
Volume 125, Number 5, November 2020

British Journal of Anaesthesia, 125 (5): 639e641 (2020)

doi: 10.1016/j.bja.2020.06.061

Advance Access Publication Date: 20 August 2020
© 2020 British Journal of Anaesthesia. Published by Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.
E D I T O R I A L S

Excellence in editorials: fulfilling their critical role in the medical
literature

Kate Leslie1,2,3,* and Hugh C. Hemmings Jr.4

1Department of Anaesthesia and Pain Management, Royal Melbourne Hospital, Melbourne, Australia, 2Centre for

Integrated Critical Care, University of Melbourne, Melbourne, Australia, 3Department of Epidemiology and Preventive

Medicine, Monash University, Melbourne, Australia and 4Departments of Anesthesiology and Pharmacology, Weill

Cornell Medicine, New York, NY, USA

*Corresponding author. E-mails: kate.leslie@mh.org.au, hchemmi@med.cornell.edu @katy_skier; @HughHemmings

Editorials express opinions about topical issues; explain patients are prime motivations. These editorials serve the
complex research; and highlight strengths, weaknesses, and

alternative interpretations of studies. Regardless of the topic

or opinions expressed, editorial writers should strive to meet

the test of excellence as applied by the Pulitzer Prize for

editorial writing: ‘clearness of style, moral purpose, sound

reasoning, and power to influence public opinion in what the writer

conceives to be the right direction’.1 In this editorial, we provide

guidance about meeting this test of excellence and fostering

diversity amongst authors for editorials published in the

British Journal of Anaesthesia (BJA).
Why write and publish editorials?

Writing an editorial is an honour. It gives the writer a podium

on which to flex their scientific and literary muscle, stimulate

scientific discourse, and influence their colleagues for the

greater good. Writing editorials is viewed as evidence of

standing by colleagues, grant bodies, and promotions com-

mittees. Although it takes hard work over many years to

become knowledgeable and recognised in a field, writing an

editorial may take only days or weeks, rather than the months

or years it takes to produce an original research paper or a

review. With this honour comes a responsibility not to self-

promote nor to denigrate the work of others.

Medical journals publish editorials for a variety of reasons.2

Promotion of science and improved clinical outcomes for
For Permissions, please email: permissions@elsevier.com
important functions of interpreting research papers for a

broader audience, contextualising their findings, highlighting

controversy, promoting discussion, stimulating further

research, and facilitating changes in practice.3,4 Promotion of

professional activity and celebrating success are another key

motivation, with editorials drawing attention to key studies,

special issues, and events; plans for future endeavours; and

important policies and guidelines of the journal or related

professional organisations.5,6 Occasionally, editorials honour

the contributions of pioneers in the field.7 Finally, editorials

attract print, broadcast, and social media attention that ex-

tends the reach and impact of the journal and its contributors.

Such attention stimulates readers to subscribe to the journal,

to download and read full papers, and to promote papers

through their networks. As editorials are usually not counted

as citable items, they can improve the journal’s citation met-

rics by attracting citations themselves,8 including by the

controversial practice of excessive self-citation.9,10
Who writes editorials?

Most editorials in medical journals are solicited from experts,

thought leaders, and well-informed observers in the field. The

opinions expressed in these editorials are considered inde-

pendent of the editorial board, the journal, its owners, and its

affiliated societies. Some journals, including the BJA, accept
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unsolicited editorials, after a pre-submission approval pro-

cess. Many journals also offer alternative manuscript cate-

gories (such as special articles in the BJA11) for unsolicited

opinion pieces. Only a handful of editorials inmedical journals

are written by the editorial board as a group, without naming

individual authors.12 Other editorials, in particular those about

journal achievements, plans, policies, and guidelines, are

written by the editor-in-chief or senior editors.

Editorial writers are selected by the editor-in-chief or rec-

ommended by the handling editors of the original research

paper. Writers may be drawn from the reviewers themselves

(most common), recommended by the reviewers based on

their academic networks, be experts and thought leaders

known to the editors, or be members of the editorial board.

These processes may lead to a lack of diversity in editorial

writers.13 Editorials routinely have only one or two authors,

and journals typically discourage inclusion of very junior au-

thors on the writing team, making it hard for new voices (early

career researchers, women, minorities, and people living

outside ofWestern Europe or North America) to break through.

The challenge for editors is to engage these unrepresented

groups as authors. Some journals have introduced initiatives

to improve diversity amongst reviewers and editorial

writers.14,15 The BJA has started an editorial fellowship pro-

gramme for junior reviewers who are mentored by current

editors and are encouraged to contribute an editorial (The first

such editorial has just been published.16).
When are editorials solicited?

In the print era, editorials were published together with the

original research paper in the same hard copy issue of the

journal. This production lag gave editors and writers time to

solicit and produce editorials after acceptance of the original

paper. Now,most papers are published online ahead of print, or

in online-only journals, often within days of acceptance. Edi-

tors, therefore,must solicit editorials earlier, oftenwhen papers

are accepted pending minor revision. This gives writers only a

few weeks to write their editorial and respond to reviewer

comments. Because of this time pressure, editors may favour

writers who reliably produce high-quality work in a short time

frame, another factor reducing diversity amongst editorialists.

Although publishing the original paper and editorial simulta-

neously is ideal, with advances in online publishing, the edito-

rial and its associated paper can be linked electronically (which

is how most readers access journal content in any case). This

allows more time for preparation of a thoughtful editorial that

can appear a month or so after the paper is published online.
Box 1

GRACE.

Gracious: discuss strengths and limitations respectfully.

Relevant: provide opinions relevant to the paper and its

readers.

Accurate: quote the paper and literature accurately and
How should an editorial be written?

As opinion pieces, editorials are much more varied in content,

structure, and style than original research papers or review

articles. This diversity is to be celebrated. Here, we offer our

opinions about how to write a clear, well-reasoned, and

persuasive editorial.
conform to journal requirements.

Controversial: express an opinion and advance the

discourse in a thoughtful and provocative way.

Engaging: write for a general readership, medical jour-

nalists, social media, and the public.
Content

Editorials express opinions about topical issues and provide

background and context for important papers. They rarely

contain new data that are being presented for the first time,
but may present previously published data, often in a novel

way. Authors should avoid providing another review of the

original research paper, which has already been peer reviewed

and accepted, nor they should provide a full-scale review of

the issue at hand. Editorials about original research papers can

clarify complex methods or results, put the results into

context, express opinions about whether the work is defini-

tive, and comment on whether the findings should be imple-

mented in practice. It is also common to discuss any

limitations and to provide solutions or suggestions to move

the field forward. Difference in scientific approach and clinical

practice should be highlighted, along with possible explana-

tions for differences in findings compared with previous work.

In addition to purely scientific discourse, journals also publish

editorials on political issues and their relationship to

medicine.17,18
Structure

Editorials should follow a logical argument.19 Editorials

addressing a research paper often have four sections: (i) a

statement of the problem that the paper addresses; (ii) a

summary of the paper’s findings, strengths, and limitations;

(iii) a detailed consideration of the issue that stimulated the

editorial; and (iv) advice about what readers should take away.

Subheadingsmay help readers understand the structure of the

argument. Word counts and references are typically limited,

but writers may include a figure, table, illustration, or info-

graphic to enhance their message and break up the text.
Style

Editorials are often written in a more literary style than sci-

entific papers.2 Nevertheless, writers should avoid hyperbole,

lay language, and jargon. If there are multiple authors, the

writing style should be seamless and the sections well

balanced. Opinions should be identified as such and evidence-

based comments should be referenced. Our guidance for

writing editorials with GRACE is provided in Box 1.
Title and quotations

Titles of editorials are most effective when short and

engaging.20 Whether they are clever or not, titles must reflect

the contents of the editorial to draw readers in and facilitate
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discovery by internet searches, thereby increasing the impact

of the editorial. A catchy title or pithy quote can attract

attention, but writers should make sure that their title has not

been used before (more than 20 editorials with quo vadis in the

title having been published so far in 2020). Avoid titles that are

too contrived, obscure, or cute, and ensure that references to

popular culture will stand the test of time. A relevant (but not

hackneyed) quotation can strengthen the message, by draw-

ing upon literary and historical resources.
Editorial review

Editorial manuscriptsmay be sent for peer review even though

they were invited submissions and include personal opinions

of the authors. (This editorial was no exception.) The aim of

peer review is to provide constructive feedback to authors

about the relevance, accuracy, clarity, and readability of their

work with the goal of increasing its impact.
Conclusions

The British Journal of Anaesthesia values the contributions that

editorials make to the advancement of science and clinical

care, success of the journal, and education and entertainment

of our readers. The editors are committed to soliciting edito-

rials from authors who are both authoritative and diverse, and

to encouraging a level of scholarship and writing that meets

the Pulitzer Prize test of excellence.1
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