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been taught in more than twenty countries. Scienti fi c Writi ng for the Non-English 
Speaker is the dis� lla� on of Lövei’s lecture notes and experience gathered over 
two decades; it is the coursebook many have been wai� ng for.

The book’s three main sec� ons correspond with the three main stages of a 
paper’s journey from idea to print: planning, wri� ng, and publishing. Within the 
book’s chapters, complex ques� ons such as ‘How to write the introduc� on?’ or 

‘How to submit a manuscript?’ are broken down into smaller, more manageable 
problems that are then discussed in a straigh� orward, conversa� onal manner, 
providing an easy and enjoyable reading experience.

This volume stands out from its fi eld by targe� ng scien� sts whose fi rst language 
is not English. While also touching on ma� ers of style and grammar, the book’s 
main goal is to advise on fi rst principles of communica� on.

Scienti fi c Writi ng for the Non-English Speaker is an excellent resource for any 
student or scien� st wishing to learn more about the scien� fi c publishing process 
and scien� fi c communica� on. It will be especially useful to those coming from 
outside the English-speaking world and looking for a comprehensive guide for 
publishing their work in English.

This is the author-approved edi� on of this Open Access � tle. As with all Open 
Book publica� ons, this en� re book is available to read for free on the publisher’s 
website. Printed and digital edi� ons, together with supplementary digital 
material, can also be found at www.openbookpublishers.com
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17. How to Design Tables

The first question is: Do you need a table? Tables are useful if repetitive 
data must be presented, and the precise values have importance. 
However, it is not good science to publish data just because you 
measured them. Printing a table is costly, and editors and reviewers 
scrutinise tables closely. Tables that have lots of standard conditions, lots 
of 0s, 100% or +/- s, or word lists, are usually not necessary. 

Tables, just as figures, must also be self-explanatory: collectively, the 
title, table headings, and footnotes must allow the reader to understand 
the content of the table, without reference to the text. 

Tables have a special format. The body of a table is organised into 
columns. There are no vertical lines, and only a few of the horizontal 
ones (see Box 12). The title of the table is always above the table itself. 
A horizontal line under this title separates it from the next element, the 
column heading. Below this, the body of the table is also separated from 
the parts above by a horizontal line. The end of the table is also marked 
by a horizontal line, separating the footnotes (if present) from the body 
of the table. 

In the table heading, there can be partial horizontal lines, indicating 
sub-grouping. The extension of the horizontal line over certain columns 
indicates where the information above the line extends.

The organisation of the table is different from that of text. Table 
“lookup” is vertical, not horizontal: when we try to interpret a table, 
we look at columns first, so the numbers to be compared should be 
in the same column, not row. The tabulation of data follows the logic 
similar to figures: the independent variable should be on the left, and 
the dependent variable(s) on the right. Consider carefully, however, 
the organisation of the table itself. The table exists to present data; 
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arranging a table according to the leftmost column — a common 
practice — may not be the best way (see Box 12). A marginal indicator 
in the manuscript helps you to see if you mentioned all of the tables 
in the text, in appropriate sequence. In the title, one may indicate the 
organisational principle of the data on the table itself.

Tables are often wider than necessary. Consider if all the information 
needs its own column, or whether some can be combined as in the table 
in Box 12. This could reduce the width of the table, and may allow the 
table to be printed in portrait rather than landscape orientation. 

Footnotes can give additional information to help understand the 
table. They should be short and to the point.
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Box 12. A sample table

Table 1 from Magura et al. (2010), https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1466-8238.2009.00499.x. 
© 2009 Blackwell Publishing Ltd. All rights reserved. Permission for further reuse 

must be obtained from the relevant holder of the exclusive rights. 

This is Table 1 from Magura et al. (2010). Note that the information on the 
organisational logic of the table is included in the title. The column headings 
contain all information necessary to interpret the values in the body of the 
table, such as the measurement units. Where this is not possible or not easy 
(see the columns of rare and common species, for example, on the right of the 
table), footnotes are used. The two-level column headings allow some saving 
of space. On the leftmost column, the country and urbanisation stage were 
combined into one column, thus avoiding a repetitive column (writing out 
country names many times) and making the table narrower.
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