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 “Traditionally many medical journals have been edited 
by academics who have no training in editing. One day 
they are professors of cardiology, the next editors of major 
journals. Nobody would launch into being a cardiologist 
… without training. Yet it is routine the other way round.”  
Richard Smith: The trouble with Medical Journals, 2006

Being an editor may be a full-time or a part-time role, but 
anybody undertaking this work needs to consider what skills 
and knowledge they bring to the job, and where they need 
to develop. The editorial world has changed substantially 
over the past couple of decades, and editors increasingly 
need technical skills and a wider understanding of the 
world of publishing to do their work well. For an editor-
in-chief it is no longer sufficient to be knowledgeable about 
your discipline – now you need to be aware of reporting 
and publishing ethics and of the changing dynamics of 
scholarly communication. For technical editors being “good 
with words” needs to be supported by being “good with 
technology” so that you can make the best use of online 
editing and file management systems. 

There are no clear career pathways for editors and little 
in the way of continuous professional development. Initially 
editors are shown what is expected and then required to rely 
on colleagues (where available) and published resources 
(books on editing style, etc.) for guidance. For technical 
editors there are some practical training courses, plus a 
wealth of literature about how to edit articles. However 
for editors-in-chief and managing editors there are few 
available resources and hardly any training courses.

Initial training often includes examples and practical 
exercises – but after this editors are often left on their own 
to ensure they do not pick up bad habits and that they 
keep up-to-date with changes in publishing and editing. 
To ensure they do not stagnate but continue to develop 
requires editors to be proactive. This is where “personal 
development plans” come into their own. This phrase might 
be a fashionable piece of sociospeak, but it is nonetheless a 
useful concept. The idea, simply, is that we can and should 
take control of what we learn and how we develop. This is 
a sensible notion that involves four steps. Each step comes 
from a simple question:
•	 Where are you now?
•	 Where do you want to be?
•	 How will you get there?
•	 How will you record your journey?
•	 What does “being an editor” mean?
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Firstly, it is important to understand what type of 
editor you are, and what opportunities there are in other 
editorial roles. It is generally understood that an editor 
has responsibility for the content – but there is no general 
agreement regarding what responsibility over which content 
they have. Therefore the skills and knowledge that different 
editors require is very dependent on the particular role they 
undertake. 

It is also important to understand that being proficient as 
one type of editor does not make you suitable for a different 
role. For example, there are many editors-in-chief who make 
superb decisions regarding what articles to publish, and have 
hugely impressive knowledge of their discipline – but who 
could never be a copy-editor as they simply cannot spell! 
Table 1 outlines some of the different editorial roles.

Table 1. Varieties of journal editors

•	 Copy-editors (sometimes called sub-editors), undertake 
the reading and editing of manuscripts, including 
correcting grammatical errors and checking references, 
and prepare manuscripts for typesetting. They also 
sometimes proofread the typeset pages.

•	 Technical editors (and language editors), often overlap 
with copy-editors, but often undertake more substantial 
editing of manuscripts including re-writing for clarity 
and language. 

•	 Editorial assistants, work in the editorial office, managing 
the administration of the editorial system (submissions, 
reviewing and acceptance or rejection processes).

•	 Managing Editors, take responsibility for the movement 
of articles from submission to acceptance or rejection: 
they may be quite senior and make some decisions on 
rejection or acceptance.

•	 Editorial board members, usually honorary figures who 
represent the journal in their own communities and 
sometimes review articles.

•	 Advisory or associate editors, usually work closely with 
the editor-in-chief to help make decisions, sometimes 
with overall responsibility for specific sections of the 
journal.

•	 Deputy editors, work closely with the editor-in-chief, to 
support decisions and help with strategy.

•	 Editors-in-chief, the most senior editor with overall 
responsibility for the content of the journal and its 
editorial strategy.
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What skills and knowledge do you need
When it comes to learning and development, we tend to 
stay deep in our comfort zone, happily spending time and 
money adding to what we already know and can do well. 
What we often neglect is the much harder task of addressing 
major gaps in our knowledge, attitudes, behaviour and 
skills – and nothing really changes. So the first step should 
be an audit: what kind of editor are you anyway?

A useful starting point, much loved by those who teach 
time management skills, is to divide your business life into 
different components. About seven is usually considered to 
be a manageable number. Remember to include the whole 
range of activities, and not just the ones you like; if in doubt 
ask others for their opinion. Two examples, one for an 
editor and one for a technical editor, are shown in Table 2.

Table 2. Examples of job components

Editor Technical editor
1. Strategy 1. Strategy
2. Business 2. Business
3. Marketing 3. Marketing
4. Subject matter 4. Language/writing skills
5. Writing/editing 5. Critical appraisal skills
6. Dealing with people 6. Communication skills
7. Personal development 7. Personal development

Use this list as the framework for applying that useful 
tool – the SWOT analysis. Take a little time (half an hour 
will probably do) to sit down and look at yourself. Ask the 
following questions, in turn:
•	 Strengths: what are the things you do well?
•	 Weaknesses: what are the things you don’t do well?
•	 Opportunities: what forces, internal and external, could 

lead you to be doing nicer things in the future? 
•	 Threats: what forces, internal and external, could be 

detrimental to you and your work?
A very brief example of SWOT tests is shown in Table 3.
Beware of confusing what you want with what you 

need. A technical editor once asked for help to develop her 
language and editing skills, particularly her knowledge of 
English grammar. Her request was triggered by a number 
of criticisms of her editing decisions by her (part-time) 
editor-in-chief. These had made her job difficult and her 
self-esteem low. When we talked it became clear that most 
of these so-called “grammatical corrections” were nothing 
of the kind: they were individual style preferences. Her 
most pressing training need, we decided, was not a course 
on grammar, but on negotiation skills.

Table 3. Example of two SWOTs

Editor Technical editor
Strengths 
Thorough knowledge of 
subject
Wide clinical experience 
Critical subject appraisal 
skills 
Good network in Europe 

Strengths
Clear idea of future direction
Good English language skills
Comfortable with critical 
appraisal
Wide range of contacts in UK

Weaknesses 
No formal training in editing 
skills 
Little knowledge of 
publishing ethics 
Uncomfortable with social 
networking
Poor network in USA

Weaknesses
No book-keeping experience
No formal marketing training
Not confident on electronic 
submission systems
Small number of contacts in 
Spain

Opportunities 
Increased research funding 
(leading to more articles)
Improved journal support 
from publishers

Opportunities
Greater need for technical 
editors in Spain
Increasing need for technical 
editing services due to influx 
of articles from China

Threats 
Cancelled subscriptions 
No funding

Threats
Lack of (new) customers
Journals closing down 
Ill health

Where do you want to be?
There are certainly benefits in remaining in the same job 
for a long time – learning from experiences and feeling 
comfortable within the role and with your colleagues. 
However there is also the chance of stagnation and the 
development of bad habits. This is why it is useful to think 
of the future and to plan. 

This is the time to dream. If all goes well in the next 
three years, what will you be doing differently? Imagine you 
are sending a postcard to your nearest and dearest: what 
triumphant message would you put out? For instance: “Our 
journal has just become the market leader”, “I have just 
been promoted to managing editor”, or (unlikely though 
this may seem!) “I have just been thanked by a grateful 
author”.

Next, go through your list of seven or so components 
to identify the skills, knowledge, attitudes and behaviour 
you will need to acquire if you want to achieve these goals. 
For example, you are editor of a middle-ranking journal, 
and your vision is to provide a better author service than 
all your rivals.

Your training and development needs will start to 
become clear: computer skills, personal relationship skills, 
marketing skills, and some mainstream journalism skills. 
To take another example, you are a technical editor, and 
your vision is to leave your current paid position and 
move to the south of Spain and run an editing business 
from there. Your training and development needs would 
probably include strategic thinking (you will need a good 
plan), business skills, computer skills, networking skills and 
the ability to speak passable Spanish.

Now start to firm these up. Write specific things you can 

measure rather than pious hopes and vague ambitions. And 
(most important) put a deadline on them. Thus, instead 
of “I need to learn Spanish” write, “By January 8 I will be 
able to sustain a three-minute conversation in Spanish” or 
“By January 8 I will have completed the Learning Spanish 
package”. The vague “I need to start using an electronic 
reference system” becomes “I will decide on a suitable 
electronic referencing program (January 8), install it 
(February 14), complete the tutorial (February 24) and 
start using it to store and use references (April 1)”.

How will you get there?
Now you need to decide on how you are going to meet the 
goals you have defined. Your problem will be too many 
possible solutions, so take your time to choose. First work 
out what resources you will make available. How much time 
should you put aside for development activities (though 
you should bear in mind that much learning can be done in 
combination with “real” tasks)? How much money should 
you spend — 5% of your income perhaps?

Also important is an understanding of how you learn 
best. One of the most widely quoted models of adult learning 
is that by Kolb, who suggests four different stages: action 
(or experience), reflection, generalizing, and applying. On 
this cycle has been built one of the most popular models of 
learning styles, devised by Honey and Mumford (see the 
resources at the end of this chapter). They have proposed 
four learning styles for four different types of individual:
•	 Activists: like doing things, and enjoy role playing and 

practical exercises,
•	 Reflectors: like to reflect on experiences, and thrive on 

observation and reflection,
•	 Theorists: like to get a thorough understanding, and 

thrive on models and theories, and
•	 Pragmatists: like to plan the next steps, and do well 

with practical planning sessions.
Knowing how you best learn will help you to make wise 

decisions as to which learning methods you will invest in.
Most people will start by looking at courses. Whilst there 

are often many courses on how to write, there is a surprising 
lack of courses for editors. Frequently these are available 
at conferences and other meetings, and some associations 
also provide training, for example the European Medical 
Writers Association, EMWA (see www.emwa.org/training.
html). EASE also provides workshops around its biannual 
conference.

If you decide that a course is the appropriate way of 
meeting your needs, you should ask the following questions:

What are the course objectives? Avoid courses that make 
vague promises. Look instead for concrete and measurable 
goals.

Is the course “good value”? Courses vary considerably in 
cost, so you should think in terms of value for money. If a 
course is within your budget, and meets one or more of your 
goals, then you are receiving value. If it fails to meet any of 
your objectives, then it is not good value, even though it 
might have been “free” in monetary terms (though not in 
time spent).

How many people will be on the course? The kind of 

learning you will have will vary according to the number 
of people on the course. A group of 100, for instance, will 
be fine if you want to acquire new facts. But if you want to 
acquire a skill or have your attitudes challenged then you 
will be better off in a group of 12.

What will be the teaching style? Some courses employ a 
succession of experts to give short presentations (which is 
more akin to a conference); others use one or two tutors 
who will run the whole thing themselves. Again, the best 
format depends on what you wish to acquire: the former 
will be good for acquiring knowledge; the latter for 
acquiring skills and learning new attitudes and behaviour. 
Read the biographies of the trainers and see if they have (or 
mention) any training or teaching skills.

Will the course be residential? Since one of the greatest 
benefits of courses is interaction with other participants, 
this is often a great advantage.

Do you need further information? If you still have any 
concerns, ring up or Email for further information. Any 
good trainer or training company will be happy to talk: 
part of this is self-interest, as all good trainers know that the 
secret of good courses is having the right people attend them.

The one thing that unites all course providers is that 
those who survive are good at marketing themselves, so 
they can be hard to resist. One great advantage of a personal 
development plan is that it gives you a clear framework for 
choosing learning solutions wisely, so that you can spend 
your money on those that are going to meet your defined 
needs and not just those that look attractive.

But courses are only one option. There are many other 
training solutions that can be more appropriate to your 
needs. Some of the most common include:

Conferences: these are always good for foreign travel 
and networking, but they are expensive, and content and 
delivery can be mixed. Their main focus will usually be 
advances of knowledge rather than changes in attitudes and 
behaviour and the acquisition of skills.

Reading: books, journals, magazines, blogs, ListServs 
and websites are an available and cheap way of acquiring 
knowledge, or at least some exposure to knowledge, which 
is not always the same thing. You need to work out a way of 
storing that knowledge so that it can be recalled and used. 
One technique is a reading log, in which you list why you 
read something, what you learnt, and how it will help.

Electronic learning: these opportunities are becoming 
more widely available (though not necessarily cheap) and 
have the advantage that you can use them in your own 
time. The disadvantage is that it is too easy to become 
demotivated, so look for “blended learning” schemes 
that combine distance learning with more traditional 
techniques, such as tutorials and seminars.

Visits and exchanges: an excellent way of learning is to go 
and talk to (or perhaps shadow) someone who can already 
do what you wish to learn to do. This is cheap and effective, 
particularly for those who prefer listening and observing 
to reading.

Writing an article: this is an important way of acquiring 
knowledge, as it means not just collecting facts but ordering 
them in a meaningful way. It will force you to criticize what 
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you have done — and once the article is published you 
may receive feedback from those who have read it. This is a 
cheap option (and you may even get paid for it), but rarely 
a quick option.

Writing and delivering a training course: this is a time-
expensive activity, similar to writing an article. The main 
difference, however, is that the feedback you get will be 
more reliable and more detailed.

Working with a partner: there are all kinds of different 
relationships, such as coach, mentor, or “support and 
challenge” partner. The important thing is that you will be 
able to develop alongside someone else. If you choose the 
right people for the right role, it could even be fun.

Making mistakes: if something goes wrong, particularly 
if it goes spectacularly wrong, spend time to work out why. 
This will give you some immediate lessons, and also inform 
your next personal development plan.

Choose from these (and many other learning 
opportunities) so that you have a list of what you plan to do 
in the coming year.

How will you record your journey?
Much of this activity could be wasted, however, if you don’t 
work out a way of recording the gains you have made. Too 
many people, sadly, leave a training event with a pile of 
neatly written notes, which they will put into a drawer or file 
and never look at again. You should take a more proactive 
approach. One useful technique is to write down an action 
list after each learning event.

In addition you should keep an overall record of 
your journey — a development log. Many professional 
organizations now make this a requirement: practitioners 
need to be able to demonstrate that they are keeping up 
with developments. But they are useful even if you are not 
forced to keep such a record: the most important benefit is 
that it will force you to reflect on what you have learnt. This 
is now seen as a vital part of learning.

The log itself may take many forms but broadly speaking 
you should record three things. These are:
•	 The activity: what exactly did you do, and when? 
•	 The lessons: what did you learn from it?
•	 The benefits: how will it help you (as an editor)?

These are self-explanatory, and an example is shown 
in Table 4. One of the big issues is when to do this. Most 
people will leave the log to the end of the year, but whenever 
possible you should try to update it regularly.

Table 4. Learning logs example extract

Editor
Learning event: I have read a book on publication ethics 
(specify) which was recommended to me by three editors. 
Lessons: I learnt that there is a widespread feeling 
that there are many ethical problems, such as ghost 
authorship, gift authorship, fraud, etc. Editors should 
play an important role in raising ethical standards, and 
clearly editors should have explicit policies on key issues.
Benefits: I now have a greater understanding of the major 
ethical issues involved in scientific publishing, and will be 
able to introduce practical ethical policies to my journal.

Technical editor
Learning event: I attended a one-day course on 
marketing. The course was organized by AB Training and 
covered targeting and positioning, the buying process, 
promotional tools, marketing collateral and writing a 
marketing plan.
Lessons: I came away with a 14-point action list which will 
help me to improve my marketing. The most important 
points were to rewrite my promotional material, add 
additional products and develop public speaking skills. 
Benefits: This will help me to achieve my goal of setting 
up a viable technical editing business by December 31.

All this begins to raise the final, important question: why 
bother? The simple answer is this: in a fast-changing world 
we risk being left behind if we don’t keep developing what 
we know, how we feel and act, and what we can do. If this is 
worth doing, then it is worth doing systematically because 
this will increase our chances of meeting our real needs. 
It will be an efficient use of scarce resources such as time 
and money. And it will give us enormous satisfaction when, 
looking back, we can see how far we have travelled.

Resources
ALPSP (Association of Learned, Professional and Society Publishers): 

www.alpsp.org
Committee on Publication Ethics (COPE): http://publicationethics.org/
Council of Science Editors (CSE): www.councilscienceeditors.org/
Eastern Mediterranean Association of Medical Editors (EMAME): www.

emro.who.int/EMAME/
Editorial and publishing courses: www.pspconsulting.org/medical-short.

shtml
Editors’ Association Canada: www.editors.ca/resources/eac_publications/

pes/index.html
European Association of Science Editors (EASE): www.ease.org.uk/
European Medical Writers Association (EMWA): www.emwa.org/

aboutemwa.html
Honey and Mumford learning styles questionnaire: www.peterhoney.

com/content/LearningStylesQuestionnaire.html 
International Society of Managing and Technical Editors (ISMTE): www.

ismte.org/
Mediterranean Editors and Translators (MET): www.metmeetings.org/
World Association of Medical Editors (WAME): www.wame.org/


