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life span and the current level of the journals. The results of 
the study described showed that each year the usefulness of 
the information reported by the journals studied is reduced 
to 90% from the previous year. The Mexican delegation 
was warmly welcome in this session, also in consideration 
of the newly established collaboration between EASE and 
AMERBAC.

Laurence Mabile (Inserm, Université Toulouse III–
Paul Sabatier, Toulouse, France) delivered an interesting 
presentation on the Bioresource Research Impact Factor 
(BRIF) initiative. This ongoing international initiative aims 
to create suitable tools to recognize and measure the use and 
impact of biological resources in scientific/academic work, 
in order to maximize access by researchers to collections of 
biological materials and attached databases, and to recognize 
efforts involved in their maintenance. The ultimate goal is 
the adoption of a biobank unique identifier for easy and 
reliable retrieval of biobank-based research.  As a member 
of the BRIF and “Journal editors” subgroup, she described 
the activities carried on by this subgroup, involving  both 
researchers and science editors, to foster the definition of 
a standardized citation format for bioresources in journal 
articles. She underlined that EASE actively participated in 
many of the subgroup initiatives. As a first result, a sentence 
on bioresources was included in the Methods section of 

the EASE Guidelines for authors and translators of scientific 
articles to be published in English. Then, in June 2013, a 
meeting was organized in Rome: science journal editors 
(including some EASE members) and other editorial 
professionals discussed the best strategies to promote a 
standardized bioresource citation. She also distributed a 
brief questionnaire to all the participants in the session to 
learn their opinions on this last topic, and possibly involve 
them in the future activities of the BRIF.

From the presentations and suggestions coming from the 
debate it is evident that there is not yet a culture of citation 
around the new forms of scholarly outputs and that efforts 
should be made to better understand the value and use of 
altmetrics. Ways to measure the impact of articles through 
the new social networking tools may represent a future 
concern of the editorial community, and EASE is open to 
further investigating these new trends. 
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Reporting what was done and what was found
A report of sessions held at the EASE conference, Split, Croatia, 13-15 June 2014.

At this year’s EASE conference in Split, Croatia, a session 
entitled ‘Reporting guidelines: a tool to increase the quality 
of health research published in your journal’ featured 
presentations from Professor Doug Altman (Centre for 
Statistics in Medicine, University of Oxford, and EQUATOR 
Network, UK), Iveta Simera (EQUATOR Network, 
UK), and Jason Roberts (Managing Editor, Headache, 
USA), exploring the need for and the development and 
implementation of reporting guidelines. This was followed 
by a plenary talk by Professor Altman, who explored further 
the reasons behind poor reporting and the role of editors 
and others in changing the situation.

What are reporting guidelines?
Reporting guidelines specify a minimum set of items 
required for a clear and transparent account of what was 
done and what was found. As Altman said, it is a simple 
concept “but people still don’t get it”.

Why are reporting guidelines needed?
Altman explained how failing to report findings is 
irresponsible and, at least in health care, has serious 
consequences. The research article is the end product of 
one process, but it is the starting point for other processes: 
informing new research; providing data for systematic 
reviews; and informing policies and practice guidelines. 
Reports should therefore contain enough data for readers 
(of all sorts) to fully evaluate and assess their reliability 

and relevance. The goal is transparency: reports should 
not mislead and should allow replication (in theory). They 
also need to be fit for inclusion in systematic reviews and 
meta-analyses.

Substandard reporting comes in many forms. Altman 
described six types: (i) non-reporting (or delayed 
reporting); (ii) misrepresentation of study design; (iii) 
selective reporting (eg not all outcomes reported, selective 
analyses); (iv) incomplete publication; (v) misleading 
interpretation; and (vi) inconsistencies between sources (eg 
protocol compared with registry).

Altman referred to the many published studies showing 
that key elements of methods and findings are commonly 
missing from journal articles or where  evidence exists of 
spin (usually negative results described as positive). The 
problem is widespread and large scale.

Maximising the value of research
If the research goal is to generate new knowledge, and this 
is communicated via journal articles, reports must be fit 
for multiple readers with multiple purposes. Altman noted 
that authors need to be aware of their ethical and moral 
responsibilities in this regard, and of the need for honesty 
and transparency, but acknowledged that authors may not 
be taught well how to do research and write manuscripts. 
Peer reviewers do pick up some problems and authors 
fix them, but most reporting problems are missed at peer 
review.



European Science Editing 76 August 2014; 40(3) 

The first and best known set of reporting guidelines was 
CONSORT (www.consort-statement.org), for randomised 
controlled trials, with its now familiar flow diagram. 
Its success was due to a focus on reporting rather than 
conduct, as well as its multidisciplinary approach, support 
from high-profile publications, and a lack of competition. 
Many CONSORT extensions have been developed, and 
CONSORT has inspired other guidelines, but their impact 
has often been limited by poor adherence.

Many journals have endorsed CONSORT and other 
reporting guidelines, but adherence is more complex, with 
a lack of incentives. Altman noted that career incentives are 
not helping, with explicit linkage of careers to publication 
and perceptions about negative findings. Meta-analysis can 
highlight excluded studies, but that’s too late in the process.

How can EQUATOR help?
Iveta Simera explained how the EQUATOR network (www.
equator-network.org) was set up to make sense of reporting 
guidelines. When it was set up in 2006 there were about 50 
guidelines, and there are now more than 200. Guidelines 
can be classified by the study type (eg CONSORT for 
randomised controlled trials; STROBE for observational 
studies; CARE for case studies; COREQ for qualitative 
studies; PRISMA and ENTREQ for systematic reviews; 
TRIPOD for prognostic studies; STARD for diagnostic 
studies). There is also more specific guidance (eg SPIRIT for 
protocols) and the many extensions to CONSORT (eg for 
abstracts and harms). There are also some content-specific 
guidelines; speciality journals have a  key role to play in 
supporting these. As well as a guidance library, EQUATOR 
also maintains a list of toolkits for editors at www.equator-
network.org/toolkits/editors.

How to implement reporting guidelines
Jason Roberts discussed his experience of implementing 
reporting guidelines at his journal Headache. He advised 
that simply adding a policy on adherence to reporting 
guidelines to a journal’s instructions for authors would be 
unlikely to have any impact, and he went on to list the steps 
a journal could take to raise awareness, overcome resistance, 
and ultimately increase adherence.

The first stage is to work with authors and others to 
identify the scale and nature of reporting problems and 
any barriers to overcoming them. Then, gain support from 
editors, board members and ‘champions’ to help change 
policy. Once you’ve identified the appropriate reporting 
guidelines from the EQUATOR website, you need to 
decide on a level of enforcement (mandatory or strongly 
recommended) and timing (phased or one-off). The final 
steps are to write a proposal, gain approval, and prepare 
for launch (update instructions and guidelines, write an 
editorial, and ensure systems and processes are configured). 
After launch, you need to keep reminding people and 
measure the impact.

Improving adherence
In his plenary presentation, Altman shared a quote from 
Frank Davidoff, ex-editor of Annals of Internal Medicine: 
“Accurate and transparent reporting is like turning on 
the light before you clean up a room: it doesn’t clean it 
for you but does tell you where the problems are” Recent 
research shows that the problem of poor reporting remains 
widespread, despite increased awareness of reporting 
guidelines and the involvement of peer review and editorial 
scrutiny. In medical research, a further problem involves 
discrepancies between the trial registry, the protocol, and 
the report.

Endorsement of guidelines by journals is associated with 
better reporting but completeness of reporting remains 
suboptimal, resulting in seriously inadequate research 
reports and slow improvement in reporting. Adherence is 
poor even in endorsing journals. Altman urged a shared 
approach to the problem, quoting the PLOS Medicine 
editors: “it is the responsibility of everyone involved 
to ensure that the published record is an unbiased and 
accurate representation of the research.” This collaboration 
could involve scientists, organisations, funders, regulators, 
journals, editors, peer reviewers, institutions, and others. 
While there is work towards agreement, it’s too slow. 
Altman identified five ways to get things moving faster: 
clearly defined policies and expectations, provision of tools, 
education and training, incentives and motivation, and the 
application of checks.

What should editors do?
Altman advised editors to be aware of the needs of readers, 
require authors to follow reporting guidelines, train peer-
reviewers, and support the registration of studies and 
the publication of protocols. He also urged journals to 
collaborate in setting out requirements for reporting, noting 
that in general this doesn’t happen. An exception is a recent 
collaboration between a group of rehabilitation journals, 
which now all have exactly the same policies.

Looking beyond health care
The principles of good reporting apply to all subjects. Altman 
noted that the CONSORT guidelines were cited in journals 
across a range of disciplines, even business economics. Other 
fields are adopting reporting guidelines, especially the ‘omics’ 
disciplines, psychology, veterinary science, animal research, 
forensic science, and software engineering, 

To sum up, it’s worth repeating Professor Altman’s 
central message: all research reports in all disciplines should 
present sufficient information to allow full evaluation of the 
represented data and further use of these findings. Good 
reporting is an essential part of doing good research.
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