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Want to 
publish in 

high impact 
medical 

journals?

• Professional journal 
editor for 22 years

• 100s of publications, 
100s of rejections

• I offer a unique & 
evidence-based 
approach to writing for 
publication

• I teach writing in my 
personal capacity
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Our programme
Today 11.00 – 18.00
Lunch at 13.00 Tea at 16.00

Understand the game 
and the players

Make a plan for your 
paper

Take a 4-Step Process

Tomorrow 9.00 – 16.30
Tea at 11.00 Lunch at 13.00

Continue to draft your 
paper

Publication ethics
Writing editorials

Commit to your plan
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My goal.
At the end of 

the 
workshop:

You will have a draft paper

You will have a target journal, a 
deadline, and a plan for 
finalising and submitting your 
paper

You will have new knowledge of 
the publishing process and how 
to realise your writing and 
publication goals 
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1 INTRODUCTIONS AND 
REFLECTIONS



Why Publish?

• To disseminate new knowledge
• To change practice or policy

• Papers are a measure of research output
• Publication are central to promotion, tenure, 

merit, career advancement

• It’s your job, it’s your responsibility
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Why not?

Barriers to writing:
Takes time
Hard to get started
It’s miserable
Why should the world care about what I have to say?
Nothing to say
Where could I publish?
What I write might be harshly criticised
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Competition in journals is fierce

• 900,000 new citations in Medline each year:  
17,000 per week

• Rejection rates:
– Physical sciences 25%
– Humanities 70%
– General medical journals 90-95%

• Far more volume of submissions than available 
space in journals

• Much that is rejected is worthy research
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Why the big medical journals?

• Among the most influential media in 
the world 

• Have impact – discourses, agendas, 
policies, practices, reputations

• Mix of science and opinion
• ‘Magazine’
• Exist in a competitive market
• Edited by professional editors
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The Rise of Global Health
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EXERCISE



THE BIG QUESTIONS



Who is your target audience?

Your editor
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What is a good paper?

A published paper
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WHAT DO EDITORS WANT



What do editors want?

• Importance
• Originality
• Relevance to the audience
• True
• Interesting/ “wow”
• Clearly written
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Tells us something new

• New treatment
• New population 
• New knowledge of disease distribution 

(epidemiology)
• New knowledge of the future (modeling)
• New information that contradicts dogma 
• Global importance
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What is peer review

• Review by peers
• Includes:

– Internal review (by editorial staff)
– External review (by experts in the field)

• Reviewers recruited by invitation, through 
volunteering, and by authors’ suggestions
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Why 
does this 
matter?

• You’re no longer just in the science 
business, you’re in the marketing 
business
– You have a product for the 

marketplace

• Journals have more supply than space
– Competitive marketplace

• Your market research, negotiation and 
management skills become important
– Built on alignment of interests
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THE IDEAL PAPER



The ideal paper

• Suitable for the journal
• Short
• Follows appropriate structure

– IMRaD for original research
– Other formats for policy analysis, editorials etc.

• Clearly written and presented
• Avoid “pithy” errors (typos, numerical 

presentation) by doing your own peer review
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ICMJE Guidance
International Committee of Medical 

Journal Editors
www.icmje.org
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Structure is everything





I M R D

Credit: www.timalbert.co.uk



The ideal introduction (2)

• Why did we ask this question?
• What has gone before? (cite a systematic 

review)
• Why was this study needed?
• Are there controversies?
• Be sure readers understand the importance of 

the study
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The ideal methods (7)

• Should be given in such detail to enable the 
qualified reader to repeat the experiment

• Like a recipe
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The ideal methods (7)

• For informed readers this is the most 
important section

• Describe how subjects were selected and 
excluded

• Statistics
• Ethical considerations
• Remember you can put more detailed 

methods on the web (e.g., questionnaire)
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The ideal results (7)

• Stick to what is relevant (keep it simple)
• Include basic descriptive data

• The text should tell the story
• The tables give the evidence
• The figures illustrate the highlights

Avoid beginning to discuss the implications or strengths 
and weaknesses of your study
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The ideal discussion (6)

• Statement of principal findings
• Thoughtful interpretation
• Meaning of the study and implications
• Limitations and strengths
• Unanswered questions and future research

• Go easy on the last two, don’t need to answer 
all the questions in the world

Dr Jocalyn Clark - Winning the Publishing 
Game - 2025



Figures and tables

• Add information

• Save space

• Self-explanatory

• Not overloaded with numbers or ink
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The ideal abstract

• Short
• Structured (check journal guidelines)
• Matches content of paper
• Conclusions only for results presented
• Concise summary in easy language

Spend more time on this as it may be the only 
thing read
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THE IDEAL STYLE 



Scientific writing style

• Use the present for established facts
• Use the past to report what you did
• Use the future to report what you will do
• Write short, sequential sentences
• Each sentence contains one main idea
• Be specific
• Do not include footnotes
• Do not use bold or underlining 



• The verb constitutes the centre of gravity of a 
sentence

• Make sure the verb contains the key idea

 We conducted an investigation of the outbreak
We investigated the outbreak 
 We took a sample of the population
We sampled the population
 We made an assessment of the situation
We assessed the situation

38

Use active voice



Active better than passive voice

• Passive voice
–A study was conducted 
–A sample was selected 
–Questionnaires were administered  

• Active voice
–We conducted a study
–We selected a sample 
– Field workers administered the 

questionnaires 

39



Scientific writing style
• Avoid qualifiers

– “This was a very large outbreak”
• Avoid emphasis

– “This is the largest outbreak ever reported as thousands 
and thousands of people were affected”

• Avoid accusations
– “Irresponsible behaviours among health care workers lead 

to the spread of this Lassa fever outbreak”
• Avoid apologies

– “Because of a lack of resources we could not…”
• Avoid “clearly”

– If it is clear, you don’t need the word “clearly”

40



What happens if we don’t model 
the ideal paper or ideal style for 

medical journals?

• Reviewers (editors) miss the main points and 
decline to review 

• Reviewers become frustrated and give more 
negative reviews

• Reviewers request additional data/analysis
• Submissions or publication time takes much 

longer than it should



2 MAKING A MATCH





You
Your goals (and the 
goals of others)
Who do you want to 
reach?
Strength of your study 
design
Importance/novelty of 
the work 

Journal
Vision/mission and 
priorities
Its audience
Appropriate section 
available (including 
word limits)
Evidence of ‘thread’
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Journals have codes







Journals have codes



What does The 
BMJ want?



Whatever you have written, remember that it is the general reader whom you 
are trying to reach. One way to find out if you have succeeded is to show your 
draft to colleagues in other specialties. If they do not understand, neither, very 
probably, will The Lancet's staff or readers. 
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MOST IMPORTANT INGREDIENT



What’s the most important thing your 
paper contains?

A message



Message

• Your message is what your paper says
• Too many papers fail because it isn’t absolutely 

clear what is being said
• If you cannot describe your message clearly, 

your writing will probably fail

Credit: www.timalbert.co.uk



Message

• A single sentence
• Contains a verb
• Not your objective
• Not your title
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NO: We examined whether a special intervention 
improved skills in manuscript writing.
NO: An intensive, tailored training intervention to 
improve skills in manuscript writing: randomized 
controlled trial
YES: Intensive, tailored training improved skills in 
manuscript writing
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Title vs message

Effect of local maternal and newborn 
stakeholder groups on neonatal mortality: 

cluster-randomized controlled trial

Facilitated local stakeholder groups 
increased attendance to antenatal care and 

reduced neonatal mortality
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• Identify your message before writing
• Write your paper to your message (not the 

subject of your paper)

• First line of your abstract’s Conclusion
• First line of your paper’s Discussion
• Second paragraph of your covering letter
• Headline of your journal’s press release
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EXERCISE



Why 
does this 
matter?

• It will transform your writing 
and your publication success

• Define your message before 
writing

• Write your paper to your 
message (not the subject)

• Highly versatile tool (to get 
unstuck, get focused, 
regroup)
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4 INTRODUCING THE FOUR STEP 
PROCESS



More time spent thinking =
less time struggling with writing
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I M R D
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I M R D
FirstLast

2            7            7            6



An emerging structure from your 
message

• Why we started

• What we did

• What we found

• What it means
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An emerging structure from your 
message

• Why we started  Introduction

• What we did Methods

• What we found  Results

• What it means  Discussion
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I M R D
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1-2-3-4
Get ready to get working!



1) Collect your ideas: the thinking step 
MESSAGE

2) Download your information: the organizing 
step CONCEPT MAP (SPIDERGRAM)

3) Synthesize the information: the outlining step 
OUTLINE

4) Draft your manuscript: the writing step 
DRAFT
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1) Collect your ideas: the thinking step

• What do I have to say?
• What about my study do I want to share?
• What did I find?
• What is the message I want to put across?

• Exercise: define your message
• Single sentence, contains a verb, 12 words



2) Download your information: the 
organizing step

• Why did we do this study?
• What did we do?
• What did we find?
• What does it mean?

• Exercise: concept map



An emerging structure from your 
message

• Why we did the study  Introduction

• What we did Methods

• What we found  Results

• What it means  Discussion
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Why we did it What we did

What we found What it means

Message

Concept map
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Why we did it What we did

What we found What it means

Message

Concept map

-----------------------------------
-----------------------------------
-----------------------------------
-----------------------------------
-----------------------------------

-----------------------------------
-----------------------------------
-----------------------------------
-----------------------------------
-----------------------------------

-----------------------------------
-----------------------------------
-----------------------------------
-----------------------------------
-----------------------------------

-----------------------------------
-----------------------------------
-----------------------------------
-----------------------------------
-----------------------------------



C. Synthesize the information: the 
outlining step

• Introduction (why did we do this study)
• Methods (what did we do)
• Results (what did we find)
• Discussion (what does it mean)

• Exercise: make a bullet-point outline



MESSAGE

• Introduction
– 1 (Main point paragraph 1)
– 2 (Main point paragraph 2)

• Methods
– 1
– 2
– 3
– 4
– 5
– 6
– 7

• Results
– 1
– 2
– 3
– 4
– 5
– 6
– 7

• Discussion
– 1
– 2
– 3
– 4
– 5
– 6
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D. Draft your manuscript: the writing 
step
• Use a timer or your smartphone
• Write non-stop for 5 minutes (no stopping!)

• Use a yellow highlighter to pull out key points

• Do it again – write non-stop for 5 minutes



EXERCISE



1. Why did we do this study?

2. What did we do?

3. What did we find?

4. What does it mean?



EXERCISE



1. Introduction

Provide a context or background for the study –

State the specific purpose or research objective 
of, or hypothesis tested by

Do not include data or conclusions from the 
work being reported



2. Methods

• Selection and description of participants 

• Study's main and secondary objectives

• Statistical methods 



3. Results

• Give numeric results not only as derivatives 
(for example, percentages) but also as the 
absolute numbers 

• Specify the statistical significance attached to 
them, if any. 

• Mention any stratification and subgroup 
results.



4. Discussion

• Statement of principal finding (s)

• Explanation for finding

• Main strength and weaknesses

• Implications for future research



EXERCISE



Dr Jocalyn Clark - Winning the Publishing 
Game - 2025



Summary for today

• You need time for thinking before writing 
prioritise thinking time

• You have a product to “sell” in the competitive 
marketplace

• Journals have different priorities and characters, 
and these are known to you

• Your target audience is your editor(s). To “win” you 
need to put your message across clearly
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Thank you!
Questions?


