
Learning how to handle rejections 
 

Getting critical feedback during peer review is inevitable. 

However, there are some tricks to avoid letting those comments bring you 
down. We collected the best advice from experienced scientists for you: 

 

1. Don't Give Up: They're Not the End of the World 
I believe after getting a rejection or harsh feedback, kicking 

something, or going out and playing tennis or some 
badminton—whatever someone enjoys doing is best. Doing 
something physical, and then going back and reading the 
feedback seriously. Rejection is a part of science. The first 
thing that happened with my PhD work was a rejection. 

Everybody gets rejected at some point, whether it's for papers, grants, or job 
interviews. One has to take rejection seriously, but don’t give up. It’s like a 
sport—you win some, you lose some. I remind myself that it is about staying 
focused on winning and getting my work published. 

 

2. No Need To Take It Personally 
I approach reviewer feedback intellectually rather than 

emotionally. It’s frustrating, but I know that it is part of the 
process. I know that even if feedback is harsh, this has 
nothing to do with me, it might simply be that the scope of 
the journal does not fit my work.  

However, if the negative feedback is overwhelming it might 
mean I should perhaps choose a different journal. When 

responding to feedback, I try to remember that I am working with editors 
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who want to help me to produce the best article – nothing personal about 
this. 

 

3. Embrace a different perspective 

My advice is to keep an open mind. Students often spend six 
months writing a manuscript and feel it’s the best work 
they’ve ever produced. They send it to their advisor, and 
he marks it up with red ink. To most, this is a huge shock. 
Instead of feeling hurt, we have to remember that others 
to need understand what we are trying to say if we want 
to get published. 

If your advisor can't understand your manuscript, general readers probably 
won't either. And even then, the reviewers may ask questions you never 
anticipated. Don’t think they’re trashing your work; they’re helping you clarify 
and improve it. Often, students think reviewers don’t understand their work, 
but in reality, the reviewers may be asking questions that clarify issues for a 
broader audience. 

 

 

5. Don’t Get Confused by Contradictory 
Feedback 

Sometimes, one reviewer might provide very kind feedback, 
while another reviewer writes pages of notes suggesting 
major changes. It’s frustrating, and you may think, "What’s 
wrong with that reviewer?" But take a step back. Reviewers 

have different expectations and writing styles. Some may 
be brief and to the point, while others may be more detailed. If 
you take the time to look at the feedback carefully, you’ll realize 
that all reviewers are trying to help you improve your work. 
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6. Don’t Be Intimidated 

Everyone feels anxious when they see feedback on their 
manuscript arrived in their inbox. However, keeping a cool 
head is essential, as anxiety can make simple suggestions 
feel overwhelming and offensive. No matter how long or 
harsh the comments may seem, they are often not as bad 
as they appear at first. 

Reminding yourself before reading that you can handle any 
request, that there is no need to be defensive or nervous. This will help you 
process the feedback more realistically and avoid the emotional turmoil 
from the get-go. 

 

7. You Can Discuss with Editors and Reviewers 

It’s perfectly fine to discuss feedback with editors and reviewers. If 
you disagree with something, explain why. If a suggestion 
doesn’t work for your manuscript, you can provide a reasoned 
response. For example, you may explain why an experiment 
won’t work or why the data is inconsistent based on the existing 
literature. Just make sure you present your reasoning in a clear, 
professional manner. 

 

8. Take Their Perspective 

Having been on both sides—writing and reviewing—I now 
appreciate how different reviewers approach things. When 
you receive feedback, remember they are trying to help you 
see something you may have missed. For instance, a 

reviewer might point out that you didn’t link your findings to 
your objectives as clearly as you thought. You might have 
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assumed it was clear, but the feedback helps you see that it wasn’t. 

 
Here’s a story to illustrate this: I once went to an auction in a small town 
where people were bidding on pumpkins. I won my first bid, and when asked 
which pumpkin I wanted, I said, "The orange one." Everyone in the room burst 
into laughter. It was so obvious to me, but not to everyone else. I was 
embarrassed, but it taught me an important lesson: what seems clear to 
you may not be as clear to others. 

 

Bonus Tip: 

When reviewers ask questions, those are often the questions that your 
readers will ask. That’s why we call it peer review. Wear your "open mind" 
shirt and consider why the reviewers are asking these questions. Use their 
feedback to improve the quality of your paper. 

 

 


