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CHAPTER

1

Before you start reading a paper, you could usefully ask one or two questions which help set the work in 
context:

•	 Who wrote the paper?
•	 In what sort of journal does the paper appear?
•	 Who (and what) is acknowledged?

WHO WROTE THE PAPER?

Often, one person writes an article such as a review or an editorial. This is less common for papers describ-
ing the results of a research study. Because most research is a joint enterprise, papers describing research 
studies are usually published under the names of a number of people – the research team. From the list of 
authors, you can tell:

•	 The range of expertise of the research team. Professional backgrounds of the authors (and sometimes 
their level of seniority) are often included, with the address of each.

•	 The research centre or centres involved in the study. This is useful when you’ve been reading for a 
while and you know whose work to look out for – for whatever reason!

•	 The principal researcher. He or she is often named first, or sometimes identifiable as the only author 
whose full address and contact details are listed (called the corresponding author).

Figure 1.1 shows a typical example of a research project that required a collaborative effort.
The list of authors may be quite long. The more people involved with a study, the less likely it is that 

one of them has a pre‐eminent position, so there may be no principal author. The authors may simply be 
listed in alphabetical order. They are listed at the top of research papers and (often) in guidance from the 
journal on how to cite the paper.

When a large study involving many sites is published, it may be that the work is written up by a small 
team, on behalf of the larger group. You may then find that there are some named authors, or only one or 
two, or (in very large studies) many authors are listed while the rest of the team is listed elsewhere – as in 
Figure 1.2. This type of multiple authorship is unavoidable if everybody is to get credit for participating in 
large studies, such as this project exploring the genetics of stroke.
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An undesirable form of multiple authorship arises if members of an academic department attach their 
names to a paper when they had nothing to do with the study. This is sometimes called ‘gift authorship’, 
although it isn’t always given very freely. To try to stop this practice, many journals now expect each 
author to explain exactly what part he or she has played in the study. For this, and other useful information, 
you should turn to the Acknowledgements at the end of the paper.

IN WHAT SORT OF JOURNAL DOES THE PAPER APPEAR?

Not all journals are the same. Some are mainly aimed at members of a particular professional group, and 
therefore include political news, commentaries, and personal opinions. Others publish only research arti-
cles which have not appeared elsewhere, while some aim to mix these functions.

In some journals, the letters pages are designed to allow readers to express their opinions about articles 
which have appeared in previous issues. In others, the letters pages contain only descriptions of original 
studies.
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Figure 1.1  Authors and research centres listed at the start of a research paper. Source: Reprinted from 
Kuwawenaruwa et al. (2019) https://doi.org/10.1016/j.socscimed.2019.02.005
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What appears in a journal is decided by the Editor, nearly always with the help and advice of an Editorial 
Committee. The best journals also seek opinions from external referees who comment on papers sent to 
them and advise on suitability for publication. Because these referees are usually experts in the same field 
as the authors of the paper, this process is called ‘peer reviewing’. It isn’t always easy to tell whether 
papers for a journal are peer‐reviewed, which is unfortunate because the peer‐reviewing process is the 
best means of establishing the quality of a journal’s contents. You shouldn’t trust the results of any data‐
containing study if it appears in a journal which does not use the peer‐reviewing system.

Some journals produce supplements, which are published in addition to the usual regular issues of the 
main journal. They may be whole issues given over to a single theme or to describing presentations from 
a conference or symposium. Often they are produced (unlike the main journals) with the help of sponsorship 
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Figure 1.2  Paper written by multiple authors on behalf of several research groups. Source: From Pfeiffer et al. 
(2019).
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from pharmaceutical companies. Papers in these supplements may not have been reviewed by the same 
process as papers in main journals and for that reason they tend not to be of as high quality.

Another way to judge the quality of a journal is to check its impact factor – a measure of the frequency 
with which papers in the journal are quoted by other researchers.1 The impact factor is only a rough guide 
because high‐quality journals that cover very specialized topics will inevitably have lower ratings than 
journals with a wider readership such as those describing cancer research or aimed at a general medical 
audience.

A frequently cited marker of journal quality is whether it is indexed – that is, whether it is registered on 
one of the major bibliographic databases such as PubMed. Being indexed isn’t much of a marker of quality, 
but not being indexed should raise questions.

The rapid increase in the number of online journals raises other questions about quality. Many of these 
are open access – that is, you don’t have to subscribe to be able to read them. They cover their costs by 
charging authors a publication fee – so there may be a financial incentive to publish, and the barrier of 
limited space is not the issue it is with paper journals.

To summarize – there are several pointers to journal quality: whether it uses peer review; its impact fac-
tor; whether it is indexed, and of course its reputation in the scientific community. But these are just that, 
pointers: there’s no way to avoid developing some critical appraisal skills so you can judge for yourself the 
quality of an article regardless of the journal in which it appears.

WHO (AND WHAT) IS ACKNOWLEDGED?

It is tempting to treat the Acknowledgements at the end of a paper as being a bit like the credits after a 
film – only of interest to insiders. But they contain interesting information. For example, who is credited 
with work, but does not feature as an author? This has often been the fate of medical statisticians and oth-
ers who offer specialist skills for the completion of one task in the study. If the study required special 
expertise – such as advanced statistics, economic analysis, supervision of therapists – then the necessary 
‘expert’ should be a member of the research team and acknowledged. If not, then either the expert was not 
a member of the team or somebody isn’t getting credit where it is due. To ensure that co‐authorship is 
earned, and to guard against research fraud, the Acknowledgements in many journals now also contain a 
statement from each author about his or her individual contribution.

The Acknowledgements section from a multi‐author paper on HIV showed what additional help the 
research team received (Figure 1.3). It also contains an indication of the source of funding that sup-
ported the research. This is of interest because external funding may bring with it extra safeguards as 
to the rigour with which work was conducted. On the other hand, it may lead to a conflict of interest 
(for example if a pharmaceutical or other commercial company has funded research into one of its own 
products).

Declaring a conflict of interest is not the same as admitting to a guilty secret. Its aim is to ensure that 
readers, when they are making their judgements about the study, are informed that there may be non‐
scientific influences on the conduct or interpretation of a study.

Although it is usually put at the bottom of the title page rather than in the Acknowledgements, the other 
piece of information to look out for is advice from the journal on how to cite the paper you are reading. 

1  You can check the impact factor of a journal at a number of websites, including, for example, the Thomson Reuters (formerly ISI) 
Journal Citation Reports http://isiknowledge.com/jcr (accessed 19.02.19).
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Typically this citation is presented in one of a number of formats that include title, authors, journal name, 
year, volume, and page numbers. Recently this approach has been supplemented by provision of a DOI 
(Digital Object Identifier) which is a standardized unique number given to many (but not all) articles, 
papers, and books, by some publishers, to identify a particular publication.

Figure 1.3  Acknowledgement of statistical, financial, and other support at the end of a paper. Source: From Long 
et al. (2000).
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