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Overview

Good scientific writing is essential to career development and to the progress of science. A
well-structured manuscript allows readers and reviewers to get excited about the subject mat-
ter, to understand and verify the paper’s contributions, and to integrate these contributions
into a broader context. However, many scientists struggle with producing high-quality manu-
scripts and are typically untrained in paper writing. Focusing on how readers consume infor-
mation, we present a set of ten simple rules to help you communicate the main idea of your
paper. These rules are designed to make your paper more influential and the process of writing
more efficient and pleasurable.
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Rule 1: Focus your paper on a central contribution, which you
communicate in the title
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Rule 2: Write for flesh-and-blood human beings who do

not know your work
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Rule 3: Stick to the context-content-conclusion (C-C-C) scheme
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Rule 4: Optimize your logical flow by avoiding zig-zag
and using parallelism
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The components of a paper (Rules 5-8)
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Rule 5: Tell a complete story in the abstract
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Rule 6: Communicate why the paper matters in the

introduction
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Key:

== Context

== Content

== Conclusion

| Abstract

| =

Intra-paragraph

The one question is
Here we do

What we found
How it matters

| Big problem in science

Field domain

| Logic 1 (e.g. raw data)

Logic 2 (e.g. processed)

$§ — What field knows
g Narrower problem within Remaining gap
E | Yet narrower paper Gap |
£ Our approach
| Summary | = | Our results
Methods Summary ) | Our question

General methods
Answer sought

Figs support logic step

Results

We need to show

{m=h | That is how we show
| Logic n (e.g. final statistics) | We thus know
Results -> Conclusion b | We found
We filled gap

| Limitations in filling gap |

Ouwr limitation
Details
How to interpret / fix

=

Limits in generalization

Discussion

Contributions beyond ||
1
| =

Our strength
What it is useful for
The difference made

| Science is better now
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Rule 7: Deliver the results as a sequence of statements,
supported by figures, that connect logically to

support the central contribution
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Rule 8: Discuss how the gap was filled, the limitations of

the interpretation, and the relevance to the field
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Rule 9: Allocate time where it matters: Title, abstract,

figures, and outlining
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Rule 10: Get feedback to reduce, reuse, and recycle the

story
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Rule Sign it is violated

1: Focus on one big idea Readers cannot give 1-sentence summary.

2: Write for naive humans Readers do not “get” the paper.

3: Use context, content, conclusion Readers ask why something matters or what it means.

structure

4. Optimize logical flow Readers stumble on a small section of the text.

5: Abstract: Compact summary of Readers cannot give the “elevator pitch” of your work after reading

paper it.

6: Introduction: Why the paper matters | Readers show little interest in the paper.

7: Results: Why the conclusion is Readers do not agree with your conclusion.

justified

8: Discussion: Preempt criticism, give | Readers are left with unanswered criticisms and/or questions on

future impact their mind.

9: Allocate time wisely Readers struggle to understand your central contribution despite
your having worked hard.

10: lterate the story The paper’s contribution is rejected by test readers, editors, or
reviewers.

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pcbi. 1005619.1001
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