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Getting your work 

published: 7 key lessons



Lesson One
Develop your skills by 

reading



Know the field



Lesson Two

Have something  

important to say



IgNoble Awards. . .

• The late Dr Shafik, for 
studying the effects of 
wearing polyester, cotton, 
or wool trousers on the sex 
life of rats, and for 
conducting similar tests with 
human males.



LESSON THREE

Understand the simple 

rules of writing



A good paper is like a gripping 

novel: READABLE!!





A good paper is easy to read, 

but is very difficult to write . . .

Writing Law one:

The Law of Conservation of Effort

– A fixed amount of effort is required to adequately 

write and review a paper.  The less the author puts 

in, the more the reviewer has to put in.

Writing law two (a corollary of law one)

Law of Diminishing Returns

– “The harder I have to work at reviewing your paper, 

the less I will like it”

.



Style and language

• Measured.

• Not inflammatory.

• Over complicating wins no 

friends.

• English...must be 

comprehensible.



Writing with a reviewer’s 

perspective

• Write for them, not for you

• Be respectful of the reviewer’s time

• Keep it simple – your paper may be 
reviewed by someone not directly in your 
field

• If they have to work too hard to find the 
message, it will be missed nearly every time

• Use a writing style that makes it easy to 
understand and minimizes ambiguity



Lesson Four

Understand the 

structure of a scientific 

article



General structure of journal 

articles
• Title

• Abstract

• Key words

• Body of text

• References

• Supplementary material

and

• Other information, authors and affiliations, conflict 

of interest statement, sources of funding and 

acknowledgements



Styles of Title

• Questioning or ‘look further’: 

– Is X associated with Y?

– A study into X and Y.

• Statements: 

– X is associated with Y

– X is a poor prognostic factor for Y

– X fatally induces Y   



Abstract

• Presumably write for poster first!

• Challenges

– Not enough words!!

– Precis

– Try to hide nothing

– Give significance values if possible



General structure of journal 

articles
• Title

• Abstract

• Key words

• Body of text

• References

• Supplementary material

and

• Other information, authors and affiliations, 

conflict of interest statement, sources of 

funding and acknowledgements

• Introduction

• Material and methods

• Results

• Figures

• Tables

• Discussion



Austin Bradford Hill

• Introduction

– Why did you start?

• Materials and Methods

– What did you do?

• Results

– What answer did you get?

• Discussion

– What does it mean?



The Introduction

• Sets the scene

• Concisely gives the background to the 

problem

– Should not be too long

– Should be in proportion to the rest of the 

document

• Often useful to end it with a statement of the 

hypothesis to be tested

• Avoid rehashing all the results and 

discussion



Materials and Methods

• Should contain enough information for the reader 

to understand what was done

– How much detail? For debate?

– Ethics

– CONTROLS

– WHAT STATS

• Extraneous detail : Supplementary information



Results

• Clear statement of the core findings in 
a logical sequence

• No interpretation or inference

• Display items should not replicate 
information in the text

• Emphasize important controls

• Some results may be placed in online 
Supporting Information: but they should 
not be core to the arguments . . .



Tables and Figures

• Not overwhelming!

• P values 

• % v number 

• User friendly

• Consider innovation: Forrest 

plots, linking data etc.

• Good photomicroscopy!



Discussion
• The data should be placed in the broad 

context of the relevant prior publications

• Stay focused and do not speculate 
beyond the data

• It is good practice to mention caveats 
and potential problems - ask yourself 
‘why might this be wrong?’

• What else needs to be done?

• A balanced paper will consider the field 
in the round



References

• What is the purpose of references?

– To provide support for the arguments 

being made

– To recognise the work that has gone 

before

• What format should references take?

– Standard formats 

– These may differ in different disciplines

– Harvard or Vancouver



How to make life easy

• Endnote

• Reference manager

• Or similar

– Reformat for different journals

– Quick!

– Worth every penny



Two useful tests

• The ‘Tell it to a friend’ test

• The ‘Read it out loud’ test



Who can be an author? 
Authorship credit should be based only on 

1) substantial contributions to conception and design, or 
acquisition of data, or analysis and interpretation of data; 

2) drafting the article or revising it critically for important 
intellectual content; 

3) final approval of the version to be published. 

Conditions 1, 2 and 3 must all be met. 

Acquisition of funding, the collection of data or general 
supervision of the research group, by themselves, do not 
justify authorship. All others who contributed to the work 
who are not authors should be named in the 
Acknowledgements section



Lesson five

How to decide where 

to send your paper 



Journals are in a hierarchy

Nature

Lancet

Blood

The Journal Clinical Pathology

Gut

Gastroenterology

Thorax

Journal of Pathology



The growth of scientific 

publishing



Journal rankings

• Impact factor

– ISI Thompson Scientific

• Eugene Garfield

– A measure of how many times 

papers are cited by other authors



Calculating impact 

factors
• In a given year how many times are papers 

published in the two preceding year cited

– 10 papers published in 2006

– 10 papers published in 2007

– How many times were they cited in 2008?

– Most papers not cited

– [10 x 0] + [5 x 0] + [5 x 1] = 5

– Divided by the number of papers 5/20 = 

0.25 



Problems with IFs

• Some work is influential and important 

but not cited

• Some fields are small . . .  Work can be 

important but not cited by many

• Some fields are large so can have lots 

of cites even if not that important

• Games are played!



How to chose where to 

publish?

• Look at the journals!

• Do they publish the kind of paper you are 

writing?

• Do they ‘like’ the general topic and area?

• What do they say in their Instructions to 

authors about this issue?

• How fast (or slow) are they?

• Be realistic . . . . 



Lesson six

……….



Before you submit you should…

– Read the Instructions to Authors 

– Read the Instructions to Authors 

– Read the Instructions to Authors 

– Read the Instructions to Authors 

– Read the Instructions to Authors 

– Read the Instructions to Authors 

Read the Instructions to Authors 



Instructions to authors

“if you fail to attend to 

detail in this, is there 

failure of attention to 

detail in your research?”



The seven key initial steps 

in the process

• Submission

• Editorial consideration

• Peer Review

• Editorial Decision

• Resubmission

• Peer Review

• Editorial Decision

• Acceptance . . . . . 



The publication process



Lesson seven

Understand what 
editors like and how 

best to respond to them



Seven things editors like…

• Good ‘fit’ with the Journal scope

• Clear research questions

• Messages that matter

• Brevity and clarity in writing

• Good abstract

• Good grammar and spelling

• Clear presentation of methods and 
results



Editors don’t like…

– Poor fit with scope
– Unoriginal research
– Very long papers
– Incorrect or flawed research methods
– Unrepresentative samples
– Non-randomised interventions
– Poor controls
– Poor images
– Poor presentation
– Ethical misconduct



Peer review: flawed  . . . 

but the best we have

• What is the principal role of an 

Editor?

– Ensuring the quality of the 

published record



Editorial response

• Immediate acceptance is vanishingly rare

– Your paper may be acceptable if you revise it, 
or

– Your paper is unacceptable but it may be 
accepted if you re- submit after revision

– Your paper is not acceptable

• If asked to revise, there might be a time limit on 
resubmission

• If you resubmit, the paper will probably be sent 
for review again. You may be asked to carry out 
further revision



Resubmission

• Covering letter

• Highlight changes

• Even if you judge the reviewer to be 
incompetent or not to have understood your 
paper, use temperate language! 



The subsequent steps in the 

process
• Acceptance . . . a lot still has to 

happen . . .  

• Editing

• Copy editing

• Type setting

• Proofs

• Publication



Dealing with rejection

• Let the review process help you!

• Never respond to editors and 

reviewers when you are angry 

(even if you have justification)

• Put yourself in their shoes . . . 

Could it be that they are right?!



Why do people 
cheat?



Scientific fraud: Does it 

matter?
• Short term

– Wasted time

– Wasted effort

– Serious disciplinary consequences

• Fitness to practice

• Regulatory agencies (Licensing Boards, 
GMC etc)

• Long term . . . 

– For debate . . . 



“The Seven Deadly Sins”
• Data manipulation, falsification etc

• Duplicate manuscripts and Redundant publication

• Plagiarism

• Authorship issues

• Author conflicts of interest

• Animal use concerns

• Humans use concerns 







Ethical issues in publishing

• Seek advice  . . . 

• Seek advice from mentors

• Seek advice from the journal editor

• Seek advice from employers



THANK YOU!

@histo_journal
@Daniel_Berney


