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Abstract

A cover (covering) letter is a brief business letter introducing the scientific work alongside the submission process of a manuscript
and is required by most scientific peer-review journals. A typical cover letter includes the name of the editor and the journal, date of
submission, the characteristics of the manuscript, the importance of the work and its relevance to prospective audiences, declara-
tions such as author agreements, conflicts of interest statement, funding source (s), and ethical statements. The letter also includes
the contact information of the corresponding author (s) and may also include suggestions of potential reviewers. Spending enough
time to draft an informative, comprehensive, and concise cover letter is quite worthwhile; a poorly drafted one would not persuade
the editor that the submitted work is fit for publication and may lead to immediate rejection. Here, we provide a practical guide to
draft a well-written, concise, and professional cover letter for a scientific medical paper.
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1. Context

The Cambridge dictionary defines a cover letter as “a
letter that contains information about the thing it is sent
with”. The cover letter is commonly known as a motivation
letter submitted along with the curriculum vitae (CV) or a
job application for employment (1) or academic position
(2), and it is not clear why and how it was introduced into
the scientific field (3). In scientific writing and publishing,
a cover/covering letter is a letter to the editor’s target jour-
nal (4).

Providing a cover letter alongside the submission pro-
cess is now required by most scientific journals. In fact,
some high-quality and prestigious journals pay specific
attention to the cover letter (3). Amongst the different
steps of the publication process, the cover letter is the last
step and is often overlooked (5). One of the most com-
mon complaints voiced by editors regarding submitted
manuscripts is that the authors neglect to write a well-
written cover letter, including a statement justifying the
importance of their work (6). Missing this opportunity
may have unintentional consequences, rejection without
further consideration instead of being sent for external
peer-review (5, 6). Contrary to this view, some believe that
the cover letter’s content overlaps with the manuscript’s
abstract and gives mostly redundant information already

found within the online submission system (3). The cover
letter may also be a “misleading commercial advertise-
ment” where it would not represent the content of the
manuscript (3).

Although many editors may not read or seriously con-
sider the cover letters of the submitted manuscripts (3, 4),
neglecting the importance of the cover letter may be a risk
for the authors. Therefore, spending an adequate amount
of time to write a coherent and persuasive cover letter is
worth it. Following our previous publication on choos-
ing a journal in a new series entitled Scientific Publishing
in Biomedicine (7), here, we provided a practical guide to
draft a well-written, professional, and concise cover letter
needed to be accompanied by an original scientific paper,
either with the initial submission or subsequently at revi-
sion/resubmitting stage. Since there are subtle differences
in writing a cover letter for an original research paper ver-
sus a review article or an opinion, some points for drafting
a cover letter for such papers are also discussed.

2. The Function of the Cover Letter

A cover letter is “a brief business letter”, which intro-
duces the submitted manuscript to a prospective editor
(s) (8). There are essentially two types of letters; the first
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is the one that is initially submitted with the manuscript
(cover letter), and the second is when a revision is being
submitted (revised letter). The first letter introduces the
work at the initial manuscript submission (9), while the
second one is needed following an invitation to revise and
resubmit the manuscript. Here, the authors respond to the
suggestions/criticisms of the reviewers (10). In this paper,
“cover letter” and “second letter” refer to the first/submit
letter and the revised letter, respectively.

A well-written cover letter is an effective tool for au-
thors to sell their work to the journal editor and make a
“good first impression”. A cover letter is a summary that
highlights the main points, emphasizes the novelty, and
communicates the potential implications of the submit-
ted work (3). A cover letter allows the authors to persuade
the editors regarding the novelty/originality and signifi-
cance of the research in a less formal manner than in the
manuscript itself (6). A well-written and informative cover
letter helps the journal’s editor to be informed about the
work and its significance. Regardless of the novelty and sig-
nificance of the submitted manuscript, editors may miss
those points without providing insights in a cover letter
(5).

3. The Content of a Cover Letter

3.1. First Cover Letter (Submit Letter)

One point of view is that the cover letter’s content
should be covered in the manuscript’s abstract (3). A
typical cover letter includes the name of editor (s) and
the journal, date of submission, the characteristics of the
manuscript (i.e., title, type of the manuscript, e.g., review,
original, case report), the importance of the work and its
relevance to the readership of the journal, verification of
the originality of the work, the authors’ confirmation that
the manuscript is currently submitted only to this jour-
nal, declarations and ethical statements, suggested poten-
tial reviewers, and contact information of the correspond-
ing author of the submitted work (5, 6). Other manuscript
characteristics, including the length and number of tables
and figures, can also be indicated. If the manuscript be-
longs to a special issue or is being submitted upon an offi-
cial invitation from the journal’s editorial office, it should
also be addressed. The main contents of the first cover let-
ter are described in Table 1.

The most critical element of a cover letter is a “state-
ment of novelty/significance/implication.” The authors are
advised to carefully write a brief and concise description
of their work’s impact toward communicating its signifi-
cance (6). The authors are strongly advised not to copy the
abstract into the cover letter and instead explain in their

own words the significance of the work and the reason for
submitting it to the journal (11). If this information is lack-
ing, the editors may rely on the reviewers who may not
appreciate the significance of the work and just focus on
the technical issues rather than the scientific value of the
work (5). Providing a clear and robust statement of novelty
and significance would be more critical for editors and po-
tential reviewers with diverse and interdisciplinary back-
grounds (6).

The statements are expected to answer the following
questions: (1) why is the work important? (e.g., emphasiz-
ing a new measurement, a new diagnostic method or cri-
terion, a newly discovered biological process); and (2) how
does the work advance current knowledge in the field?
The best approach to answer this question is by describ-
ing the current state of knowledge in the field and clarify-
ing how the work provides an added value by answering
a previously unanswered question, finding the solution to
a problem, or improving existing methods (5). Checking
the recently published papers on similar topics in the jour-
nal provides new insights for the authors to clarify in the
cover letter as to how the manuscript follows the publica-
tion trends of the journal and will add something new that
would be relevant to the trend (12).

The cover letter is also expected to emphasize why the
manuscript will attract the journal’s readers (5). The au-
thors also need to consider the journal’s Aims and Scope
to underscore how the manuscript would fit within the
journal’s scope and attract potential readers (13). Instead
of stating simply that the manuscript is “of interest to the
field” or “novel,” the authors should address specific as-
pects of the journal’s Aims and Scope statement, e.g., “We
believe that this manuscript is appropriate for publication
by [journal name] since it… [reference to the journal’s aims
and scope] (11).

For a review, opinion, or a trends paper, emphasizing
the timeline and novelty is needed, as stated by Sacristán,
the editor of trends in molecular medicine: “The synthe-
sis and conceptual advance should be particularly stated
in terms of what is new and has been trending in the field
for the last one to five years”. She also recommends that the
authors need to provide a future perspective beyond the
main take-home message of the manuscript for a trends
paper and take a strong and novel stance on a hypothesis
or idea for a cover letter of an opinion manuscript (14).

The cover letter must contain some predefined state-
ments, including the “author agreement” statement (13).
An “author agreement” is a statement to confirm that “all
authors have read and approved the final version of the
manuscript being submitted” (8). Furthermore, “the au-
thors warrant that the manuscript is their original work,
has not received prior publication and is not under consid-

2 Int J Endocrinol Metab. 2021; 19(3):e115242.



Bahadoran Z et al.

Table 1. Components of a First Cover Letter (Submit Letter)

Variables Values

Cover letter header (opening salutation) Editor (s)’ name and position (in bold print); Date of submission (MM-DD-YYYY)

The body of the letter

First paragraph (manuscript’s characteristics) Title of the manuscript (in bold print); Type of the manuscript, Name of the journal; Address if the
manuscript belongs to a special issue or is being submitted upon an invitation; The length of the
manuscript, the number of tables and figures

Second paragraph The line of research presented in the manuscript; Novelty/significance/implication statement (s) (i.e.,
brief explanation regarding the research background of the study, the question answered in the study,
the importance of study findings, and the take-home-message); Address to potential readers (i.e.,
indicating why the journal’s readers would be interested in this study)

Third paragraph (declarations/obligatory statements) Author agreement statement; Conflict of interest statement; Funding source declaration; Ethical
standards or other statements required by the journal; Permission statement (if the manuscript
contains previously published materials); Statement regarding English native editing (if applicable);
Potential reviewers

Cover letter footer (closing salutation) “Sincerely,” or “Best regards,” or …; Sign of corresponding author (s) (with full name and academic
position); Contact information of corresponding author and co-authors (if required by the journal)
(i.e., affiliation, postal address, email address)

eration for publication elsewhere” (8). Some journals may
request the corresponding author to confirm that he/she
will take responsibility for informing co-authors of edito-
rial decisions, reviews received, and any changes or revi-
sions made; additionally, the editor (s) should be informed
about any closely related manuscript (s) simultaneously
submitted for consideration to the same or another jour-
nal (15). The authors also should declare if any part of the
submitted work has been previously published elsewhere,
even as an abstract (16); e.g., “there is some overlap in the
content of the introduction section, which we have noted
in the text”.

Depending on the journal’s policy, other statements,
including “conflict of interest statement”, “funding source
declarations”, and “permission note”, may also be required
to be included in the cover letter (8, 11). As indicated by
Elsevier, a conflict of interest statement, known as a dis-
closure statement, is a declaration from the author that
“there is no financial/personal interest or belief that could
affect their objectivity”. The publisher emphasizes that the
authors should declare and state the potential conflict’s
source and nature in cases where a conflict of interest ex-
ists. A funding source declaration is defined by the pub-
lisher as “a declaration of any funding or research grants
(and their sources) received in the course of study, re-
search or assembly of the manuscript”. Elsevier also de-
fines the permission note as a statement that declares that
“permission has been received to use any material in the
manuscript such as a figure, which is not original content”
(8, 17). Other statements like “Statement of English native
editing” may also be added.

Furthermore, informing the editor (s) regarding any
information that will support the submission (e.g., orig-
inal or confirmatory data, supplementary materials, rel-

evance, topicality) can be helpful (8). Other operational
information, typically provided within checkboxes of the
journal’s submission system, is not required to be included
in the cover letter (5).

3.2. Second Cover Letter

The second cover letter, which accompanies the revised
version of the manuscript, must be a model of clarity and
must address every issue posed by the editor and reviewers
(10). If the revised manuscript is sent for the second round
of peer-review, the reviewer (s) will see the letter. The con-
tent of the header and footer sections of the revised letter
is similar to that of the submitted cover letter. The letter
should be directed to the editor as addressed in the first
letter unless the authors are informed that a new editor
will process the revised version (10). The first paragraph
should start with an “expression of polite gratitude”, e.g.,
“we would like to thank you for the opportunity to revise
and resubmit our manuscript.” The “manuscript ID” or “i-
dentification number,” usually assigned by the journal in
the first submission, should be addressed in the first para-
graph (10).

The second paragraph usually “signals attention to the
reviewers’ comments” by providing an explicit reference
to the comments made by the reviewers and the editor.
Furthermore, it may contain a positive statement regard-
ing the results, methodology, conclusions, etc., in which
case the authors need to acknowledge reviews’ insights
(10, 18). For example, “We sincerely appreciate all the valu-
able comments and suggestions made, which helped us
improve the revised version of our manuscript” or “we
found the reviewers’ comments helpful in guiding us to
revise the manuscript.” Such statements will help the au-
thors in creating a polite, formal tone throughout the let-
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ter. The paragraph should be followed by providing the
editor with a roadmap or a summary of the revisions, ad-
dressing “the response to comments attachment.” A point-
by-point response to the specific comments of the review-
ers must be provided. If the authors disagree with a point
raised by a reviewer, a rebuttal or counterstatement may
be in order. A scientific and polite approach should spell
out why the authors disagree, never losing sight of the re-
viewer’s opinion (19).

The footer section (closing salutation) of the letter re-
turns to polite formalities, using statements like “we hope
that the revised version of our manuscript is now accept-
able to the reviewers, and suitable for publication in the
[name of journal], we look forward to hearing from you at
your earliest convenience” (10).

4. Organization

Although it is not a rule, the cover letter’s content can
be organized within a cover letter header (opening saluta-
tion), three main paragraphs (the body of cover letter), and
a cover letter footer (closing salutation), as described in Ta-
ble 1.

The cover letter should be initiated by addressing the
editor (s) and the target journal; however, the author’s af-
filiation and contact information may also be included at
the top of page (4). The name of the editor (s) can be
easily found on the journal’s information page. If it is
known, the authors must address the editor who will re-
ceive the manuscript and handle the peer-review process
(13). If there are several co-editors, the person the author
feels has the most appropriate background, and specialty
of the topic should be addressed. In cases where such in-
formation is lacking, authors can mention all editors by
name or address the letter to “dear editors” (12); however, it
has been recommended to avoid writing “dear editor” (16).
Also, the submission date and the journal’s name where
the manuscript will be submitted are required (13).

In the first paragraph of the cover letter body, to
introduce the submitted work, the title and the type
of manuscript, authors’ name, journal name, and
manuscript length are presented (4). In addition, it is
mentioned that whether the manuscript is submitted
upon an invitation or belongs to a special issue. The
importance of the study, including novelty, potential
implications, and its take-home message, are addressed in
the second paragraph of the cover letter body. In addition,
it is explained why the work would be attractive for jour-
nal readers. The third paragraph of the cover letter body
includes some statements including authorship agree-
ment, conflicts of interest, funding source, and ethical

considerations. If required, potential reviewers are also
suggested here.

Within the closing salutation, the authors can appreci-
ate the editor for taking the time to read the cover letter
and considering the submitted work for potential publica-
tion.

5. Some Practical Tips: The Length, and Dos and Don’ts

The authors need to spend plenty of time craft-
ing their cover letters. They are advised to avoid too
many details and keep it within one page (less than
200 words), like an introduction or a brief overview
(4, 11). The authors should check the guide for authors
and cover letter suggestions provided by the journal,
including all the requirements, e.g., specific disclosures,
statements, and potential reviewers. Some publishers
(e.g., Springer, https://www.springer.com/gp/authors-
editors/journal-author/cover-letters/1398, Taylor & Francis,
https://authorservices.taylorandfrancis.com/publishing-
your-research/making-your submission/writing-a-journal-
article-cover-letter/) provide sample cover letters that the
authors can use. Figure 1 provides a sample for a cover
letter.

5.1. Dos

If the authors address previously published papers in
the cover letter, then appropriate citation should be con-
sidered. The authors should carefully check the letter for
any spelling and grammatical errors (11, 20). They should
make sure that they correctly spell the name of the jour-
nal’s editor (s) (4). Being careless regarding the editor’s
name or the change of a journal’s name in a cover letter of
a resubmitted manuscript, can be embarrassing and make
a bad impression (4). It is suggested that the cover letter be
written on the authors’ institutional letterhead to display
professionalism and reliability (20, 21).

5.2. Don’ts

When authors suggest a number of potential review-
ers, they should avoid suggesting their friends and col-
leagues, as this would be viewed as a conflict of interest.
Collaborators whom the authors have published with in
the past five years should not be suggested either; an ed-
itor may easily be informed of such associations by a quick
search of PubMed or other databases (22). The authors
should avoid using complex sentence structures, jargon,
and acronyms and keep the text straightforward and easy
to read (11, 20). The authors should also avoid including
unrelated personal information or glorifying their past
research papers or any of their academic accolades (20).

4 Int J Endocrinol Metab. 2021; 19(3):e115242.



Bahadoran Z et al.

Figure 1. A sample for a cover letter.

They must not be rude towards the editors or complement
the editor’s accomplishments (4). The novelty statement
should not exaggerate or overstate the findings of the
work; furthermore, any conclusion stated should be com-
pletely supported by the data provided in the manuscript
(23). Finally, authors are recommended not to write a
generic cover letter that could be used for any manuscript
and could be sent to any journal (21).

6. Conclusion

In summary, a cover letter should highlight the nov-
elty, importance, take-home message, and goodness-of-fit
of the manuscript to the journal. These are critical infor-
mation that can persuade an editor that the submitted
work merits publication consideration in the journal. The
cover letter should not be general but should be custom-
written for the target journal. Although the submitted
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manuscript may usually pass through the peer-review pro-
cess and get published regardless of the cover letter, a well-
written, informative, and concise cover letter increases the
chance of gaining acceptance.
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