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Publishers’ language policies 
A comparison of the instructions for manuscript preparation across major science, technical and medical (STM) publishers reveals more evidence of decreasing tolerance for less-than-perfect language and writing. The instructions to authors of the European Journal of Epidemiology, published by Springer, represent the author-friendly end of the scale: “We appreciate any efforts that you make to ensure that the language is corrected before submission. This will greatly improve the legibility of your paper if English is not your first language.” [1] For other Springer journals, however, the instructions for authors mention only that manuscripts should be written in English, but do not require authors to take extra measures to ensure their manuscripts will need as little editing as possible. Springer’s information under the link to “Preparing a Journal Manuscript” refers authors to the homepage of the specific journal the author is interested in, [2] so this publisher appears not to apply a blanket policy to all its journals, but to leave editorial policy on the quality of English at the discretion of individual journal editors.

Blackwell (now Wiley-Blackwell) is a little more proactive in suggesting that “[a]uthors for whom English is a second language may choose to have their manuscript professionally edited before submission or during the review process.” [3]

At Wiley [4] the message for authors is stern: get the manuscript edited professionally before submittal or risk rejection. This publisher states that they will not undertake language editing: 


We recognize that many manuscripts that are submitted to our journals originate from outside English-speaking countries. We strongly recommend that authors who are not native English speakers ask a colleague or for-hire editor whose native language is English to help them edit their work. Neither the editorial office nor the publishing staff are able to provide this service, and if papers are not written in easily understandable, idiomatic English, they will likely be returned to the authors without review. 

According to Elsevier, “[e]ditors and reviewers are not responsible for making language corrections.” Even though the manuscript may report cutting-edge science, “poor language quality –including errors in grammar, spelling or language usage– could delay publication or could lead to outright rejection of the paper, preventing the research from getting the recognition it deserves.” [5] This policy not only implies that poor English may bias peer reviewers against the manuscript, but makes clear that Elsevier no longer considers editing the English as the publisher’s responsibility. 

A factor that contributes to decreasing editorial tolerance may be the need to reduce costs, especially at open access journals. For example, in the instructions to authors for BMC Medical Research Methodology, [6] the advice on “Style and language” contains this information: 


BMC Medical Research Methodology will not edit submitted manuscripts for style or language; reviewers may advise rejection of a manuscript if it is compromised by grammatical errors. Authors are advised to write clearly and simply, and to have their article checked by colleagues before submission. In-house copyediting will be minimal. Non-native speakers of English may choose to make use of a copyediting service. 

Except for its two flagship journals BMC Biology and BMC Medicine (Matthew Hodgkinson, personal communication, e-mail 6 October 2007), this publisher declines responsibility for editing the English, and warns that manuscripts that are “compromised” by errors risk rejection without review. 
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