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News Notes

Review registration …
Well-conducted systematic reviews 
are generally considered higher-
calibre evidence than individual 
trials in decision-making for 
clinical practice and health policy. 
But there is increasing evidence 
for publication bias, with non-
publication of completed studies as 
much of a problem as it is for trials. 
Increased clarity surrounding the 
conduct and reporting of systematic 
reviews would be possible if the 
protocols for systematic reviews, just 
like those for trials, were registered. 
Until now there has not been an 
overarching registry for recording 
the existence and development of 
systematic reviews from inception 
through to completion. The Centre 
for Reviews and Dissemination, 
based at the University of York in the 
UK, has announced PROSPERO, an 
international Prospective Register 
of Ongoing Systematic Reviews 
(www.crd.york.ac.uk/prospero). 
Registration is free and generates a 
unique identifying number for each 
systematic review, which should be 
reported in any publications that 
arise from the study. Investigators 
should use the registry to record the 
existence of the protocol for a planned 
or ongoing systematic review of 
health care interventions even before 
screening studies for inclusion in the 
systematic review.

… but troubles with trials
It has been five years since the 

International Committee of Medical 
Journal Editors issued a statement on 
the requirement to register clinical 
trials, and about 120,000 trials are 
now registered. However, a study 
published in PLoS One (6(2):e1470) 
found several deficiencies in the 
provision of key information in trial 
registry records in the World Health 
Organization’s International Clinical 
Trial Registry Platform. This rather 
undermines the aims of the registries.

Outsourcing check-up
A report compiled by Kathleen 
Lyle, a founder member of the UK 
Society for Editors and Proofreaders 
(SfEP), offers a valuable insight into 
the outsourcing of editorial work to 
overseas suppliers. In 2010 SfEP asked 
members to report their experiences 
of editorial outsourcing. The relevant 
parts of their replies are quoted and 
commented on in the report (What 
price quality? Overseas outsourcing 
of editorial services), confirming 
that British publishers have been 
using overseas suppliers for many 
years. What remain relevant are 
linguistic ability and editorial skills. 
SfEP’s concern is that some overseas 
suppliers whose staff do not have 
English as a first language are offering 
editorial services, often based on a 
rigid, rule-bound approach.

New editor for JAMA
The new editor-in-chief of JAMA 
(the journal of the American 
Medical Association) will be Howard 
Bauchner, a paediatrician at Boston 
University School of Medicine. Dr 
Bauchner, who takes over from 
Catherine De Angelis in July, will also 
oversee the association’s nine Archives 
specialist journals.

Ethical considerations
Despite the best efforts of journals’ 
press officers to inform the world 
about their journal’s exciting new 
articles, it often seems to be ethical 
issues that hit the headlines. So it’s the 
job of journal editors and publishers 
to pick up on such issues before the 
offending article is published. But 

screening for such issues can be time-
consuming in a world where there is 
increasing demand to publish quickly. 
In an editorial in the April 2011 issue 
of Learned Publishing (24(2):84-85), 
Diane Scott-Lichter explains how 
journals should screen for, prevent, 
and treat ethical issues, and calls for 
authors to be more involved, because 
“the responsibility for ethical behavior 
that underlies work published under 
their names rests with them.” Help 
is at hand from the Committee on 
Publication Ethics (COPE), which 
has recently revised its Code of 
Conduct for editors (see www.
publicationethics.org).

New open offerings
February saw the launch of Wiley 
Open Access, a programme of open 
access journals publishing primary 
research in life and biomedical 
sciences, including neuroscience, 
microbiology, ecology, and evolution. 
The new journals are being launched 
in collaboration with international 
professional and scholarly societies, 
and each will appoint an editor-in-
chief and editorial board responsible 
for the peer review process. The 
journals will be published under the 
Creative Commons Attribution Non-
Commercial License, which permits 
use, distribution, and reproduction 
in any medium, provided the original 
work is properly cited and is not 
used for commercial purposes. The 
first journal, Brain and Behaviour 
(www.brain-behavior.com), charges a 
publication fee of €1520. Elsevier will 
soon launch Elsevier Medical Case 
Reports, with a similar open-access 
publishing model and an author 
processing fee of €500.

Hey, you, get off of my cloud?
Cloud computing is widely seen 
as the top technological priority 
for the coming 12 months, with an 
ever-increasing number of public 
cloud providers, such as Google and 
Dropbox. According to a Gartner 
report of January, 2011 could be 
the “Year of Cloud”. But Vaultium, 
provider of online file-sharing 
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solutions, has warned that businesses 
risk falling foul of UK and European 
legislation if they store sensitive 
information in the public cloud. 
According to the company, public 
cloud providers do not offer any 
specific guarantees on the physical 
location of their servers, which could 
lead to sensitive data being stored 
at locations that contravene current 
legislation such as the UK’s Data 
Protection Act. Vaultium is advising 
caution when choosing a cloud-based 
storage provider. The company notes 
that many cloud providers’ storage 
facilities could be compromised by 
uncertainty over location: business 
data stored in the public cloud can be 
stored in any number of countries, 
often in the USA, as well as other legal 
jurisdictions, which can contravene 
European legislation. In fact, the 
EU has suggested that government 
agencies should deploy public cloud 
services only for applications that do 
not process sensitive data.

WHO and Cochrane
The World Health Organization 
(WHO) has awarded the Cochrane 
Collaboration a seat on the World 
Health Assembly, allowing it to 
influence the way WHO uses 
research evidence in policy-making 
and planning. The Cochrane 
Collaboration, a global network of 
researchers producing high-quality 
systematic reviews of medical 
evidence, will look at ways of ensuring 
that its reviews are relevant to low and 
middle income countries.

Peer review in the UK
The UK parliament’s Science and 
Technology Committee has launched 
an inquiry into the operation and 
effectiveness of the peer review 
process. The committee has a broad 
remit and has sought submissions 
from scientists and other interested 
parties. The Association of Learned 
and Professional Society Publishers 
(ALPSP) issued a 51-point statement 
strongly supporting the peer review 
process (http://bit.ly/dJhGdp) and 
concluding “no credible replacement 
has been identified. Peer review is 
evolving and will continue to do so. 
Rather than trying to disrupt this 

established process ALPSP believes 
it is more useful to supplement and 
support it ... and encourage continued 
scientific debate once the literature 
is published”. Others have urged the 
committee to look at the evidence 
supporting the peer review process 
and investigate alternatives and 
variants.

Peer review in the US
Elsewhere, the US Center for Studies 
in Higher Education has issued a very 
long report entitled “Peer review in 
academic promotion and publishing: 
its meaning, locus, and future” 
(escholarship.org/uc/item/1xv148c8). 
It concludes that “creating a wider 
array of institutionally acceptable 
and cost-effective alternatives to 
peer reviewing and publishing 
scholarly work could maintain the 
quality of academic peer review, 
support greater research productivity, 
reduce the explosive growth of low-
quality publications, increase the 
purchasing power of cash-strapped 
libraries, better support the free 
flow and preservation of ideas, and 
relieve the burden on overtaxed 
faculty of conducting too much 
peer review.” (For those of you who 
want something more digestible, 
the Research Information Network 
has produced a handy guide for 
researchers, available at www.rin.
ac.uk/peer-review-guide.)

Journals and journalism
At the ScienceOnline2011 conference, 
held in Research Triangle Park, North 
Carolina, in January, John Rennie, a 
former editor of Scientific American, 
asked delegates to consider what 
would happen if all science reporters 
and bloggers decided to ignore new 
scientific findings until six months 
after their publication. In a follow-up 
article published in The Guardian 
(Time for a change in journalism?, 26 
January 2011), Rennie explains that 
the  “what did the journals publish 
this week?” model is difficult to 
break from and writers are unlikely 
to have time to revisit stories and 
see how they’ve evolved. A move 
away from novelty might result in 
more informed reporting and a 
better choice of stories. You can read 

more coverage of Science Online 
2011 at scio11.wikispaces.com/
blog+and+media+coverage. 
At a recent panel discussion hosted by 
the BBC College of Journalism (and 
online at networkedblogs.com/gjVfN), 
journalists were encouraged to quote 
primary sources in the interests of 
accountability and usefulness, while 
journals came in for criticism for not 
publishing articles promptly after 
an embargo was lifted and for not 
including DOIs on press releases.

From Serials to Insights
At the UK Serials Group (UKSG) 
annual meeting, held in Harrogate 
in April, the society announced the 
change of title of its journal Serials 
to Insights: connecting the knowledge 
community, reflecting the wide range 
of topics covered. UKSG held a 
competition to choose the title, and 
Insights was the winning entry. The 
change will take effect from volume 
24, 2012. The journal also has new 
co-editors, with Lorraine Estelle 
(JISC Collections) and Steve Sharp 
(University of Leeds) taking over 
from Hazel Woodward and Helen 
Henderson.

Metadata is key
At the UKSG in April, Rufus 
Pollock from the Open Knowledge 
Foundation (okfn.org) explained 
how metadata will become 
increasingly important. A report 
of his presentation on the UKSG’s 
LiveSerials blog (liveserials.blogspot.
com) explains how data and content 
are not commodities to sell but 
platforms to build on. Metadata is the 
“easy way in; everything attaches to 
it”, whether that’s for republication, 
selling, or analytics. An example is 
JISC OpenBib project (openbiblio.net/
jiscopenbib), an open bibliography 
with three million records from the 
British Library. It links with Wikipedia 
and incorporates a social network to 
allow users to edit and add to the data.

PRISMA and CONSORT in Spanish
A Spanish medical journal, 
Medica Clinica, has published 
Spanish language translations of 
the CONSORT statement on the 
reporting of clinical trials (Medica 
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Clinica 2011; epub 14 Jan) and the 
PRISMA statement on reporting 
of systematic reviews (Medica 
Clinica 2010;135:507–511), with 
accompanying editorials. The journal 
has also announced a collaboration 
between the Pan American Health 
Organization (PAHO) and the 
EQUATOR Network and the 
development of a Spanish Library for 
Health Research Reporting.

Getting to GRIPS with risk
The rapid progress in discovery 
of genes linked to diseases has led 
to an interest in the development 
of genetic risk models to inform 
clinical practice, but the quality 
and completeness of reporting of 
such models vary. At a workshop 
sponsored by the Human Genome 
Epidemiology Network (HuGENet) 
researchers from the USA, Canada 
and Europe developed a checklist 
for reporting genetic risk prediction. 
The GRIPS statement, which has 
25 recommendations and builds on 
established reporting guidelines, 
was published in PLoS Medicine 
(2011;8(3):e1000420).

Unpublished results
The decline effect, whereby published 
scientific effects seem to diminish with 
time, goes back to the 1930s when 
it was observed that psychic ability 
became less statistically significant 
as studies were repeated. Jonathon 
Schooler, a psychology professor 
at the University of California 
Santa Barbara explains (Nature 
2011;470:437) how this decline 
effect cannot be solely attributed to 
regression to the mean, because we 
rarely have access to “negative” results 
that weren’t published. Not knowing 
about unpublished data also hinders 
assessment of publication bias and 
reporting bias. Schooler joins others 
in calling for an open-access database 
of research findings, so that “we can 
know how well the current scientific 
process, based on peer review and 
experimental replication, succeeds in 
distinguishing grounded truth from 
unwarranted fallacy”.

The long tail of science publishing
Do you know how many journals 

there are in the world? A post on 
the Research Information Network 
blog (bit.ly/gEBu4u) puts that figure 
at 24,000–25,000, with about a 
third of these coming from the top 
10 publishers. At the other end of 
the scale, many publishers publish 
only one or two journals. A recent 
article in the First Monday online 
journal (2010;15(12)) compares 
the distribution of open-access and 
subscription-based journals. The 
study’s author, Jan Erik Frantsvag 
from the University of Tromsø, based 
this on data from the Directory of 
Open Access Journals (www.doaj.
org) and from Ulrich’s Periodicals 
Directory. Once difficulties with 
the DOAJ data had been overcome, 
he found that the distribution of 
publishers by number of titles 
published was similar across the 
two sectors, albeit on a smaller scale 
in the open-access world.

Open access: growing up
The Imaginary Journal of Poetic 
Economics (poeticeconomics.
blogspot.com) is a blog “mostly 
written” by Heather Morrison, 
based at Simon Fraser University in 
Canada. In a series of posts under 
the banner “The Dramatic Growth 
of Open Access”, linked to data 
stored using the Dataverse data 
publishing tool (thedata.org) and her 
institutional repository, Morrison 
shows that open-access journals are 
growing faster and are more likely to 
remain active than their subscription 
counterparts. There are currently 
about 6000 open-access journals, with 
a growth rate of about four a day.

Access and understanding
In January, several major publishers 
pulled out of the HINARI (Health 
Inter-Network for Access to Research) 
programme in Bangladesh and other 
countries, putting an end to free 
access to journals in those countries. 
The move was widely criticized, 
not least by The Lancet, who were 
unhappy not to be consulted by 
their publisher, Elsevier, one of the 
companies involved, and HINARI 
access was reinstated (although 
without long-term commitments). 
The HINARI programme was 

launched in 2001 to provide low-
income countries with access to 
otherwise prohibitively expensive 
publications. In an essay in PLoS 
Medicine called “Towards Open 
and Equitable Access to Research 
and Knowledge for Development”, 
members of the Electronic Publishing 
Trust for Development argued that 
access and distribution of knowledge 
follows North American/European 
standards, an increasingly inaccurate 
reflection of the global science 
community. True open-access 
publishing may provide the answer 
but much remains to be done in 
meeting information needs outside 
the English-speaking bubble.

Open access: showing off?
Open access is certainly having 
an impact, but how you measure 
that impact is by no means clear.  
A “randomized controlled trial of 
scientific journal publishing” from 
The FASEB Journal (published online 
30 March 2011) found that while 
open access does increase readership 
(up to twice as much) it doesn’t 
increase citations. This finding goes 
against earlier studies that suggested 
that open-access articles were 
referenced more frequently. Both 
“sides” in this debate are of course 
arguing about the methodology, and 
the relative importance of readership 
and citation. There’s also the issue of 
self-selection bias, whereby authors 
publish their best work as open 
access, thereby favouring citations 
of the open-access work. Here the 
debate is between causation and 
correlation. Of more concern perhaps 
is a possible link between open access 
and industry funding, as highlighted 
in a recent BMJ rapid response 
(http://bit.ly/e5HEPj).

Style guide Q&A
The Chicago Manual of Style remains 
one of the most widely used style 
guides, certainly for American 
English publications. The guide’s 
editorial team receives many 
questions from users, and responses 
to the most interesting queries are 
published regularly on its website 
(www.chicagomanualofstyle.org). 
As well as dealing with familiar 
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questions on hyphenation, lists, and 
quotation marks, the latest Q&A 
muses entertainingly on the names of 
smart-phone apps and how to style 
text-message content.

Sibling rivalry
PLoS ONE, the general science 
journal set up by the Public Library of 
Science, has been the subject of much 
debate since its launch. Some see it 
as a pioneer journal making the best 
use of open access, while others see 
it as bulk (low-quality) publishing.  
In March, British journalist Richard 
Poynder published a detailed analysis 
of PLoS ONE’s history and future on 
his blog (poynder.blogspot.com), 
prompting even more debate, much of 
it focusing on the role of peer review. 
Richard Smith, former editor of the 
BMJ (and PLoS board member), says 
that PLoS ONE will change everything 
and hasten a move away from 
carefully filtered journals and towards 
databases, with post-publication 
peer review having more significance 
(blogs.bmj.com, 29 March 2011). 
But a recent study by Davis Schirger 
and colleagues (Annals of Emergency 
Medicine 2011;57:153–160) showed 
that online commenting is in decline. 
On another BMJ blog, Liz Wager, 
chair of the Committee on Publication 
Ethics, is more concerned about what 
we call journals such as PLoS ONE, 
BMJ Open, and Scientific Reports, 
which are online, fully open-access, 
larger-scale, less-filtered siblings of 
major journals. Any suggestions?

Impossible science
Scientific American magazine has 
launched a new series, “Too Hard for 
Science?” The aim is to “interview 
scientists about pet ideas they would 
love to explore that seem impossible 
to investigate in real life”. How many 
of these ideas will make it into science 
journals of the future? Do you think 
they would pass peer review? Do they 
need their own journal?

Science publishing networks
A new report from the UK Royal 
Society shows that China, Brazil, 
India, and other countries are 
emerging as major scientific powers to 
challenge the “scientific superpowers” 

(USA, Western Europe, Japan). The 
report, Knowledge, Networks and 
Nations, produced in cooperation 
with Elsevier, also shows that science 
is becoming more interconnected 
and more collaborative: over a 
third of all articles published 
in international journals are 
internationally collaborative. New 
technology and cheaper air travel 
have of course contributed to this 
growth in collaboration, but the 
report also highlights how access 
to complementary resources and 
knowledge can improve quality 
and efficiency of research. And 
collaboration is clearly essential 
when addressing global challenges 
such as climate change or infectious 
diseases. You can view the data, 
created using Google’s free Motion 
Chart gadget, at royalsociety.org/
knowledge-networks-nations-graph.

Publishing Open Data Working 
Group
Open-access publisher BioMed 
Central is seeking to organize a 
meeting of editors, publishers, and 
funding agencies to investigate the 
details and practicalities of scientific 
data sharing, data reuse, and open 
data. This follows several policy 
statements from research funders 
and the European Commission in 
favour of open data. In a letter posted 
on the BioMed Central Blog (blogs.
openaccesscentral.com; 21 March 
2011), the publisher proposes an 
Open Data Working Group with three 
goals: a licensing agreement to keep 
research article data in the public 
domain; a consensus on peer review 
of supplementary data; and  best 
practice for implementation of data 
sharing policies.

Who’s paying whom?
Free journals seem more likely 
to recommend drugs than do 
journals with sources of revenue 
that are mixed or based solely 
on subscriptions. That was the 
finding of a recent study in CMAJ 
(2011;183:544-548), which looked 
at the influence of pharmaceutical 
advertising on drug recommendations 
made in published articles in 11 
German journals frequently read 

by doctors. The researchers found 
313 issues containing at least one 
advertisement for the selected 
drugs, and 412 articles in which 
drug recommendations were made. 
Free journals almost exclusively 
recommended the use of the 
advertised drugs, whereas journals 
financed entirely with subscriptions 
tended to recommend against the use 
of the same drugs.

Repository progress
The past few years have seen a huge 
rise in the number of academic open 
access repositories. The Directory 
of Open Access Repositories (www.
opendoar.org) was launched in 
2006 as a searchable catalogue of 
repositories worldwide, and by the 
time you read this will probably have 
reached a total of 2000 repositories. 
Reflecting this growth, the Scholarly 
Publishing and Academic Resources 
Coalition (SPARC) is hosting a new 
discussion forum for the subject-
based digital repository community. 
The SPARC Subject Repositories 
Forum (SPARC-SR) is the first formal 
discussion group of its kind and will 
enable repository managers to share 
best practices, discuss collaborations, 
and support each other (see www.arl.
org/sparc).

Publishing awards
The Association of Learned and 
Professional Society Publishers 
(ALPSP) is seeking applications 
for its 2011 awards for publishing 
innovation and best new journal. 
Applicants for the publishing 
innovation award should explain 
how their approach helps its users 
or consumers, and the prospects 
for long-term development plans. 
The new journal award is open to 
any peer-reviewed journal launched 
within the past three years, and 
judges will assess editorial strategy, 
marketing, and commercial success. 
Application instructions are 
available at http://www.alpsp.org/
ngen_public/default.asp?ID=251&g
roupid=192&groupname=About+A
LPSP;  closing date is 13 June 2011. 
Both awards will be presented at the 
ALPSP International Conference in 
September. 
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Also, SPARC Europe, an alliance of 
research libraries and institutions, is 
seeking nominations for its Award 
for Outstanding Achievements in 
Scholarly Communications and 
Open Access, to be presented at the 
LIBER Conference in June 2011. 
Nominations are due by 15 May; 
see http://www.sparceurope.org/
about-us/sparc-europe-award-
for-outstanding-achievements-in-
scholarly-communications.

Excuses for plagiarism
Any editor who has encountered 
plagiarism in submitted articles 
will probably have heard a range of 
excuses from guilty authors. On the 
iThenticate blog (blog.ithenticate.
com), there’s a handy compilation of 
the most common excuses: (1) the 
misunderstanding (“I didn’t know I 
was doing anything wrong”), (2) the 
lapse of judgement (“it won’t happen 
again”), (3) the big escape (“surely no 
one will notice”), (4) forces of nature 
(“I was under pressure”), and (5) the 
“honest” mistake (“oops”). Readers 
are invited to submit their own 
favourite excuses.

Déjà vu publishing
A journal may retract an article for 
many reasons. Although cases of 
scientific misconduct or plagiarism 
may originate with the authors, 
sometimes the journal itself causes 
the problem. The Retraction Watch 
blog (retractionwatch.wordpress.com) 
has recently reported on a series of 
retractions due to accidental duplicate 
publication. In most cases the 
journals simply republished an article 
in a later issue, but in other cases the 
duplication was technical, caused by 
incorrect classification or failing to 
marry up print and online versions. 
Some authors expressed irritated 

exasperation, while others seemed 
happy with the journal’s handling of 
the situation.

Abstract TV
The structure, style, and content 
of abstracts has caused plenty of 
debate, not least here in the pages 
of European Science Editing. But the 
New Journal of Physics (iopscience.
iop.org/1367-2630), an open-access 
journal from IOP Publishing, now 
includes video abstracts alongside 
the more traditional text abstracts. 
The aim is “to enable authors to 
go beyond the constraints of their 
written article to personally explain 
the importance of their work to the 
journal’s global audience”. The journal 
has encouraged authors to use a 
range of presentation styles while 
asking them to follow guidelines and 
technical specifications (available at 
http://bit.ly/hYyN2U).

Research failings
In a video posted on the Faculty 
of 1000’s Naturally Selected blog 
(blog.the-scientist.com), Sir Iain 
Chalmers, a founder of the Cochrane 
Collaboration and editor of the James 
Lind Library (www.jameslindlibrary.
org), explains why there are systemic 
and long-standing failings in the 
way scientific research is carried out: 
a lack of understanding of what is 
known, a lack of a clear statement 
of what research adds, and not 
publishing negative results. A poll on 
the blog indicates that about two-
thirds of readers agree with Sir Iain.

Copyright for graphics
The publishing division of the 
University of Michigan Library, 
now rebranded as MPublishing, 
has prepared a useful resource for 
authors who wish in their papers to 

make use of other people’s tables, 
graphs, charts, and other data-
rich graphics. This document, 
Copyrightability of Tables, Charts, 
and Graphs, is available at http://
publishing.umich.edu.

The author–editor partnership
The Society for Editors and 
Proofreaders held its first-ever 
seminar at the London Book Fair 
on 13 April 2011. “The partnership 
between author and editor” 
explored how the relationship 
between author, in-house editor, 
and freelance editor can work 
to mutual advantage. The panel 
comprised two trios, one in fiction 
and the other in general/popular 
medicine. Details are on SfEP’s 
website (www.sfep.org.uk).

Tips for writing boring papers
• Avoid focus
• Avoid originality and personality
• Write l-o-n-g contributions
• Remove implications and 
speculations
• Leave out illustrations
• Omit necessary steps of reasoning
• Use many abbreviations and terms
• Suppress humour and flowery 
language
• Degrade biology to statistics
• Quote numerous papers for trivial 
statements
As reported in Naturally Selected, 
a blog from Faculty of 1000. 
From: Sand-Jensen K. How to 
write consistently boring scientific 
literature. Oikos 2007;116:723-727.
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