 2 2 (3.7)
Incomplete/Absent Section on Limitations 3 1 (0.2)
Incomplete Discussion of the Data 2 0 (0.0)
Disorganized Introduction 3 0 (0.0)
Repetition of Results in the Discussion 3 0 (0.0)
Inadequate Conclusion Section 3 0 (0.0)

Ethics Concerns **Extensive Plagiarism 1 1(0.02)
**Lack of Ethical Approval 1 0 (0.0)
Informed Consent Deficiencies 1 0 (0.0)
Duplicate Submission. 1 0 (0.0)
Inequitable Subject Selection 2 0 (0.0)
Inadequate Privacy/Confidentiality Measures 2 0(0.0)

*Severity Score: 1 = significant deficiency, 2 = moderate deficiency, 3 = minor deficiency
**Categories considered as fatal flaws, i.e., deficiencies that are uncorrectable for re-submission
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and the stage of rejection—either following external peer review or as a desk rejection by 
the editor. When a manuscript’s title specified the Arab country where the study was con-
ducted, when the peer review was single-blind, or when the manuscript was desk-rejected, 
it is likely that the decision-makers were aware of the manuscript’s Arab origin. Only eight 
manuscripts underwent double-blind peer review and had titles that did not reveal the coun-
try of origin (If the title was not mentioned in the rejection letter, we assumed that the title 
did not reveal the country source of origin. Thus, in 86.7% of the cases, either the reviewers 
or the editor was likely aware that the submission was from an Arab researcher.

Discussion

A structured analysis of rejection letters revealed recurring patterns in the types of deficien-
cies that contributed to manuscript rejection, marking the first quantitative exploration of 
the relative ranking of challenges faced by Arab researchers. By conducting a structured, 
empirical content analysis of journal feedback (peer reviewers and editors), our study offers 
objective insights into the specific areas where Arab researchers face challenges in man-
uscript preparation and submission. While the sample size was modest, the findings are 
grounded in actual editorial communications, allowing for a more systematic understanding 
of recurring deficiencies.

The analysis revealed several critical categories that contributed to the highest rejection 
rates grouped into three main areas: (1) Scientific Quality, (2) Submission Readiness, (3) 
Scientific Writing and Narrative Coherence, and 4) Research Integrity. The most frequently 
cited issues of Scientific Quality included lack of novelty (51.7%), flawed methodology 
(40.0%), and insufficient sample size (21.7%). In Submission Readiness, a prominent issue 
was the manuscript falling outside the journal’s scope (22.3%). Common deficiencies in 
Scientific Writing and Narrative Coherence included poorly described methods (22.2%), 
inadequate data presentation (21.7%), poor English language quality (20.4%), and interpre-
tations that were not supported by the data (20.0%).

Table 3  Frequency of “1”, “2”, and “3” ratings assigned per Manuscript* (n = 60) *A rating of “1” indicates a 
significant deficiency, “2” indicates a moderate deficiency, and “3” indicates a minor deficiency
Number of “1” 
Ratings

Number of 
Manuscripts

Number of 
“2” Ratings

Number of 
Manuscripts

Number of 
“3” Ratings

Number 
of Manu-
scripts

0 1 0 33 0 45
1 30 1 13 1 9
2 18 2 8 2 4
3 8 3 2 3 1
4 2 4 1 4 1
5 1 5 2

6 0
7 1
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Ranking of Main Deficiencies

A substantial proportion of the manuscripts exhibited significant deficiencies (rated “1”), 
reflecting persistent challenges in meeting core scientific quality standards among submis-
sions. Within the Scientific Quality domain, these deficiencies include a lack of novelty and 
flawed methodology. A prominent issue regarding Submission Readiness was manuscripts 
being “outside the journal’s scope.” The most common deficiencies in the Scientific Writ-
ing and Narrative Coherence domain were rated as a “2 and included interpretations not 
supported by the data and poor English language quality. These deficiencies were observed 
in at least 18% of the manuscripts. These findings offer critical insights into the challenges 
faced by researchers from low- and middle-income countries (LMICs) in navigating the 
peer review process.

These categories align closely with prior literature documenting common reasons for 
rejection among researchers globally, especially those from low- and middle-income coun-
tries (LMICs). For example, Gupta et al. reviewed 687 submissions to Indian Pediatrics and 
reported a 50% rejection rate. The most frequent reasons included the absence of a clear 
message (54.5%), lack of originality (43.5%), poor methodology (28.2%), misalignment 
with journal scope (25.4%), and overinterpretation of results (25.4%) (Gupta et al., 2006). 
Similarly, Ezeala and colleagues analyzed 42 rejected manuscripts from eight journals in 
Africa and Asia—many based in Saudi Arabia and Iran—and identified common issues 
such as flawed methodology (66.7%), inadequate literature review (50%), unsupported 
conclusions (50%), absence of problem statements or objectives (31.9%), poor presenta-
tion of results (42.9%), and limited originality (14.3%) (Ezeala et al., 2013). In a study of 
rejections from international authors in the American Journal of Roentgenology, Ehara and 
Takahashi found that the most frequent reason across all countries was a lack of new or valu-
able knowledge (44–76%) (Ehara & Takahashi, 2007). More recently, (Garg et al., 2015) 
et al. reviewed over 1,000 submissions to the Journal of Clinical and Diagnostic Research 
and identified lack of novelty (44.6%) and poor methodology (17.3%) as leading causes of 
rejection.

Fatal Flaws (irreparable deficiencies)

We categorized whether the deficiencies represented fatal or non-fatal flaws (Menon et al., 
2022). Fatal flaws cannot be corrected through revision, and they are major contributors to 
manuscript rejection. Lack of novelty, flawed methodology, and insufficient sample size 
were the most prominent issues.

A manuscript lacking novelty cannot be salvaged for the intended journal, often requiring 
submission to a less selective outlet. This highlights the critical importance of selecting a 
research topic that addresses the gap in the literature, which can only be achieved through 
a thorough and comprehensive literature review (Enago Academy, 2023; Robinson et al., 
2013). However, conducting such reviews requires access to extensive library resources, 
which is an area where many researchers in LMICs face significant limitations. Although 
the open access movement has expanded the availability of scientific literature, LMIC 
researchers continue to face significant challenges in accessing scholarly articles. Many OA 
journals still place some content, such as editorials, commentaries, or supplementary data, 
behind paywalls, thus limiting full access. In addition, hybrid journals often label them-
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selves as open access journals while charging individual articles, creating confusion and 
restricted availability. Technical barriers such as unstable Internet connections, limited digi-
tal infrastructure, and outdated institutional platforms can further hinder access, particularly 
in remote or under-resourced settings. Moreover, a lack of awareness or familiarity with OA 
repositories and preprint servers means that many researchers remain reliant on traditional 
library systems that may not offer comprehensive access to global OA content. These chal-
lenges continue to constrain the ability of LMIC scholars to remain current with scientific 
advances, conduct literature reviews, and build upon recent findings.

In addition to novelty concerns, methodological weaknesses can also represent a fatal 
flaw. Methodological fallings undermine the validity of the findings, and insufficient sample 
sizes increase the risk of Type II errors, making the results unreliable. Revising the existing 
manuscript is not a viable solution, in either case.

Another commonly encountered fatal flaw involved out-of-scope submissions. Out-of-
scope submissions, while technically remediable through journal resubmission, indicate a 
critical misalignment at the time of the initial submission, and were thus considered fatal 
in our analysis. It is crucial for investigators to carefully consider the journal’s specialties 
and aims before submission. However, with the vast number of available journals today, 
owing to digital platforms, selecting the appropriate one has become increasingly complex. 
This challenge is compounded by the limited access to a comprehensive range of journals, 
particularly for researchers in resource-limited settings. Fortunately, new digital journal/
manuscript matching tools have emerged using manuscript titles and abstracts to suggest 
appropriate journal options (MSK Library Blog, 2021).

The proliferation of journals has also led to an increase in predatory journals, which 
might seem attractive to researchers from LMICs. However, these journals exploit authors 
by charging high publication fees while failing to provide essential services, such as proper 
peer review, editorial oversight, or inclusion in reputable databases. (Suiter & Sarli, 2019). 
Additionally, these predatory journals often publish low-quality research, damaging the 
author’s reputation and undermining the credibility of the scientific literature. Moreover, 
the academic community may not recognize the work published in these journals, reducing 
its impact and potential for citations. Finally, an additional concern with selecting a journal 
with the proper scope is that LMIC researchers often face the challenge of researching 
diseases relevant to their local health contexts, which might not align with the interests of 
Western journals (Hanafi, 2011).

Many of the identified categories that led to manuscript rejection highlight signifi-
cant challenges in conducting high-quality research in LMICs due to inadequacies in the 
research support system. These challenges include the limited availability of mentors and 
statisticians, limited access to current academic journals, variability in funding opportuni-
ties, delays in the procurement of laboratory supplies, disbursement of funds, and insuffi-
cient access to high-quality academic training, such as courses in research methodology and 
statistics (Elgamri et al., 2023; Ilonze et al., 2022). Additionally, an underdeveloped regula-
tory and ethical framework can delay research approval (Khoja, Kazim, Ali et al., 2019).

The deficiencies identified in our study also reflect the broader institutional and sys-
temic barriers faced by Arab researchers. For example, bureaucratic obstacles hinder the 
development of high-quality scholarship (Elgamri et al., 2023; Ilonze et al., 2022) and an 
unfavorable institutional climate marked by administrative inefficiencies and rigid hierar-
chies can stifle innovation. Additional factors include excessive time delays usually needed 
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to obtain surveys or field research approved by governments, difficulty obtaining institu-
tional and government permission to conduct research, difficulty traveling to attend inter-
national conferences and collaborating with international researchers, and restrictions on 
tissue exchange in several Arab countries. Furthermore, problematic policies link rewards 
and promotions to teaching milestones and the number of studies published rather than 
the quality of research. Finally, political instability (e.g., Syria, Lebanon, Yemen, Iraq, and 
Sudan) and restrictive research policies further compounded these barriers (Plackett & Abd 
El-Galil, 2019). Universities do not emphasize critical thinking or allow professors to abuse 
their assistants.

Addressing these obstacles requires robust mentorship programs and an improved 
research infrastructure (Bennett et al., 2013; Chi et al., 2019; Kpokiri et al., 2024; Noorma-
homed et al., 2019). Training workshops dedicated to journal selection, manuscript prepara-
tion, and responding to reviewers’ critiques could further empower researchers to navigate 
the submission and revision processes more effectively.

Non-Fatal Flaws (reparable issues)

In contrast, nonfatal flaws, which can be corrected through revision, primarily include 
poorly described methods, inadequate data presentation, unclear objectives, and issues in 
scientific writing and organization. Similar findings were reported by Ezeala and Byrne, 
suggesting that many authors might not have thoroughly reviewed their manuscripts prior 
to submission (Byrne, 2000; Ezeala et al., 2013).

To overcome language-related difficulties, specialists recommend using writing guides 
from reputable organizations, such as the American Medical Association, the American 
Psychological Association, and the International Committee of Medical Journal Editors 
(Kojima & Popiel, 2022). Research shows that, with systematic guidance and determina-
tion, non-native English speakers can develop strong writing abilities. For example, Japa-
nese researchers have shown that mastering English scientific writing is possible through 
targeted training and practice (Okamura, 2006).

Potential Linguistic Bias

Given the high frequency of language-related deficiencies observed in our analysis, it is 
important to consider whether some of these assessments reflect linguistic bias. Linguistic 
bias occurs when manuscripts are rejected despite their good scientific quality. Language 
bias can represent a considerable obstacle for researchers who are non-native English speak-
ers, influencing both the perceived quality of manuscripts and outcomes of the review pro-
cess. This issue is particularly pertinent for Arab researchers, as our findings indicate a 
notable prevalence of poor English language quality as a cited shortcoming (20.4%), which 
may not only highlight genuine language challenges but also reflect heightened reviewer 
sensitivity to linguistic expression.

Previous research has established that inadequate linguistic presentation might result in 
rejection, even when scientific merit is on par with well-articulated studies (Politzer-Ahles 
et al., 2016, 2020). An analysis in the Indian Journal of Psychological Medicine recognized 
poor manuscript quality as a frequent reason for rejection (Menon et al., 2022). This sug-
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gests that linguistic bias could exacerbate reviewers’ negative evaluations, potentially lead-
ing to manuscript rejection even when the scientific content is otherwise robust.

Tackling language bias necessitates systemic interventions, including the implementation 
of double-blind peer review, diversification of editorial boards, and provision of free or sub-
sidized editing services for researchers from low- and middle-income countries (LMICs). 
Language bias toward English can be addressed by making editing services available at no 
cost to LMIC researchers (Bol et al., 2023). Requiring a double-blind peer review could be 
another method, although describing the countries where recruitment occurred would frus-
trate any potential bias towards Arab researchers.

Peer-Review Bias

Although our study does not provide direct evidence of editorial or peer-review bias based 
on ethnicity or nationality, it raises important concerns. In 87% of the manuscripts in our 
study, either the editor or reviewer was likely aware of the manuscript’s Arab origin, an 
observation that leaves open the possibility of implicit bias in the review process. Several 
studies have demonstrated this concern of Arab researchers with peer-review bias (Ahram 
et al., 2025; Elgamri et al., 2023).

Perceptions of editorial bias are not limited to Arab researchers. A study comparing the 
views of authors from Western and non-Western countries found general agreement on the 
primary factors influencing editorial decisions, such as methodological quality, writing clar-
ity, statistical significance, practical relevance, and sample size (Shakiba et al., 2008). How-
ever, significant differences emerged regarding the perceived influence of author nationality; 
non-Western researchers were more likely to believe that editors and reviewers exhibited 
bias against them. This perception has fueled broader concerns about the fairness and inclu-
sivity of the publication process (Yanik et al., 2023; Yousefi-Nooraie et al., 2006).

The possibility of publication bias should also be considered in the broader context of 
systemic inequities in academic publishing. Structural factors, such as the underrepresen-
tation of LMIC scholars on editorial boards, limited access to English-language editing 
services, and a preference for manuscripts from high-income countries, may indirectly influ-
ence rejection patterns. These systemic dynamics can contribute to the heightened scrutiny 
of submissions from LMICs, even when scientific merit is comparable. While our analysis 
focused on the content of rejection letters rather than the processes behind editorial deci-
sions, acknowledging these broader inequities is essential for understanding the publication 
challenges faced by researchers in the Arab region. Future research should further examine 
how review models (e.g., single- vs. double-blind) and editorial policies shape the outcomes 
for authors from underrepresented regions.

Potential bias must also be considered within the broader context of systemic inequities 
in academic publication. Structural barriers, such as the underrepresentation of LMIC schol-
ars on editorial boards, limited access to English language editing services, and a tendency 
to favor submissions from high-income countries, may indirectly shape rejection patterns. 
These dynamics can lead to the disproportionate scrutiny of manuscripts from LMICs, even 
when their scientific merit is comparable. Although our analysis focused on the content of 
rejection letters rather than editorial decision-making processes, these underlying inequities 
are essential for understanding the publication challenges faced by researchers in the Arab 
region.
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The empirical findings on publication bias are mixed. Some studies report minimal evi-
dence of regional bias research (Lee et al., 2013; Walker et al., 2015), while others indicate 
that single-blind review models may favor authors from prestigious institutions or Eng-
lish-speaking countries (Tomkins et al., 2017). Likewise, (Smith et al., 2023) observed that 
manuscripts from countries with lower Human Development Index scores often received 
less favorable reviews—suggesting a potential geographic bias.

To promote fairness in the review process, journal editors should take proactive steps to 
reduce bias. Dewidar and colleagues recommended prioritizing research quality over lan-
guage proficiency (Dewidar et al., 2022). Increasing the representation of LMIC researchers 
on editorial boards and including peer reviewers from diverse geographic regions may also 
enhance the inclusivity and equity of the publishing process (Mohanti et al., 2023).

Inequities in Publishing

Persistent disparities in research output between LMICs and high-income countries HICs 
have been widely documented (Schneider & Maleka, 2018). Although our study did not 
conduct a direct comparison between LMIC and HIC researchers regarding research quality 
or resources, our findings can be situated within this broader context. Structural inequi-
ties—such as limited access to funding, training, mentorship, and publishing support—are 
known to disproportionately impact researchers from LMICs and contribute to their under-
representation in global research output (Kaba et al., 2023; Robinson et al., 2013; Saloojee 
& Pettifor, 2024). This pattern is evident in the persistent publication gap between Arab and 
Western countries. Furthermore, bibliometric analyses reveal that LMIC researchers, par-
ticularly in Arab countries, are underrepresented in key authorship positions, including first 
and last authorship, when compared with their counterparts in HICs (El Rassi et al., 2018). 
These disparities underscore the need for targeted efforts to address systemic barriers and 
promote more equitable participation in academic publishing (Bol et al., 2023).

Limitations

We acknowledge certain limitations of our study, including the relatively small sample size. 
Nevertheless, the trends we observed align with broader experiences in the field. Addi-
tionally, our findings may not be generalizable to other low- and middle-income country 
(LMIC) regions. Future research could expand these findings by analyzing a larger and 
more geographically diverse set of rejection letters. Such work would enable cross-regional 
comparisons, revealing both common and context-specific challenges, and informing more 
tailored, globally relevant strategies to promote equity in scientific publishing. Moreover, 
the process of assigning qualitative peer review comments to the developed categories may 
have introduced some degree of interpretation. To mitigate this, two of the authors of this 
study reached a consensus, and the senior author reviewed the results. Although the inter-
rater disagreement was minimized, it was not eliminated.

While our study focused on Arab researchers, we acknowledge that many of the iden-
tified deficiencies, such as issues with novelty, methodological rigor, and writing clarity, 
are common across academic publishing and may also affect researchers in high-income 
countries. Our study did not include a comparison group of rejection letters from high-
income country (HIC) scholars; therefore, we cannot claim that these challenges are unique 
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to or more prevalent among researchers from low- and middle-income countries (LMICs). 
Rather, our emphasis on LMIC contexts is grounded in prior literature documenting persis-
tent structural barriers such as limited access to mentorship, training, and resources, which 
may exacerbate these issues in these settings. Future comparative studies would be valuable 
in determining whether the frequency and types of manuscript deficiencies vary by region 
or institution.

Finally, self-selection bias was another limitation of our study. Because participation was 
voluntary, researchers who choose to submit their rejection letters may differ systemati-
cally from those who do not. For example, individuals with particularly negative experi-
ences, severe critiques, or stronger perceptions of bias may have been more motivated to 
participate. Additionally, the sample may overrepresent researchers from certain disciplines 
(e.g., biomedical sciences) or those that are more engaged in international networks. Con-
sequently, the frequency and types of deficiencies identified in our analysis may not fully 
capture the broader range of challenges faced by all Arab researchers. Although the findings 
remain valuable, they should be interpreted with these sampling limitations in mind.

Conclusion

Our findings indicate that the rejection of manuscripts by Arab researchers is predominantly 
attributed to significant deficiencies in scientific rigor, methodological design, writing 
quality, and narrative coherence. These challenges reflect not only individual limitations, 
but also broader systemic and institutional barriers that affect research capacity across the 
region. Addressing these issues through targeted training programs, sustained mentorship, 
improved access to academic resources, and structural reforms can significantly enhance 
research output and reduce the disparities in scholarly publishing.

These findings carry broader importance for research capacity building in low- and 
middle-income countries (LMICs). Specifically, strengthening institutional infrastructure, 
fostering international collaboration, and investing in editorial and peer-review training can 
help cultivate a culture of research excellence. Future studies should explore whether simi-
lar patterns exist in other LMIC regions. Such comparisons could uncover both common 
obstacles and context-specific challenges, thereby informing the development of effective 
and globally relevant strategies to support underrepresented researchers. In future research, 
we plan to expand this work through comparative studies across geographic regions and 
research disciplines, supplemented by surveys and in-depth interviews with researchers and 
editors. We also envision integrating bibliometric analyses to further explore patterns of 
underrepresentation and systemic inequities in authorship and publication outcomes. Ulti-
mately, collaborative efforts involving researchers, academic institutions, journals, funders, 
and policymakers are essential for cultivating a more inclusive, equitable, and diverse 
global research ecosystem.
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