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Some topics in scientific publication become hot and then 
dwindle again. Structuring manuscript format was the hot 
topic of the 1940s and resulted in the Introduction, Methods, 
Results and Discussion (IMRAD) format, which appeared 
to be set in stone – until recently. The internet is currently 
changing the structure of articles, for example, to stand 
alone sections, interactive figures, to include video clips, 
audio files, Google Earth maps, and links to databases. The 
basic structure of manuscripts is consequently currently in 
a state of flux.

Other issues that were extant when the first chapters 
of the Handbook were written in 2003 have never left the 
limelight and are no less important today, for example, 
somewhat frustratingly there is still no consensus on dealing 
with conflicts of interest (CoI) and defining authorship (see 
the section on ethics in this Handbook). However, attitudes 
are changing. Journal editors were concerned about 
misconduct 10 years ago, but strongly maintained that they 
could not police it. In the meantime, they have gradually 
become more proactive in the prevention, detection, and 
policing of misconduct, for example, by adopting the use 
of plagiarism detection software. The Lancet, for instance, 
screens the text of all seminars, reviews, and other non-
research material before peer review.1

 In 2003, I wrote that the meagre representation of 
developing countries in journals was a concern hovering 
in the wings. Web archives and open-access electronic 
journals are now having a levelling effect among different 
countries, and also between small and large institutions.2 
Many more editors from developing countries are 
participating in international editors’ associations such 
as the World Association of Medical Editors (WAME). 
AuthorAID (www.authoraid.info) provides support and 
mentoring to authors in developing countries and a forum 
to discuss and disseminate research.

Before attempting to rewrite the chapters I wrote for 
the Handbook in 2003, I asked a number of editors and 
publishers which topics of editorial policy they considered 
had been most important over the past 10 years and which 
of the changes their journals had made to editorial polices 
over the same period they were most proud of. The answers 
I received highlighted the invasive knock-on effect of the 
internet, which has permeated every aspect of editorial 
policy. One journal editor was most proud of their journal’s 
achievement in publishing articles in multiple formats 
including print, online (HTML and PDF), CD-ROM, 
EPUB (for digital devices), and Kindle. The journal 
even publishes in Digital Accessible Information System 
(DAISY) format for visually impaired readers, recognizing 
that many countries are enacting legislation requiring that 
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websites are user-friendly for blind and visually impaired 
readers. This chapter highlights the areas of editorial policy 
mentioned in the editors’ answers to my two questions and 
cites chapters in the Handbook which cover the specific 
area in detail.

Manuscript volume and publication speed
Journals have to cope with more manuscripts and less time 
than they had 10 years ago. The ever-increasing emphasis 
on publication for career promotion has pushed up the 
number of submissions, while the scientific community 
exerts pressure for fast access to information. Pre-screening 
with quicker turnaround time has taken off. In this process, 
all manuscripts are reviewed by in-house editors and either 
rejected immediately or sent out for external review. About 
half the original articles the BMJ receives are rejected after 
in-house review. Note that the International Committee of 
Medical Journal Editors (ICMJE) defines a peer-reviewed 
journal as one that has submitted most of its published 
articles for review by experts who are not part of the 
editorial staff. Published articles, not rejected manuscripts, 
are caught by this definition. Furthermore, some publishers 
have introduced a system of cascading manuscripts where 
a manuscript rejected by one of their journals can, with 
the authors’ consent, immediately be passed on to another 
journal for consideration. 

Most journals now have a fully electronic submission 
and management system, which has advantages both for 
authors, who can keep track of their manuscripts passing 
through the review process, and for journals in the ease 
and speed of managing the process. Because researchers 
want fast access to information, once articles are accepted 
for publication they have to be searchable on the internet. 
Rapid online publication before print publication is now 
almost standard practice among large science, technology, 
and medicine journals.

Access
Open access has become a hot topic as a result of increasing 
online publishing and has led to a shift away from the 
subscription business model towards article process 
charges. Even journals that are not fully open access have 
to consider offering an open access choice in response 
to demands by funders of research. A decision has to be 
made as to when articles will become open access, which 
must accommodate research funders’ requirements for the 
results of the research they fund to be freely available. (For 
more on the topic of open access, see Chapter 6.6.)
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Space
While, on the one hand, online only journals no longer have 
space problems, on the other readers are overloaded with 
articles engendering a trend towards shorter, one-message 
articles or title and abstract styles that convey the message 
and obviate the necessity to read the paper at all. The editor 
should be aware of the dangers, for example, of titles that 
state the results (known as declaratory titles), which some 
journals, for instance, American Journal of Ophthalmology, 
avoid.3

The ability to publish information supplemental to that 
provided in a manuscript has been another side effect of 
publication on the internet. Plant now insists that data 
that would formerly have been cited in manuscripts 
as unpublished or not shown are now included in the 
supporting information published online. However, the 
increasing trend for more supplemental material to be 
published with articles has broadened the scope for suspect 
material. Journals need to scrutinize this material with the 
same vigour as the manuscript itself, which adds to the 
burden of peer review. For this reason, Science will only 
publish such material if it is essential to the integrity and 
quality of the paper, while some journals no longer publish 
supplemental material. For example, see the explanation 
given by the Journal of Neuroscience for not including 
supplementary data with articles.4

Peer Review
Some journals are adopting innovative approaches to peer 
review with post- as opposed to pre-publication review 
via online forums. Open-access journals are leading the 
way in experimenting with peer-review models. PLOS 
ONE asks reviewers to base their judgement on the 
soundness of the methodology rather than the novelty 
of the research. The journal of the European Molecular 
Biology Organization (EMBO) practices an open peer 
review, where the reviewers’ names are included on the 
peer-review reports, which are published with the final 
version of the accepted manuscript. The online journal 
Biology Direct (www.biology-direct.com) allows authors 
to select reviewers for their manuscript from the journal’s 
editorial board. Moreover, the internet offers reviewers the 
ability to search for information about the authors (and the 
topic) to obtain more background information. The future 
could see peer review commercialized. Companies that 
offer peer reviewing services to authors and pay reviewers 
(e.g. Rubriq) or outsourcing of peer review to journals (e.g. 
Peerage of Science) are beginning to emerge. They promote 
their services as being faster than the traditional process and 
relieving the burden on the overstretch pool of voluntary 
reviewers. To read more about emerging peer review 
models, see the section on peer review in this Handbook.

Style
Articles can be accessed by a wider audience through the 
internet than when they were only available in print. Attempts 
should therefore be made to ensure they give sufficient 
explanation and avoid speciality-specific jargon, so that they 
can be understood by a wider readership. At the same time, 

more articles written by non-native speakers of English are 
published in English. Many small journals attempt to help 
their author community with the presentation, language, 
and style of their articles. How much time-consuming help 
is the editorial staff able to provide? The Annals of Emergency 
Medicine adopted a policy of author support in its early days, 
but as submissions increased it had to rationalize. Now, when 
a paper needs a second or third revision the senior editor 
must be consulted to consider rejection. This has reduced 
the workload and frustration of both editors and authors. 
Taylor & Francis is an example of a publisher who is offering 
support with its Author Services site (http://journalauthors.
tandf.co.uk/). Questions on style and grammar can be 
submitted through this site. 

Plagiarism and manipulation
Online access facilitates plagiarism but also makes it easier 
to detect it with tools such as CrossCheck (www.crossref.
org/crosscheck/index.html), as discussed in Chapter 6.5. 
With the digitalization of images came the inevitable 
prospect of enhancing data. Editors need to consider their 
stance on image manipulation, but few journal guidelines 
define where the line between acceptable adjustments and 
fraud should be drawn. The Journal of Cell Biology is at 
the forefront of manipulation detection and an article by 
its managing editor explains their policies and lists other 
journals that provide guidelines.5

Copyright associated with the use and reuse of published 
articles, and the deposit of pre-print and post-print articles 
in repositories has become a hot topic and is discussed in 
detail in Chapter 6.7.

Disclosure
Awareness of the need to acknowledge funding has 
increased. Some journals are asking authors more questions, 
for example, Plant now questions authors who fail to 
include grant numbers and details of funders. The BMJ 
asks authors of review articles if they have been prompted 
or paid to write and whether the article was written by 
them or a medical writer. Authors in open access journals 
should likewise divulge who paid the publishing charge. 
Approaches to authors’ conflict of interest (CoI) disclosures 
are covered in detail in Chapter 5.3. Having implemented 
CoI policies, journals then need to decide whether to 
publish the declarations of authors’ competing interests.

One of the most impressive advances in medical 
journal policy since the first edition of the Handbook is 
certainly the requirement for clinical trial registrations. 
The number of registrations increased rapidly following 
implementation, in September 2005, of the ICMJE policy 
requiring registration as a prerequisite for considering 
an article relating to a clinical trial for publication.6 The 
number of biomedical journals stipulating that trials 
need to be registered before they can be considered for 
publication is continuing to increase. The requirement 
for registration has shown how journal policies can have 
a positive influence on research conduct and has helped to 
combat publication bias and selective reporting of outcome 
measures and results.7

Data access and sharing
Recent years have seen an increasing shift towards a 
concept of society rather than researchers being the owners 
of data produced through research, which has led to data-
sharing policies.8 Journals are increasingly requesting that 
authors share their raw data. Examples of shared data are 
nucleotide or genome sequences, microarray analysis, and 
patient data. A publicly accessible database should be cited 
in articles to allow other researchers to access these data 
to test the repeatability of the findings. Data that are not 
publicly available should be posted on an institutional or 
other publicly accessible website. Where it is not possible 
to make such data sets publicly available (for example, 
because they are commercially sensitive or are restricted by 
law), this should be made clear in the article and details of 
how to discuss the data with the author should be made 
available.

One of the policies Plant has adopted, and of which it 
is most proud, is that before a paper reporting non-profit 
research can be published in the journal, authors have to 
state that on request they will provide all the biological 
and chemical materials not commercially available that 
are used for the experiments reported. According to their 
instructions to authors, requests must be reasonable with 
regard to the amount of material that can be provided 
and the sharing of costs, particularly when materials have 
required substantial effort for their production. Plant 
refuses to publish a paper if its authors are not prepared 
to provide a statement or are restricted from doing so, for 
example, by commercial partners.

The BMJ, which has published data-sharing statements 
since 2009 and has partnered with the Dryad Digital 
Repository since 2011, have just announced that they 
require authors of papers relating to drugs and devices to 
make a commitment to sharing the patient-level data on 
reasonable request.9

Data segregated by sex
Men and women are different. Not the fact itself, but rather 
its recognition by biomedical journals is new. Recent years 
have seen an acceptance that research based on male or 
disaggregated participants has resulted in less evidence-
based clinical management of women. Some journals have 
implemented policies to tackle this problem. For example, 
the Journal of Urology specifies that sex and minorities 
be identified in the collection and analyses of data. The 
Journal of the International AIDS Society is proud of its sex/
gender policy, which encourages authors to provide data 
disaggregated by sex and a sex/gender analysis.

Animal research
There has been growing concern in recent years about the 
use of animals in research. Journals publishing bioscience 
research where laboratory animals are used should consider 
adopting the Animal Research: Reporting of In Vivo 
Experiments (ARRIVE) guidelines, which are intended to 
improve reporting of such research.10 An article published 
by the Association for the Study of Animal Behaviour 
provides comprehensive guidance on animal welfare 

in studies and explains the principles of replacement, 
reduction, and refinement.11

Publication of negative results
Scientific literature is biased because many more positive 
than negative results are published and this has also become 
a subject of concern over recent years. An analysis of over 
4600 papers published in all disciplines found that the 
number of papers reporting positive results increased by 
over 22% between 1990 and 2007.12 Effort would be saved if 
scientists were aware of negative results in their area of study 
before they embarked on experiments and in biomedicine 
lives could be saved. (See Ben Goldacre’s brilliant TED 
lecture.)13 Failure to publish results that are not of statistical 
significance can be attributed to two causes: first, authors’ 
reluctance to submit their failed studies for publication, 
and second, the editor’s unwillingness to publish such 
articles. Articles with negative results are less likely to be 
cited than those with positive results, and many editors will 
reject such papers to avoid a negative effect on their impact 
factor (for one author’s experience see www.scilogs.com/
the_gene_gym/my-published-negative-result).

The ICMJE places an obligation on journals to publish 
negative results and WAME proclaims that studies with 
negative results should be considered for publication on the 
same terms as those with positive results.

Publishing articles that could pose a threat to public 
health and national security
The events of 11 September 2001 triggered a debate 
on journals’ responsibilities regarding publication of 
information that might assist terrorists. Research that 
can be deliberately misused to cause a biological threat 
to public health or national security is called dual-use 
research (DUR). The National Science Advisory Board for 
Biosecurity (NSABB) has defined a DUR of concern (DURC) 
as ‘research that, based on current understanding, can be 
reasonably anticipated to provide knowledge, products, or 
technologies that could be directly misapplied by others to 
pose a threat to public health and safety, agricultural crops 
and other plants, animals, the environment or material’. 
Although articles of this type are rare, it is important that 
editors of journals in the fields of microbiology, infectious 
agents, agriculture, and medicine have policies in place 
to deal with any they may receive. An excellent recent 
commentary on the topic urges journals to adopt policies 
on the review, editorial evaluation, and decisions to publish 
DURC manuscripts.14 The Proceedings of the National 
Academy of Sciences (PNAS), Nature, Science, and the 
Journal of the American Medical Association (JAMA) have 
policies in place and the NSABB have produced guidelines 
for communicating and publishing DURC results.
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