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Outline

• Why should you write 
editorials

• What are the elements, 
structure & style of editorials

• How to write, pitch & amplify 
editorials or commentaries



Why publish?

• Because you have something important to say
• To change practice or policy
• To promote thought or debate
• To allow examination of your work
• To educate
• To advocate



Why publish?

• Because it’s your responsibility
• Because my boss says so!
• Publication is a form of 

• Recognition
• Credit
• Visibility
• Accomplishment
• Leadership expression
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Why publish editorials/
commentaries?



Definitions (no fixed standards)

• Editorials
• Often commissioned by an editor 
• Also ‘pitched’ by authors
• And sometimes also written by the journal editors
• Linked or ‘hooked’ to a current event, new research, or 

other topical issue or debate

• Appear at the beginning of a journal
• Express an opinion
• Are short (~ 800 words)
• Often single-authored



• Commentaries are pretty much the same as 
editorials

• They express opinion (“comment”)
• They are about 800 words 

• Op-ed is “opposite the editorial page” having 
traditionally appeared physically opposite of the 
editorial page in a newspaper. 

• More and more academics are writing op-eds





I will use terms interchangeably
Editorials/commentaries

• Editorials/commentaries/op-eds are an expression 
of voice and opinion

• They are given priority and primacy by journals

• They are well-read

• Women are under-represented



The odds of authoring an invited commentary were 21% lower for 
women compared with men who had similar fields of expertise 
and publication metrics among researchers who had been 
actively publishing for the median of 19 years.

This result challenges the common assumption that gender 
disparities in invited article authorship can be explained by 

greater publication success, seniority, or self-selection into 
competitive fields among male scientists. 

Loder and Burch 2019: 
Other factors include challenges to women’s involvement that are related to competing 
demands on their time, their perceptions of themselves as experts, and their willingness 
to accept invitations.



Covid invisibilised women’s 
expertise

Women were far less likely to be lead 
authors on high profile invited 
commentaries and editorials during the 
pandemic the top 3 US clinical journals .

Brown C, Novick TK, Jacobs EA. Gender Disparities in Authorship of 
Invited Manuscripts During the COVID-19 Pandemic. Women's Health 
Rep (New Rochelle). 2021 May 25;2(1):149-153.

How covid-19 bolstered an already perverse publishing system
https://www.bmj.com/content/380/bmj.p689

Equity for women in science: the role of gatekeepers
https://www.thelancet.com/journals/lancet/article/PIIS0140-6736(23)00625-

6/fulltext
How pandemic publishing struck a blow to the visibility of 

women’s expertise
https://www.bmj.com/content/381/bmj.p788



The Lancet: Positive action =
improvement over time
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Demand not supply issue
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Poor representation 
(few women)

Poor 
participation as 

peer reviewers & 
authors

Fewer 
publications 

Less 
advancement & 

promotion

Less 
funding & 

awards

Vicious cycle makes 
contributions of women 

(& other minoritized 
groups) invisible and 

perpetuates inequities

Clark J & Horton R, What is The Lancet doing about gender and diversity? Lancet; 2019
Lundine J, Bourgeault IL, Clark J et al. The gendered system of academic publishing. Lancet; 2018
Silver J, Gender equity on journal editorial boards. Lancet 2019.



Why editorials 
are unique



Research Articles

• Core of journals and 
academic assessment

• Contain data and study 
findings

• IMRaD structure 
(Introduction, Methods, 
Results, Discussion)

• Facts 

Non-Research Articles

• Do not contain original 
empirical data

• Analyses, argumentation, 
opinion, essays, reviews, 
perspectives, viewpoints, 
editorials/commentaries

• Narrative or essay structure

• Also evidence-based but not 
reporting of research



Non-Research Articles

• Do not contain original 
empirical data

• Analyses, argumentation, 
opinion, essays, reviews, 
perspectives, viewpoints, 
editorials/commentaries

• Narrative or essay structure

• Also evidence-based but not 
reporting of research



Why editorials are important

• Readable

• Short (busy clinician or 
academic…)

• ‘Educate and entertain’

• Influential

• Well read

• Improve your visibility

• Float a provocative or 
original idea

• Establish yourself in your 
field

• Lay the groundwork for a 
research idea





What are 
editorials



The most effective editorials are concise and
detailed, authoritative and scholarly, and 

insightful and thought provoking.



What are editorials

• Opinion
• Persuasive
• Critical
• Attention grabbing
• Interesting
• Expressive
• Novel



As an editorial writer

• Build on an argument and try to persuade readers 
to think or consider your point of view

• Aim to influence opinion, promote critical thinking, 
provoke a debate, critique a position or decision, 
and often cause people to take action on an issue

•But evidence-based !



Editorial writing not as hard as it 
seems

• Expression of your work and passion / what does the 
world need to hear & read about?

• Uses conversational language 

• Most people find writing a challenge (& achievement)

• YOU are the expert, no one knows your subject 
matter better



Elements of an editorial

• An important and interesting message
• Numbers 

• Set context and importance 

• Balance
• Always acknowledge the other side of the argument

• Expertise 
• Clear, simple writing
• Short, sweet, within word limits
• Single author or max 3 co-authors



Requirements – specific to journal
The BMJ Editorials
• These are usually commissioned. We 

are, however, happy to consider and 
peer review unsolicited editorials. 
Please remember that the primary 
audience for our editorials comprises 
generalists, including GPs. We are 
keen to consider editorials, or ideas 
for editorials, from authors outside 
the UK.

• Please make clear the evidence base 
of each key statement:
• Expert opinion;
• Personal clinical experience;
• Observational studies;
• Trials; or
• Systematic reviews.

• Up to 800 words long. No more than 
12 references.

The Lancet Comment
• Most Comments are commissioned 

by journal editors, but spontaneous 
Comments are considered on topics 
relevant to a general medical 
audience, including events within the 
past month, or in the near future. 

• Short title – avoid cliché, jargon, 
idioms

• Main text of about 800-1000 words, 
max 12 references

• Active rather than passive tone
• COI policy
• We encourage diversity in co-

authorship, including women and 
colleagues from low- and middle-
income countries.



Structure

• 800 words equals about 8 paragraphs

• Short, “grabbing” and descriptive title (but not too 
clever)

• Sometimes sub-headings are used (check 
requirements)





Style

• Easy language, active voice



Style: Easy language

• Short words
• Short sentences
• Short paragraphs
• No jargon and no clichés
• Avoid figures of speech and idioms
• Active better than passive voice



Style: Passive vs. Active

• In a sentence written in the passive voice, the 
subject receives the action.

• In a sentence written in the active voice, the 
subject of sentence performs the action.



Style: Passive vs. Active

• Passive:
Research has been cited to demonstrate that an estimated 

20% of primary school children can have reading 
problems develop.

• Active:
Researchers estimate that up to 20% of primary school 

children have reading problems.  



Style: Easy language, active voice

• Not this:
As necessitated by unexpected blue box recycling expenditure increases, combined 

with municipal road-infrastructure improvement expenditures resulting from 
repairs necessary to meet prior mandated infrastructure maintenance levels, 
increased property taxes are advocated for the coming fiscal year. 

• This:
We advocate increased property taxes in order to cover the increased costs of blue 

box recycling and the much-needed repairs to several local roads. 



Style: Easy language, first person 
tense!
• Because of its greater cost-effectiveness, and on the 

basis of other criteria developed by the testing team, 
the storage-pumping method is recommended. 

• We recommend the storage pumping method 
because of its greater cost-effectiveness and on the 
basis of other criteria developed by the testing team. 



Short sentences, short words

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



Opinionated but scholarly

• Good editorials engage issues, not personalities 

• They refrain from name-calling or other “petty” tactics of 
persuasion

• Need to offer alternative solutions to the problem or issue 
being criticized. Anyone can gripe about a problem….

• But a good editorial should take a pro-active approach to 
making the situation better by using constructive criticism 
and giving solutions.



Types of editorials



Types

Info-editorial

CTA-editorial

Linked editorial



Info-editorial

• Goal is to create awareness
• Lay out some facts and figures
• Good for highlighting neglected issue or 

the emergence of a new concern
• Often raises attention to a problem rather 

than provide solutions

• Can pose a rhetorical question (How will 
governments respond?) or argue a general 
point (Governments must respond)



CTA-editorial
Call To Action

• Goal is to promote critical thinking and debate
• Goal is to cause people or organisations to take 

action on an issue
• Use facts to underly a forceful argument for 

change
• Strong bottom line message (X & Y must do this) 

& action (If X does not act, this will happen)

• In order to influence opinion and 
policy decisions, need to choose 
journal audience carefully



Linked editorial
• Commissioned by an editor to put a 

research paper in context
• Usually the editorial writer is a peer 

reviewer of the research paper being 
published

• Lays out a short summary of the research 
paper and then its strengths and 
weaknesses

• Discusses the implications of the research 
and often expands upon what is needed 
next (or not)

• Usually points to new or missing issues



Exercise 1

• Think of a topic for your 
next editorial

• Who is your target 
audience?



How



PROCESS



Process

• A lot of the work happens before you begin writing:
• Determining exactly what you want to say 
• Stating exactly why your editorial is important
• Deciding exactly who needs to hear your message

• This is the conceptualization of your work
• It involves thinking not writing
• It also involves gathering information



5-step Process

• Collect

• Think

• Organise 

• Draft 

• Pitch 



Elements of all editorials

• An important and interesting message
• Numbers 

• Set context and importance 

• Balance
• Always acknowledge the other side of the argument

• Expertise 
• Clear, simple writing
• Short, sweet, within word limits



1. Collect your ideas: the thinking 
phase
• What do I have to say?
• What about this opinion/outrage/knowledge do I 

want to share?
• What is the message I want to put across?

• Exercise 2 : define your message



Message

• Your message is what your editorial says
• Too much writing fails because it isn’t absolutely 

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

writing will probably fail



Define your message
• A single sentence
• Contains a verb
• Not your objective or title

• Your “bottom line”



Message, examples 

A new, improved and sustainable routine vaccination 
programme must be developed

The pandemic treaty should oblige governments to 
report data on imprisoned people

Urgent action is needed to maintain vital services in 
Sri Lanka



2. Collect your ideas again: the 
more thinking phase
• How is your message relevant to Journal A? Journal 

B?

• How does your message have significance for this 
audience?

• Exercise: make a match



Making a match

• Your goals and the 
audience you are trying 
to reach

• The strength of your 
message (novelty, 
importance)

• Timings (world health 
days, major events)

• The readership 
(audience) of the 
journal

• Its priorities and 
interests (read their 
website and journal 
pages)

• Gaps in the literature



Requirements, reminder
The BMJ Editorials
• These are usually commissioned. We 

are, however, happy to consider and 
peer review unsolicited editorials. 
Please remember that the primary 
audience for our editorials comprises 
generalists, including GPs. We are 
keen to consider editorials, or ideas 
for editorials, from authors outside 
the UK.

• Please make clear the evidence base 
of each key statement:
• Expert opinion;
• Personal clinical experience;
• Observational studies;
• Trials; or
• Systematic reviews.

• Up to 800 words long. No more than 
12 references.

The Lancet Comment
• Most Comments are commissioned 

by journal editors, but spontaneous 
Comments are considered on topics 
relevant to a general medical 
audience, including events within the 
past month, or in the near future. 

• Short title – avoid cliché, jargon, 
idioms

• Main text of about 800-1000 words, 
max 12 references

• Active rather than passive tone
• COI policy
• We encourage diversity in co-

authorship, including women and 
colleagues from low- and middle-
income countries.



3. Download your information: the 
organizing phase

Exercise: 
Concept map





4. Draft your editorial: the writing 
phase
• Use a kitchen timer or your smartphone
• Write non-stop for 5 minutes

• Exercise: Yellow highlighter

• Repeat.

5. And then edit – sculpt, refine, revise. Say it out loud. 
Record it and review. Stuck? Print and then use a pen to 
edit and re-write. Try not to make it perfect! 





6. The pitching phase

• Pitch to an editor 

• Directly by email OR submit online



How do I pitch?

• Audience

• Topicality

• Timing

• Value add

• Consider the 
counterfactual – why 
wouldn’t  Journal A 
publish this?

• Find specific editor in 
addition to general 

• Put piece in body of 
email & attachment



6. The pitching phase: cover letter

• Short and sweet

• 3 small paragraphs

• Main message
• Why important/novel/timely
• Why that Journal

• Thank you for your consideration,



Success!

Questions?


