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Zöe Mullan, Editor-in-Chief, Lancet Global
Health, and Audrey Ceschia, Editor, Lancet Public
Health, presented a half-day preconference session
on Thursday, March 15th 2018 prior to the 9th Annual
Consortium for Universities of Global Health
Conference in New York City. There was also a
follow-up webinar on the topic on Thursday, April
26th.
The publishing environment has significantly
changed from that of only a few decades ago.
Getting your research published, and published
where it matters to you, your peers, and your
university, requires skills and knowledge the
academics of the last century could never have
foreseen. The content of these seminars and some
other sources will guide you through the challenges
with insider tips and strategies from some experts in
the field of publishing and journalism.

The Process
Getting your work published is a discipline that
sharpens your work, builds collective knowledge for
the common good, and inspires and fosters
innovation. The peer review process can be
intimidating but very rewarding. It starts with
developing a research question or discovering a topic
of interest to analyze from your field of work.
Looking at problems in light of previous work and
existing knowledge helps you design a relevant
research endeavor. There is a spectrum of academic

rigor, cost, and profile among traditional and openaccess journals from which to pursue publication.

What Do Editors Look for in a Paper?
Editors of top journals are looking for “an
answer to a relevant question in an important
population in the appropriate way at an opportune
time.” The following set of criteria is used when
accepting papers for publication:
• Relevance: It must be within the scope of the
journal and relevant to the audience of the
journal.
• Novelty: It must express new treatments, new
populations, new disease distribution, and
new knowledge of the future (modelling). It
does not simply state, “These findings
confirm the work of...”
• Design: It should offer robust methodology
with sufficient sample size (power),
appropriate
study
design
(controls,
validation,
assumptions),
and
some
generalizability.
• Responsible Reporting: It should have ethics
approval, informed consent, pre-registration
for trials, and adherence to guidelines such as
the Equator Network.1
• Definitiveness: It should have the last word,
not necessarily a positive finding — relevant
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negatives are acceptable. It should not
simply state, “More research is needed.”
Efficiency: It should avoid waste since 85%
of research is a waste of time, money, and
good will.2,3

Developing Research Questions
Every good research endeavor starts with a
systematic review of the literature before research
design. The goal is to find a missing piece of the
puzzle and pursue answers to important questions.
The paper then explains how the findings add to
useful knowledge. Every good paper tells a
compelling story. If the paper is poorly written, or
the story is not supported by the data, it will be
rejected. Most editors welcome an e-mail with a
proposal for a research project or paper, often 18-24
months prior to anticipated publication.

Basic Paper Structure
Research papers follow the IMRAD structure
(Introduction, Methods, Results, and Discussion).
The introduction presents the problem, what is
published, and why research is needed. The method
section describes exactly what was done, where,
when, population, analysis, literature search method
(if a review paper), and outcomes measured. The
results only report on the findings of the research.
The discussion gives the bottom line and what is
next. In writing the manuscript, start with the data,
then methods, conclusion, and introduction, then
titles and abstract last.

Title
Informative but concise, the title must
adequately describe content and study design,
contain no technical jargon or abbreviations but only
formal language, and attract the reader’s attention.

Abstract
This should contain a single paragraph or two
describing the article. This is often the only thing
read. It is written last but read first. It must
accurately reflect the paper, state the aim

prominently, give enough detail to show what you
did, and use flowing words so that it is easy to read
even for the non-expert. Conclusions need to be
backed up by evidence presented.

Keywords
Must be specific enough for indexing
(discoverability for researchers), give readers a quick
idea of content, and use only abbreviations firmly
established in the field of study.

Introduction
This provides a brief context, summarizes
previous research (based upon your own literature
review), addresses the problem, identifies the
solutions and limitations, outlines what your work is
trying to achieve, and gives a perspective consistent
with the nature of the journal.

Methods
This section describes how you studied the
problem — not why but what. Include detailed
information identifying the equipment and materials
used (including literature search methods for review
articles). It must contain ethics committee approval
(Institutional Review Board [IRB]) and follow the
Helsinki Declaration on studies involving human
subjects.4 All methods need results. The EQUATOR
Network gives valuable structure for different
research methods.5

Results
Only present data of primary importance, use
subheadings, be clear and concise, feature
unexpected findings and highlight the main findings,
provide statistical analysis, and include illustrations
and figures that are not too crowded. Images need to
have clear resolution and have scale markers. This
section does not interpret the data, just presents the
results.

Discussion
Here the main findings can be summarized and
interpreted. Not just a repetition of results but an
assessment of them. Discuss relevance to prior work
and how your results correspond to them. Mention
limitations (before reviewers point them out!),
mention strengths, and do not present findings not
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mentioned in the results section. Do not make claims
that are not supported by the results. Do not use nonspecific expressions or new terms not already
defined or mentioned in the paper, and do not
speculate on possible interpretations based on
imagination.
Finish with implications for
implementation.

Conclusion
The conclusion consists of concise statements
that need to be clear and justify your work, not just a
verbatim repetition of the abstract. It explains how
your work advances the present state of knowledge
and offers suggestions for future research.
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References
Do not include too many references (especially
if only tangentially related), and fully absorb the
material you are referencing. Avoid excessive selfcitations or citations from the same author,
institution, or region. Reputable peer-reviewed
references are preferred. Conform to the reference
style given in the Author Guidelines of the journal.

Supporting material
These are surveys, data tables, and other
supplemental information relevant to the study, but
not required to be included in the body of the paper.
The EQUATOR Network gives vital links to
reporting guidelines for every type of health-related
research article,5 and the STROBE checklist can be
used in planning and reporting observational
studies.6

Choosing a Journal
In order to get the widest readership and
citation among the target audience you wish to
influence, a reputable journal that encompasses your
content in its scope should be chosen. Open access
publishing offers significant advantages for
discoverability and global reach.7 Making research
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results more accessible contributes to better and
more efficient science and to innovation in the public
and private sectors, especially in low- and middleincome countries.
However, advantages and
disadvantages need to be considered.7 Indexing in
the Directory of Open Access Journals and PubMed
Central indicates reputability. Caution should be
taken to avoid predatory journals.9 A checklist is
available for researchers to identify trusted journals
for publication.10

Publication Ethics
Membership in the Committee on Publication
Ethics (COPE) ensures publication ethics.11 Ms.
Mullan noted that 58% of researchers were aware of
others who were tempted to compromise, 26% were
tempted themselves, and 31% felt rushed to publish.
She described the “staircase of misconduct” from
error to misconduct to fraud (fabrication,
falsification, and plagiarism [figures and text without
accreditation]). Authors must use quotations for
verbatim quotes and avoid “text-recycling” (selfplagiarism). Authorship should follow the ICMJE
definition: Substantial design, writing, approval, and
agreement to be accountable to all aspects of the
work12 - no “gifts or ghosts.” Authors must declare
any conflicts of interest (e.g., Author of [retracted]
1998 MMR vaccine — autism study in Lancet did
not disclose he was funded by parents suing the
vaccine manufacturer). There is also peer-review
misconduct — use of confidential information for
personal benefit, not declaring competing interest, or
patently faking peer reviews.

Key Points in Research and Writing
•
•
•
•
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Always consider, “What is the point?”
Tell a compelling story.
Checklists are your friends (reporting
guidelines).
Do not worry about perfect English, but it
must be understood.

55
•
•

O’Neill
Choose a journal wisely (and follow
information for authors).
Focus on rigor, relevance, and ethical
responsibilities.

Further Resources
AuthorAid has a mentorship program for
developing country and emerging researchers.13
Mendeley is a free resource to manage references,
organize papers, and network with other
researchers.14
Elsevier’s Research Academy
provides guidelines and educational tips for
researchers.15
In addition to these resources
mentioned in the workshop, WHO Regional Office
in the Eastern Mediterranean produced a Practical
Guide for Health Researchers, including a section on
writing and publishing a scientific paper.16
Research4life is “designed to enhance the
scholarship, teaching, research and policy-making of
the many thousands of students, faculty, scientists,
and medical specialists, focusing on Health,
Agriculture, Environment and other life, physical
and social sciences in the developing world, through
free or low-cost access to academic and professional
peer-reviewed content online.”17
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