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VIEW AND REVIEW

Suggestions for authors of medical articles

Sugestdes para os autores de artigos médicos

Péricles Maranhdo-Filho!

ABSTRACT

This manuscript is directed to those interested in writing medical articles. The author advises the use of certain conventions giving specific
suggestions in homogenize the language of manuscripts whose purpose is their publication in specialized journals.
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RESUMO

Estemanuscritoédirigidoaos interessados emescrever artigos médicos.O autoraconselha utilizar determinadas conveniéncias - sugestoes
pontuais - afim de homogeneizar a linguagem dos seus escritos cuja finalidade seja a publicagao em periédicos especializados.

Palavras-chave: manuscritos médicos; peridédicos médicos; autoria e coautoria na publicacao cientifica.

Medical journals comprise several sections - original
articles, case presentations, reviews, opinions, historical
accounts, images, etc. Each one of these sections has its
own requirements for formatting. Traditionally, editors,
reviewers, and authors have expressed concerns about the
form, content and ethical commitment of manuscripts
sent for publication'**.

According to teacher, doctor and writer Wilson L.
Sanvito®, and paraphrasing Graciliano Ramos, on the prep-
aration of a medical article: “It should be written the way
the washerwomen from Alagoas™ do their work. They start
with a quick wash and wet the dirty cloth in the pond or
stream edge. Then they twist the cloth, wet it and twist it
again. After this, they soap it and twist it once or twice more.
Then, they rinse it, and wet it once again by throwing water
on it with theirs hands. They hit the cloth on a concrete slab
or on a clean stone. They twist it again and again, wringing
it so it does not drip a drop from the fabric. Just after this is
all done, they hang the clothing on a rope or clothesline to
dry”. And Sanvito concludes, “One who gets to write should
do the same thing”.

With this reasoning, and without major pretensions,
we consider the opinions of some experts on the subject, and
list advice that can guide authors in targeting their articles for
publication in medical journals.

*Alagoas is one of the 27 states of Brazil, situated in the
eastern part of the northeast region (Note from the author).

SUGGESTIONS

1) Carefully read the “Information for authors” and keep
yourself well within the limits suggested by the magazine.
Incorrect styles annoy the reviewers and editors, as well as ob-
scuring the scientific value of the manuscript. Do not digress.
Write simply and concisely. Be sure that your words express
your ideas and effectively carry your message®. Remember:
“.. anything that is worth telling everyone, is usually said
twice in a better way with half the number of words..™;

2) Only send manuscripts containing something new,
such as new information or a useful message like a contribu-
tion to a subject already known’;

3) The title of the article should be concise. Creativity and
originality in choosing the right words helps attract the reader’s
attention. The summary should be objective, consistent and
generally should not exceed 150 words®. Do not use abbrevia-
tions and avoid statistical data. Use words instead of numbers;

4) Review your writing carefully and eliminate spelling,
punctuation and grammatical errors. When entering the fi-
nal form (especially if someone else typed the manuscript for
you), be sure to review it again. A useful piece of advice: once
ready, do not read it for a week, and then review it again;

5) Be accurate when referring to numerical data, whether
yours or by other authors. It is not relevant to put random val-
ues (especially of decimals) found in the results or discussion
sections, in the summary;
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6) Make sure you are using good sources of information.
Keep in mind that: “You will find it very good practice al-
ways to verify your references, Sir!” - Martin Joseph Roth
(1755-1854)°. Correctly write the names of the authors men-
tioned in the text (check these letter by letter). Do not copy
critical expressions written by others, conveying them as if
they were yours; a simple change in the sentence construc-
tion does not relieve the responsibility of indicating who
the real author is; use quotation marks when transcribing
whole parts by other authors’;

7) Scrupulously check the accuracy of your references.
Incorrect citations are a disservice to the reader. Use only
strictly necessary references. Always give preference to origi-
nal sources;

8) Do not think that publishers are required to rewrite in-
correct manuscripts; this is a responsibility of the authors.
Those who have difficulty in writing scientific texts in english
should ask for help from a colleague who is competent in that
language, or should pay for help (professional). It is manda-
tory to submit the work for the most experienced person’s
critique, when the author is an integral part of an Institution
or Service, whose name will be linked to the publication;

9) Structure your article to answer four main issues*

a) What did you set up to do and why? INTRODUCTION

b) How did you do it? METHOD

¢) What did you get? RESULTS

d) Compare what you found with the literature; DISCUSSION;

10) It is easy to confuse fact with opinion. Separate the re-
sults from the discussion, but keep the discussion clearly rea-
soned, concise and focused on the implications of the results;

11) Avoid repetitions™

a) Do not repeat the SUMMARY in the INTRODUCTION
or in the DISCUSSION.

b) Do not reveal your RESULTS in the INTRODUCTION.

c¢) Do not repeat the INTRODUCTION in the DISCUSSION.

In the text, do not repeat the legends of the images, tables
or table contents (as average values and standard deviation).
If you can summarize the information in one sentence, then
a table or graph is not necessary’;

12) A paragraph full of numbers makes reading unattract-
ive. Use words to summarize the meaning of the tables, keep-
ing the message short and clear. If the reader needs more
precise data, he should refer to the table. Do not add unnec-
essary tables with few features, or just to list words. Rather,
give preference to flowing text in the body of the article.
It takes up less space® Only reproduce illustrations of other
peoples work after obtaining the consent of the author and
the editor of the magazine that published them originally;

13) Always use the active voice in the Summary,
Introduction and Discussion. The passive voice is boring;
it suggests a lack of conviction, requires more words, extends
the reading time and can be ambiguous. The active voice is
short, clear, strong and more emphatic. The passive voice is
appropriate for use in Results and Methods®

14) Avoid phrase constructions that force the reader to
stop and reread the sentence. When you find yourself us-
ing “respectively, you are in trouble. For example: the av-
erage values for men and women are X and Y, respectively.
Replace it with: the average value for men was X, and for
women it was Y. This is a direct way and allows the reader
to continue reading’

15) The skin color and ethnic origin of the patient are usu-
ally superfluous and should appear in case reports only if rel-
evant, and then only if it is mentioned in the discussion later.
For color - the criteria approved by the Brazilian Institute of
Geography and Statistics (IBGE) is for the use of Black and
White instead of Dark and Caucasian’

16) Do not use the term “in man”. “Humans” is a suitable
alternative and can be used as an adjective or noun, without
evoking controversy;

17) References should be limited to those of real impor-
tance’. To insert references in an incorrect style suggests that
the article was rejected by another journal, and it was not
changed for resubmission;

18) It is good form to thank - in footnotes or in the end of
the work - any third-party help received, such as material and
moral support, constructive criticism, suggestions for writing
and bibliography compilation;

19) Currently, the submission of articles is done by using
online systems.

Some of these systems request the author to suggest
names of potential reviewers. It is good form to avoid the ap-
pointment of people from your department.

FINAL SUGGESTIONS

1) Many publishers do not like the use of “and/or”. The
meaning is often sufficient with “or”. If it is important, use “or
both™ at the end of the sentence. (“Subarachnoid hemorrhage
may cause headache, stiff neck, or both”);

2) “The cause(s) of bad writing are various”. This is a
poor construction for reading. Use singular or plural but
not both;

3) The expressions “incidence” and “prevalence” need a
population denominator. Without the population value, the
correct terms, all synonyms, are: “relative frequency”, “fre-
quency’, ‘rate” or “percentage’. “Mortality rate” also requires
a population denominator and time period; deaths of a num-
ber of patients can provide a “case fatality rate” but not a
“mortality rate”;

4) The abbreviation “CNS” can only be used when refer-
ring to the brain or spinal cord. It is not synonymous with
“brain” or “cerebral’;

5) The term “deficit” should be used only to describe
a “sign” but not neurological symptoms. The specific na-
ture of the “deficit” needs to be obvious according to the
above information;
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6) The construction, “he/she” should be avoided by plac-
ing the subject in the plural form. For example, instead of us-
ing: “The doctor can perform a lumbar puncture if he/she
suspects an infectious etiology”, use: “Doctors can perform...
whenever they suspect ...

7) Some expressions and phrases that should be elimi-
nated: “previous history” (all history is prior) and “careful ex-
amination and history” (we are always careful). Other expres-
sions to avoid are®:

a) It is shown that

b) It can be noticed that

¢) It has to be mentioned that

d) It should however be noted that

e) It is clear that; regarding this fact that
f) It is given by the fact
g) It takes into account the fact that.

CONCLUSION

A medical article is medical but it is also an article.
Therefore, it needs to follow rules and certain basic technical
criteria to turn it into a pleasant and intelligible read. We be-
lieve that the application of some simple features can make it

a better article subject to acceptance by the journal.
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