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What I’ll cover 

 

• a few highs and lows from The BMJ 

• what editors look for 

• how to get your work published 

• choosing a journal 

• writing papers effectively 

• responding to reviewers 

• publication ethics 

 



Divider slide title 
Section sub-title (20%) 
 



Is stockpiled 

oseltamivir  

a white elephant *? 
 

 

*A possession that is 

useless or troublesome, 

especially one that is 

expensive to maintain or 

difficult to dispose of. 

 
Oxford English Dictionary 

April 2014 







• Full page bullet slide title 



 THE PROBLEM 

 

 Thousands of clinical trials 

have not reported results. 

 Information on what was done 

and what was found in these 

trials could be lost forever to 

doctors and researchers, 

leading to bad treatment 

decisions, missed opportunities 

for good medicine, and trials 

needlessly repeated.  

 

AllTrials campaign 

WHAT ARE PEOPLE DOING? 

 

• since January 2013 >80,000 individuals 

have signed the petition 

• the campaign has directly influenced 

policies on clinical trial transparency in 

the UK, EU, US and Canada 

• AllTrials now auditing pharma 

transparency and working with investors’ 

groups 

 

All Trials Registered | All Results Reported  
 





Open review 



Post-publication peer review: 
@100K rapid responses since 1998 



Patient peer review: 
making research more 

relevant to shared 
decision making 



Data sharing:  
100 linked  
datasets 





Darryl Cunningham 
http://student.bmj.com/student/view-article.html?id=sbmj.d355&locale=en_US 
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A lighter note 



What do editors look for? 

Importance and relevance 

Potential to improve decisions 



And... 



How to choose a journal:  

factors to consider 
 

• journal scope, reach, & readers 

• indexed, peer reviewed 

• Impact Factor ** 

• open access or not? 

• and... 

• rejection rate 

• time to decision; time to publication 

• article length restrictions 

• charges: OA publication fees, pages, colour 

 

** Impact factor is used as a 

measure of the academic 

usefulness of a journal 

 

IF = recorded number of citations 

in a year (eg 2010) to scholarly 

articles in the journal in preceding 

two years (eg 2008 and 2009) 

 

BMJ 2012 IF 17.2 



Presubmission inquiries 

Always consider inquiring when you’re: 

• unsure about suitability for the journal 

• seeking rapid review/publication 

• wanting to explain special circumstances 
 
Provide sufficient study information: 

• article abstract 

• perceived value to journal audience 

• relationship of study to existing body of work 
 



What does The BMJ prioritise? 

Original, robust research studies that can improve 

doctors’ decision making in medical practice, policy, 

education, or future research and will be important 

to general medical readers internationally 

 

The BMJ’s purpose: “Answering questions; 

questioning answers” 
 
 



Writing research papers 



General guidance on  

writing papers 

International Committee of Medical Journal Editors 

recommendations for manuscripts submitted to 

biomedical journals http://www.icmje.org/ 

     

Reporting guidelines for research, at the EQUATOR 

network http://www.equator-network.org/ 

 
 
 



What is a research question? 

 

The researcher asks a very specific question and 

tests a specific hypothesis. Broad questions are 

usually broken into smaller, testable hypotheses or 

questions.  
 

Often called an objective or aim, though calling it a 

question help to focus the hypothesis and think 

about how to find an answer. 



 

Introduction: why ask this research question?  

Methods: what did I do? 

Results: what did I find? 

And 

Discussion: what might it mean?  
 
 

 

Austin Bradford Hill, BMJ 1965 



IMRaD format 

Introduction 

Methods 

Results 

Discussion 

Scientific method 

Ask question, do background 
research, develop hypothesis 

Test hypothesis 

Analyse your data 

Interpret your findings 



Introduction 

 
Brief background for this audience 

• 3-4 paragraphs only: mind the word limit 

• what’s known/not known on research question 

• don’t bore readers, editors, reviewers 

• don’t boast about how much you have read 
 

The research question 

• state it clearly in last paragraph of introduction 

• say why the question matters 
 



 
 

Novelty and originality:  
why the literature search matters 

“To be perfectly original one 

should think much and read 

little, and this is impossible, for 

one must have read before 

one has learnt to think.”  

But cite only the most relevant studies in the 

introduction –those that explain why the 

question adds to knowledge, and why it 

matters now 



Does the research question fill an evidence gap? 

“Research funders should 

make information 

available about how they 

decide what research to 

support, and fund 

investigations of the 

effects of initiatives to 

engage potential users of 

research in research 

prioritisation” 
 

How to increase value and reduce waste when research priorities are set. 

Chalmers I, Bracken MB, Djulbegovic B, Garattini S, Grant J, Gülmezoglu AM et al. The Lancet 

Volume 383, Issue 9912, Pages 156-165 (January 2014) DOI: 10.1016/S0140-6736(13)62229-1 

 

http://www.thelancet.com/journals/lancet/article/S0140-6736(13)62229-1/abstract
http://www.thelancet.com/journals/lancet/article/S0140-6736(13)62229-1/abstract
http://www.thelancet.com/journals/lancet/article/S0140-6736(13)62229-1/abstract


Match the research question  

to the study design 

• descriptive studies answer “what’s happening?” 

• analytic observational studies answer “why or how is it happening?” 

• analytic experimental studies answer “can it work?”  
 

 
Centre for Evidence Based Medicine, Oxford, UK www.cebm.net 

 



Where do other study designs fit in? 

 www.cebm.net 

 

Experimental  

non-randomised  

studies eg lab studies,  

phase I trials 

Genetic association  

and risk prediction 

studies 

Before and after  

studies 

Modelling  

studies 

Systematic reviews  

&  

meta-analyses 



Methods 

Like a recipe; should be reproducible 
Most important section for informed readers 
 
Describe:  

• PICO/PECO 
• all methods – with references where appropriate 
• statistical methods – follow SAMPL guidelines 
• sample size calculation 

 
Follow reporting guidelines at EQUATOR Network 
http://equator-network.org 
Describe measures to ensure ethical conduct 
 

http://equator-network.org/
http://equator-network.org/
http://equator-network.org/


 

 

http://www.equator-network.org/ 



Reporting guidelines for  

many types of study 



• use the reporting guideline to help you write or edit your 

manuscript: remember, it’s a minimum set 

• if guideline includes a flowchart, make it figure 1 

• complete the checklist, with page numbers to show where 

items appear in your manuscript 

• if items are irrelevant or weren’t done, explain why 

• submit your completed checklist with your paper, if the 

journal requests it 
 

How to use reporting guidelines 



Nature checklist to improve design and 
reporting of life sciences studies 

Statistics and general methods 

1. Sample size 

2. Inclusion/exclusion fro samples 

3. Method of randomization if used to 

determine how samples/animals 

were allocated to experimental 

groups  

4. Blinding/masking if used  

5. Are statistical tests justified and 

appropriate?  
  

http://www.nature.com/authors/policies/checklist.pdf 



Results 

 

• report results fully & honestly, as prespecified 

• text (story), tables (evidence), figs (highlights) 

• report primary outcomes first 

• give confidence intervals for main results 

• report essential summary statistics 

• leave out non-essential tables and figures 

• don’t start discussion here 
 



 

Primary analyses 
• describe purpose of analysis 
• identify variables 
• identify smallest clinically relevant difference 
• describe fully each method to analyse main objectives of study 
• verify that data conformed to test assumptions eg skewed data were 
analysed with non-parametric tests 
• indicate how any allowance was made for multiple comparisons 
• indicate how any outlying data were treated in the analysis 
• state whether tests were one-tailed or two-tailed and justify this 
• report the alpha level eg 0.05 that denoted statistical significance 
• name the statistical software used 
•The guidelines also cover preliminary and supplementary analyses 
 

 

 

Statistical Analyses and Methods in the  
Published Literature:  

SAMPL guidelines - results 

http://www.equator-network.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/07/SAMPL-Guidelines-6-27-13.pdf 



Structured discussion 

Don’t simply repeat the introduction. Include: 
 
• statement of principal findings  

• strengths & weaknesses of the study  

• strengths & weaknesses in relation to other studies 

(especially systematic reviews), & key differences 

• possible mechanisms & explanations for findings 

• potential implications for clinicians or policymakers  

• unanswered questions and future research 
 



Abstract: general rules 

very important 
 
often only part of study 
that will be read 
 
must be accurate &  
not hyped 
 
all authors must 
approve it 
 
editors may screen papers  
by reading only the abstracts 
 
 

for The BMJ abstracts need: 
 

• 300-400 words  
• structured format 
• active voice  
• results plus p values 
• %s with denominators 
• no references 
• trial registration details 
 



Spin in abstracts can  
distort health messages 

“Spin,” defined as specific 

reporting strategies 

(intentional or 

unintentional) 

emphasizing the 

beneficial effect of the 

experimental treatment, 

was identified in about 

half of press releases and 

media coverage.  

 

In multivariable analysis, 

the main factor 

associated with “spin” in 

press releases was the 

presence of “spin” in the 

article abstract 

conclusion. 

Yavchits A et al. 2012. PLoS Med 9(9): e1001308. 

doi:10.1371/journal.pmed.1001308 



Abstracts as haikus 

The haiku as a research medium BMJ 2013;347:f7391 

Use of caffeinated substances and risk of 

crashes in long distance drivers of 

commercial vehicles (BMJ 

2013;346:f1140). 

Long and winding road, 

caffeinated trucker: 

No happy ending 

—Francis Toolis 

Unhealthy behaviours and disability in 

older adults (BMJ 2013;347:f4240). 

 

 

Fit, fruit-fed, no cigs: 

Old able. Autumn leaves fall 

Slowly, gracefully 

—Jeremy Holmes 

 

 



Clear writing 

Never use a metaphor, simile or other figure of speech 
which you are used to seeing in print [a cliché] 
 
Never use a long word where a short one will do 
   
If it is possible to cut out a word, always cut it out 
 
Never use the passive where you can use the active 
 
Never use a foreign phrase, a scientific word or a 
jargon word if you can think of an everyday [English] 
equivalent 
 
 

 
Orwell G. Politics and the English language. 1946 

 





Publication ethics 





ICMJE authorship rules 

 

Authorship credit must be based on substantial contributions to: 

 

• conception or design of the work; or the acquisition, analysis, or 

interpretation of data for the work; AND 

• drafting the work or revising it critically for important intellectual content; 

AND 

• final approval of the version to be published; AND 

• agreement to be accountable for all aspects of the work in ensuring that 

questions related to the accuracy or integrity of any part of the work are 

appropriately investigated and resolved. 

 
Authors  
• should be able to identify which co-authors are responsible for specific other parts of the work 
• should have confidence in the integrity of the contributions of their co-authors 
• must fulfil the criteria; no one who fulfils the criteria should be excluded 
• should have participated sufficiently to take public responsibility for appropriate portions of the content. 
 

Acquisition of funding, collection of data, or general supervision of the research group alone does not 
constitute authorship.   
 



http://www.icmje.org/coi_disclosure.pdf 

A person has a competing interest when 

he or she has an attribute that is invisible 

to the reader or editor but which may affect 

his or her judgment 

 

Always declare a competing interest, 

particularly one that would embarrass you 

if it came out afterwards 



Misconduct 

 
 
 

Fabrication: making up data or results and 
recording or reporting them 
 
Falsification: manipulating research materials, 
equipment, or processes, or changing or omitting 
data or results such that the research is not 
accurately represented in the research record 
 
Plagiarism: the appropriation of another person's 
ideas, processes, results, or words without giving 
appropriate credit 
 
 
 
 
 

US Office of Research Integrity http://ori.dhhs.gov/misconduct/definition_misconduct.shtml 



Type of reporting bias (in reporting 
results of research) 

Definition – all depending on nature and 
direction of results 

Publication bias Publication or non-publication 

Time lag bias Rapid or delayed publication 

Multiple/duplicate publication bias Multiple or singular republication, depending 

Location bias Publication in journals with different ease of 
access or levels of indexing in standard 
bibliographic databases, depending on nature 
and direction 

Citation bias Citation or non-citation  

Language bias Publication in a particular language 

Outcome reporting bias Selective reporting of some outcomes  

Cochrane handbook for systematic reviews of interventions, 2008. Chapter 10 



Lancet 2006;368:450 

Lancet 2006;367:1882-4 

 
 
 
“...If one assesses the sins they 
have ranked in terms of their 
potential for doing harm to 
patients, biased reporting of 
research surely has far more 
serious practical consequences 
than undeserved authorship and 
plagiarism.” 
 
Iain Chalmers 
James Lind Initiative, Oxford 

 
 
 
 

Incomplete reporting of results = misconduct  
 
 



Transparency declaration 

The lead author* affirms that 

this manuscript is an honest, 

accurate, and transparent  

account of the study being  

reported; that no important  

aspects of the study have  

been omitted; and that any  

discrepancies from the study  

as planned (and, if relevant,  

registered) have been  

explained. 

 

*The manuscript’s guarantor. 
 

Altman DG, Moher D. Declaration of 

transparency for each research article.  

BMJ2013;347:f4796 



Plagiarism detection 



Image checking 



http://publicationethics.org/ 

Committee on Publication Ethics:  
advises editors of >5000 journals 



Surviving peer review 



The BMJ’s peer review process 

Up to 

4000 

annually 

 

3000 

rejected 

Approx 

1000 for 

open 

review 

 

500 then 

rejected  

 
 

500 with 

Editor and 

adviser, 

statistician, 

BMJ team 

 

4-7% with 
Open 

access 

No word 

limits 

BMJ pico 

Editorials 

 

Screen 
Research  

submitted 

External  

review 

Editorial  

meeting 
Accept 



(Wide) open peer review at BMJ Open 

Peer reviewers’ signed  

comments and authors’  

responses available for all  

published papers 



Be confident at resubmission 

Most reviewers & editors want to be helpful 

 

Follow journal instructions 

Address all comments; but need not agree with all 

Avoid easy fixes/shortcuts 

 

If rejected; tell next journal how you addressed 

reviewers’ comments  
 



Authors’ submission toolkit 

CMRO Aug 2010;26;8:1967-82 

http://www.mpip-initiative.org/uploads/pdf/authorstoolkitPDF.pdf 
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