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Structuring papers for success: Making your paper more like a high
impact publication than a desk reject
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a b s t r a c t

A comparison is made between the structure of 10 high impact papers and 50 desk-rejects. In doing so,
authors are offered empirical evidence and insights into why papers that have a high impact not only
differ from unsuccessful papers in terms of content, but also their structure. While excellent content is
needed for high impact, appropriate structure is also required. Obtaining the appropriate structure is the
first and easiest step. The intent of this editorial is to assist authors to recognize and make this important
step.

& 2014 Published by Elsevier Ltd.

Introduction

Paper writing is a critical step in publishing research work.
Structure offers a basis, skeleton and acts as a guide – especially
for multi-author collaborations. Structure impacts both the
reviewer and the reader. In locations that lack a long tradition of
social science academic writing, we have noted that the structure
employed in submissions to Technovation, may hinder the paper's
publication and potential impact. To illustrate this challenge, we
considered 50 desk-rejected manuscripts recently submitted to
Technovation. These are contrasted with ten highly-cited papers
from Technovation. The differences between the two sets of papers
are explored and discussed with the intent of assisting students
and scholars in preparing more impactful papers in the future.

The six-section paper structure

Empirical social science journal articles normally consist of six
parts: (1) Introduction, (2) Literature review, (3) Methodology,
(4) Result, (5) Discussion, and (6) Conclusion. (1) The Introduc-
tion reports the background, identifies the research gap and
proposes the research question(s). (2) The Literature review
includes definitions, background theories, hypothesis formulation
and model development. (3) The Methodology focuses on research
design, data collection as well as preliminary analysis of the data
such as descriptive statistics, data profile, validity, and reliability.
(4) Results report the core research findings – especially in relation
to the hypotheses. (5) Discussion compares and contrasts the
results to existing literature and thought. More importantly it
explores the managerial and theoretical implications – the major
value added of the paper. (6) Conclusions summarize the

important parts and ideas of the paper. In some cases Limitations
and Future Research are included in the Discussion section and
other times in the Conclusions. This six-section structure is quite
common in empirical social science research in business and
management journals. This includes empirical studies in technol-
ogy and innovation management.

Data

The relative number of words (percentage) was collected for each
section of each paper considered. We considered 50 recent rejected
manuscripts by scholars in countries/regions where although there
has recently been much research activity, there is a historic lack of
activity. Ten papers were considered from each of: Brazil, mainland
China, Iran, South Korea, and Taiwan. Ten high-impact published
papers in Technovation (Huizingh, 2011; Van de Vrande et al., 2009;
Chao et al., 2007; Nieto and Santamaria, 2007; Becheikh et al., 2006;
Kwak and Anbari, 2006; Wu et al., 2006; Caloghirou et al., 2004;
Luthje, 2004; Kumar et al., 2003) were also assessed. The summary of
findings is provided in Table 1. If a paper lacked a particular section,
the neighboring sections were assessed to see if part of these sections
should be attributed to the section that was absent.

Result

Scholars in different locations emphasize different sections of a
research paper (Table 1). However, the difference is even more
obvious if compared with the high impact papers published in
Technovation.

Brazilian scholars focus more on Introduction (14%) and Results
(24%). However, they put less emphasis on Literature review (19%)
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and Discussion (13%). Three papers even lacked both Literature
review and Discussion section. An additional three papers (six in
total) lacked any evidence of a Discussion – either an independent
section or discussion-like contents in other sections. If one outlier
is omitted, discussion only occupies 8% in the nine remaining
Brazilian papers considered. Chinese papers typically put more

effort into Methodology and Result sections, with less considera-
tion of the Literature review and Discussion. Iranian scholars focus
heavily on the Introduction, but otherwise are similar to the
Chinese in terms of structural focus. South Korean and Taiwanese
scholars offer a more substantial literature review than the other
countries, but still less than high-impact papers published in
Technovation. However, South Korean and Taiwanese scholars put
minor emphasis on Discussion and implications. Half of the 20
papers lack a Discussion section and Discussion content.

Finally, if the 50 desk-rejected papers are grouped together the
structure focuses more on the Introduction, Result, Methodology
and Conclusion sections and less on Literature review and Discus-
sion (see Fig. 1). In other words, the structure of desk rejected
papers suggests that they are less theory-based and implications
focused than published higher impact papers.

The difference in structure between samples of desk rejects and
high impact papers can be considered in two different ways. The
topographic consideration (Fig. 1) depicts desk-rejected papers as
having a structure like a plateau with Introduction, Discussion, and
Conclusions making up the slopes. Literature review, Methodology,
and Result make up the elevated flat plain as a large focus is placed
on each. High impact articles have two peaks – Literature review
and Discussion. The other sections form the “slopes” of the article.
Alternatively, the mirror image of the two curves can be consid-
ered (Fig. 2). We see that high impact papers (solid line) are
shapely with a narrow head, waste and base. Wideness occurs at
the Literature review and the Discussion. This differs from the
more blob-like form of the desk rejects (dotted line) where there is
narrowness at the Introduction, Discussion, and Conclusions.

Discussion and implications

The comparison reveals different structure between papers that
have high-impact and those that were desk-rejected. Students and
scholars should carefully consider high impact articles in relevant
journals that use similar research techniques to better understand
what structure seems most effective. While a good structure will
not result in a poor paper getting published or a publishable paper
becoming seminal, paper structure can be a barrier to both
publication and a published paper making its greatest possible
impact. While research methodology is offered in Doctoral pro-
grams, the craft of structuring and writing academic papers is
often overlooked in graduate research education.

Over half (51%) of the high-impact papers were devoted to
Literature review and Discussion. The corresponding value for the
desk-rejected papers was only a little over one-third (35%). We have
noticed that this corresponds to the training and behavior of graduate
students and early stage researchers. Graduate education tends to
focus on demonstrating that one can obtain Results with an appro-
priate Methodology. However, for high impact research what is critical
is setting the question and surrounding context appropriately (Litera-
ture review) and then explaining the novel and important

Table 1
Summary of paper structure by percentage of words in five countries/regions and high-impact papers from Technovation.

Brazil Mainland China Iran South Korea Taiwan Desk-rejected High-impact

Sample 10 10 10 10 10 50 10
1. Introduction 14% 11% 19% 12% 12% 14% 8%
2. Literature review 19% 19% 20% 26% 27% 22% 30%
3. Methodology 19% 25% 19% 21% 23% 22% 16%
4. Result 24% 24% 18% 25% 22% 23% 20%
5. Discussion 13% 15% 18% 9% 8% 13% 21%
6. Conclusion 11% 5% 6% 7% 7% 7% 5%
Sum 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100%

Fig. 1. Average structure of desk-rejected papers (plateau) versus high-impact
papers (two-peak).

Fig. 2. Mirror-image model comparing high-impact and desk-rejected paper
structure.
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contribution of the research and how it benefits both theoreticians
and practitioners (Discussion). The journey from being research
capable to capable researchers is about moving from being technically
proficient (focusing onMethodology and Results) to being proficient at
making a contribution that changes the field or at least moves it
forward somehow. To do this one must become very clear, concise and
terse in the areas of Introduction, Method, Results and Conclusions. For
example, the question that an article answers can be provided as the
first sentence of the Introduction (and definitely in the first para-
graph). Sadly we often receive articles inwhich the question that is the
central focus of the paper appears on the third page of the introduc-
tion. While the paper's question is something an editor always looks
for, many readers will give up on figuring out what the paper is about
unless they are told very early on. Once a reader gives up, the paper
cannot have any impact regardless how important the content is later
on. Hence structure is critical as it enables good content to be read and
appreciated. Structure cannot make a paper excellent, but it can
definitely prevent a paper from being so.

We found that many papers in the desk reject sample com-
bined two neighboring sections, for example Results and Discus-
sion or Discussion and Conclusions. It is easier for the reader to
absorb information when it is in a more familiar format – such as a
standard six-section paper. Consequently, combining sections is
unadvisable. However, the six-section basic structure is not always
ideal. For example, a paper that focuses heavily on theory devel-
opment may warrant having the Literature review and Hypotheses
Formulation in two separate sections.

Conclusions

This editorial illustrates differences in paper structure between
high-impact and desk-rejected papers. The desk-rejects sample
represents five different locations that have a substantial amount
of research activity now – but the activity is very recent. While a
good structure does not make a good paper, the papers with a high
impact tend to have a different structure. The emphasis of the high
impact papers is on the literature review – setting the context that
the problem sits within – and the discussion – exploring the
theoretical and practical implications of the research and how it
makes a novel contribution to the existing knowledge base. While
the other sections of a paper are important, there is an unfortunate
tendency for some authors to place too much emphasis on them.

Finally, the ten highest impact papers since the 1980s in all the
journals in technology innovation management were also studied,
but due to their conceptual nature they offer a separate interesting
story that would add too much complexity to this editorial. That
will be reported on separately in the future.
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